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I: FIGMENTS IN THE VOID 

Any individual who finds herself with (1) a globe & (2) a naïvely inquisitive 
disposition will notice a peculiar contrast: namely the juxtaposition between the 
meandering path of coastline & the Euclidian gridwork of intersecting lines that 
delineate relevant latitudes & meridians. Even the boundaries between discreet 
political entities are often startlingly straight. Once I found myself near the triple 
border of Austria, Italy, & Slovenia. I sneaked up on the point of convergence with 
electric anticipation. And the anticipation itself proved to be the peak experience, 
since in arriving: nothing special. It was like Su Tung-Po wrote: 

Mount Lu in misty rain; the River Che at high tide. 
When I had not been there, no rest from the pain of longing! 
I went there and I returned… It was nothing special: 
Mount Lu in misty rain; the River Che at high tide. 

In fact, I’m not even sure if I found the place since nothing in the physical landscape 
prated of the political significance of this invisible landmark. 

I’ve never been to the Equator, but I take it on testimony from National 
Geographic & other reputable sources that, for such a conspicuous geometric 
bisector of your coffee-table atlas, in real life it’s mostly sunlight, sand, & emptiness. 

Sunlight is the ambrosia of all the world’s flora, 
Sand gives grip on slick sidewalks at Christmastime 
& emptiness is the space wherein the cosmic carnival transpires. 
But the Equator….? 
To quote the late Alan Watts: “you couldn’t even cut a cheese with it” because it 
doesn’t exist. 

Lines of longitude are not actual lines; they are conceptual ones—abstractions. We 
project them onto a wild & ecstatic world and in doing so we conventionalize our 
interpretation of the cosmic Rorschach-blot. We do this in the interest of expediency. 
Without such conventional abstractions, we might find ourselves stupefied like a 
child in an ice cream parlour trying to choose between a thousand & one different 
toppings for his sundae. Or paralyzed in a dim-lit bedroom in Buenos Aires like 
Jorge Luis Borges’ protagonist Irineo Funes, who possessed such precocious 
perceptual & recollective faculties that a “dog at three fourteen in the afternoon, seen 



	   4	  

in profile” was not the same as the dog a minute later, “seen frontally” and therefore 
could not think. This obviously sounds crazy. And yet we ourselves approach no less 
radical discrimination when we experience the utter disappearance of a “lap” the 
very instant a person stands up. Our reaction to Irineo’s condition, then, arises only 
partly from his precocious cognitive abilities. Perhaps just as significant is that it 
simply jars our conventions of abstraction.  

Don’t drive on the left side of the road…unless you’re in Britain or Australia, in which 
case, don’t drive on the right. 
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II: THE ECSTASY THAT’S EVER-PRESENT 

Perhaps most conventional of all abstractions is our notion of time independent from 
human experience. As the great Japanese Zen philosopher wrote in his majestical 
work called Shōbōgenzō,  

We don’t think that winter becomes spring, and we don’t say that spring becomes 
summer. 

Rather, he says,  

the whole of existence, the whole Universe, is present at each moment of time.  

The coalescence of time & being into unity he calls 有時—“uji.” 

Such an assertion may be challenging to comprehend. It is not, however, 
inherently so. Instead the difficulty is contextual: it strides against our conventions. 
We might therefore describe it not as “difficult,” but rather “unfamiliar.” It is 
challenging because we must perform intellectual acrobatics to reconcile it if we wish 
to keep one foot in our prior paradigm. If, however, we release our preconceptions 
altogether & examine our unadulterated direct experience, the teaching reveals itself: 

How long does now last? 

Obviously it lasts forever. The moment this realization strikes, most of us will 
begin thinking. This is to say that we will attempt to rationalize our reluctance to trust 
the testimony of our direct experience. There is a conservative aspect of our minds 
that seeks to preserve conventional belief-structures, & thinking is the final tactic 
that it employs to counter any threat. It’s more convenient to go back to sleep than to 
fundamentally alter our paradigms, & thinking is precisely the process that shrouds 
the world with our concepts & abstractions. 

But we can see through these veils if we wish. Therefore, don’t think…look. 

Experience will reveal everything we need to know; in the final measure, it renders 
thinking obsolete. Now is not the hairline of the second-hand on ye auld analog 
grandfather clock, a constant fugitive fleeing into the future. Now has no duration 
altogether, it persists interminably. Indeed, it is outside of time altogether. To render 
such ideas in the language of temporality invariably lands one in a paradox. This 



	   6	  

should be no surprise as we ought not really to expect to fit the world into verbal 
boxes. 

Consider in the same vein that, when the Big Bang happened, the moment was now, 
& so it remains. I wrote this piece now & my dear reader shares this temporal abode, 
regardless of the calendar’s insistence to the contrary. The construct of time veils our 
communion in an eternity that is ever-present. In the poetry of T. S. Elliot from Four 
Quartets: 

Time present and time past 
Are both perhaps present in time future 
And time future contained in time past…. 
What might have been and what has been 
Point to one end, which is always present. 

 



	   7	  

III: ELECTRIC EMPTINESS 
 

When the lightning flashes,  
How admirable is he who does not think ‘Life is fleeting.’ 

—Basho 

Like the grid-work on the coffee-table globe, we impart on the world a chain of 
events that is both serial & causal. But, like time, sequence & causality are also 
abstractions. Fire, for example, doesn’t cause heat. And neither does heat 
necessarily cause fire. Rather the fire & the heat are two expressions of a single 
process. And so was the beer, the sand, and the stupid campfire story we were telling. 
For symbol of reality, a flower were therefore far more fitting than a causal chain—a 
lotus that blooms momentaneously & also forever. We could not even say that one 
event leads to the next. Rather the present simply persists in its eternal bloom. 

Analogously, though Basho says “the lightning flashes,” as if the lightning caused the 
flash the happen, this too is a stilted expression of reality. Spontaneous process 
springs eternal & we compulsively strain to fit it into our serial constructs. In The 
Heart Sutra, Nagarjuna penned the haunting quatrain: 

Form is emptiness, 
Emptiness is form; 
Form is not other than emptiness 
Emptiness is not other than form… 

In inspiration of this Buddhist sage, one might reject our conventional subject-verb 
cookie-cutter conception thus: 

The lighting is the flash; 
The flash is the lightning. 
The lightning is not other than the flash; 
The flash is not other than the lightning. 

The subject is the verb, the verb is the subject & everything happens all at once, 
forever. 
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IV: THE PROCRUSTEAN PLENUM 

Kant wrote that space & time are expedient abstractions that man uses to cleave 
theperpetually-flowering plenum into cognizeable bits—bite-sized, digestible. The 
world appears to us as an aggregate of phenomena; never as the noumenon—Der Ding 
an sich, “the thing in itself.” In other words, we see the world according to our 
prejudices, & not independent of them. Like blinders on a carriage-horse, such 
prescriptions of man’s consciousness allow him to hold a given course & perform 
action in this world of convention. But we forfeit the periphery. In the first segment 
of this series, we considered the relationship of our abstractions to the real world. In 
the second & third, we considered the dissolution of causality & linear time. Thence 
do I intend to recommence this exploration, following the thread of inquiry into 
vaster dimensions of the ineffable manifold. 

To recapitulate previous conclusions, linear time, space, & causality are all at 
most experiences and, more basically, mere thoughts. They are, in Buddhist terms, 
“empty of inherent existence,” & subsist exclusively as ideas within the human mind. 
Their existence is more akin to feet as abstract units of measurement than the scaly 
claw-capped feet of an iguana in México. They are legs on snake rather than legs on a 
coffee-table. The story of Procrustes’ legendary hospitality expresses the concept 
mythologically: rather than tailoring the bed to fit his guest, Procrustes’ morbid 
method worked the other way around, cutting his guest down to accommodate their 
dimensions to those of his furniture. To carve up our reality is not such gory work as 
the Greek villain, but that might be merely because our experience doesn’t bleed all 
over the butcher’s block when we hack away at it with the cleaver of our 
conventions—it doesn’t stain our clothes. 

But if we examine our unadulterated experience, evidence of this subconscious 
butchery is patent. Conventionally, we imagine the past to cause the present, which 
in turn determines the future. But any faithful empiricism of our experience exposes 
that both past & future are actually mere mental abstractions that we generate from 
the epicenter of the perpetually-blooming present. 

When is it ever not now? 
Tomorrow never comes…. 
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Fruit flies still like bananas, 
Yet time flies not as an arrow but as concentric ripples in the pond of Mind. 

Now let us dive into the deep-end of the said pond, for, in the solvent of our 
attention, just as linear time melted into universal presentism, the notion of 
individual self-hood likewise vanishes like fog over San Francisco Bay, like the stuff 
of dreams. Why? Because in the same way that from any vantage-point in the space-
time manifold, it is always here & it is always now, likewise the consciousness that 
adopts that perspective is always I.  

I am that I am,  

irregardless of any circumstance or eventuality. And your lotus of experience also 
flowers in first-person: you experience yourself as no less I than I do. And it could be 
no different for the camel, whether Bactrian or Dromedary. Or the vegetable, 
mushroom, or the mineral. 

Plants know to face the sun 
Fungi know to celebrate the rains 
& rocks know just where to rest. 

Wherever there is consciousness, there is therefore self. The whole world is in me (i. 
e. my experience); I am in the whole world. 

In the poetry of mediaeval Andalusian philosopher & mystic Ibn al’ Arabi: 

God sleepeth in the rock 
Dreams in the flower 
Stirs in the beast 
& awakens in man. 

“‘I am that I am'” were purportedly Yahweh’s words to Moses, as depicted in Exodus 
3:14. Similarly, The Upanishads reveal the ultimate identity of Atman & Brahman: 
self & Self. So it is for gods, flowers, men, & minerals—selfhood is universal. 
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V: MARRIAGE of MIND & MATTER 

Suppose it occurs to me to lift a finger. Out the clouds of this notion, a specific 
intention forms & finally precipitates into an action—lo! extensor digitorum, at my 
beck & call, faithfully performs its duty and I behold the ascension of my index 
finger. It appears therefore that an event in Mind caused an event in Matter. This is 
really nothing special…unless one consider it. Then the mystery is patent: 

Marvelous power, supernatural activity 
To chop wood & draw water 

—Pang Yun 

How does a thing so immaterial as an intention exert manifest effects on a 
physical body? It does appear rather “supernatural.” As Descartes presents the 
situation in Meditations IV, “I am lodged in my body as a pilot in a vessel.” Several 
sections later, the French philosopher is still more explicit: “the mind or soul of man 
is entirely different from the body…”. In this way, Cartesian Duality rent asunder two 
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aspects of man, establishing in our conception a metaphysical cleft between Mind & 
Matter. The said paradigm being so conventional to our modern mode of thought 
that we scarcely notice the conspicuous chasm—as salt-water to the Atlantic herring: 

“How’s the water?” 

“What?” 

Westerners with the curiosity & disposition to pursue these fundamental inquiries 
wrestle with these questions in a ring called “philosophy” or “metaphysics;” in the 
East they seek rapprochement with these questions through yoga & epistemology. 

To reconcile such a rift as these questions engender demands all varieties of 
intellectual patchwork & artifice so that in the end one is left  at best with a 
Frankenstein of a philosophy. Cartesian Dualism, the separation of mind & matter, is 
in itself a case & point. The trouble is this: just as you can’t wake-up a person who 
is pretending to be asleep, we will never succeed in reconciling two aspects that were 
never separate. Nagarjuna understood this: 

Form is emptiness 
Emptiness is form 
Form is not other than emptiness 
Emptiness is not other than form 

Our trouble is to understand Nagarjuna. Since everything is clearer in verse, we 
might frame our findings thus: 

Mind is matter. 
Matter is mind. 
I live in the world, 
& the world lives in me 
This wisdom is common to all lizards & their reptilian brethren: 
When the King Cobra strikes, 
There is no gap, 
No hesitation— 
The lightning is the flash, 
The flash is the lightning: 



	   12	  

Intention & extension— 
Will & deed—are not two. 
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VI: FIGMENTS IN THE PLENUM 

“Here is an elephant,” declared the raja (an Indian king). 

When the blind men had felt the elephant, the raja went to each of them, and said to each, 
“Well, blind man, have you seen the elephant? Tell me, what sort of thing is an elephant?” 

“Sire, an elephant is like a pot.” 
“An elephant is like a winnowing basket.” 
“A ploughshare!” 
“A grainery!” 
“A pillar!” 
“A paintbrush!” 
“A mortar!” 
“No, a pestle!” 

It is recounted that they came to blows over the matter. 

Like the elephant of this Jainist parable, reality is a thing that we triangulate through 
perception on multitudinous planes. The world glitters; a jewel with a thousand 
facets, & each one of our sense organs sees a different one. Reality is not the sight, 
the sounds, the taste, the texture, temperature, etc…nor is it our imagings, words, or 
representations of it. Reality is… 

Obviously, language fails: 

The Tao that can be spoken is not the eternal Tao 

Or in another rendering of this enigmatic opening verse in Lao Tzu’s seminal work: 

If you can talk about the Tao, then it’s not the Tao 

Consider ourselves: 

“I am an immaterial soul.” 
“I am a wobbling biped with funny toes.” 
“I am an electrical worker.” 
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If we manage to extract essence of the question, we find ourselves once again 
confronted with Descartes dichotomy, since obviously one’s particular life 
circumstances are not ontologically basic to one’s being, no matter how much we 
depend on electrical workers to repair powerlines. If we investigate the tension 
between the psyche & the physical, however, we find that it isn’t actually there. One 
“identity” does not precede the other, nor supersede, nor antecede. Their 
relationship is not causal or sequential at all. Our trouble stems not from our 
experience but the conventions that we conceive of it withal (e.g. causality, Cartesian 
Dualism, mistaking objects with abstractions, etc….) Mind & body actually 
have no relationship: they are identical. The philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer 
approaches this claim when he describes Der Wille zum Leben,“The Will to Live.” Not 
only does this Will inform behavior, but no less, it informs being itself. Existence 
means “to stand forth” or “stand out of,” from the Latin ex– “out of” & sistere “to 
stand.” Schopenhauer’s Will is the impulse to stand forth from indifferent 
oblivion. Der Wille is not merely physical, it is also metaphysical. Figments of this 
Will literally inform all forms out of the formless void. 

Consider the lifted finger that we began Part I of this verbal jaunt withal: the Will 
does not cause the digit to lift—the Will is the finger’s rise. Everything we do & are is 
a physical expression of what Will is a psychological one. The body itself is a 
manifestation of this will, and this will is an expression of the body. If it’s difficult to 
grasp, it’s likely because one must first release one’s grip on other models. This is 
important: 

In Indonesia, monkey-traps are jars. One simply baits them with fresh fruit, then 
waits. The monkey’s hand slides through the mouth to grab the fruit, but his fist 
doesn’t fit back out. 
Unwillingness to relinquish the newfangled prize: 
This proves to be the poor simian’s demise. 
How much tighter do we cling to our ideas! It would be a surprise 
If we weren’t to suffer for it. 
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VII: VOID IN THE PLENUM, PLENUM IN THE VOID 
 

“Call me Ishmael.” 

From the first phrase of Moby-Dick, we understand that, as readers, we will 
experience the watery world of Melville’s magnum opus from behind the eyes of a 
protagonist, whom we are to call by this suggestive name. Literary theory identifies 
“focalization” as a definitive component to any narrative. Focalization refers to the 
particular point-of-view or perspective whence the story is accounted. First-person 
narration presents a story from the perspective of discreet individual—the 
focalization is from the individual. In Melville’s famous epic, the focalization is 
therefore first-person. 

Where a first-person focalization tells a story from a particular individual’s 
perspective, a third-person one, conversely, presents a narrative on an individual or 
group. The former is a subjective account, the latter an objective one. When Marquez 
opens his own epic with the unforgettable sentence: 

Many years later, as he faced the firing squad, Colonel Aureliano Buendía was to 
remember that distant afternoon when his father took him to discover ice. 

Marquez’ focalization of choice is obviously third-person. In both cases, the 
perspectives from which these artists elected to express their works are definitive of, 
& inseparable from the narratives themselves: 

Call him Ishmael 

—that line opens a entirely different book. 

Physicist Erwin Schrödinger’ s notorious thought-experiment from 1935 
demonstrated the same principle: if one shuts a cat in a black box with a flask of 
poison & subsequently exposes the said flask to bursts of radiation, at a particular 
point in time following the event, the flask will either have shattered or remained 
intact & the animal will therefore be found either dead or alive—not both. (The 
wonderful advantage of thought-experiments is that no animals need be harmed in 
their “execution” & conceptual flasks don’t leave a mess when they break. One 
therefore avoids both ethical & logistical concerns.) This seems rationally sound, 
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albeit (hypothetically) inhumane. Except that Schrödinger in fact devised the 
experiment to illustrate the practical implications of quantum mechanics according 
to its Copenhagen interpretation: specifically that until one opens the box the check 
on its condition, the cat is both—it is undead. 

Narrative theory calls it “focalization,” quantum physics calls it “wave collapse:” in a 
way, the narrowing that observation of any event induces is necessary for us to make 
sense of our experience. If all possibility were also actual, these terms would have no 
meaning. But focalization indeed restricts our experience—it focuses the latter into a 
particular outcome or perspective at the expense of all others. 

If we return our inquiry to that grand masterpiece of world literature, though the 
focalization remains first-person throughout the Moby -Dick, Ishmael appears to 
possess a faculty of empathy that borders on the supernatural. As the chapters 
progress, the subject dances from individual to individual among the Pequod’s crew. 
In this way, Ishmael transcends his own individuality. No longer is his experience 
constricted to the scope of a discreet & isolated self; his experience rather burgeons & 
compounds through the confluence of concurrent testimonies. Ishmael no longer 
lives & dies exclusively within one single petal on the flower of consciousness. In 
Vedic terms, Atman realises its identity Brahman, self becomes Self. 

We all experience this bloom of consciousness from time to time, for only the most 
self-involved of us has never managed to see a situation from another’s eyes. When 
we manage to identify not with our discreet images & representations of ourselves as 
separate from everything else, but rather with the ocean of life that sustains us—
when we seek sustenance not from the Tree of Good & Evil but from the Tree of 
Life—our focalization dilates & life’s simple riches multiply manifold. In Moby-
Dick, Melville manages to craft his narrative into a consummate expression of two 
kindred portals into the occluded ecstasy of human experience: empathy & story-
telling. 

The stories are many, but the Story is one; 
A thousand petals, one lotus, 
Many fingers, one moon. 
Life mirrors art, 
Physics follows fiction, 
“Beauty is Truth, Truth Beauty: That is all Ye know on Earth, & all ye need to know.” 
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In the plenum of possibility, beyond perspective, before focalization, before Eve ate 
of the Fruit, before Led Zeppelin disbanded, there, in infinite space, potential & 
actuality are not two. The human condition is to be born into the proscription, 
isolation, & dismemberment of consciousness. But to look from the heart, hridaya, the 
core, el corazón, the center of our being is to see beyond this duality, to remember oneness. 

गत ेगत ेपारगते पारसंगते बोधि स्वाहा 
Gate, gate, pāragate pārasaṃgate bodhi svāhā 
“Gone, gone, gone beyond, gone altogether beyond…O marvelous awakening!” 

—The Heart Sutra 

 

	  


