Absolute Nothingness and Absence of Meaning

A Theological End Point
by Sheila T. Harty

Enraptured skywards since the dawn of wonder, | gazed transfixed;

Caught on a thought of epic proportion, dwindling myself under heaven’s height.
STH, New York, 1976

nalysis of |ife's secret codes begins f—dike all
peeling colored cell ophmharhe btl eatofve tdiedn’itdelon cw
remember when | got my first pair of eyeglasses in elementary school. | kept lifting them up and down

in awe over the clarity that | had not known existed. St. Paul made such analogy in First Corinthians, which
Sister Laurene had us memorize in second grade at Christ the King Elementary:

When | was a child, | spoke as a child, | understood as a child, and I thought as a child,
now that | have become a man, | have put away the things of a child.
For now we see through a mirror in an obscure way, but then we shall see face to face.*

This —coming outl party of consciousness begins
with finding out how babihad ano enthimeshdarating, mindrsteetohimgnb e r
feel of new consciousness—| i ke moving toward a mirage and findin
often in college after class with a particularly superb history professor.?

The same wonder atnewconscious ness is el icited in other ways, |
per cepftdaroensdlr changes one. The eoepéemidn@tonargedossea

Mysterium Tremendum.® Insight is always thereafter accessible—like having a new pair of glasses. Still, we must
be careful who our teachers are. We particularly need to protect ourselves from the false consciousness of
contemporary culture, especially through television and advertising. The sociology of knowledge asserts that
wisdomi s onl y adocialdyunateachet iatelligeptsia—lin fact, solitude and silence are the ideal
conditions. In contrast, the religious beliefs of the masses are suspect. As a brave new book explains:

Religious faith represents so uncompromising a misuse of the power of our minds
that it forms a kind of perverse, cultural singularity—a vanishing point beyond
which rational discourse proves impossible.°

The cumulative layers of religious belief are ancient myth, oral history, and metaphor mortared together by
political expediency and profitable salesmanship. These layers need to be decoded. Thus, | became a debunker.

Demythologizing religion has intrigued me since | was lucky as a freshman to have a polyglot teacher’ who
knew 27 languages. Oh, the hidden meanings he could decipher! The realization that received truths are in
disguise with ulterior motives can result in either empowerment or disillusionment. | felt empowered. | became
a debunker of blind faith though once | was a believer—a pious, fervent, righteous believer. | wanted to be a
nun, a Carmelite. | wanted to give my life in complete assent to the deeper spiritual meaning of life, though |
hadn’'t yet seen deeply enough. There were other |

Today, | feel that I have arrived at a far enough polarity from where | began to now laugh a full Buddha
belly laugh. The truth? Life is spiritually ambiguous. We dignify ourselves too much in this search for meaning.
We create an illusory reality to satisfy the quest. Worse, we fail to revere the enormous, awe-inspiring

! 1Cor 13: 11-12.

2 Dr. Robert Burke, History Department, University of South Florida, Tampa, 1965-70.

® Aldous Huxley, The Doors of Perception (London: Chatto & Windus, 1954).

4 Rudolph Otto, Das Heilige (Breslau, 1917), trans. John W. Harvey, as The Idea of the Holy (London, 1923).

® A phrase from Alfred Weber, brother of Max Weber, quoted in Karl Mannheim, Essays on the Sociology of Knowledge (Oxford University Press, 1952).
® Sam Harris, The End of Faith: Religion, Terror, and the Future of Reason (W.W. Norton, 2004), pg. 25.
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magni f i absolute thimgdessi>and its absence of meaning. 't 0 s
bi ography, Il d |like to take you on my theological

INITIAL CONDITIONS

Asweknow from the new sci ence sensftivedeperdenoningialr | i ves
conditions. @ was born in NGremberg, Germany, during t
throughout childhood. My mother would call out down the hall: "It's all right, It's just a bad dream. Go back to

sleep.” Well, it wasn't a dream. Fifty years later, | was watching an old black-and-white movie; the opening

scene was straight out of my dream. Then the caption appeared: Nirnberg 1948. Stanley Kramer's Judgment at

Nurnberg begins with scenes of the city in rubbles. Those childhood nightmares were memories of what | saw
backwards over my father’s shoulder. What does th

I was raised Roman Catholic with a parochial school education back when that meant
nuns. My piety peaked in 8" grade, when | spent all of recess and lunch hour fasting and
praying in the chapel. I sought an audience with the Mother Superior to ask for admittance to ‘
the novitiate, but she said no, that | wtaosvorkdly. I | was 12. She g a=e S 0 me
and dismissed me. I never quite accepted being rejected for the convent. In defiance, | became a theologian.

My undergraduate curriculum was interdisciplinary religious arts & letters, which included primitive
anthropology, classical philosophy, medieval history, Renaissance humanities, Reformation studies, psychology
of religion, and existential themes in literature. My graduate studies were in the sociology of religion with a
Catholic focus, a dose of Islam, plus a good mix of scripture and feminism. My mentors are the French Jesuit
Teilhard de Chardin,* the British mathematician Alfred North Whitehead,*! and the radical social critic Ivan
Mich®1 " m often asked wh yethhtonsdannevdr knalv the amsevassitodtsgyestiond e s p i t
Ah, but the integrity is in the inquiry.

After graduati on, I taught theology at a Catholi
euphemi sm for being f iotwerthgqueltibnethead@tdiskedyarh Hafdi kF was
I indeed wanted to go deeper than the catechism to shattert he st udent s’ i nsul ation. T

had been, with the master story as received truth. | wanted the prism of religion to be more fully appreciated in order
to mitigate the arrogant certitude of their faith. Still, | wanted to leave them with a sense of awe for the mystery.

All religious beliefs are true—metaphorically. As metaphors, they point to higher truths. But belief in these

beliefs is a detour from their initial means as t
packaging a vector as if it wer e Gad OmSeettLightdtmy | | , I
hidden eyes. 'fl That endearmentreflectsh umi | i ty about our fuzzy insight.

b e t tca is a metaphor for a mystery. '

REVELATION OF CHAOS

y theology got the biggest boost from science, a quantum leap in deeper meaning. While working in
Washington, D.C., | took a course in physics at the Smithsonian Campus on the Mall. | read the Tao of

& Martin Heidegger.

® Citing Henri Poincare, 1890, in Stephen Wolfram, A New Kind of Science (Wolfram Media, 2004).

% The Phenomenon of Man (Harper & Row, 1959); The Future of Man ( H& R, Th=®9 )E;t e+ n aThe Makengdf anMind: ¢ettelfs from a
Soldier-Priest, 1914-1919 (H&R, 1961); Hymn of the Universe (H&R, 1961).

1 process and Reality: An Essay in Cosmology (Cambridge University Press, 1929); Science and the Modern World (MacMillan, 1925); Modes of
Thought (The Free Press, 1938); A4 Key to Whitehead'’s Process and Reality (Indiana University Press, 1966).

12 Celebration of Awareness: A Call for Institutional Revolution (London: Marion Boyars, 1971); Deschooling Society (1971); Tools for Conviviality
(1972); Energy and Equity (1974); Medical Nemesis: The Expropriation of Health (1976); Disabling Professions (1977); The Right to Useful
Unemployment: and Its Professional Enemies (1978); H20 and the Waters of Forgetfulness (1986).

8 st. Augustine, Confessions, 397-401 AD.

4 Joseph Campbell with Bill Moyers, The Power of Myth (Broadway Books, 1988).
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Physics," finding that the parallel of quantum physics with Eastern mysticism helped me to follow along. Then |
read the Dancing Wu Li Masters'® and other such physics books for the complete idiot." | recognized
Whitehead’s —PirmcEisrss itithdasmiakspgdy-time continuum where everything

affects
‘God’s will’ is identical with the laws of nature.|

possibility of a God in a quantum universe is as a differential equation. Quantum physics even has a competing

|19

Christianity damns such thinking as pantheism,? preferring an anthropomorphic personal God. The only

explanation to creation in the biblical Genesis. In a quantum genesis, a vacuum fluctuation within a virtual
reality of elemental particles can cause the spontaneous emergence of a particle into existence.?* That trumps
A g u i nsmeldgicalargument for God as the necessary and efficient primal cause.

| took another Smithsonian course, this time on Chaos, which changed my thinking dramatically. Chaos

theory reveals new simplicities within the complexities of deterministic natural

systems?—that is, everything that undergoes change over time. Life! The

mystique of chaos is that a deeper order masquerades underneath apparent |-=
randomness. 2 Within complex natural systems with too many variables, like NS
weather, much of the data seem chaotic. Yet, by plotting the calculations ol
graphically, computers can map the structure of chaos, which actually evolves ‘

into ordered geometric patterns. Yet, that order is not perceived until the frame !

of reference is much larger, which only emerges over time.

Hidden in the details of a whole spectrum of aperiodic phenomenon is a continuous unfolding of patterns

within patterns, dissimilar yet related with a symmetry of scale and a compounded rate of change or period
doubling. This holds whether the phenomena are ocean temperatures, wind vibrations, waterfalls, river flow,
earthquakes, insect migrations, disease epidemics, heart arrhythmia, breathing disorders, price fluctuations,

income distribution, dripping faucets, or radio static. The chaotic details of all these nonlinear systems show the
same transition to order. This is mind boggling! The same transition! The same proportional scale! The same
rate of change.?* Across astoundingly different data sets. As if all were related parts of a larger universal set. The
heresy of pantheism be damned!

by the mathematician Benoit Mandelbrot.” More layers of meaning were
revealed, deeper still. Fractal geometry challenges the idealized world of
Euclidian geometry, whose three dimensions of line, plane, and solid reflect an
abstract perfection, which is almost nonexistent in nature. In contrast, fractal

g

fractals is that irregular patterns remain similar across scale, such as branching
patterns in trees or cloud shapes and coastlines.”® The most beautiful fractal yet

Chaos is also fractal—that is irregular shaped. I attended a lecture on fractals

eometry mirror s expassedinakgorithms.cTiee mystic &f x i
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Fritjof Capra, The Tao of Physics (Random House, 1975).
Gary Zukav, The Dancing Wu Li Masters: An Overview of the New Physics (Bantam Books, 1979).

ever yt mustcag besuperndiuealyle nE it o s ta e ik n\Whht & dommoenmlyicdlléde n :

Timothy Ferris, Coming of Age in the Milky Way (Wm Morris, 1988); Lincoln Barnett, The Universe and Dr. Einstein (Bantam Books, 1957); Stephen

Hawking, A Brief History of Time (Bantam Books, 1988), et al.

“Every elementary particle hangs on a filigree that binds it to the rest. No longer objective observers of the stars, we participate with the atoms in all

events. I Al fr ed N dmdeshandibalitt AnlEssag id Cosmology (Cambridge University Press, 1929).

Max Jammer, Einstein and Religion( Pr i ncet on Uni ver si t yGod®wi#l i Bateriallz&l BuBugh, Time sphgationld 4f. r AAh stde n -

Bergson, Creative Evolution (Henry Holt, 1911).

Belief that God is coextensive with the universe: that is, not separate as Creator from the creation.

Wolfram, pg. 223.

Edwar d N. Lorenz. —Det &aumul ofithe &ttndspberidbdences:eval.i200nd. 2, pp. 180-1d1w , I

James Gleick, Chaos: Making a New Science (Penguin, 1987).

Period doublinginthepropor t i ons of Feigenbaum’ s c¢ ©nde OuafChaos (Bantadns1982),(bd B0 9 O .
Benoit B. Mandelbrot, The Fractal Geometry of Nature (London: W.H. Freeman, 1982).

Jack Cohen and lan Stewart, The Collapse of Chaos: Discovering Simplicity in a Complex World (Viking, 1994).
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i s t he ibarbguel*dviandetbrgtisely whese dynamic calculation® starts with zero!* Through the
constant feedback loops of complex numbers over millions of iterations, order emerges from chaos in repeat
patterns of intricate beauty. Revere that!

ABSOLUTE NOTHINGNESS

eligious beliefs presume to answer :

the questions of 3=
about the profound mysteries of time
and space and life itself, but answering
thus with faithinacod doesn’ |
so nor explain those mysteries. Most
people, nevertheless, are consoled. Most
people also feel a spiritual profundity
within Nature. As a child, | used to feel
this transcendent bond while lying under trees, looking up
through their branches at t
perspective, a moment of spiritual security.

Grasp, instead, a moment of spiritual insecurity for a more
profound experience. Stand at the edge of the ocean at night and
stare into the immeasurable darkness that is 95 percent or more
of space. When 1 do so, | feel the same the same ineffable
incomprehensibility, the same.rapturous awe at the vast depth of
nothingness as | ever felt at my most pious belief in the majesty
of cod. Odd. The feeling is the same, but the content is different.
I realized that the nature
presumptive, unsubstantiated risk is what carries the punch, not
the object of the belief or its content.

Most cultures create Gods in their own images, because they are afraid of the awesome void. Nothing” is an
awe-inspiring concept, yet essentially indigestible, which most people regard with anxiety, nausea, and panic.*
Bewildered before the unfathomable cosmos, they project a supernatural one. This socially constructed faith offers
a shield against the howling hyenas of the night—for to reject the master story is to exile oneself. Yet, preference
for the security of belonging eclipses the freedom of authentic existence, which is only possible with courage.

For those unable to accept the absence of meaning, a faith shared with others is a lifeline against an undertow.
Indeed, society endows the content of faith with an ontological status—that is, as if it were real*>—in order to
encourage conformity, which gives the illusion of stability as we whirl on a sphere in the darkness of space.
Beliefs create real ity falsetcdnsmiousnessi®tamel tynevar Baveitolthinkuoa i o n .
yourown.As Ni et z s faith meansmotovanting to knew what is true. *fi If we could only learn to
revere instead—even be enthralled with—the infinity of nothingness, we would not need to project a sacred
canopy for its illusory comfort. Anything beyond belief in diffuse connective energy is the arrogance of religion
in an anthropomorphic straightjacket.

When one senses the instability—the incredibility!—of the sheltering fraud of faith, this sacred canopy
fades as a phantom mist. Relish that existential breathing space. Take your stand on the edge of the abyss with

2 Cohen and Stewart, pg. 230.

B z>7+c¢

% The black space isde f i n eldivaliesthat-de not go to infinity in the orbit of zero. I

¥ Martin Gardner , Qleg&gossa Book4fBlathemafito (W Vi Nortpn, 2001), pg. 608.

% _The fundamental coerciveness of society lies...in its power to impose itself as reality. | P e t e r ThelSacredBCanopg: Elements of a
Sociological Theory of Religion (Doubleday, 1967), pg. 12.

Karl Marx, The Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1884.

Friedrich Nietzsche, The Antichrist: An Attempt at a Critique of Christianity.

32
33
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the balanced grace of a daring pirouette, relying on form and force to defy gravity. Fix your eyes on the
fathomless expanse wi t h setingleeyomdthewlinding dights ob civilizatiopp o et ’ s
Ponder i vertignof eelativityll& with-the evolved specialty of our neurological edge. Embrace the

boundless depth that shrinks our egos from believing we are created in the image of divinity. Tru | YReligiopHs

the audacious attempt to conceive of the entire universe as being humanly significant. *f

Space and time and life itself may be sacred, buthocod makes them so. —Sal vat:i
i s availabl e i n rhaughtorattimnmmeaxchoiceprogeedses us; theothér diminishes us.
—Redemption, I for those who need it, i s availabl e

has no end purpose—just a continual process—sequential moments of becoming. You keep the ledger
internally; no one is judging. We should savor instead, with arms outstretched and head thrown back, the
freedom of living without a God—not with the arrogance of pride, but with the grace of courage. A trapeze act
without a net.
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THE MANDELBROT SET (z->z"2+c): the black areas represent all values that do not go to infinity in the orbit of zero.
If any region of the set is magnified, new and intricate detail appears as illustrated in the sequence below.
SouRCEH.O. Peitaen and D. Saune. eds.. The Science of Fractal Imaaes (Heidellmrtao SRBiflena. 202. © H.O. Peitaen. H. Jiiraens. and D. Saupe.




