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Re-Searching the Sacred in Everyday Life 
Vincent M. Bilotta, Ph.D.
The purpose of this paper is to dwell on the phenomenon of the sacred in everyday life.  With concreteness in mind, we asked about 200 people to share their experiences of the sacred in their everyday lives.  It is on the descriptions of these generous people that we shall focus our understanding of the phenomenon of the sacred.

First Twelve Years of Life 
We begin tracing the emergence of the sacred in peoples’ lives by asking them to describe an experience of the sacred in the first 12 years of their life.  A male adult responded with the following description of an incident that occurred when he was about four years old. 


My earliest recollection of a sacred experience was when my mother brought 
me to church.  It was evening, somewhat dark and fairly cold outside. Inside, the seemingly massive Gothic church was warm; it smelled faintly of incense, burning wax and radiator steam and I remember the silence being disturbed only slightly 
by the hammering of the pipes and high-pitched “s” of the steam.  Red and blue 

vigil lights flickered their bright tones against the egg-shell colored marble statues and created shadows that danced about the statues of the Sacred Heart and St. Anthony.  Our shoes made a clicking noise as we walked down the marble aisle 
to the communion rail.  Mom lit a red candle and then we went back about three 
or four pews and sat in front of the Sacred Heart statue.  Mom remarked how peaceful it was here.  I somehow felt that peace and all my sense confirmed it. I

remember wanting to be part of that peace.


Many people described the sacred emerging in their lives as children, during experiences associated with church.  In church they felt secure, comfortable, loved, cared for and accepted. Sitting alone in a dark church was peaceful, mysterious and comforting.  The spatial aspect of the church was different and special. They felt very small and almost lost in the large Gothic church.


Their mother or father would take them for a visit to the church.  Mother’s style of being quiet or father’s demeanor of reverence created the impression that this place was something special.  The church seemed to be a place set apart.  From the way their parents behaved, they had the feeling that something rare or precious dwelt there.


The rituals in the church were also described as sacred events.  It was easy to become caught up in the majesty of the liturgy.  The incense, the Latin, the Gregorian chants, the stained-glass windows, the rich red-leather prayer books, the colored vestments, the chalice and white host, the hooded robes, candles, the silence, the semi-darkness all spoke of the drama of the sacred.  The solemnity of the ceremonies, the resonance of the bells and the sound of beautiful music evoked a heeding, a paying attention to, a careful observation of what was occurring in this place.

Going to church was reported to be an exciting, important and special time.  Although they did not understand what was going on, they were caught up in the awe and the sense that something mysterious and special was going on in this atmosphere.  The situation called forth a response of silence and listening.  It was an invitation to wonder.  Inlaid in the folds of this experience, the respondents encountered something bigger than themselves.


Access was gained to the experience of the sacred as a child through the following — the praying of the rosary, reading the lives of saints, praying before and after meals, saying prayers in the morning around the breakfast table, seeing crucifixes, statues, or holy pictures around the house or in school, making the sign of the cross, praying in school every half hour, singing in the choir and serving as an alter server.  The observance of Advent and Lent, attending the Stations of the Cross or May Devotions, having devout parents or being around the nuns seemed to evoke the experience of the experience of the sacred in some.


Some people described how to them as children their parents’ bed was a sacred place. In this warm, cozy atmosphere mother would talk about God, teach prayers or explain about different saints.  Mother or father may have ritually said prayers with them at bedtime.  Others reported the time before going to sleep was a sacred time.  Then it was quiet and dark, and they were alone looking back at the day that was ending.


Activities of childhood that people identified as awakening the sacred in them included — walking alone to and from church; visiting the cemetery; sitting on a bench under a grape vine; sitting alone on a sun porch with the rays of the sun beaming its warmth on a cold winter’s day; watching the lightning during a thunderstorm; experiencing an ice storm or the bleakness of a rainy day; and gazing at a huge, orange harvest moon in October.  The sacred manifested itself in childhood activities such as hiking in the woods; walking in a snowstorm; looking at peaceful water in a quiet, still lake; picking blueberries; experiencing the ripeness of the fruits and vegetables at harvest time or the dying leaves of autumn; playing on swings in the park; raking leaves or pulling weeds; mowing lawns or shoveling snow.  Awareness of the sacred in reality emerged for others when they received their First Communion, attended Mass or Benediction, came upon mother praying her rosary, experienced a grandparent’s death or the birth of a brother or sister, or when they became conscious of the love and care shown them by their parents.

Reflection 

In reflecting on the above-mentioned childhood experiences, several themes seem to emerge.  Many remembered that during their sacred experiences they felt a strong sense of belonging, of being a part of something larger than themselves.  What emerged were feelings of closeness and warmth.  There was a contrast of little “me” belonging to something much, much larger.  The sacred was viewed as bigger than, as beyond, as untouchable, and yet there was a sense that one could communicate with and be a part of this special something.


The sacred seemed to be permeated with mystery that could not be understood completely or sometimes not at all.  People used the following expressions — “not full knowledge,” “mystified,” “confused,” “lived-not-explained” and “awed.”  Many noted a sense of mystery, a sense of wonder or amazement, a sense of being lost without full perception. There could have been a sensory overload to the point of being overwhelmed.


Oddly enough, the sacred was reported not only as part of good occasions but also as part of some negative experiences.  Many wrote about the death of someone they knew.  The mystery of death created confusion and ambiguity.  Others spoke of their experience of delving into the possibly forbidden — getting caught comparing genitals with another child, masturbating and having an orgasm while sleeping, cutting off one’s curls and hiding them from mother.  Here feelings were sacred in that they felt confused, left out, guilty, unwanted, desired, locked out, disoriented or pained.


Many of the experiences seemed to be quite ordinary situations, though they took on a special meaning for some reason.  Finding mother in prayer, seeing the lights of the city at night, appreciating the beauty of Benediction or of May alters, waking to the sound of church bells, observing the thunder and lightning of a storm. In all of these there was an awakening to a different dimension, a deeper experience of something or someone already known or an invitation to view the ordinary in a new way.


At the same time, there were numerous responses indicating something very special about the environment of the sacred experience.  The sense of specialness came through in the descriptions of the pageantry of rituals, such as the Eucharist and Benediction.  Other special items and events mentioned were — bells, veils, white shoes, flowers, music, special parties.  The church building itself was described as a place of majesty and glory with special behaviors, rituals and dramas.


There seemed to be an element of giftedness present in these descriptions.  The sacred was either a surprise gift or a desired gift.  It was not something you could work for or earn.  The sacred somehow came from outside our reporters and, in fact, drew them out.  Feelings of ecstasy, holiness, elation, fullness, completeness, wholeness, and depth surfaced.  The participants wanted to protect and retain the gift of the sacred experience.


These childhood experiences, whatever they were, left vivid and deep impressions on the people who had them.  The sacred had an impact that was spoken of as — “I will never be the same.”


For the most part, the sacred in their childhood was a rather internal, interior experience and did not directly include other people. But for several, the sacred experience itself was essentially identified with people and relationships — such as, brother love, father love, sister love, and especially mother love.  Several spoke of experiencing the sacred when they were impressed with the family’s kindness to another child.

Sacred: Awe and Wonder 

In locating the emergence of the sacred in everyday life, we asked 200 people to describe experiences of awe and wonder.  Nature was most often cited as the stimulus for these feelings.  We shall first present a collage of images of the wonder and awe of nature.  Mentioned were — stars, clouds, oceans, streams, waterfalls, mountains, valleys, prairies, trees, forests, flowers, birds, animals, fish, snow, storms, fragrances, colors and the changing of the seasons.  Other images of the wonder of nature were — singing birds, blooming flowers, falling rain, the power of an acorn, a seedling, a field of new crops, a double rainbow after a severe storm, the starburst inside an ice cube or the design of the seeds in a banana.


The temporal dimension of the emergence of the sacred through nature included:  early morning sunrise, dusk, night, the quiet peaceful moments of a sunset, Holy Week, Easter and Christmas, Sundays and holy hour.  Others mentioned after school, before bed, spring, winter, autumn and the silent time before a storm.


Specific places where the sacred opened to our respondents were — Niagara Falls, the Grand Canyon, Colorado, the Alps, Assisi, Ireland, Lourdes, Rome, Kenya, Glacial Natural Park, and the Sahara Desert.


At this time, it may be helpful to dwell in more detail on the emergence of the sacred through nature.  We shall do this by sharing descriptions of experiences of awe and wonder in relationship to mountains, seashores, skies, flowers, insects and birds, storms and seasons.


The following is a respondent’s description of a mountain scene.

I was standing at the summit of one of Mt. Mansfield’s numerous ski 

slopes.  Before I skied down, I stopped for a few moments and simply 

looked around me.  It was an exceptionally clear day and extremely cold.  
There was no one else around me and it was absolutely still. There was no 
wind and even the sounds of the noisy old chairlift did not carry.


The slope before me dropped away quite steep and the vast panorama of the surrounding mountains and countryside was exposed.  The trees around me were blue and crystal-coated with ice and those below in the valleys were a deep green almost blue-black.  The sky was a deep royal blue in contrast to he snow-coated peaks of the mountains in the distance.  It smelled life winter, the scent peculiar to this rare type of day, fresh and clean. The snow itself crackled under my skies with the slightest movement.


I felt a sense of exhilaration and unbelievable awareness, almost as if I were part of a beautiful picture that would forever remain the same.  At the same time, I was struck by the power of this natural beauty and the danger it offered.  The stillness pervaded those few 
moments and filled me with a sense of peace and solitude I had until then never experienced. I felt as though I were a creature able to take flight.  At the same time, I was awe-struck by my insignificance and inability in the face of this powerful scene. I felt speechless in the majesty of the vast, silent splendor before me.


While at the seashore, the sacred may emerge as we listen to the rhythmic sound of the waves crashing upon the rocks on the shore. The waves are perceived as powerful, strong, roaring, sweeping, swirling, endless, always coming and going, dying and rising.  The ocean waves are timeless. They have been coming in and going out for thousands of years. There is a constancy and fidelity about the waves. They never stop. The wind, the seagulls, the sea-shells, the vastness, depth, immensity and profundity of the scene evoke in us a sense of being little, powerless and helpless.


Many people described how the sky in its variations called forth a new awareness of the sacred.  One person described this in the following account of a sunrise

Early morning-silent, not many cars on the highway below — not many buildings to impede the view.  Out of the lifting darkness, a few rays of light spreading across the horizon, thin, pale yellow streaks, broadening, deepening
into orange, then the whole stretch of sky, burning red.  Little by little, the ball

of the sun rises out of the womb of space. In three or four moments, it has become entirely visible; as it rises, the color in the sky disappears, gradually becoming 
“just plain” daylight.  A tremendous procession, the arrival of the king.  Not all 
the forces of the world could prevent it.  Armed tanks, heavy artillery, armies, 
navies — all human forces must let it be — no one commands this king.


The sunset also offers us a sacred moment. Dusk was just beginning.  The sky was so beautiful with its radiant blue and pink streaks of light; the sun a golden ball.  The setting sun’s rays splashed a white pattern behind the clouds.  There was beauty and grandeur in this sunset.  It seemed as if we were a part of a secret mystery that only the sky, the land and the wind witnessed with us.


Other people mentioned that the sacred manifests itself through the appearance of the sky — cloudless blue skies; a blue sky with fluffy white clouds continually changing shapes; the clouds with their formations of peaks, crevices, rolling hills, or beautiful white mountains; the deep blue of the sky; a soft blue background with darker patches painted here and there; or clouds resembling a sea of gracefully flowing water.  The night skies were also described in light of the sacred in the following instances — a mid-winter, crystal-clear night; walking in the zero-degree cold; stars upon stars, the sky studded with the stars.  There in the grandeur of the night skies. The brilliance and the number of the stars against a black sky call forth the experience of the infinite, the vast expanse of the universe. We may feel so small and yet everything is there for us to behold.  There is the feeling of being so insignificant and yet so significant.


One person described her experience of the gothic Notre Dame Cathedral.  She experienced the majestic power of the sacred in the harmony, unity and perfect beauty of this stone edifice.  She was invited to soar high with the spires of the cathedral.


The awe and wonder of flowers called forth the experience of the sacred in many of our respondents.  A welling up of the sacred can occur when one views the beauty of a delicate red rose, unfolding ever so gradually or when one sees, touches or smells a rose covered with the dew of a new day.  A blossoming bush or tree, a panorama of multi-colored wild flowers, carpets of bluebonnets along the highway, the brilliance of the sun lighting up the dogwood, cherry blossoms, violets and lilies-of-the-valley induce an experience of awe and wonder.


In gazing at a monarch butterfly cocoon, a full spider web spun between two milk-weed pod stalks, an ant carrying a leaf, bees working around the hive, an anthill, ants walking in line, a butterfly and fireflies, one may experience an attitude of wonder.  


The following description of a hurricane speaks of the awe and wonder of a storm.

I was about nine years old and we lived on an island.  The waiting 
created 
an atmosphere of “awaiting the unknown”--then came the torrential rain and 
with it a deep sense of heaviness, with tension and wonder as I watched the trees bend low and sway with the wind.  I sometimes could see the angry sea splashing onto the shore of the beach.  There I sensed the mysterious majesty of the rain 
and wind — then the calm, quiet center of the storm — an atmosphere of uncanny, eerie stillness for awhile which seemed heavy with mysterious anticipation in
waiting for the storm to begin its last lap — again the beating of the rain against
the roof and windows of our house — the smell of dampness within the house — 

the winds howling, whistling, spasmodically bending the trees-oaks, pines — 
blowing sand at times — whirling it up into the air — snapping power lines — 
no lights or electricity in the house — no water in the house — only that stored
 in the pots and pans — and then the storm ceases. It’s like the birth of a new
day — brilliant sunshine — green, green brilliance — billowy white clouds 
against a blue sky.


Other storms, such as ice storms — when all the limbs on every tree are coated with layers of ice — the quiet beauty of a snowfall, the power of a thunderstorm, a tornado cutting a destructive path as it touches land, all invite wonder and awe.


The sacred may be present to us when we observe a baby bird no more than two or three inches in length flying against the background of a monumental sixty-floor building or when we see swallows entering and leaving their nests, pigeons eating bread crumbs, robins resting in a tree or geese clustering in a flower-like formation.


Watching the progression of the seasons and the different life stages of the leaves may awaken awe and wonder.  The sound of the winter quiet in the forest, fresh odors in the woods on a spring day, new buds beginning to unfold at the tips of branches, the heat of the day on a hot summer night, the turning of the leaves in the fall are such simple, quiet happenings; yet they point to something sacred happening around us.


The humanness of people evokes a sense of awe and wonder. The birth of a baby turns agony into ecstasy for the mother.  The appearance of the baby as it makes its way out of the mother is profound. Beyond the technical dimension of the birth, new life manifests itself in the delivery room.  The small wrinkled body of a newborn with its little hands, tiny fingernails and a little face so perfectly formed. They all speak of wonder. This new life is a mystery waiting to be revealed.  The softness, sweet smelling and aliveness of the newborn may melt our bodies.  In holding the baby, our muscles are called to relax and envelop this precious, vulnerable new life.  We realize that this baby needs our total support.  Without us this newborn would die. A moment before the baby’s birth, the baby was not; now he/she is!  The cry of a newborn baby proclaims the mystery of life.


Observing a child becomes a wondrous event.  The innocence and spontaneity of a child, its face on Christmas Day, its fragility can create in us a sense of wonder.  A moment of awe occurs when we observe a child developing a new skill or discovering something new about itself or its environment.


When we are in touch with human life, we may be moved by the smile of an elderly person, the sadness of a child’s face, or the helplessness of a person suffering with physical pain.  Spending the final hours of a person’s life with him may evoke the sacred for us. The approach of death may have an almost stilling effect, as if time suddenly stopped and all creation came to a hushed silence. A moment ago a person was — now he/she is not!


During these moments that the sacred emerged through awe and wonder, people reported that they felt grandeur, expansiveness, gratitude, majesty, awesomeness, depth, the more than, beauty, and a sense of being spellbound and speechless.  Their bodies may have felt light, happy, carefree, surprised, delight, peaceful, not tense or fearful.  The sacred may have evoked a sense of being taken out of oneself, loss of breath, excitement and exhilaration, goose bumps, aliveness, hard to sit still, a loss of all sense of time, or a feeling of wanted to sing, cry or savor.

Obstacles to Wonder 

People may question their experience and ask why they are not in touch with their experience enough to have been moved in their everyday life by the various moments of wonder that have been mentioned thus far.  The answer may be that they simply have been blind to the emergence of the sacred in their everyday lives.  The sacred may be dimmed by indifference, flatness, superficiality, routine, taken-for-grantedness or complacency.  Their sense of mystery may be dead or defunct.  They may have only a sense for the obvious and apparent.  Their pragmatic practical attitude may focus almost exclusively on the useful aspect of things, mastering a problem or fixing it.


Blindness to awe, wonder, or mystery that may open up the sacred may be created by an emphasis on the logical, rational, or functional aspects of reality.  Fear, insecurity, distrust and anxiety may need to be defended against so some may attempt to reduce the unexpected and the unexplained to a minimum in their everyday lives. We may domesticate our world and insulate it against intrusion of strangeness, the unknown or the unfamiliar. We may encapsulate ourselves with the illusion of self-sufficiency and control so that the mysterious does not emerge before us.


Thoreau describes the difficulty of being awakened to the sacred in the following passage from his book about his Walden Pond experience.


Every morning was a cheerful invitation to make my life equal 
simplicity 

and I may say innocence, with Nature herself...This morning is the awakening 
hour.  Then there is least somnolence in us...Morning is when millions are awake enough for physical labor; but only one in a million is awake enough for effective intellectual exertion, only one in a hundred millions to a poetic or divine life.  To be awake is to be alive.  (1)


In the above quote, Thoreau articulated his pessimism about the possibility of people being awake and alive to the sacred.  Our experience of being hectic, over-stimulated, over-attached or over-loaded makes it extremely difficult for the sacred to emerge in everyday life. The materialism of our culture covers over the awakening to the sacred.  With a hardness of heart, pride, egoism, insecurity or an attitude of smug self-sufficiency, our openness to the sacred is covered over.

The Sense of Mystery 

From the descriptions of our respondents, the sense of wonder opens us to the mystery dimension of reality. In mystery, something is hidden, beyond our under-standing, extraordinary, unfamiliar and/or overpowering.  Mystery is bigger than ourselves.  It is fleeting, indefinable, incomprehensible, secret, unfathomable and inexhaustible, trans-rational, unexplainable, ineffable, inexplicable and immeasurable.  


Dag Hammarskjold in his book Markings described the sense of mystery when he says:


...we die on the day when our lives cease to be illuminated by the steady
 radiance, renewed daily, of a wonder, the source of which is beyond all reason. (2)

Again he writes:


To be able to see, hear, and attend to that within us which is there in the 
darkness and the silence.  (3) 
One more description of mystery that Hammarskjold offers to us is the following.
I don’t know who or what put the question, I don’t know when it was put.  
I don’t even remember answering.  But at some moment I 
did answer yes to 

someone — or something — and from that hour I was certain that existence
is meaningful and then, therefore, my life, in self-surrender, had a goal.(4)

Mystery calls us outside of ourselves.  It holds out the fact that there’s plenitude beyond ourselves. Psalm 148 refers to the mystery of Yahweh.
Let them all praise the name of Yahweh at whose command they were created
 he has fixed them in their place for ever, by an unalterable statue. (5)

Psalm 96:6 speaks of Yahweh’s mystery and glory when the psalmist writes.

Yahweh himself made the heavens in his presence are splendor and majesty,
 in his sanctuary power and beauty.”

In Psalm 139, mystery is revealed through Yahweh’s omniscience.

Yahweh, you examine me and know me, you know if I am standing or sitting 
you read my thoughts from far away whether I walk or lie down, you are 
watching, you know every detail of my conduct.

Mystery reveals itself to us as we become in touch with the tenuousness of life.  Many of the descriptions of our respondents concerning the experience of the sacred spoke to the precariousness and value of life.  The descriptions showed how we are at the mercy of life and not control.


As infants, we started life in a state of helplessness and need. We were totally dependent on others for our survival.  Although physically and psychologically we may feel more self-sufficient and in control, being human, even as an adult, means basically to be helpless and in need. From a deeper interior level of our existence, we are at the mercy of the mystery of life. The unknown which is constantly around us, is always terrifying to face alone.


Psalm 90 speaks about the mystery of the human condition.  Our lives are so short and we are at the mercy of Yahweh.


Lord, you have been our refuge age after age.


Before the mountains were born, before the earth or the world came
 to birth, you were God from all eternity and for ever.

You can turn man back into dust by saying, “Back to what you were, 
you sons of men!”  To you, a thousand years are a single day, a yesterday
 now over, an hour of the night.

You brush men away like waking dreams, they are like grass sprouting 
and flowering in the morning, withered and dry before dusk.
The Transcendent Horizon 

In reviewing our descriptions of the experience of the sacred, we see how the respondents began to expand the limits of their narrow, pragmatic consciousnesses.  The sense of wonder awakened the transcendent horizon.


The transcendent is awakened through experiences of nature, death, despair, love, wonder, awe, crisis, loneliness, retirement, sickness, terror, dread or moments of special beauty.  Hearing the music of a symphony; studying the sciences of physics, biology or astronomy; the weather, pregnancy, moments of silence and solitude, leisure and a lack of satisfaction can all be avenues to the discovery of the transcendent.  Experiencing feelings of reaching bottom, not being in control, brokenness, not being self-sufficient, incompleteness, failure, nothingness and limitedness — open up the search for the transcendent.


Aldous Huxley in his book the Devils of Loudon described the urge to self-transcendence in the following passage:

Introspection, observation and the records of human behavior in the past and at the present time, make it very clear that an urge to self-transcendence is almost as widespread and, at time, quite as powerful as the urge to self-assertion.  Men desire to intensify their consciousness of being what they have come to regard as “themselves,” but they also desire — and desire, very often, with
irresistible violence— the consciousness of being someone else.  In a word, they long to get 
out of themselves, to pass beyond the limits of that tiny universe, within which every individual finds himself confined.  This wish for self-transcendence is not identical with the wish to escape from escape from pain reinforces the desire for self-transcendence.  But the latter can exist without the former.  If this were not so, healthy 
and successful individuals, who have (in the jargon of psychiatry) ‘made an excellent adjustment to life,’ would never feel the urge to go beyond themselves. But, in fact, they do.  Even among those whom nature and fortune have most richly endowed, we find, and find not 
infrequently, a deep-seated horror of their own selfhood, a
passionate yearning to get free of the repulsive little identity to which the every perfection of their adjustment to life’ has condemned them (unless they appeal to the Higher Court) without reprieve.  Any man or woman, the most happy (by the world’s standards) no less than the most wretched, may come, suddenly or gradually, to what the author of The Cloud of Unknowing calls ‘the naked knowing and feeling of thine own being,’  This immediate 
awareness of selfhood begets an agonizing desire to go beyond the insulated ego. ‘I am gall,’ writes Hopkins,


I am gall, I am heartburn, God’s most deep decree 


Bitter would have me taste:  my taste was me;


Bones built in me, flesh filled, blood brimmed the curse.


Self yeast of spirit a dull dough sours, I see


The lost are like this, and their scourge to be


As I am mine, their sweating selves; but worse.(6)


The process of searching for transcendence is awakened in an experience of wonder.  Through wonder we begin to apprehend reality from a larger perspective. Our perception of reality is fresher and clearer.  From within ourselves we begin to long, yearn, crave or desire something greater than ourselves. Wonder becomes a gift that invites us to go beyond ourselves, to move more deeply into ourselves so that we may connect in a firmer way with the thread of the Infinite, the sacred, the holy that seems to permeate all of existence.


Huxley seemed to describe that the experience of self-transcendence can be evoked by listening to the emptiness of our deadened spirits.  Many of us can easily fall asleep to the routine of our mechanical living. A shallowness, a worn-outness, a lack of depth and in touchness may begin to pervade our existence.  We may feel saddened, alone, dark, fearful, black, crushed or drained. A restlessness may emerge from within the empty darkness of our self-centered lives.


We may begin to experience a missing element. The desire to go beyond the darkness may well up inside of us and we may listen to this hunger for a deeper life.  The search to transcend is reawakened.  The darkness, the emptiness becomes an invitation to listen.  We listen and allow our empty spirit to speak and disclose its meaning to us.  We are summoned to respond to our empty spirit.  Within our darkness, we become open to the faint stirring of desire to search for transcendence.

The Sense of Wonder 

In Nikos Kazantzakis’ book Zorba the Greek the main character Zorba is giving advice to his partner, the Boss. They are discussing the issue of whether or not people should be awakened from their darkness. Zorba says to the Boss who had tied himself to books as his access to Life —
Have you only got more darkness to show them?  They’ve managed pretty well 
up to now; they have children, and even grandchildren. God makes them deaf 
and blind, and they say:  “God be Praised!”  They feel at home in their misery.  
So let them be and say nothing.  (7)


In another passage Zorba speaks the same advice when he says —
Let people be, Boss; don’t open their eyes. And supposing you did, what’ll 
they say?  Their misery!  Leave their eyes closed, boss, and don’t let them 
go on dreaming.”  (8)


Zorba questions whether people hear the call of their inner self.  He believes that some people prefer to remain stuck in their empty darkness. What becomes more tragic is that many people are not even aware of being encapsulated in an empty darkness. Zorba describes the difficulty of hearing the call of our inner selves when he says —
Great examples come to your mind and you see clearly that you are a lost soul, 
your life is frightened away on petty pleasures and pains and trifling talk...

I come to the sea.  I was walking rapidly along the edge of the water. How disquieting it is the walk alone by the sea!  Each wave, each bird in the sky calls
 to you and reminds you of your duty.  When walking with company you laugh 
and talk, and cannot hear what the waves and birds are saying. It may be, of 
course, that they are saying nothing.  They watch you passing in a cloud of 
chatter and 
they stop calling.  (9)


Many people are content to live in the shadow of life. They are too afraid to allow themselves to be awakened to the substance of life. But for many others, everyday life becomes an access to a sense of wonder and an opening to the sacred.


Kazantzakis, through his character Zorba, tries to teach us about an everyday sense of wonder.  He writes —
Things we are accustomed to, and which we pass by indifferently, suddenly 
rise up in front of Zorba life fearful enigmas.  Seeing a woman pass by, he 
stops in consternation.  ‘What is that mystery?’ he asks. ‘What is a woman 
and why does she turn our heads?  Just tell me, I ask you, what’s the meaning 
of that?’ He interrogates himself with the same amazement when he sees a 
man, a tree in blossom, a glass of cold water.  Zorba sees everything everyday
as if for the first time.  (10)


In an atmosphere of wonder, we enter into a process of slowing down, stilling our relationship to the hectic reality around us. We become quieter. As we take a more leisurely attitude, we are ready to listen to the silence within. Centered within ourselves, we become receptive to what is before us. Kazantzakis speaks to this attitude of wonder as the Boss describes Zorba as —
Like the child, he sees everything for the first time.  He is forever astonished 
and wonders why and wherefore.  Everything seems 
miraculous to him, and 
each morning when he opens his eyes he sees trees, sea, stones and birds,
 and is amazed.

‘What is the miracle?’ He cries. ‘What are these mysteries called:  trees, sea, stones, birds? (11)


Wonder is a mode of appeal.  It is a specific attitude or disposition towards the everyday around us.  In wonder, all that we had taken for granted loses its obviousness.  We begin to see beyond the common meanings of everyday reality.  Through the inward attentiveness of wonder, we may be shakened, shocked, profoundly moved, awakened, surprised, jolted, halted or simply brought to a standstill.


Wonder invites us to let go of surface perceptions.  The Boss describes how, as he listens to Zorba, the world was recording its pristine freshness.

All the dulled daily things regained the brightness they had in the beginning, 
when we came out of the hands of God.  Water, women, the stars, bread, 
returned to their mysterious, primitive origin and the divine whirlwind burst

 once more upon the air.
Religious Consciousness 

Religious consciousness, also referred to as religious presence in this paper, is a result of what we can do with the sense of wonder, mystery and the transcendent in our lives.  “Wonder and also the experiences of the sacred reveal out creatureliness.”  (13)  We become in touch with our limitedness, finitude, frailness, weakness, powerlessness, helplessness, smallness, insignificance, nothingness, defenselessness, dependency, contingency, insufficiency and incompleteness.


The invitation to grow into religious consciousness is one that demands our follow through.  That follow through is where the experience of wonder takes us.  Wonder opens us up to the mystery of life by inviting us to become disciples of the mystery of life.  Being a disciple of the mystery is to accept life as a gift, to appreciate life, to say yes to it and to hallow it.  It is a summons to delight in the dignity and sacredness of all life.


Religious consciousness becomes a process of growing into an awareness that life is sacred and precious.  It is an awareness of the heart and not just of the mind.  Religious presence becomes a realization of the sacredness as hidden in the depths of every situation.  It is a deep awareness that everything is important, eternal, sacred and unique.


Through experiences of awe, wonder, mystery and transcendence we are invited to become more reflective about the human condition.  This reflectiveness is not a calculative, analytical, problem-solving mentality, but rather a bending back upon our experience and gently, patiently, mindfully, humbly and slowly dwelling with the experience.  In leisurely musing, surrendering, listening, waiting, harkening, we move to a deeper dimension of reality. In this reflective, naturally contemplative stance towards our experience, a powerful force begins to draw us towards seeing the deeper meaning of ourselves, others and the world. This reflective stance may open up an intuition that everything around us is founded, grounded and sustained by an Other.  We have given various names to this Other. The Hebraic tradition called the Other “Yahweh” and has recorded our relationship to Yahweh in its sacred texts.


Within the Hebraic tradition, a pathway was carved out inviting others to journey along so that people could grow into a religious consciousness.  In the first two chapters of Genesis, spiritual teachings are offered to make sense of the human condition.  In the first two chapters of Genesis, the myth of creation becomes the starting point of the unfolding history of the God-person relationship.  The authors of these two chapters invite us to join with them to make a leap of faith into the divine truths revealed in this unfolding drama.


The first two chapters of Genesis disclosed that the whole world depends in its existence totally on the activity of God the Creator.  The drama of these chapters reveals that God made the earth and all that resides in it.  God made us and gave us dominion over all the earth.  The story continues to emphasize that everything God created was good.  God affirmed God’s creation as good. God invites us to affirm, in our daily living, that all that is around us is God’s creation, and that this creation is good.


Religious consciousness invites us to live our lives from the deepest truth of reality.  God ordered and structured the world and this world proclaims the glory of its Creator.  All of creation originated from God. This creation is sacred because it reveals the presence of God.  Religious presence is when we live our lives from the perspective that God is at the root of everything.  God’s presence is the underlying thread that weaves its way all through creation.  The radiance of God’s presence permeates all of reality.  We are called to serve God’s creation.


Religious presence perceives that, as the creator of the universe, God is at the heart of every life situation.  Religious consciousness takes up all situations and relationships from within the horizon of the Holy.  Life is experienced as symbolizing the power of Divine Creation.

A Call to Reverence and Respect 

Religious consciousness is walking in everyday life constantly promoting the good.  It is a loving and caring presence towards all creation.  All people and things are looked on with reverence because they are all the work of Yahweh’s hands.


Kazantzakis describes religious consciousness well as he captures Zorba’s attitude towards his santuri.  The Boss speaks the following about Zorba —
I looked at his hands, which could handle the pick and the santuri. They 
were horny, cracked, deformed and sinewy.  With great care and 

tenderness, as if undressing a woman, they opened the sack and drew 

out and old santuri, polished by the years.  It had many strings, it was 

adorned with brass and ivory and a red silk tassel.  Those big fingers 

caressed it, slowly, passionately, all over, as if caressing a woman.  
Then they wrapped it up again, as if clothing a body of the beloved lest
 it should catch cold.

‘That’s my santuri!’  he murmured, as he laid it carefully on a chair.”  
(14)


On another occasion in the book Zorba the Greek, we hear Zorba living out a religious presence towards his santuri.  The reverence and respect towards his musical instrument is captured as the Boss observes the following about Zorba —
“He rose and unhooked the santuri.


‘Coming over here, you fiend,’ he said.  ‘What the hell are you doing hanging on the wall without saying a word?  Let’s hear you sing!’


I never tired of seeing with what elaborate precautions, with what 
gentleness, Zorba removed the cloth in which he wrapped his santuri.  He looked as if he was removing the skin from a purple fig, or undressing a woman.


He placed the santuri on his lap, bent over it, lightly touched the strings--as if he were consulting it to see what tune they should sing, as if he were begging it to wake, as if he were trying to coax it into keeping company with his wandering spirit which was tired of solitude.  He tried a song.  It somehow would not come out right; he abandoned it and began another; the strings grated as if in pain, as if 
they did not want to sing.  Zorba leaned against the wall, mopped his 
brow, which had suddenly started to perspire.


‘It doesn’t want to...’ he muttered, looking with awe at the santuri, 
‘it doesn’t want to!’  


He wrapped it up again with care, as if it were a wild animal and he was afraid it might bite.  He rose slowly and hung it on the wall.  ‘It 
doesn’t want to...’we musn’t force it!’


He sat down once more on the ground, poked some chestnuts amongst 
the embers and filled the glasses with wine.  He drank, drank again, shelled a chestnut and gave it to me.  ‘Can you make it out, boss?’ he asked me.  ‘It’s beyond me.  Everything seems to have a soul — wood, 
stones, the wine we drink and the earth we tread on.  Everything, Boss, absolutely everything!’”  (15)


As a way of continuing the re-searching of the phenomenon of the sacred in everyday life, we asked about two hundred people to describe moments of reverence and respect in their everyday lives. In reflecting on the descriptions, I was struck by the similarity in the descriptions of the experiences of the sacred, wonder, mystery, and transcendence. People found themselves called to take up a reverential attitude or a religious consciousness as a result of experiencing a sense of the sacred, wonder, mystery and transcendence. Reverence and respect is one way that we respond to these exper-iences.


Situations that moved people to experience reverence and respect were — looking at the clouds, a golden sunset, the roar of waves, the beautiful countryside, an aura of sacredness that permeated the church, living more closely to the earth, seeing tiny seeds yielding vegetables and flowers, and a sunrise.  Reverence also emerged for some people while they were walking in the woods, on a camping trip, canoeing on a quiet lake early in the morning, going for a walk at night in the summer with the stars overhead, standing on top of a mountain gazing in awe at the valley below, and experiencing spring as the trees begin to show signs of life.


For these people, the situations welled up a sense of smallness. They are deeply aware and intensely sensitive to what is around them and accept it as a gift.  From the perspective of feeling small in light of what is before them, they come to experience how everything is related and dependent upon each other for life. Owning their sense of relatedness to all that is, and experiencing a personal heartfelt dependency upon all that is, they are moved to a moment of gratitude and reverence.


Reverence, as part of religious consciousness, calls us to let go of trying to control what is around us and to give in to the mystery of creation.  We begin to perceive the generosity of nature and all of life around us.  We become sensitive, open-hearted, aware, simple, appreciative, and alert. In the experience of being reverent, our bodies may become relaxed, comfortable, at peace, warm, renewed, strengthened and energized.


From a perspective of experiencing a sense of reverence, we come to realize that we are all precious, fragile, vulnerable creatures who can be hurt easily and need to be lived, sustained, supported and encouraged.


Reverence promotes religious consciousness. We approach reality from a reverent frame of reference when we become aware of the limits of our human freedom.  Perceiving reality as more that what we can see is our access to recognizing the Holy that weaves its way through all of creation. Reverence senses the deeper dimensions of reality.  We begin to prize everything that exists, experiencing it as containing a glint of holiness. The ultimate, the sacred, is sensed in the common and the simple of everyday life.


Reverence is a way of seeing and hearing reality. It is an openness, a listening, a watching, a waiting.  The stance of reverence recognizes that the mystery of the Divine is inherent in people, events and thing.  All is Holy. Reverence invites us to dwell thought-fully, respectfully and patiently, allowing that which is around us to gradually and gently emerge.

Silence and Solitude 

Reflecting on the descriptions of the sacred, mystery, awe, wonder and reverence, it is important to acknowledge that silence and solitude were implicitly and explicitly part of these phenomenon.  It is my belief that silence and solitude contributes to and is part of the emergence of religious consciousness.


We asked people to describe images of silence and solitude and what follows are some of their responses.  Images of silence and solitude were — a snowfall at night, sitting in a stream, an autumn sunset, a Sunday afternoon, on the beach at sunrise, on top of a mountain, setting in the woods, spring rain, a chapel, an eagle flying, sailing, a walk along the seashore or a lake, sitting in a rocking chair observing a candle or a glowing fireplace.  Other images of silence and solitude could include observing a flowering desert, floating on a raft, looking at a dead tree trunk, rustling leaves in the wind, enjoying morning tranquility, watching a leaf floating down stream or seeing a blue sky.


We asked people to describe where in their everyday life did they experience a sense of silence and solitude. They gave the following answers — pushing a cart in a grocery store, cleaning up breakfast dishes, sipping that first cup of coffee, curling their hair, baking chocolate chip cookies, in the car driving from place to place, sitting for a moment breathing deeply, doing yard work around the house, sitting on the patio, taking time to notice the stars and moonlight, or when they are with people who are seriously ill.  Other responses were — sitting and looking at a favorite tree, weeding a rose garden, taking time to make dinner in the evening, taking a shower, making the beds, doing housework, going to the bathroom, feeding the animals, or setting the table for supper.


How does silence and solitude facilitate the emergence of religious consciousness?  We shall answer this question by describing what our respondents reported that silence and solitude call forth.


It is interesting to note that silence and solitude may be an intentional activity on our part or it maybe an end result of another phenomenon.  For example, we may go to a retreat house in order to directly facilitate the emergence of silence and solitude.  Or, we could be drawn to seek out or move with silence and solitude as a result of being part of an experience of awe, wonder, the sacred, transcendence, mystery, creatureliness, or reverence.


From our respondents, the experience of silence and solitude called them to encounter and face themselves.  It is an invitation to be honest with themselves, dialogue with their actual beings and not run away into a false image of themselves.  Silence and solitude provided space to pause and become in touch with the dark side of themselves.  It was a time to disclose who they were to themselves and to understand that sense of self that emerged in the process.


Reflection was a fundamental dimension of silence and solitude. People reported that it was a time to think, to become meditative, more attentive, to listen and dwell with a deeper awareness about who they actually were as human beings.  As a dynamic process, silence and solitude called them to retreat inward, staying in that space in an abiding manner in order to listen to their interior rhythm.  From a more reflective position, they were able to listen to the inner nature of things around them.


Silence and solitude become a centering movement for our respondents.  They described it as a timelessness of being a quiet, stilling leisure where they let go of their willfulness.  Grounded in their centered space, they were able to give up their racing thoughts to accomplish and achieve.  They began to find their minds and bodies relaxed and in touch with their deeper needs, wants, feelings and questions.


Silence and solitude opened up the human dimension of their existence.  In the silence and solitude, our respondents found themselves naked and feeling their own humanity.  Awakened to their transcendent self, they became free to embrace their poverty, lack of control, smallness, powerlessness, helplessness, limitedness and weakness.  Vulnerably, they found themselves in touch with their finiteness, inadequacy, fears, dependency, brokenness, and their need for others.


During the experience of silence and solitude our respondents reported that their bodies felt soothed, at ease, energized, relaxed, like melted butter, still and calm.  They gradually felt less uptight, and more rested, reassured, loose, relaxed, tension-released and tranquil, sinking deeper within their bodies.


Another effect of silence and solitude was a peace, a serenity, an at-homeness, feeling of being renewed, refreshed, receptive, alive, and more reconciled with their actual selves.  They reported feeling more flexibility, surrender, acceptance, at ease, thoughts slowing down, thinking clearer and more tolerant.


Being settled, centered, open, slowed down, in silence and solitude enabled our respondents to absorb the beauty of creation around them.  They developed a heightened sensitivity to life as reflecting the presence of God.  There emerged a feeling of softness, as though everything around them had a need to be treated gently and tenderly.  Through these experiences of silence and solitude, people experienced life as a gift. Life became sacred. Reverence, appreciation, gratitude, thanksgiving and wonder opened up as silence and solitude was disclosed and they were able to connect and perceive the presence of the Holy permeating all that is.


Silence and solitude became an invitation to experience a sense of surrender. There was a letting go of trying to control the uncontrollable of life. Letting go was a saying yes to a loss of control. It was an attitude of giving in and accepting one’s basic powerlessness.  Instead of trying to master and dominate themselves and life, silence and solitude opened our respondents to a giving in to the reality of life.  No longer did they have to use their energy to keep on fighting the tide of reality.  In surrender, trust became the key approach in response to reality. In trust, our respondents could put aside their ego projects to conquer their powerlessness.  They could simply let themselves be the fragile, vulnerable beings that they were.


Silence and solitude opened up the possibility of tuning into a deeper dimension of reality.  They could turn themselves towards things and people and remain open to them.  Silence and solitude became an access to surrender the illusion of their total ego control of themselves.  They were called to let go of their willful and overly rational approach to life.  In trust, they were summoned to have the courage to move from a prideful stance to a more humble approach towards themselves, others and the world around them.
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