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Sacramental  Consciousness:

An Access to the Sacred Horizon 

Vincent M. Bilotta, Ph.D.   

The intention of this paper is to describe an important dimension of the spiritual life.  This dimension has been named by John Shea (1) as “sacramental consciousness.”  In taking up and dwelling with this theme we shall attempt to make explicit what is implicit in the phenomenon of sacramental consciousness.


We shall begin our journey of understanding by grounding our reflection in a detailed description of the first twenty minutes of a person’s day.  The following is a description that I have chosen out of two hundred descriptions gathered over the past year.


I am awakened about 6:30 by the sound of the alarm clock on the night stand near my bed.  Having opened the window curtains before retiring, I see that the day appears to be starting off with grey skies and a slight wind.  I wonder about the outside temperature and the weather forecast but decide not to turn on the radio.  I want to preserve the silence that I am enjoying at the moment.  Lying in bed, I stretch fully to become more awake.  My body feels good after stretching.  I lay still for another moment or two and thank the Lord for the night of rest and offer God the day ahead.  “Every beat of my heart, Lord, accept as an act of praise; every breath I breathe, accept as an act of gratitude for your love and faithfulness.”  I am aware of the Baby Ben ticking away.


I sit up on the side of the bed as I am now more awake; the rough texture of the carpet under my feet and the dampness and coolness of the air catch my attention.  I decide to turn up the heat a bit.  Walking to the bathroom, I’m aware of the aroma of the apple sitting on my desk.  The bathroom linoleum feels cool.  How relieved I feel to empty my bladder!  Standing by the washbowl, I give my face to the cool water; I feel more awake and refreshed.


Walking back to the room to dress, I’m aware of the growling in my empty stomach.  Sitting on the bed and reaching down to tie my shoes, I’m aware of the two-to-three-inch roll of fat in my lower abdomen which makes tying my shoes more difficult.  Standing up, I stretch fully to the ceiling and to the floor several times; I enjoy the pleasurable feeling that follows these stretches.  I notice no tension in my muscles, no headache, no backache, no sinus ache or joint stiffness.  While dressing I hear the birds chirping outside and notice the flag on top of the house blowing in the wind.


Dressed and making my way outside, I am aware of the cold metal doorknobs of the three doors I open on my way along the corridor.  The fresh air, coolness, and dampness fill my nostrils.  The blacktop feels hard and rough under my feet as I climb the hill.  Bending and flexing my thighs and knees, I’m aware of the pull in my muscles and of the elastic tops in my stockings.

I notice the blossoms of the white dogwood tree, more open now than yesterday.  The cardinals, blue jays, robins, and squirrels are welcoming this new day in their own way.  They seem so free and unencumbered, each doing his thing.  The trees and shrubbery are displaying their lovely blossoms — the only time of year they do this — yet how many people pass by without even recognizing the fragile, beautiful blossoms.  Nevertheless, they are giving praise to their Creator too.


Now at the back of the main house I decide to walk briskly for a few minutes, down the “Entrance” driveway and back up the “Exit” driveway.  The aroma of the apple tree blossoms across the way is now filling my nostrils.  Feeling my heart beating faster, I realize that I am slightly winded as I come into the main house.  How good the warmth of the indoors feels!  I smell bacon in the kitchen.  This again makes me aware of the growling in my empty stomach.  In the living room I give my body to the soft cushion on the sofa.  As I pick up the morning paper, I am aware of the scent of the printer’s ink.  After a few minutes of scanning the morning news, I move to the kitchen for breakfast. 


It is hoped that as you have read the above description, the first twenty minutes of your day have come to mind.  Allow yourself the time right now to recall these first twenty minutes.  Let yourself feel your experience.  As a way of helping us to dwell in this phenomenon of the first twenty minutes of the day, we shall present a composite sketch of various possibilities of this phenomenon as reported by different people through their written descriptions of the experience.


An examination of peoples’ experiences of their first twenty minutes reveals many different approaches.  The first moment of transitioning from the world of sleep to the wide-awake consciousness of the everyday world reveals a variety of responses.  Some wake up only because the alarm has sounded, while others stir before the alarm rings.  Waking up brings with it the noise of the alarm, perhaps the soft sound of relaxing music, a degree of darkness if the blinds are closed, or streams of light coming through the curtains.  Some are slow and reluctant to get out of bed.  They are semi-conscious for the first half-hour or at least until that first cup of coffee.  Some people respond initially to the alarm clock by turning over and snatching extra minutes of sleep before making the big move.  A leisurely style may characterize others as they relax, sit back in bed, and listen to music or to the sounds of silence around them.   Waking up for some may bring an awareness of their still being tired.  Perhaps the night’s rest was not enough.  They feel groggy and want to return to sleep.  Their bodies reveal to them that they stayed up too late the night before.


As others first open their eyes, they quickly look at the clock and are reminded that they have much work to do.  They become preoccupied with the day ahead.  The problems of yesterday may begin to gnaw at them. They jump out of bed already absorbed in the busy-ness of the day.  The heaviness of anxiety begins to pour into their bodies.


The ritual of getting up in the morning brings with it activities such as breaking away from the warm security of the bed, checking the weather, walking to the bathroom, showering, shaving, brushing teeth, dressing, combing the hair, smoking a cigarette or drinking a cup of coffee.  Other activities may include exercising, donning slippers and robe, making the bed, and eating breakfast.


Another way of viewing the first twenty minutes of the day could be from the perspective of the five senses.  Through the sense of sight, some people could find themselves seeing the time on the clock, the darkness of their bedroom, sunlight, sunrise, moonbeams, the sky, or plants, trees, and birds.


The early morning smells perceived in the first twenty minutes of the day may include the aroma of breakfast being cooked in the kitchen —  of orange juice, grapefruit, bacon, coffee, cereal — as well as the scent of fresh air, talcum powder, shampoo, toothpaste, body odors, perfume, old cigar or cigarette smoke, a slept-in bed. 

Through the sense of hearing many people report experiencing birds singing, cars passing, pots and pans banging, people talking, water running, heat gushing through the vent, the toilet flushing, doors opening and closing, a kettle whistling and coffee perking.  Other sounds associated with the first twenty minutes of the day are music, the alarm clock, horns, sirens, rain, footsteps, a radiator, church bells, and the sounds of silence along with the quiet peace of the morning.


From the perspective of the sense of touch people describe the warmth of bed sheets, the softness of the pillow, the coldness of the floor, the softness of a carpet, the warmth or chilliness of the shower, the feel of soap, the texture of the bath towels.  Through the sense of touch people feel their tired bodies, the aches and pains of various joints and muscles, the emptying of a full bladder, and the bristles of the toothbrush on their gums.  They experience the various textures of dishes, utensils, table linen, and even the food they have eaten.

The Everyday Life World 


The first twenty minutes of our day are situated within the context of the everyday life world.  It is perhaps part of the automatic routine dimension of our everyday life.  But before we describe the notion of the everyday life world, let us dwell on the experience of different worlds.  


The business of daily living exposes us to many aspects of the life world.  These various experiences may take us into whole other worlds.  Even in everyday life we have the expression, “It is a whole other world.”  This expression indicates that our experience is situated within multiple realities.  There are the worlds of sleep, eating, fantasy, work, prayer, ideas, office, music, theatre, art, recreation, sports and television. Each experience may be a door to a whole other world.  You lift up the hood of your automobile and you are in a far different world than when you walk through the door of an emergency room in a hospital.  There is the world of the fireperson, the policeperson, the supermarket cashier, the taxicab driver, the monk and the carpenter.


The reality of daily living is our paramount reality.  It is the privileged position from which we live our lives.  What we mean by this is that without taking care of our bodies we would die.  The reality of daily living requires that we be rooted in the pragmatism of doing what has to be done.  It is paramount for our survival that we eat and sleep.  Berger and Luckmann state that —
Among the multiple realities there is one that presents itself as the 
reality
par excellence.  This is the reality of everyday life.  Its privileged position 
entitles it to the designation of paramount reality.  The tension of 
consciousness is highest in everyday life, that is, the latter imposes itself 
upon consciousness in the most massive, urgent and intense manner.  It is
 
impossible to ignore, 
difficult even to weaken in its imperative presence. 
Consequently, it 
forces me to be attentive to it in the fullest way. I 
experience everyday life in the state of being wide-awake. (2) 



The descriptions of the first twenty minutes of the day point to the massive, urgent, and intense manner of the reality of everyday life. Once we make the transition from sleep to wide-awake consciousness, the routine of the reality of everyday life absorbs us.  The pragmatism of everyday life intrudes on us.  The everyday world is a world shared with others. The routine of our first twenty minutes acknowledges that we are with others as we clean and deodorize our bodies, not just for ourselves but for others. We dress our bodies according to the weather reality of the day.  We eat to energize our bodies. We clean our bodies and rooms so that eventually we do not get sick from various diseases. The pragmatism of functioning and surviving is at work; we need to work at surviving and functioning. The reality of everyday life is dominated by what we have to do in order to function and survive in a comfortable manner.


Another way of helping us to understand the paramount demands of the reality of everyday life is to focus in a descriptive manner on the movement away from the pragmatism of this reality and realize how we must always return to it as our means of orientation. Imagine having a very difficult and tense day in classes, at the office or the plant, at home or at school with the children. You feel you need to relax and escape the problems that have surrounded you all day. You decide to go to a movie. Going to the movie is your goal. But in order to get to the movie, you need to employ the pragmatism of everyday life. Information as to where, what, how, when, and transportation is needed.  We mobilize our skills or recipes of life and go through the routine of getting ourselves to the movie so that we can escape the reality of everyday life. In order to participate in the process of escaping the reality of everyday life, we need to employ this paramount reality to achieve our goal of going to the movie.


Entering the world of the cinema is not part of our everyday reality.  It is a deviation from the everyday pragmatism. We experience the transition from the bright city lights and the hectic pace of the streets to the dim lights of the theater and the orderliness of the row-by-row seats quietly facing a big curtain.  We take our seats and continue to enter the here and now of this enclave of meaning. All of a sudden the dim lights are turned off.  There is a moment of darkness and then the curtain goes up. The problems of our day recede quickly into the background of our consciousness. With the opening of the curtain our consciousness is directed towards what is before us.  Attentive to the big screen, we are invited to enter into the world that is unfolding before us.  We find our consciousness moving from one reality to another. We make a transition from the world of everyday life to the world of the motion picture before us. The transition is initially a shock. Our bodies quickly adjust to the shift in attentiveness that the transition entails. (3)


In going to a movie we turn away from the reality of everyday life. We go off into another finite province of meaning. But this excursion from the paramount reality eventually ends just as the movie does, and we return to the privileged position of the everyday life. So whether the excursion is one of entering the world of the movies, sleep, daydream, fantasy, theoretical thought, aesthetic or religious experience, we always return to the world of everyday life.


Compared to the reality of everyday life, other realities appear as finite provinces of meaning, enclaves within the paramount reality marked by circumscribed meanings and modes of experiences.  The paramount reality envelops them on all sides, as it were, consciousness always returns to the paramount reality as from an excursion.  Similar “commutations” take place between the 
world of everyday life and the world of play, both the playing of children and, even more sharply, of adults. The theater provides an excellent illustration of such playing on the part of adults. The transition between realities is marked by the rising and falling of another world” with its own meanings and in order that may or may 
not have much to do with the order of everyday life. As the curtain falls, the spectator “returns to reality,” that is, to the paramount reality of everyday life by comparison with which the reality 
presented on the stage now appears tenuous and ephemeral, however vivid the presentation may have been a few moments previously. (4)


Our trip to the movie provides us with a relaxing escape from everyday life.  As the movie ends and our eyes adjust to the now brightly lit theater, we may still be emotionally involved with the world which the movie just opened for us.  But the quick exiting of the theater by the patrons does not allow us to linger with our emotionally drained bodies. People want to get out of the theater to beat the mounting traffic exiting from the parking lot.  The rat race of everyday life is imposed upon us again.  The task at hand is to get out of the theater and to make our way home safely to bed.  We must go to bed because our bodies are exhausted and in need of the restoration of strength and energy in order to function again the next day in the world of everyday life. 

Everydayness


The reality of everyday life is our paramount and fundamental reality. This world of work is our ground. It is ordered by the rule of the practical and pragmatic. The workaday world is a reality of social functions, human labor, timetables, task orientation, utilitarian values, and life as a series of things to do.


In the everyday life world everything becomes familiar, common, well known and loses a sense of specialness. There is regularity, repetition, and a loss of newness.  Life is colored by the usual, the routine, the consistent, the always. The project of making the unfamiliar familiar seems to pervade all we do. Ordinary things do not speak with excitement but are accepted and judged by “usability” and “service-ability.”  Everything seems to be glossed over easily.  Our perceptions become dull and dim.  Nothing seems to matter.  We are not touched or moved by what is before us.  Settling into a comfortable rut where we are on top and in control seems to be the matter of course in the reality of everyday life.


As we wake up in the morning, the routine of the day eventually takes over and our habituated behavior carries us from one task and activity to another.  The on-going world of everyday affairs controls our movements from one area to another. We all walk through our everyday recipes of life. The life world that surrounds us remains unquestioned, unexamined and unproblematic until further notice.


The world of everyday life calls for a specific way of attending to what is around us.  This specific way is the practical. We know how to operate in this world. We never ask ourselves in the morning how to get out of bed, take a shower, dress, or make breakfast.  All these activities have become habitual and made familiar to the point of being automatic and routine. These activities are taken for granted. We do not even pay attention to them. We are thoroughly familiar with our bed, our room, our trips to the bathroom, the shower and how to brush our teeth.

Natural Attitude 


The world of daily living is the common-sense work world.  We live our lives in the work world from the perspective of the natural attitude. Within the natural attitude we grow accustomed to what is around us. Everything is routine and familiar. Life is mechanical, automatic, and oriented in a practical manner.


The natural attitude is a way of looking at the world around us.  It is a particular disposition that we take towards everydayness.  In the natural attitude the practical totally absorbs us. We become lost in the familiar. As our activities become old hat, we find ourselves lulled to sleep in regard to what is around us. We are blinded by the ordinari-ness of the everyday.


As an example — you may appropriate a certain item for your bedroom and you place it on the wall.  For the first few days this item stands out in the room. You pass it on your way in and out of the room. It speaks to you of its special meaning. This item symbolizes something important to you. But gradually, as the days pass, this item takes its proper place among the other objects in your room. It becomes lost in the background of your perception. No longer do you notice it as special. It seems just to blend in with all your other perceptions. This item no longer stands out for you because it has become familiar. You are lulled to sleep regarding its specialness.  Occasionally you may notice it and say to yourself, “My goodness!  I really have not seen this for a while.”


Living from the frame of reference of the natural attitude, we do not worry or ask why about everyday practical issues.  We just expect that life will go on as usual.  Our posture is that until further notice our room each morning will be more or less the same temperature when we wake up.  From the point of view of the natural attitude we automatically assume that the light will go on when we put on the switch, the water will appear in the sink and in the shower when the faucet, the toilet will flush when we press the handle, and our clothes will be in their proper place in the closet when we need them.  Our outlook on everyday life takes for granted that the roof will remain on our house, the ignition will start the car, the stove will work, and the streets will be navigable.


Our everyday living from the natural attitude is neither exciting nor vivid, and very predictable. Our life patterns are stable, secure and comfortable.  In daily situations we respond to what we expect to see rather than to what is actually there. This means that we expect the chair to hold our weight when we sit down; we expect the television to work when we turn it on; we expect the post office to be where we last saw it; we expect that there will be air to breathe when we wake up in the morning.


We need to affirm the positive aspects of the natural attitude. It is important to be able to take many things for granted. In becoming grounded in the familiar we feel secure and comfortable, and we feel we belong. The natural attitude helps us to function efficiently. It keeps us stable and provides a feeling of being at home in the here and now.  With the natural attitude operating we do not have to question everything. We do not have to worry about whether the silverware is clean, whether the refrigerator is cold, whether the furnace downstairs will keep us warm during the winter, or whether the milk will flow from its container when we pour it into a glass.


The natural attitude saves us from worrying about everyday realities. In the natural attitude we become forgetful of the ordinary flow of life and just take for granted that life will continue to move along in a stable fashion. This attitude saves us a tremendous amount of psychic energy each day. Can you imagine what it would be like if you began worrying about whether the roof would fall off your home during the night, whether there was poison in your food, or whether the ground would support you during an afternoon walk?


The natural attitude helps us to make sense of the chaos of the world and it promotes a basic trust and rootedness in the world.  From this framework we totally give ourselves over to the natural, normal flow of everydayness.  We believe our routine will continue without interruption and will remain unproblematic until further notice. This smooth, automatic forgetfulness about many daily issues saves us from becoming vigilant, tense and anxious.


The natural attitude is one in which we are naive to other meanings. Embedded in the natural attitude, we are solely concerned with the narrowness of our pragmatic activities.  We are totally preoccupied with the immediate, particular needs of going about the business of daily life. Centered within the concerns of our work projects, we become cocoon-like in our relationship to other provinces of meanings.


Although the natural attitude saves us a great amount of psychic energy because we are able to be complacent and take the workings of daily life for granted — the natural attitude can also cause us to fall asleep to the deeper meanings of everyday.  The natural stance of common-sense can dull our perceptions and make it difficult for us to be in touch with wider experiences. It can foster a rut of thoughtlessness, unawareness, closedness, and unreflectiveness and cause us to become unobservant and unappreciative.


The natural attitude cultivates a superficial involvement with the reality around us.  Entangled in the prattle of the day, lodged within our normal habitat, struggling for security by domesticating the familiar, we become frozen in a narrowness of perception.  Hollowness, monotony, emptiness, and dispassionate tranquility color our everydayness.  We allow ourselves to be carried along by the comings and goings of the day. Life is filled with opinions, idle talk, curiosity and a lack of genuine understanding.  (5) Plunged into busyness throughout the day, we seek security at any price.


Within the natural attitude of our everydayness, we begin to forget ourselves.  Actually this attitude takes flight from the reflective side of us.  A confrontation with the dwelling, meditative dimension of ourselves is avoided.  In this atmosphere of not being in touch with our deeper core, we become scattered, distracted, agitated, lost, inauthentic, disoriented and fall away from ourselves.


The natural attitude of everydayness brings with it a forgetting of our deeper groundedness. In the ordinariness of life the essential giftedness of our human experience is covered over by the mindless perception which flows from the natural attitude.  This pedestrian frame of reference blinds us to the mystery of the everyday.  In our narrow-mindedness the presence of the sacred is no longer disclosed in the familiar world of everyday life. The natural attitude covers over our interiority and obscures the transcend-dent.  In the devaluation of reflective living we become oblivious to the sacredness of life and we lack openness to everything as creation; an atrophy of wonder occurs.  Thus we remain in the obvious, the profane, and the secular and find ourselves treating everything as mere entitles of the everyday life.

The Natural Attitude Fosters Functionality 

The natural attitude tends to foster a merely functional existence.  The routine tends to foster a merely functional existence.  The routine of rising, dressing, eating, working and retiring can become mere functions to live out.  These activities can become a doing, without much thought or feeling. The continuous performance of these rituals becomes rigid, stifling, confining and sometimes hectic.  Life becomes life a continuous stream of water drips.  We follow the schedule like a robot.  There is no relaxation or creativity, but only work. We feel as if we are stuck in a revolving door that automatically goes around like a merry-go-round.  Charts, calendars, and clocks rule our happenings


As unreflective people who have fallen into a merely functional existence, we may be driven by impulse and false ambition. We become mere spectators, intoxicated with the activity of striving for success, power, control and popularity. With heavy effort we go through the motions of life in a cold, aloof, insensitive and calculating manner. Work and accomplishment become ways to escape depression, insecurity, inferiority and guilt.


The effects of a merely functional existence create an atmosphere for becoming closed and asleep to what is around us. We feel hemmed in by our projects. In being caught up in doing, doing, doing, we feel uptight, bored, and tired.  Hassled by having to compete constantly, to be on top and to make sure we are perfect, we find ourselves psychically exhausted and living a humdrum existence.

The Natural Attitude and Complacency 


Just as the natural attitude fosters functionality, it also cultivates complacency.  The experience of complacency emerges from the natural attitude of taking things for granted.  We begin to ignore our bodies’ requirements for exercise, sleep and food. Our cars reflect our complacency when we do not change the oil, check the tires, or observe other maintenance requirements.  Complacent people tend to feel that they can handle whatever situation occurs in the workplace. In our relationships with others and with God, we may feel that we do not really have to give them quality attention or to work on deepening or improving our relationships. We believe that these relationships will just take care of themselves.


A good example of complacency that flows from a merely functional existence is the following description. 
A double rainbow appeared in the sky one day and my colleagues called out to tell everyone to come quickly and see the magnificent sight. I got up from my chair in the office, looked out the window and said, “Gee, that’s really something; it is beautiful,” and sat down at the really something; it is beautiful,” and sat down at the desk to continue typing.  It was an interruption, a fleeting gift of the sky; but I was too busy, too task oriented to pause, get excited and enjoys the pleasure of the sight.  Feeling very tired in my body, I thought, “Someday, I will appreciate rainbows.”  But the immediate preoccupation was the mundane, the work, and the pressure of time.  I grew more irritated at the discrepancy between work preoccupation and a quiet attentiveness to the telling beauty of creation.


In the experience of complacency we become indifferent, insensitive, uncaring; we lack concern and merely go along with the way things are.  It is relying in the rut of surrendering to the “it-will-do” syndrome.  In the complacent attitude we find ourselves stuck, stagnant, inactive, not struggling and not growing.  The stance of complacency is one of passivity, noninvolvement, unawareness and not being present to the here and now.  The complacent person lacks energy and spirit.  Minimal giving, being “laid back” and operating from the imperative “don’t rock the boat,” seem to characterize a dimension of complacency.


The images of people compulsively watching television or treading water, the sounds of a humming refrigerator or air conditioner reflect the experience of complacency.  People who are complacent become hummers.  They are likely the hum of the refrigerator or air conditioner.  There are no ups or downs but just the persistent monotone of humming.  Hum!  Hum! Hum! The senses are dimmed and lulled to sleep.  As hummers they are unable to feel, to sense, and to flow with what is around them.  They are unable to respond to the how of living their lives. As hummers, they are just there — heartless, unaware, asleep, and numb from the humming.


Complacent persons appear to others to be serene, secure, unruffled, loose, free floating, agreeable, calm and pleasant. But this apparent self-possession is a sham.  Although complacent people present themselves as self-righteous, self-satisfied, safe, comfortable, self-assured and seem to have arrived and to have things all together, their complacency is a mask for their vulnerability.


Struggling to repress the haunting call of their restless spirits, threats that pervade their existence, complacent people are unconsciously aware of the harshness of reality and of their need for protection and insulation. They have difficulty listening and paying attention to the more-than-obvious around them and thus build a false sense of security by anesthetizing themselves to the deeper meanings of the realities around them.

Sacramental Consciousness 

John Shea in his book Stories of God perceives everyday consciousness as having two points.  For example: I (1) see the blue sky (2).  Sacramental conscious has three points.  I (1) see the blue sky (2) and “in and through this interaction become aware of the dimension of mystery (3).”  (6) Two-point, everyday consciousness tunes into the surface dimensions of reality.


We could develop skills in being able to differentiate scientifically and technically the various bluenesses of the sky.  But these expanded ways of seeing the blueness of the sky are still part of the everyday two-point consciousness although grounded in a technical specialization.  We could analyze and calculate a physical understanding of the blue sky as part of our pragmatic knowledge of the world.  This scientific pursuit within a technical framework continues to reflect the perspective of two-point awareness as we manipulate the surface of reality.  The blue sky from the pragmatic perspective may mean no problems with weather.  It indicates that there is no need for a rain coat, rubbers, and an umbrella.  The blue sky informs us along the way that there is no need for inclement weather precautions.


Sacramental consciousness or three-point awareness is sensitivity to the dimension of mystery in our experience. In the three-point consciousness the sacred ground of existence is not neglected or forgotten. We become sensitive to the depth of our relatedness to the dimension of mystery.  Sacramental awareness allows people, events and things in our everyday life to disclose the sense of mystery of which they are a part.


People, events and things have a double referent.  They reveal both a sense of the concrete and the transcendent.  From the frame of reference of three-point consciousness, people, events and things become symbols of the “more than.”


Sacramental consciousness believes that the Sacred conceals itself behind everything.  All that is, is mystery.  In order to perceive this sense of the transcendent, we need to participate in it by remaining grounded in our bodies.  We appropriate a sense of mystery in and through our bodies. As we bodily engage in everyday reality, as we partake in everyday life, we experience mystery if we are able to hear and see it in the light of our three-point consciousness.

Listening to Everyday Experience 

Mystery is disclosed to us through our experience. Actually all of life is revealed through our experience. This means that, in order to grow into sacramental conscious-ness, we need to be awake and to listen to our experience.  It is very important to develop an awareness of our experience through our sensibilities.  As we stay with our experience and dwell with it, we are allowing it to disclose itself to us. In remaining open and receptive to our present moment, we are surprised by the little glimpses of mystery contained in everyday life. Listening to our experience of ordinary daily living, we are summoned to move out of our imbeddedness and to hear the deeper questions in our hearts.


Each minute of our day can be part of sacramental consciousness.  If we listen to our daily experience, we can tune into what we are about and what we are up to.  Our experience of ourselves can disclose how we are standing out in the world, how we are relating to ourselves, others and mystery.  Our experience may reveal how we may be sleeping the deadly sleep of complacency in our everyday life.  The heavy feeling in our bodies, the wagging of our feet, the tension in our heads, the tightness in our necks, the feelings of anxiety, depressing, and loneliness all manifest to us how we are present or not present to the sacred dimension of life.


In order to grow into sacramental consciousness we need to be awakened from our sleepy everydayness and to listen to our everyday experience.  But what does it mean to become awake?  Being awake — means to be receptive, open and present to what is around us.  It is being with it, tuned in and in touch with our experience. Feeling, touching, watching, intuiting, listening, discovering, reaching out, moving toward, and being alert and attentive are all descriptions of being awake.


Moving closer to the concrete in life, we discover that there are many people, events and things in our everyday life that help us to become awake to what is around us.  Experiencing nature, music and art, walking, playing, smelling, touching, seeing, tasting, hearing and praying can be activities that jolt us out of our sleepy embeddedness.  Physical exercise, a blast of wing blowing against our face, diving into a cool pool or taking off in an airplane — all are awakening experiences.


Forms of being awakened from embeddedness may be experienced through shock, the extraordinary, insight, dissatisfaction or a feeling of emptiness.  We may be awakened by a clap of loud thunder, a clear, star-filled sky, a fire alarm, loud noises, a door slamming, the smell of fresh cow manure, or by being startled, spilling a cup of coffee, walking up the stairs, tripping over our own feet, burning our tongue with an unexpectedly hot cup of coffee, losing a wallet, hitting our head on a cabinet door, being in a car accident, turning on the wrong water faucet, or running out of gas on a highway.  
Other people describe moments of being awakened from the natural attitude when being stung by a hornet, expecting a white substance to be sugar and discovering it is salt, catching a finger in an umbrella, forgetting the house key, sitting down on a couch that is much softer than expected, stumbling over a word while reading in public, talking to a child, or holding a newborn infant. Occasionally it happens because someone has ignored us or has been angry with us or because someone has been unexpectedly attentive and kind. Other natural moments of being sensitive to the depth of the everyday occur when we encounter the ineffable and experience our own limits, our own contingency and nothingness.


Many people seem to wait for the more spectacular explosions in their lives to awaken them. But everything visible and ordinary conceals an invisible depth of mystery.  As we observe the human condition and the many mysteries of human existence, we encounter moments of being awakened. Birth, death, suffering, love, and awe seem to awaken us for the moment from our taken-for-granted living.

 
When our lives are suddenly disrupted and called into question, when we are uprooted and the familiar disappears, when our secure, comfortable at-homeness is shattered, we are jolted from the sleepy embeddedness of our everyday existence.  Facing our limited creaturehood, we are awakened by our vulnerability and dependency.  In letting go of our stance of being in control, of being on top of and dominating the situa-tion, we may experience a stance of being awakened to what is around us.


Sacramental consciousness is waking up to the divine presence everywhere.  It is becoming alive to ourselves as human beings by tuning into our experiences.  We need to rise from the deadness of our complacency. Our experience jolts us from our slumber.  We need to get up from our taken-for-granted stance and enter into our experience.  In breaking the shell with which the natural attitude has covered us, we are able to listen to our experience and let it open us to the mystery that permeates all that is.


Sacramental consciousness interacts with people, events and things as living reminders of the transcendent.  As a style of consciousness three-point awareness calls us back to our deepest selves.  With a receptive disposition towards all that is, we discover the sacred mystery that abides in all of life.  Through sacramental consciousness we find the Holy in the ordinary.  All creatures reveal themselves as part of the divine mystery.  Daily life witnesses to the invisible mystery at the heart of creation.

A Process of Transcending the Natural Attitude

Through the development of sacramental consciousness, we break out of the natural attitude and begin unveiling the hidden, deeper meanings of reality.  In shaping a sacramental consciousness, we go beyond the merely practical of daily life experience.  This transcending of the pragmatic work world is not a fleeing or and escaping, but an entering into daily life in such a way that we discover that everything in everyday reality points to something more. This experience of the “more than” is an expanding and transforming of consciousness so that we see beyond the pragmatism in our everyday lives.


Romano Guardini in his book Sacred Signs points to the attitude of sacramental consciousness when he writes:

We must help ourselves to read in the outward form the inner state:  to read from the body what is in the soul, to read from the earthly process what is spiritual and hidden.  (7)


From this perspective all of life is seen as sacred signs.  The inner truth of people, events and things emerges from the sacred.


What is this experience of the transcendent horizon?  What is this spirit presence, this attitude of sacramental consciousness?  It is a presence that appeals to us and evokes us.  This style of presence is not something that can be taught or something that you can learn as you would arithmetic.


The theory of Gestalt psychology teaches that perception is revealed to us through a structure of figure and ground.  We perceive units of signification.  Every object appears as a particular figure against the horizon.  As an example, these printed words that you are reading are the figures against the background of the white paper.  People, events and things appear against a background of invisible meanings.  As I share these thoughts with you through the process of writing, all the people who have influenced my thinking are invisibly present as background.  All these people, books, articles and human experiences are part of the invisible background at this moment of writing. In our perception there are invisible, implicit meanings that are hidden in visible appearances.  


Sacramental consciousness perceives everything as having another horizon besides the practical and the functional. In tuning into people, events and things around us from the perspective of sacramental consciousness, we discover that the “more than” in which they participate is a mystery that surrounds all of us.  We discover that everything is interrelated and emerges from the Divine Source of Creation. Through sacramental consciousness we bracket the natural attitude and are immediately present to the deeper meanings around us. We begin to see all of life as symbolizing the power of divine Creation. In surrendering the blindness of the complacent, taken-for-granted, natural attitude, we discover that the infinite mystery of Creation is near at hand and very much a part of our daily existence.


The going beyond the natural attitude discloses that our human experience is permeated by the dimension of mystery.  We begin to see that, although our experiences are interrelated, there is a common thread to this inter-connection.  As we let go of our embeddedness in the natural attitude, we more and more perceive our ordinary human experience as being surrounded by and participating in the depth of the Sacred that encompasses all of existence.

Remembering a Story 

Sacramental consciousness is a perspective of reality. It is living our life from a particular slant or accent. Through this way of perceiving we take up our experience within a symbolic background of meaning. From this principle of organization we infuse our everyday perceptions with a particular significance. We begin to intuit, feel, sense, participate, dwell and relate our experience within the horizon of a sacred accent.


Three-point consciousness is a process of forming and shaping our awareness in a particular manner.  It opens up reality from a particular point of view.  An interpretive scheme it pulls our experience together and takes up a position in relationship to the world.


Sacramental consciousness is a process of remembering the sacred horizon that is part of everyday life. But what is the experience of remembering?  What do we remember in the process of sacramental consciousness?


People, events and things help us to remember. They become reminders of experience.  We seem to gain an access to the past through photographs, tape recordings, paintings, pictures and music. We arrange our personal space in such a way that our hanging pictures, photographs, posters, sayings, and statues remind us of someone or something that is important to us.  The experiences of people, events and things captured by symbols and signs are integrated into our everyday lives.


You may want to stop for a minute and dwell on your own personal living space and concretely experience your living reminders.  These reminders are indicators, markings, expressions of our remembering process.  These objects in our personal space are signs that represent meaning.  As symbols they awaken our awareness, restore us to our past and connect us to a larger horizon of meaning in our lives.


Besides the objects to which we have grown attached and with which we surround ourselves, there are many other signs or symbols that can give us a deeper access to the experience of that which is greater than we are.  Returning to the experience of getting us in the morning, we become aware of many objects we take fro granted.  These mundane objects can become sacred signs that help us to uncover the hidden, holy, horizon that surrounds each bedroom, home, neighborhood, town, state, country, our planet and our universe.


From the perspective of sacramental consciousness, the alarm clock, the bed, the covers, the floor are all part of the sacred signs of reality.  But in order to experience them as sacred signs, we have to become reflective.  You may be wondering how does the alarm clock in my room become a sacred sign, a sacramental, and an avenue to the sacred horizon?

As we bracket the natural attitude and give up the complacency of our slumbering consciousness, we do not have to take the alarm clock for granted.  For some the alarm clock is a friend and for others, an enemy.  When we reach to shut off the alarm, some will tap it gently; others will press the button angrily’ still others will reach over in a fumbling, uncoordinated manner and miss the shut-off button several times.


In reflecting upon the alarm clock we realize it was invented by someone.  Another human being was inspired with the idea through hard work.  The alarm clock is a human instrument and can be a helpful tool that assists us in being efficient and effective in our everyday existence. We come to appreciate how human technology is continuing to assist the humanization process of humankind. The alarm clock is a contribution to our everyday lives.  Knowing that it will be there to do its job in the morning, we are able to relax at night.  We do not have to worry about whether we will get up on time because the alarm clock, designed by human engineering, will welcome us into wide-awake consciousness at the appropriate time.


Reflecting more on the role of the alarm clock in our everyday lives, we realize that, at whatever time we are awakened by out clock, there are millions of other people in this country who are going through the same ritual.  For some of these people it will be their last day to be awakened by their alarm clock for they will die before the end of this day.  For others the alarm clock is awakening them to the day on which they will be married, deliver a baby, have an operation, or be in a serious automobile accident.


In thinking about the experience of the alarm clock, we are opened to a deeper dimension of the human condition.  We all need to get out of bed in the morning.  But some people are physically unable to leave their beds all their lives.  Waking up to each day can be a moment which helps us appreciate the fact that we, as human beings, are in this world together.  We are being called to cultivate the humanization process.  It is our choice.  It is our responsibility to decide how we will respond to the call of the alarm clock, how we will enter the day, and how we will live out the story and the meaning of this day.


Sacramental consciousness in this situation opens us to more than the functionality of the alarm clock. It calls us to widen our horizon of perception and to allow the invisible dimensions of the situation to reveal themselves to us. The alarm clock experience invited us to own our connectedness with all of struggling humanity.  We are asked to remember the larger story of life.  Sacramental consciousness encourages us to see the alarm clock experience against the backdrop of the sacred mystery of life.


Another mundane event that awakened me to the sacred horizon of reality was the occasion on which my wife asked me to wash the outside windows of our house.  I must admit I was not excited about the job. Initially it seemed boring. I was engaged in two-point consciousness of I (1) was washing the windows of this house (2).  As I became more reflective, I began to encounter the story of our seventy-five year old house.  Who had lived in it over the years?  I began to think about the human drama that had occurred in this house and of the various families that had owned it.  As I reflected, I entered into a three-point consciousness towards the house.  Within the perspective of sacramental consciousness, my interaction with window washing was an access to a deeper dimension of reality.  In going beyond the natural attitude that is usually lived out in the activity of washing windows, I was able to reach beyond the immediate and the practical.  I started to experience the sacred horizon that envelops the history of this home. Human lives were molded, formed, shaped in this house.  Generations of people were raised in this dwelling.  In light of all the struggles that have taken place in this house, God is still part of the unfolding that is occurring.


Now occasionally while walking home from work I can see my home from a distance.  The sacramental dimension of my home speaks to me of how it is the shelter for my family where we are struggling to become more formed in the presence of God.  The meditation that emerged that day opened a new perspective on our home for me.  It is not just a building but an abode with a rich history of families struggling to make sense of the meaning of life.  My home now speaks to me in a symbolic manner of the struggle in the human drama and how this drama is anchored in the loving, caring presence of God.

Remembering the Sacred Story 

Sacramental consciousness is a process of remembering the sacred horizon that is part of everyday life. Remembering is a very important dimension of the spiritual life.  It is a representing and a recalling. Part of sacramental consciousness is that we recall a story, represent a drama, or retell the meaning of our lives as Christians.  In sacramental consciousness we recollect ourselves by making space daily to remember the Christian story and thus recreate our everyday consciousness.


All families pass on stories of what it means to be a human being.  Various ethnic groups pass on particular accents on the story of life.  For some the story of life is about having fun while for others it is about a valley of tears.  Try to remember how your parents handled making sense of the flow of life and what they conveyed to you about the meaning of life. Some parents communicate to their children that they are placed on earth to suffer, or to enjoy, or to love, or to die. Other themes communicated about the story of life convey the idea that we are precious gifts from God that we are here to help other people, that life is to be lived now, or that God helps those who help themselves.


We all have a myth of what it means to be human.  Various meanings of life are passed on to us from our significant others.  Unfortunately some stories that people have collected in regard to what it means to be human are not life-fostering myths.  They may actually perpetuate neurotic myths.  Examples of this would be: “You should always be perfect”; “You should always be on top and in control”; “You should always be youthful looking and shapely”; “You should always please others”; “You should never get angry”; “You should always be other directed”; “You should always give to others and never pay attention to your own needs.”


Sacramental consciousness helps us connect with the thread of the Divine in our everyday life.  But this thread remains, for the most part, as background for the everyday.  The question emerges as to how we can live our lives more present to this background.  How can we become more mindful of the ground of our existence in a more conscious and wakeful manner?


Peter Berger, (8) in his book A Rumor of Angels: Modern Society and the Recovery of the Supernatural, describes sacramental consciousness as a process of trying to tune into this signal of the transcendent in our everyday life.  These signals open us to the thread of the Sacred, the thread that connects us to the Divine.  As Christians we tell the story that all that is, is part of the God’s creation.  It is one thing to read this in Scripture and it is another to live out that myth as an attitude, a belief, a perspective.


How can we remember the story of life as God’s creation?  How do we forget it?  How do we fall away from this representing of reality?  Part of being human is the process of forgetting.  We forget the creation story and the sacredness of life when we become lost in the practical of the everyday.  Absorbed constantly in the immediate, our awareness of the Holy becomes clouded and gradually disappears.  In forgetting we overlook, become short-sighted and sometimes blind to reality as God’s creation.  Cut off from our source of awe and wonder about everyday reality as God’s creation, we forget our giftedness and our hunger for God.


The sacred horizon is background for our experience.  Only periodically does this background become the figure of our consciousness.  Everyday activities of eating, cleaning, driving a car, paying attention to a lecture or wrestling with ideas draw us away from our thematic presence to the Holy.  In performing these everyday activities we relegate the Holy to the background of our consciousness.  If, when driving a car, we are too conscious, too thematically aware of the brilliance of the sky and the mystery that it reveals about creation, we might be involved in an accident.


But how can we grow into a consciousness of remembering the sacredness of life?  It is obvious from our experience that the more we become involved in a secularized consciousness, a profane consciousness, the more difficult it is to grow into a more sacramental form of consciousness. We need to develop a type of consciousness in which ordinary people, events and things become living reminders of the sacredness of creation.  It is by allowing ordinary people, events and things to become sacramentals for us that we will grow into a deeper presence to the mystery of God in our everyday lives.  People, events and things can become signs that present reality in a way that discloses its mystery to us.


Thomas Merton in his book New Seeds of Contemplation describes the process of sacramental consciousness in these words:


Every moment and every event of every man’s life on earth plants something in his soul.  For just as the wind 
carries thousands of invisible and visible winged seeds, so the stream of time brings with it germs of spiritual vitality that come to rest imperceptibly in the minds and wills of men.  (9)


In every moment and every event the Lord is stirring, beckoning, calling us to remember God’s presence in some way.  It may be through the dirt on our shoes, the coldness of the evening, the wind in our face, the stars in the sky, a moment of silence, the airplane in the sky, the facial expressions of the people we see, or the chit-chat that surrounds us.  Somehow in these ordinary, natural experiences of our lives a stirring takes place, a restlessness emerges, a desire for something more wells up within us.


As we go about the business of living our lives in the everyday, there is a constant invitation to grow into this perspective of sacramental consciousness.  We need to be prepared to receive the disclosure of God to us. Merton calls us back to experience and to what is happening within our experience in every moment and in every event.


We are not recommending here that we should be constantly and vigilantly looking at every experience and anxiously trying to discern what is being revealed to us. This style is not sacramental consciousness, but rather a calculating, introspective conscious-ness.  Analytical consciousness is not sacramental consciousness.  Rather, it is tyrannical working toward the project of making the Sacred appear.  The Sacred is a gift that is freely given to us.  We can not make it reveal itself to us.


In sacramental consciousness we nurture what is stirred up in our hearts. Things begin to emerge in our lives. There is a haunting quality that begins to color our experience.  It could be an advertisement, a song, a word, a look, or the movement of a body that triggers something in our hearts in such a way that we begin to hunger and to search for the more than.


From the perspective of sacramental consciousness, all of everyday life becomes a spiritual text. I remember on Sunday morning when one of my brothers was eating breakfast with my family.  All of a sudden he made the comment that he could hear a cynical note in my speech.  I thought, “The nerve of him, commenting again on my behavior,” as it seemed to me he had a history of making similar critical remarks about me.  The jolt of his comment registered with me, but we became caught up in conversation with my wife and two daughters.  


About a half hour later I was returning from dropping off our daughter at her CCD class and I began to hear my brother’s comment about the note of cynicism in my voice.  An inner stirring began to emerge as I was driving by myself.  This driving alone gave me the opportunity to stay with this inner stirring in a leisurely manner.  I could have responded with a “To hell with my brother.  I don’t want to hear what he has to say,” and then turned on the radio and escaped the truth of what he had said to me at breakfast a little earlier.  


Another response could have been one of viewing the opportunity as a sacred moment and allowing my brother’s comment to teach me more about myself in my formative process.  This moment could have become one of sacramental consciousness in which I refrained from judging my behavior as bad and asked the Lord to help me become more sensitive in this dimension of my life.  This three-point consciousness went beyond taking this incident for granted and placed it in the wider context of my salvation history.  It was a moment of taking up the poverty that I am and asking the Lord to open my mind and heart in order to learn more about this childhood residue in my life that prevents me from growing deeper in the sacredness of life.


In our everyday life there are many moments in which we can become open to the inner stirrings within us. Perhaps while washing the dishes by ourselves, or walking upstairs to our bedroom, or taking out the trash, or riding to work, we can become more mindful of our experience and more thoughtful of how we are engaged in our everyday life. Our experience will inform us of the divine truths that we need to hear for our continual conversion process. The key to sacramental consciousness is to learn to tune into our experience.  But we may be too busy to do this; and, as a result, we lose the opportunities that are emerging in our everyday life.

Conclusion 

This paper has presented sacramental consciousness as a taking-up of our experience from a special perspective.  In this three-point consciousness we assume, receive and take up a certain posture towards our experience.  It is a looking at our experience from the frame of reference of the transcendent horizon.  Through sacramental consciousness we grasp reality from a profile that accents the dimension of mystery.  It is a point of view that interprets our experience of everyday life in light of the Christian myth.


The Christian story is about how our God is lovingly with us in our everyday life.  Sacramental consciousness is growing in our everyday awareness in a way that opens us up to how the loving God is in our midst.  Three-point awareness is a point of view that perceives God eternally acting in all historical events.


Sacramental consciousness is a transformation of our consciousness.  It is letting go, dying to be stuck in the natural attitude.  In giving up the complacency of two-point consciousness, we deepen our awareness and become more mindful of God’s presence in our midst.  Through this greater horizon we perceive how our experience participates in the meaning-matrix of the dimension of mystery.


Sacramental consciousness is a relating to our experience in light of our relationship to God.  We become awakened to our experience in relation to the Christian story.  Our human situation is interpreted in the light of God’s love story with us.  Every moment of every event is colored by the belief that God is sustaining us in the palm of God’s hand.


Sacramental consciousness invited us to see God in our lives.  What we must do is look and we shall see.  We are called to live more fully in God’s midst.  Sacramental consciousness is a way of perceiving reality in which we make the connection between our experience and the divine story of creation.

Footnotes 

1.  John Shea, Stories of God (Chicago, Illinois:  The Thomas More Press, 1978)

2.  Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality (Garden City, New York: Anchor Books, Doubleday and Company, Inc. 1967), P. 21.

3.  ibid., P. 21.

4.  ibid, P. 25.

5.  Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson, (New York: Harper and Row, Publishers, 1962), Pgs. 210-224.

6.  Shea, ibid, P. 18.

7.  Romano Guardini, Sacred Signs, trans. G.C.H. Pollen, S.J., (London: Sheed and Ward, 1930) P. 26.

8.  Peter Perger, Rumor of Angels (New York, Garden City: DoubleDay, 1969).

9.  Thomas Merton, New Seeds of Contemplation (New York: New Direction Press, 1972), P. 14.
________________________________________________________________________________________________

Sacramental Consciousness: An Access to the Sacred Horizon   Page -17- 
Formation Consultation Services   Web: www.fcs-bilotta.com  E-mail:  formation@fcs-bilotta.com  

©Copyright Formation Consultation Services, Inc., 1989, Rev. 2004 ALL RIGHTS RESERVED


