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What Is Experience

Vincent M. Bilotta, Ph.D.   

Introduction

If we want to explore what it means to live reflectively—to take up everyday life experience as our sacred text—then we must first explore what we mean when we talk about experience. The word experience pops up everywhere in conversation. How often have people asked you, “Do you have any experience with this?” When was the last time a close friend told you to “trust your experience”? Perhaps you’ve heard someone say, “I don’t have any experience with that” or “It was the best experience I’ve ever had.” These examples and many more indicate that the word experience is a common part of our everyday speech. It is so familiar that we use it automatically. Furthermore, we seem to share a common understanding of what experience means. Yet, how much do we really know about this word experience? How many of us could define or describe it without hemming and hawing or defining it by providing examples? 

The dictionary defines experience as the “active participation in events or activities, leading to the accumulation of knowledge or skill.” Throughout an ordinary day, we participate in a variety of events or activities, many of which we take for granted: doing laundry, preparing a meal, opening mail, or even turning on a light. We often participate in these activities without even thinking about them or noticing how we engage in them. Until something prevents us from engaging in them in our typical fashion, we continue performing these activities in habitual ways.  

In order to delve more deeply into this word experience, let us look more carefully at a seemingly simple experience, one with which we have become so familiar. Many of us never give it much thought, but the experience of waking up in the morning can disclose much about how we go about our daily living. For our purposes, the experience of waking in the morning will help us unpack the word experience and unfold its dynamics.

The Experience: Waking in the Morning

       Having slept, I awaken. There is a sudden movement from being asleep to being awake—a transition clearly marked. It’s like I take an elevator from the land of unconsciousness to being aroused and active again. The transition is both slow and quick. I quickly move from being asleep to being awake, but more slowly and more gradually from my world to the greater world. 

The moment I open my eyes, without thinking about it, my body is oriented to the world, to space and time. My body is aware of things. I realize I’ve slept during the night and am now awake. I feel my head on the pillow, and the rest of my body is aware of being supported by the bed and covered by the bedding. I stretch my body. I thank God that I am alive, free from aches or pains, and grateful that my wife is alive and sleeping next to me. 

      I look at the illuminated clock on my nightstand—my “Big Ben,” a sentinel, ready to rouse me if I don’t wake automatically at 4:45 a.m. I realize I am concerned with the question of what time it is, and I am assured by seeing that it is only 4:45. 

Through the dim light of the early morning, my world discloses itself to me. I reconnect to my world, which participates in the larger unfolding world. Having been unaware of the world, I find myself awakening to its aliveness. I feel like I am back again—back to the world and myself. I find myself experiencing—participating in and encountering what is around me and in me through my senses. The world emerges before me and around me, and I experience it from my own perspective. I can differentiate what is around me. I am situated in a bed. It is my bed; it is our bed. I am in my bedroom in my home. My body is moving, sensing, and waking up. My wife is sleeping next to me. The covers are over me. 

I begin in my usual style of focusing on something. As soon as I open my eyes, I’m conscious of something—perhaps my stomach gurgling or my wife’s breathing. My consciousness moves toward something outside of me. Awake, I am alive to what is around me. I acquire a sense of focus, clearer perception, and a point of concentration. 

I already feel an order to my day. I will get up, move to the bathroom, prepare my body for the day, dress, go downstairs, retrieve the morning papers, make coffee, and pray. My body will assist me along the way. The day will unfold and become my day, lived out in my world as I participate in the world with people, events, and things.

Awake, I apprehend myself in a body that senses and is capable of acting. My body relates the transition from sleep to awareness of events. I have to be awake to see or walk. My body supports the simple act of sensing, feeling, stretching, looking, noticing, touching, moving, seeing, hearing, smelling, and tasting. My body perceives, sees, feels, thinks, remembers, and intuits. It encounters, participates, and engages. Because my body worked well during the night, I feel enlivened, well rested, restored, refreshed, and peaceful. It seems that my sleep was sound, deep, quiet, pleasant, and relaxed. My body seems to be functioning well. I am breathing well. I am alert. I know what day it is, the time of the day, where I am and with whom. I have the energy to move, feel, think, perceive, see, taste, touch, smell, and hear. I experience the beginning of a new day, and I greet it after a restful sleep. I am ready to stand. 

Dynamics of Experience

In exploring what this experience can tell us about human experience in general, we can conclude that any experience involves an experiencer and the world. There’s a person (the experiencer) who meets and encounters a particular segment of his/her life and the world (waking up). I am the experiencer in the description; I am describing my world, my style, my situation, and my experience. 

There is also a larger context within which my experience unfolds. Waking, I find myself in relationship to the world, to space and time, to my self, others, and the culture. All of these dynamics form and shape my experience and how I give meaning to my experience. Collectively, they form the lens through which I view my experience.

The Vital Dimension of the Human Self

Waking up, I discover that my body, the vital dimension of the human self, is an integral part of the experience of being awake. My body reacts to experience before my mind can think about it. My body reflects what is going on in the moment. In the experience of waking, I directly participate in, interact with, and dialogue with my environment. This is all mediated by my body. My body gives me shape and form in the world. It allows me to show up and be part of the world. As my bridge to the world, my body situates me in the experience. 

In my first minute of being awake, my body supports the simple acts of sensing, feeling, stretching, looking, noticing, touching, moving, seeing, hearing, smelling, and tasting. My body perceives, sees, feels, thinks, remembers, and intuits. My body encounters, participates, and engages. Through its senses, my body encounters people, events, and things. Every cell senses, feels, connects with and appraises the situation around me. Each of these senses is given necessary priority, and all of my senses are woven together into a single stream of information—a whole. Through my senses, my face feels the room’s temperature and my body feels the layers of bedding that indicate the season of the year. My senses weave together to register warmth or cold, winter or summer. My body does this automatically; it knows what to do. 

The more awake and alive my body is, the more I notice, recognize, and observe what is around me and going on inside me. For example, if the room feels chilly, my body tunes in to this. I may wonder why the heat didn’t go on and whether there’s enough water in the heater. This may be a problem I need to solve. I may even become grateful that I have heat, aware that not everyone enjoys this luxury. 

In order to experience something, I need to be open, receptive, and available to what is before me and within me. Experience is a dialogue, a back and forth process. Open and receptive, I am impacted by, shaped, and formed by what I take in. The more conscious and awake I am to what is around me and the more open and receptive I am, the more I can be present and experience the person, event, and/or thing before me. 

The Functional Dimension of the Human Self

When I wake up, I find myself in the process of functioning in the day. The functional dimension of human living relates to my activity, the way I efficiently perform tasks to achieve specific goals. Awake, I may realize that the bedding is uncomfortably warm and that I need to remove a layer. My body first becomes aware of the discomfort, and I respond in a functional way to resolve the problem. 

The functional dimension of the human self is implicit throughout the experience of waking up. In order to experience a sound and restful sleep, I need to be protected from the elements. I am fortunate to have a roof over my head, and I feel protected and secure. These are all aspects of the functional dimension, which assists me by making my life flow smoothly. Having comfortable shelter saves me tremendous energy. I don’t have to bear the elements, gather wood, fetch water, or constantly stoke a fire. Instead, I can rest assured that I will be safe. 

As I wake, I also find that my space is organized; everything has its place to serve me. My bed and bedroom spaces have been planned and organized to assist the easy unfolding of my living. For example, the bed gives me a space on which to lay my head. It is always there, willing to receive me. It has been prepared for me too. If I didn’t have the proper layers of bedding, my sleep could be disrupted. I may awake uncomfortable—too warm or too cold. To ensure the best sleep, my bed is kept in good condition and the mattress must be rotated properly. The sheets and pillows are kept clean. We make the bed properly, take care of it, and keep the bedroom clean. All of this is facilitated by the functional dimension.  

I am also supported by what is in the bedroom. In the winter, the radiator’s heat supports my restful sleep. The storm windows act as insulators, keeping the room warm. The room smells fresh and clean. It is not smoke-filled, making it difficult for me to fall asleep. The soothing wallpaper colors also support me, as does my clock, orienting me toward time and encouraging me to sleep a little longer. All of these functional elements in the bedroom support me as I sleep. 

The Spirit Dimension of the Human Self

The spirit dimension of the human self is about openness and receptivity to what is beyond me, to the transcendent, the sacred, and the holy. Within our bodies stirs the spirit or animating power and passion for life. Replenished and relaxed, the body can easily enjoy the flow of the spirit’s energy for living. The body can find pleasure in its limited, vulnerable form because it has a connection through the spirit with something larger than itself.  

The functional dimension of the human self is in service of the spirit dimension. For example, as I feel safe and secure, supported by the functional dimension around my bed and in my bedroom, I feel grateful to my ancestors who cleared the land and built my house. I feel grateful for those who invented everything that helps my space function better. These save me energy, give me pleasure, and make my life easier. I feel grateful that I am fortunate enough to live in my home and that I am not homeless, cold, or hungry. 

If I take up the experience of waking from a spirit perspective, I may immediately feel the blessing of a good night’s sleep. It’s a moment of appreciation that I am alive, my wife is alive, and I am grateful for all the things around me. It is a moment of growing into deeper respect that not only am I not alone, but also that I am connected with the world and the people supporting, embracing, and assisting me. The spirit dimension is a moment in which I am open and receptive to all that is part of the experience. Waking and feeling embraced by the world is a sense of spirit. Trusting that God will take care of me, I tune in to how vulnerable I really am. This vulnerability, however, does not cause fear. Instead, I feel welcomed by that which is bigger than me. I feel that the world is friendly and inviting. 

We all tend to take for granted the environments that support us during our sleep at night. My bed and its bedding, the heating system or air conditioner, open or closed windows, the solid wooden floor on which my bed stands, the roof, walls, and foundation, my alarm clock, the toilet, the sink and its running water, my wife sleeping next to me, the police and firefighters, my neighbors and travelers who keep the night’s peace: all are part of the environment that supports my sleep. I have the fortune of feeling no physical pain; I’m balanced and coordinated. I can feel, think, move, and stretch.

My sound sleep is also supported by my parents, extended family, teachers, mentors, writers, and those who have guided me to give my life over to God and let go to God’s will as soon as I am able. So when I wake in the morning, my first thought is, “Thank you, God. I’m alive.” It’s an acknowledgment that I have no idea why I’m alive and my wife is still breathing. But she is and I’m grateful. I’m not taking it for granted, and I feel like the cosmos is working for me, not against me. I acknowledge that there’s something beyond me, a dependence on the other, and I am humbled by this. In response, I may pray for the homeless as I wake in a warm bed in my home. I may pray for those in hospitals or nursing homes who may not have the freedom to get out of their beds this morning. I may pray for those who are waking exhausted, depressed, or worried about putting food on the table.

When I wake up, without thinking about it, I thank God for how fortunate I am. This gratitude comes from knowing that for a lot of people, the experience of waking in the morning is quite different. People wake up alone, having lost their spouses. They wake up with severe illness or caught in horrible situations. My gratitude comes from my experiences as a psychotherapist working in state hospitals and later with prisoners of war from Vietnam. I have been shaped by the many stories of how brutal humans can be to one another—stories of violence, poverty, suicide, murder, and rape. Despite my own personal injuries and wounds, my spirit was able to thrive. So when I awaken, I open my eyes and experience a sense of gratitude. I’m grateful that I am alive and lively. I experience the pleasure of a rested body, refreshed and restored. When I wake up in my warm and comfortable bed, in my beautiful home and next to my wife, I can’t do anything but thank God for the gifts I have been given.

Through years of trying, though imperfectly, to give myself over to spiritual paths, and through years of being in psychotherapy and spiritual direction, I have been supported in experiencing deep appreciation for my health, safety, security, peace, belonging, aliveness, and sense of feeling loved, accepted, and respected. All of this and more allows me to wake up at 4:45 a.m. feeling refreshed, restored, renewed, and filled with a hope of giving myself over to another day of peacefully serving others, myself, and my God. All of this comes from a stance of appreciation, of gratitude for what I cannot understand. 

Experience Situated in Relationship to Space, the World, and Others

An important part of an experience is the space in which it takes place. For sleep to be restful, the space needs to be quiet, uncluttered, private, safe, and comfortable. When I wake and open my eyes, I am embraced by a friendly, warm, intimate, and private space where I feel at home and peaceful. I feel my head on the pillow, am supported by the bed, and covered by the bedding. My wife is next to me and I look at the clock. These are all examples of spatial relationships; I am in relationship to various objects in the space. 

The space of an experience, however, is more than physical location. When my eyes open, I am also aware of my body’s inner space. I scan my body, starting with my head and moving down to my toes. I become awake to each part of my body. I hear my breathing and feel the rise and fall of my chest. My head may be a little stuffy if I have a cold or an allergy. These bodily sensations represent my inner space. My body’s outside space also plays a role in the experience. For example, I may feel an itch or tightness in a muscle. I may feel the cold on my face. All of this occurs in my body’s outside space.

I also find myself situated in a particular immediate space under the covers. This space is warm and has its own smells, sounds, and sensations. Outside of the blankets is the space of the whole bedroom. This space is situated on the second floor of my house, on my land, on my street, in my neighborhood, town, county, state, country, continent, etc. Like Russian nesting dolls, my space is layered. And without thinking about it, my body gets oriented to this space and the world in which it finds itself. In turn, my space forms and shapes me, even though I may not be aware of it or reflect on it at the time. 

When I wake, I find myself in a world, directed toward it and a situation. It is the world of awakening as opposed to the world of sleeping, dreaming, or watching television. The world of waking is a personal world. It’s primarily a world of pleasure, because I’m like a kid waking up. I can’t wait to get out of bed. I open my eyes and I’m ready to go. 

Part of the waking experience also includes the world of people, events, and things that have been vigilant, watching and waiting for the new day to arrive. The monks are praying vigils, watching and waiting for the dawn. People continue to care for our sick, our elderly, our dying and our vulnerable. Others are baking, cooking, and making the coffee for those who will gradually join us in approaching the day. There are so many people taking care of our world during the night.

My world is also influenced by other worlds. This wider world continually forms and shapes my experience as I wake. All the things that support me in my waking emerge from the wider world. The house was built by others, bringing materials from the wider world. There are the worlds of wallpapering and painting, carpentry and architecture, electricity and plumbing. People, events, and things are responsible for the gas and electricity that flow into my house for heating and lighting. The water system provides me with water to drink, shave, shower, flush, and fill the hot water tank and the boiler. The bed, bedding, floor, radiators, toilet, sink, and shower all come from the wider world. These things are made by others, installed by others, and serviced by others. Implicitly, people and things support and interact with me as I progress through my morning routine. 

The wider world is always with me as the background on which my world and my experience unfold. The world is always an implicit presence. I am born into an organized world and grow up in one; it is socially constructed and existed before my birth. People before me acquired, arranged, interpreted, and gave meaning to this world. They passed it on to me. I began to inhabit this world and it became real to me. I share the world with others, my memory of others from the past, my experience of others in the present, and my anticipation of others in the future. I am a human being with others in the world. In this way, the world and others impact my experience of waking. 

Experience Situated in Time

In my world, I am situated in a relationship to time. When I check my clock, I become oriented to time. I’m also oriented to time through the room’s darkness and temperature. The heat doesn’t go on until 6:00 a.m., so if the room is cold and it is wintertime, I know it’s still early. The sounds, or lack thereof, also orient me to the time. If I hear my neighbor’s truck driving down the street, I know that he’s driving to work; I know what time it is.  

All of us have an attitude toward time as part of our experiences. Each moment is lived from a certain attitude or style of taking up time in our lives. There are many different styles of relating to time. We can take up time in such a way that it bullies us. Time might be a harsh task-master. We may feel we need to master time. We may race against time, trying to “beat the clock.” We schedule and plan time. We may feel we never have enough time and wish we had more time. 

When I open my eyes, I also bring my past with me into the new day. The pasts of the night before, the month before, the year before, etc. color my experience. When I wake in the morning, I may remember the state I was in before going to sleep. If I felt anxious the night before, that anxiety may revisit me as I wake. But how I relate to my past is up to me. I can obsess over the past, feel resentment toward it, or even live in the past, so to speak. I can also accept the past, be at ease with it, and let it go. My relationship to my past can have a profound effect on my present experience. 

I am also affected by my future; it, too, is in the background of my experience of people, events, and things. Likewise, the future may impact my waking. If I excitedly anticipate the day’s events, I am projected into the immediate future of what will take place. The extent of this influence depends on how I take up time in my world. Do I get caught up in the future? Do I get stuck there for the day or the better part of it? Or do I simply acknowledge it and let it be? Am I able to stay in the present moment of what unfolds right now?

When I wake, I could leap into the future or drag the past into the present moment and be overcome by my work world. Even though my body has been in the bed under the covers, a major part of my world is totally connected to my work. So when I wake up, I could be hit by my yesterday, my past work world in particular, and that can catapult me into the future where, in the next few hours, I will literally be in my work world. I can immediately be recaptured by yesterday and, in the next second, leap into my future. What can unfold is the anxiety of what I wasn’t able to do yesterday. My body can become numb to the present. I may experience anxiety, tiredness, apathy, and self-doubt. Even though my body is in bed, I am really at work. In the first ten seconds of opening my eyes, I could already be swallowed by yesterday and my future, so much so that I am numbed to the Now.

On the other hand, I could be at peace with time, accepting the reality of what is. For example, caught in a traffic jam, I have no control over getting out of the situation until the traffic begins to move again. At peace with time, I simply relax and let go of my agenda, which may have included being “on time” for a meeting. I don’t become enraged or impatient; I simply see that this is how it is and just accept it. I may not like it, but I see it for what it is. Being at peace with time is a form of patience. I stop insisting that time revolve around me. Instead, I make peace with the reality that I’m not in control of how long things take. I accept that my turn will come when it comes; I will know what I need to know when I am told. I am not in control and I don’t stress myself out about it.

As my experience is situated in time, there is a wider context to my waking at 4:45 a.m. This time is connected to when I go to bed. I go to bed no later than 10:00 p.m. because I begin to fall asleep next to my wife on our couch. I fall asleep because the day was full. I gave the day all that I could. I accomplished all that I could. My body surrenders to the reality that it is time to sleep and restore itself for the fullness of the next day. My wife gently suggests that it may be time to go to bed. Truth be told, she gives me permission to go to bed. Why would I need permission to go to bed? My body does not need permission to go to sleep. My body falls asleep because it is tired and empty of energy; it needs to restore its energy to maintain my aliveness throughout the next day. 

When my wife encourages me to call it a day, she is well aware that I rose at 4:45 a.m. and of the intensity of my day, but my will is still motivated to catch the remaining part of the television program we’re watching. I intend to remain open and receptive to the program, but I need to surrender to the reality that I can’t take it in because my body is shutting down, unavailable to interact with what is before me, around me, and within me. Due to my fatigue, I experience what is around me differently. I push for the last drop of the day, but the quality of those drops is quite different from those at my waking time. It would be wiser for me to go to bed at 9:00 p.m. However, my will and belief structure continue to maintain an illusion of who I am. I deny my bodily reality and push. My body knows, my wife knows, but my will tries to hold out. I have not yet become mature enough to be more respectful of my body. I don’t want to give in. I want to be with my wife and finish watching the show. My desire to do this is so strong that I don’t notice how tired I am until it is pointed out to me. I want to have it all and squeeze out every drop of richness the day has to offer. 

The struggle to release myself from my attachment to the last drops of the day captures the experience. I participate in a moment in which my body and my wife try to tell me something. In the moment, I am not aligned to the truth, the truth of my body, the truth of what my wife is saying, the truth that I am greedy in the moment. My earnestness to live my life to the fullest is excessive in this moment and my desire for the last drop is not consistent with what my heart really desires—to peacefully surrender to who and how I really am at that moment. 

Experience Situated in a Culture

The culture is an invitation to a particular way of living, of taking up time, space, my self, others, the world, my body, and the bodies of others. The culture has certain values, assumptions, beliefs, and customs, all passed on by our ancestors. 

When we look at how the culture plays a role in the first minutes of my day, we become aware that the culture dictates certain ideas about what good living space is. In some cultures, there are no bedrooms at all. The bed that I have is cultural. I sleep on a mattress with springs and padding. I have comfortable pillows that support me. I am not sleeping on the floor or on mud. I am not waking up in a hut. Consider too the ways in which sheets are cultural. Years ago, people didn’t always wash their sheets because it was a big ordeal. Nowadays, with washing machines and dryers, cleaners, and fabric softeners, it’s easy to wash sheets and create an optimal experience. This cultural emphasis on comfort and softness affects my experience. 

In addition, my way of taking up time is cultural. When I wake, look at my clock, and see that it’s 4:45 a.m., I know that I’ll have time for all of my activities. If I wake and discover it’s 6:00 a.m., I may feel disappointed that I won’t be able to get my morning reading and studying in. In this culture, we overly accent the functional, the pragmatic, doing, and working. Our culture tells us that if we work hard, we can be successful. This focus on work establishes a relationship to time as demanding. Time is for doing and activity. “Taking your time” can be perceived as laziness. As a result, our experience of time can be such that we feel constantly in a rush, unable to accomplish everything we set out to achieve. This orientation to time affects how I wake in the morning. 

Experience Situated in Biography

As an experiencer, I am situated in a body that has, in turn, been situated historically and culturally. My biographical situation is shaped by my sex, race, sexual orientation, age, health, religion, spirituality, education, socioeconomic class, political position, period of history, and geography. My ancestors, family, ethnicity, and culture have passed on beliefs, assumptions, meanings, values, customs, rules of conduct, and a philosophy of life, which include what it means to be and live as a human being. My ancestors passed on to my parents a legacy of living life in a certain way. In turn, my parents passed on and taught particular and specific ways of living to me. 

My biographical situation defines what I am, what I believe, and what I live. It contributes to how I have and how I will continue to take up my experience of people, events, and things. It takes threads of various experiences and stories and weaves them into my worldview. The way I interpret a situation relates to elements of my biographical situation. Due to my biographical situation, I find myself in a certain way of being in the world as a result of early childhood encounters with the world, particularly with my parents. In order to understand myself, I need to understand my story.

My extended family contributed to my biographical situation by passing on a story about what it means to be an American with Italian, Greek, and French-Canadian ancestry, born and raised in Leominster, MA. My biographical situation unfolded as I took up my position as the oldest of eleven children, as a White, Catholic, Democrat from the blue-collar middle class, the son of parents who were formed in the ’30s and ’40s. Through my biographical situation, I was born into traditions that formed and shaped my life orientation. 

As a first generation Italian-American, my father was preoccupied with providing for my mother and his family. The only way my father could imagine deeper meaning for his life was to live for his children in a way that they would actualize his own dreams. My father came from a background of focusing on survival and getting through the Depression era. He believed that the world was a jungle out there. The focus was always on surviving and thriving, establishing a career, developing a work ethic, and being a successful and diligent worker. One was to conduct oneself with dignity, discipline, perseverance, and pride. One was to read a lot, get an education and be uncomplaining, serious, hard-working, and responsible. One was to have a plan of action, do one’s best, do it right, do it thoroughly, and do it only once.

On February 2nd of 1947, I became the firstborn of eleven children. With so many children, my mother believed in putting us to bed as soon as possible, around 6:30 or 7:00 p.m. As a blue-collar family, we got up early. There was always so much to do. Life was not for sleeping but living. We did things to survive and to make our way of living better. “Better” did not mean accumulating wealth in things, but a more comfortable lifestyle—better food, housing, health, and work.

My birth order had a lifelong effect on the person I became. One evening when I was about 10 years old, my father quietly, almost in a whisper, said to me, “Vincent, you are the oldest. If you fuck up, everybody else behind you will fuck up; so don’t fuck up.” I dutifully said to my father, “I won’t Dad.” My father valued the need to learn to survive and thrive. My parents wanted me to thrive, and to thrive, for them, meant to go to college. Going to college meant working hard and getting a scholarship, because there was no money. 

My father’s dictum was like an official at a track meet, raising the pistol and saying, “Get on your mark. Get set. Go!” My parents had equipped me with a lot of love, affirmation, support, attention, and glory. My parents gave me the skills, values, and beliefs that helped me to have confidence in my competence to run the race, set the pace, do my best, and win. They gave me a stable foundation to make a good life and cope with adversity. They helped me know myself, feel secure, handle pain, enjoy life, and relate to others. They encouraged me to take initiative and enjoy both the process as well as the goals of life. They encouraged me to accept mistakes. 

My parents had put all their money on me in order to help me succeed and achieve. I became reliable, conscientious, serious, loyal, goal-oriented, self-sacrificing, self-reliant, independent, and ambitious. I was a supporter of law and order, a believer in authority and ritual. I anticipated what was needed around me, thought the need or problem through, and took care of it. I tried to be a good older brother, playing with my brothers and sisters, taking care of them, helping them, protecting them as much as I could, and teaching them what I learned about succeeding and getting ahead in life.

I rose to the occasion of being the oldest. I was the family’s trailblazer and pace setter. I carried my parents’ aspirations, ideals, hopes, and beliefs. There was no question that I had to tow the mark, but that seemed very natural, normal, and easy to do. Once I was encouraged to focus on my future, my life took on a sense of seriousness. I was not consciously aware of the expectations, pressures, and demands, but in their own way, they came to form and shape my life. From an outside perspective, my load may have seemed heavy, but the skills I was given to carry that load made it seem light to me. It was just the way it was; that was what it meant to be the oldest. I thrived on being in control of my situation, on time, and organized.

After 10 years old, I seemed to turn a corner; performing, achieving and producing dominated my life. Daily living was focused on accomplishing and completing tasks and goals well. Slowly, I was introduced to the attitude of being efficient and effective in mastering, controlling, and dominating the world around me. As the oldest, I was trained to observe and listen to the needs and problems of my environment and respond with creative solutions. I was encouraged to take charge, attend to, and take care of others, rely on myself, and achieve. My life was marked by action and doing. I felt that life was serious business. 

Being the oldest eventually opened up a lot of doors for me, because I knew where I was going and what I needed to do, and I had the energy and the know-how to do it. I was given my mission as well as the skills, support, and encouragement to achieve that mission. Working hard, persevering, showing up early, knowing the game plan, organizing what I needed to do and doing it well was the formula given to me. 
From my biographical situation, you can see values of commitment, dedication, duty, and responsibility. These values have formed and shaped me into an intense, earnest, sober, serious, steadfast, and steady human being, trying to live each day serving others in the best possible way. 

Why do I get up at 4:45 a.m.? My biographical situation encouraged me not to dilly-dally in bed, not to think about yesterday or think too much into the future. I was encouraged to go with “the program.” My body has been “trained” as a child by my mother. It has been habituated to go to bed at a certain time. This all speaks to my meaning, purpose, intention, motivation, what moves me and calls me forth. There’s a reason for getting up early. I have a mission—a mission to be a man for others, to serve others. In waking, I get in touch with what matters to me, that which is meaningful.

During my life, however, I got to a point where I could acknowledge that a lot of deformative experiences had happened in my life. I recognized that in many ways, my environment had put me in a can with a lid on top, not allowing anything on the feeling level to emerge. It was as if my father sat on top of the lid. I got a lot accomplished in the can, but expressing my feelings was not my specialty. My body comported itself in ways to make sure that no unacceptable feelings oozed out. There was a lot on my shoulders as the oldest. At the same time, though, my legs and psyche were strong, so I could bear the heaviness of the burden. I was constricted and rigid, a man on a mission who was supposed to accomplish and do well. It is very clear to me that all the therapeutic and spiritual work I have done over the past forty years has reaped a lot of benefits. Although my attention is quickly focused and deliberate when I wake, I feel lightness and ease now. I try to hold life lightly, as much as I am able.  

Experience Situated in a Common Stock of Knowledge

My experience is shaped by recipes of life and ways of living and being. These recipes were passed on to me by ancestors, parents, relatives, neighbors, teachers, and peers. They passed on common ways of perceiving and being in my world—knowledge of how to behave, act, and perform. This common stock of knowledge, this accumulated supply of how to do and be, assists me with interpreting the world and how to live in it with others. Through a common life with others and a shared history, common recipes for living are shared. 

Part of my common stock is my Catholic faith tradition and sensibility. It is a sensibility to sacramentals, sacred signs that remind us of the presence of God. When I wake up and thank God, this flows from the common stock of knowledge I was fed in my formative years. I easily remember the presence of God. Despite the inhumane actions of human beings to other human beings, even by the Church itself, my common stock of knowledge doesn’t change. It doesn’t change my Catholic faith tradition that God loves me and is embracing me, that He is the good God who is so very good. This lived understanding of God’s presence is not a logical, rational understanding. My mother, father, ancestors, and mentors witnessed and testified that the good God is so very good. That is in my blood, and at least until further notice, it continues to feed me, nurture me, form and shape me, such that one of the first things I do when I wake is thank God. It’s just not the act of thanking God; upon awakening, I experience the presence of God. 

My common stock of knowledge is partially based in the fact that I come from a peasant tradition. As a shepherd in Calabria in Cozenza, my grandfather took care of the herd of sheep and goats. They needed what they needed at the crack of dawn. Life demanded a certain discipline to maintain order. When he came to the United States, my grandfather was a factory foreman and needed to show up early, ahead of the factory workers. My grandmother also needed to work and get certain things done for the children beforehand; she too needed to get up very early. My father ended up going to work in a factory and his rhythm was getting up early. This formed and shaped the early rising in the house. 

Not surprisingly, in terms of waking behavior, the common recipe passed on to me was that you didn’t dilly-dally in bed. I was taught that the “early bird catches the worm.” Because the world was a jungle, you had to get up early in order to get ahead. Growing up, there was no such thing as sleeping in. On school days, we had to get up early in order to complete chores, walk to school, and do chores for the school because we were on scholarship. With one bathroom for thirteen family members, dilly-dallying was out of the question. We had a tradition of taking up time in an effective and efficient way. There was a regimented schedule, an order and consistency that formed and shaped our lives. 

My way of getting up was deeply rooted in the family tradition, the family stock of knowledge. As a young man, my style of waking was regimented. I got up like a Marine ready for his mission. This was clearly demonstrated when I was in bioenergetic training in the late 1970s. We had just spent two hours on how to get in touch with our bodies. At the end of the two hours, the facilitator said, “Continue to relax and when you are ready, slowly get up and we’ll take a break.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, I popped up as if I was responding to the sergeant in my basic officer’s training program. I jumped up, looked around, and suddenly knew that I was out of sync with the group. They were all still relaxing on the floor. After the break, the facilitator and I spent an hour reflecting on my popping up as an expression of my character. That was the beginning of identifying the rigid “Marine.” 

Through the rest of my training over many years, I was introduced to words like surrender, letting go, abiding, dwelling, being with, softening, connecting with my body, and connecting to my body’s holding patterns. Those words formed a path to a different way of being and living. It was a slow, gradual process of accepting who I was, being able to be more myself, discovering more pleasure in life, and focusing on being rather than doing. As a result, over the years, I have developed a more harmonious and graceful way of waking in the morning. Borrowing common stock of knowledge from other ancestors and wisdom figures, I now wake up and believe that the world will embrace me. I moved from feeling that the world is a jungle to feeling that the world is a benevolent place.

Another part of my common stock of knowledge is that I’m there for others. Being other-oriented, looking out for the little guy, and keeping your eyes open for others were all part of how I was raised. As the oldest of eleven children, a Catholic, Boy Scout, player of team sports, and Air Force officer, these values were ingrained in my common stock of knowledge. So it’s not surprising that in the morning, when I wake, I check on my wife. I make sure she is okay. When she wakes, I ask her how her night was and how she slept. This is an acknowledgment that we have a common life together; this is what being married means. My common stock of knowledge tells me that there are ways of starting the day and being in the world with others.  

Experience Situated in a Worldview

My life is situated within a personal worldview—the way I see the world. Our worldviews are our frameworks that assist us with how we see the world and what we see in it. It is our vision of how things ought to be and it offers us directives for life. Our worldviews are our ways of approaching the world, the way we take up our experiences. It affects how we work and act as well as how we organize and give meaning to our worlds. It shapes our reactions and responses to life and helps us make sense of what is around us. Our worldviews influence our belief systems, philosophies of life, assumptions, rules, expectations, judgments, habits, principles, attitudes, preferences, and perspectives. Most of us are unaware of the way we see the world. Deeply ingrained in us, our worldviews are like lenses that influence how we perceive and act. Thinking about our worldviews increases our awareness of who we are and how we live.

When I awake, I connect with my worldview. I connect with the values I share with others; those values guide me. Previously, I discussed how my common stock of knowledge accents an orientation toward others. This aspect of my worldview can be seen in my waking. I sleep on the side of the bed that is closest to the door. This is based in my heritage; the woman is to be protected by the man. If you took a picture of my bed in the morning, you would notice that I never have all of the covers. You wouldn’t see piles of blankets or bedding on my side. If there is a better pillow, I’ll give it to my wife. I’m also very careful not to wake her when I rise in the morning. When I awake, I take this up again, reconnecting with my worldview. It’s as though when I wake, I put on my glasses; that pair of glasses is my worldview. Everything I see and experience is through that perspective. 

So when I awake, I can ask myself: What is the lens through which I see? What’s happened in my life that has formed and shaped me? When I wake, metaphorically, do I taste vinegar or honey? My lens is set and focused a certain way, and this leads me to either narrow or expand what I see. When I wake, my lens could be preoccupied with the practical world; this would tend to close me off. I may find myself immediately ranting and raving. I could be numb and shut down, with no energy, disconnected, rigid, feeling there is nothing to look forward to. Or when I wake, I could be open and receptive to what is before me. I can feel embraced by the day and have faith that what is around me is going to continue to embrace me and grace me. I could see and hear the presence of God in the ordinary. I could see the sacred, the holy, and the transcendent in the everyday. From this perspective, when I wake in the morning, I can grow in deep appreciation for all that’s laid out for me in the room.

The Role of the Paramount Reality in Experience

All of us have multiple realities. There are the realities of the body, work, family, spirit, and so on. Each of these realities has its own worlds. Within these multiple realities and multiple worlds, there is a paramount reality—a reality that is supreme in importance and outweighs all others. This paramount reality is the world of the practical, functional, doing dimension of life. Over and over, we are brought back to this particular region of daily life, the world of everyday practical, functional doing. The world of the practical is the prevailing dynamic, the most influential and important realm that dominates all others; it is the paramount reality.

When I wake, the paramount reality is there. My first reference is looking at the clock. The clock tells me it’s 4:45, and I feel comfortable that I’m going to be able to do my thing. I’m going to spend my hour and a half sipping my coffee, praying, and studying. In that way, the clock is concrete and practical. The clock and the time it displays mean certain things to me. They ground me in the reality of time.

The practical, concrete needs of the body dominate over all other aspects of human living. As I get caught up in the various realities of any task, including waking, my body eventually takes over. It tells me, for example, that I need to shift positions, stretch, stand up, use the bathroom, bathe myself, brush my teeth, and dress in order to move through my day. All of these functional activities bring me back to the paramount reality; I have to take care of my body in order to function in the other realities my day will present. I can venture into multiple realities throughout my day, but eventually, I always return to the paramount reality. It may fade into the background at times, but it is always there.

The paramount reality has a demanding character. If I don’t get out of bed, I’m in big trouble. To begin with, I will wet the bed. If I stay in bed for many days, I’ll begin to smell. We are not clean because our mothers told us to be clean; they just passed on the tradition, the common recipe for living. The paramount reality dictates that if I’m not clean, eventually I’ll get sick. No doubt about it, life demands that I get out of bed.  

The Everyday World

My waking is situated in the everyday world. The everyday world is the pre-existing world we are born into—a world we share with others. It is the ordinary, usual, daily, familiar, and tangible. It is that which is before me and around me. If it was a hot night and the air conditioner wasn’t on, I could feel the moisture from my body. That’s tangible; I can feel that. My body communicates that it’s hot. 

The everyday world unfolds with or without us. With or without me, the water and sewer will work; people will wake up, get out of bed, eat breakfast, drink coffee, go to work, etc. This world of everyday life is the essential point on which everything rests and is structured. Most of the time, the everyday world is in the background of our experience. It is predictable, routine, and habitual. There is an order, pattern, and flow to the everyday world. I find myself doing the same thing in the same old way, unreflective, habitual. There is no need to watch, be vigilant, or intensely observant. When I open my eyes, I can feel that I’m sharing the bed with my wife. That’s a detail of the everyday that never changes until further notice. When I am away from my home, however, my everyday world changes. When this happens, I make my new space familiar. I set up my space and create a new everyday world that supports me.

The everyday can contribute to an atmosphere of the commonplace, the unimaginative, uninteresting, the dull, humdrum, tedious, and tiresome. The new and different become well-known, such that we experience no problems. We find ourselves no longer listening to the familiar because it loses its sense of life and liveliness. The familiar is just taken for granted. We may become blinded by our daily routines. Our experiences can feel repetitive, hypnotic, and boring. We can forget rather than remember; we can become as if in a wakeful sleep state. In the everyday, we can lose our connection with awe, wonder, mystery, the sacred, and the holy. 

Our everyday lives cultivate the ordinary as an attitude. With this attitude, we take up everyday life experience in a robot-like, mechanical, unquestioning manner. Without question, we accept ordinary routine things as they are. All that is around us is simply taken for granted. We are unable to see beneath the surface of our experiences. In the everyday, we tune in to what is expected in the usual order of things. We become accustomed to the “usual” of our experience. When I wake up and enter the everyday world, the daily, the ordinary, the familiar, I take all that is around me for granted. I take up my everyday existence in my usual, ordinary, familiar manner. Until further notice, I take for granted that my world will support me, nurture me, and provide for me. I take for granted that my daily routine will continue to be precisely that—a daily, automatic, habitual routine of getting up and preparing for the day. Everything is second nature, routine, and automatic. I do not give it a second thought. 

When I open my eyes, there is an instant reassurance that all is like it was when I fell asleep. Every day, until further notice, I will wake up and my eyes will open. I can take it for granted. I live on a quiet street, so my bedroom is quiet. The air is fresh and smells clean. I can take these things for granted until the everydayness is interrupted. But within this familiar, my biographical situation may cause me to recall waking up in St. Lucia under a mosquito net, having battled mosquitoes all night. I may remember waking up in Bethlehem, hearing Israeli guns firing in the distance. I may recall a documentary on teen homelessness and remember how these teenagers rode the subway all night to keep warm and feel safe. So in the silence of my everyday, I find myself grateful and humble. 

My waking is experienced from the perspective of the refined reflective consciousness of a seasoned existential phenomenologist. As a result, my description of my everyday is such that each perception of a person, thing, or event already has rich meaning. That rich meaning immediately takes it out of the mundane. At the same time, however, my waking is mundane, ordinary and everyday. Nevertheless, my entering into the day is typically not done in a taken-for-granted manner. If you videotaped the first two minutes of my day over and over, my behaviors would likely look the same. But the way I take them up, the way I see and what I see, how I hear and how I live in my body: none of these can be captured by the video. While my behaviors may be viewed on video, my experience of the everyday cannot. 

The Natural Attitude

The natural attitude is a way of perceiving and living, a way of taking the world for granted. We make the assumption that all that is before us is natural; this is the way it has been, is, and will be. We take everything as simply given. Everything is real until further notice. There is no need for further analysis, questioning, reflecting, problem solving, and examining. In the natural attitude, we accept the world as it is, unless we face an interruption of our usual patterns. In the natural attitude, we live in the world forgetful, unquestioning, uncritical, unreflective, unexamined, and unproblematic; and generally, our experience is not in need of further analysis. 

In the natural attitude, things become second nature to us. In mastering our current situations, we do not give a second thought to our experiences. Instead, we perform routinely, automatically, without questioning, and without noticing what is before us. We become embedded in the routine. For example, you may frame a new picture for your bedroom and hang it on your wall. For the first few days, this item stands out in the room. You pass it on your way in and out. It speaks to you and perhaps symbolizes something important to you. But gradually, as the days pass, the picture takes its place among the other items in your room. It blends in and gets lost in the background. You may no longer notice it as special because it has become familiar. You are lulled to sleep regarding its specialness.

Living from the natural attitude’s frame of reference, we do not worry about everyday, practical issues. We just expect that life will go on as usual. Until further notice, our rooms each morning will be more or less the same. We automatically assume that the light will go on when we flick the switch and the water will appear in the sink when we turn on the faucet. Our outlook on everyday life takes for granted that the roof will remain on the house. When we go off to sleep, we take for granted that we’re going to wake up. We make the assumption that all that is before us is natural. There’s a way in which we say, “Oh, that’s natural.” This is the way it has been, is, and will be. I will wake up in a certain way at a certain time in a certain place. 

Living from the natural attitude is neither exciting nor vivid; it’s very predictable. Our patterns are stable, secure, and comfortable. Indeed, it’s important to be able to take many things for granted. The natural attitude helps us function efficiently. In the familiar, we feel secure and comfortable; we feel that we belong. We do not have to question everything. The natural attitude prevents us from becoming tense, stressed, agitated, and frustrated. It saves us a tremendous amount of psychic energy. Imagine what it would be like, for example, if we woke up every morning worrying about whether the roof will collapse. Instead, we expect people, events, and things to be there and serve us as they always do. 

When I wake in the morning, my eyes work, my body moves, my wife is alive, and I’m breathing. I get oriented and everything is okay. Everything is like it was when I went to sleep. When I wake up, I find myself in the natural of my first two minutes of the day. What I open my eyes to is not strange. It is the typical, natural way I wake up. This is how it is, day in and day out, at least until further notice. I do not have to worry whether my wife will be next to me. I don’t need to be concerned that the bed will collapse. When I awaken, I am accustomed to a certain sound, a certain temperature, smell, and pattern of light that varies with the seasons. I encounter the usual, the natural. 

If I am staying in a hotel, when I arrive, I quickly try to appropriate the room. I try to get my bearings. I check it out and orient myself. All of this is a process of making the room as familiar as possible. But when I wake up in the morning, I know it is not my familiar, natural environment. It may even be a more comfortable bed, but it’s not my bed. There is not natural consistency and continuity. 

The natural attitude saves me from worrying about everyday realities. I can function comfortably and effectively with little worry or anxiety. This grounds me in a safe and trusting place and assists us with making sense of the world’s chaos. It gives me a basic trust in life and in the world. From this framework, I can give myself over to the natural, normal flow of everydayness. I believe my routine will continue without interruption and will remain unproblematic until further notice. This smooth, automatic forgetfulness about many daily issues saves me from becoming vigilant, tense, and anxious. 

Complacency

The natural attitude can also open us to complacency, a state in which we experience a sense of being settled in, comfortable, happy. and content. Our relationships to the world are peaceful. We love ourselves sufficiently and feel confident about our competence. Our self-esteem and healthy self-love support us enough that we can not only survive, but also thrive. 

I am able to take my safety and security for granted because being complacent in the everyday world creates comfort, calm, and contentment. Complacent, I am able to forget, to lose my thoughts and concerns about what is around me. I don’t have to be on guard, over-concerned with my survival and the survival of others. I am able, until further notice, to take for granted that my world is livable; until further notice, my body will function well and support me in my everyday activities. I can assume and believe that the world of people, events, and things will serve me well. I can expect that the things around me will work well and facilitate the flow of my everyday life unfolding. My being embedded in and complacent with the everyday, daily, familiar world cultivates the belief that all is well with the world and that people and events will treat me well and help me achieve my goals for the day and make my life livable.

In the first two minutes of my day, I can take certain things for granted. I can automatically assume and believe that the bed will hold me up. I can assume that the heat will go on at the right time. I don’t question or examine the air around me or that I am even alive. My wife is alive and there’s nothing to worry about. Able to take these things for granted, I feel safe, secure, and content. I am not on-guard, waiting for the shoe to drop, so to speak. 

At the same time, however, complacency can cause us to fall asleep to the deeper dimension of life. The ordinary, daily, and familiar can cause us to just take our living for granted. We can become absorbed in practical doing and negotiating what is around us. We can develop an unawareness that can numb increasingly larger areas of our lives. Our average everydayness can absorb us and dull our senses. We can become tranquilized by the familiar, routine, and automatic. 

Complacency can cultivate not seeing, not noticing, not being aware of people, events and things around us. Sensitivities can become dulled and with that, our horizons, perspectives, worldviews, and ways of thinking. In complacency, we can move through life in a sluggish, sleepy, unreflective manner. 

During the first two minutes of my day, my complacency can lead me to lose sight of what my experience discloses to me. It is only when my experience changes that I am jolted out of complacency. For example, if my wife was sick the previous night, when I wake up and open my eyes, my experience would be quite different. I would be concerned with how she is feeling and whether she had a good night’s rest. 

In the everyday world, we can become mesmerized by the force of habit. Unable to see beyond the immediate, the familiar, the ordinary, we become blinded and entangled in a limited profile of reality. In a state of being half-awake and half-asleep to what is around us, we engage in a process of forgetting who we are. Enveloped by the familiar, we can become prisoners of the immediate, the superficial, the hollow, and/or the complacent. We can become dominated by our immediate achievement of our goals, purposes, and designs. We become aware only of our individual zones of work, our individual interests, and their urgency. Embedded in life, we may repress our restless spirits through our sleepy, complacent ways. Lost and absorbed in our routines, we can become numb, blind, and sleepy to what is around us.

The power of being embedded in the familiar of the everyday world lends itself to not questioning our meanings, values, beliefs, attitudes, dispositions, biases, and prejudices. It fosters unreflective living. We can develop patterns of routine—automatic reactions that evolve into a style of reactive, rather than reflective, living. We can become smug, self-satisfied, and arrogant and believe that we know it all and don’t have to question the world around us. Our unquestioned absorption and assimilation of our family patterns, childhood formation, cultural attitudes, dispositions, and beliefs can lead us to become blind and dumb to awe, wonder, and mystery, and thus unable to receive the sacred, the transcendent, the holy contained in all that is around us. 

Conclusion

Throughout this chapter, we have focused on the word experience and what it means to experience people, events, and things. We have attempted to make explicit that which is implicit about the experience of waking up in the morning. Experience is a process of perceiving an event or reality. In experience, we directly encounter and accept various people, events, and things. So often, however, we focus solely on the facts of experience—the what. Indeed, the dictionary definition for experience provided at this chapter’s beginning focuses entirely on the what of experience. In doing so, it highlights only the functional, practical dimension of experience. 

As we’ve seen, however, experience is about so much more. My experience of people, events, and things is also about how I interact, relate, connect, and dialogue with what is around me. In experience, I engage with, attend to, perceive, and become aware of something within myself. People, events, and things do not simply happen. Rather, they impact, touch, and connect with me. In turn, I am formed and shaped by that which I encounter. If, on the other hand, an object, person, or event loses its meaning, if it recedes into the background and becomes taken for granted, if I become apathetic or depressed, I will not experience people, events, or things in my usual way. 

The way ordinary objects call me will depend on my mood or the lens through which I see. If I just quickly pass over experience, I become unreflective and unmoved by it. It’s like I wear horse-blinders and my peripheral vision is blocked. I become fixed on my goal, task, or schedule such that I cannot connect with the experience and allow it to impact me. This is not what it means to experience. In experience, there is responsiveness, exchange, and connection; there is participation. Participation is not merely being an observer, but having the ability to enter into the being of the situation. In experience, I am in relationship with someone, some thing, or some event. I am conscious, awake, aware, and attending to what is around me and in me.

What happens as I open myself up to the world and relate to it? I find that the world has the power to touch, move, mobilize, affect, influence, grab, form, and shape me. The world can call out, call forth, and catch my eyes and ears. In turn, I can react, respond, be involved, participate, become fascinated by, be drawn in, and move toward, against, or away from the world. I find that the world gives to me and provides for me. It gives me a sense of security. It welcomes me and provides nurturance, nourishment, safety, groundedness, and a place in which to rest and belong. 

Perhaps as you have read this chapter, you have recalled the first two minutes of your day. The first moment of waking from sleep reveals a variety of responses. Some wake up because the alarm has sounded, while others stir before the alarm goes off. Waking up brings different degrees of darkness and light. Some people are slow and reluctant to get out of bed. Perhaps they are semi-conscious until that first cup of coffee. Some respond to the alarm clock by hitting “snooze” and turning over for a few more minutes of sleep. Others relax in bed, listening to music or sounds of silence. For some, waking up may bring an awareness of still being tired. Perhaps the night’s rest wasn’t enough. As some people 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. Yesterday’s problems may begin to gnaw at them. They jump out of bed already absorbed by the busyness of the day. Anxiety may pour into their bodies. 

As the access to reflective living, our experiences—even one so seemingly simple as waking up in the morning—can help us discover that which facilitates and hinders reflective living. Experience is the foundational tool. The simple experience of waking in the morning can disclose much to us about how we take up our lives. This experience can be filled with awe and wonder if we don’t take it for granted. 
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