On Being Present (Draft 7/18/01)

Intro


The art and character attribute of being “present” to another is not naturally one of my skills, so I write about it in an attempt to improve in this area.  My ability to be “all there” to other people and to God is so lacking that I hardly know what it means to be “present” to another. As human beings, we are made for relationship and community.  But few of us, especially those like myself who live in our heads, seem to have the social and relational skills necessary to enjoy the fruits of relationship and community.  It is possible to be intellectually brilliant while remaining relationally dwarfish.

 I am much more skilled at being “absent from” than “present to” others in my daily transactions, so a look at this personal character deficit has been helpful to me in defining what it means to be present to another.  For example, when in conversation with another, am I really listening?  Often, my nodding in agreement is a mockery of my “presence” to another as my mind is occupied with thoughts of what I am going to say as soon as the one speaking shuts up. Sometimes I can’t even wait for the person to stop speaking; I usually have to complete their last sentence for them and launch into what I want to say.  When I do actually listen to another, what am I listening for?  Words? Mere logic and rationality? Or do I listen more “deeply” as the language of the speaker’s heart is conveyed?


I believe our quality of life increases as we are able to remove our persona (Latin; “actor’s mask”). With this “false self” removed we may then vulnerably embrace the “presence” of another.  This ability multiplied is what creates healthy community.  Possibly the highest human calling is to be present to others within healthy community. I’m convinced that our authentic transactions with others are what make life worth living, providing joy and the sense of well being we all desire.  How can we better do this?  What does it mean to be present to another?  Hopefully, I can provide a glimpse of this in the following short essay.

Present to Parents


For many people, God is just Dad with a mask on—Anonymous


Our ability to authentically relate to others in later years is formed early on, within the first few years of life.  If our parents were reasonably emotionally healthy, we had no problem being present to them within the first few years of life.  As babies, we were transparent and naturally vulnerable, making our basic needs known to our significant others.  Healthy parents filled a God-like role as they held us and loved us unconditionally.  Healthy parents are fully present to their children. 

It is now known that future perceptions of God are formed in these early years.  These perceptions are “caught” in the “atmosphere” of the family of origin, more than they are taught.  In later life, we “transfer” that which was implicit in our relationship with our parents on to God; that is, we naturally understand him
 and his nature as we have “understood” our parents.  I think fathers have a special role to play in this inexorable process. 


Babies deprived of early development needs become emotionally stunted with grievous consequences in later life.  For example, babies not held early on become psychologically traumatized and sometimes die.  At the very least, these people in later life perceive God to be unsafe, arbitrary, judgmental and vindictive.  Their world-view becomes negative.  Hyper-vigilant, the world is seen as unsafe in the extreme.


I wasn’t held much during the first two years of my life and I don’t remember ever being held.  There was a quack psychological fad prevalent in the early ‘40’s which basically said that if you don’t hold a baby in the first couple years of life he would likely go on to be strong and independent.  I don’t know about that.  If it’s to grow strong and independent like Mussolini, then forget it.  All I know is what they tell me: I used to cry for hours on end—Dad not letting Mom hold me—as he held faithfully to his belief in the fad (once I cried so long and hard that I had to be taken to the hospital with a distended belly button). Consequently, I have been walking around for 59 years as an emotional cripple, not able to be fully present to others (and probably not very good company for God either).  Now the hard data is telling us that infants not held and nurtured in the first eighteen months of life will inevitable grow up unable to trust anyone.  That’s me, not very trusting, ridden with catastrophic thinking and scared of my own shadow.  Every problem of life, a divine retribution and full of menace.  Every failure, a corroboration of my own ineptness. 

But upon the threshold of personal powerlessness and poverty of spirit, after all our rickety psychological defenses have collapsed, we all must eventually meet God “again, for the first time” (Marcus Borg). As the absolute goodness of the nature of that God dawns upon us, we are able to internalize grace and receive his gifts.  God—and his goodness—becomes the sole object of our faith.  Neurotic doubters become the trusting.  Controllers become the voluntarily controlled (see Psalm 110:3). No matter what our background, his gifts always eventually transfigure our worst psychosis, redeem our darkest doubt, reform our worst behavior.  There is not an evil God is not greater than, not a sordid, destructive behavior God can’t command light to come out of, not a twisted, death-dealing personal decision he cannot decree resurrection life to erupt from.


We all deeply yearn to be held, to be connected to another.   Some of us are so emotionally crippled we are not even conscious of this need.  As a little boy I can still remember desperately wanting to be connected to my Dad in friendship and acceptance.  I yearned for his approval and desperately sought it in various ways.  One evening when I was about ten years old, I went down into the basement after dinner and decided to paint all the shelves and cupboards in Dad’s shop.  The job took all evening and when finished I ran upstairs seeking Dad’s approval.  As it turns out, he was not “present” but had left the house for another meeting, a pattern that was to repeat often.


Dad used to go on fishing trips with his friends.  I very much wanted to be “present” in this activity, but it rarely happened.  I have one memory of looking out our front window at Dad and friend talking for what seemed like hours by the trunk of our family car.  I couldn’t hear them, but saw them as they were lifting up their fishing rods and lake lures, obviously discussing the nuances of lake fishing.  I wanted so much to be included, to be “present” with them, but this was not to be.  Finally, Dad came into the house with nothing more to say.


It seemed like the only time I got attention from Dad was when I did something wrong.  Over the years and after many rejections my heart slowly and finally “shut down” in its hope of relationship with Dad.  I didn’t know it then, but Dad simply didn’t have the relational skills himself to be present to me, and accepting of me.  So this is not about blame, but about generational deficit and the consequences of it.  When I started my own family I turned out to be emotionally absent from my own children, thus passing down the abusive behavior.  Reacting to my own lack of internal structure, I was a set-up for the abusive church I was to later join.  Its leaders and its wacko teachings (preached dogmatically) provided, for a time, the structure I needed. Years later of course, it all came around to bite me in the ass.  I attempted to provide some kind of structure for my family, based on the perceived “authority” of the father figure,
 but all it did was foment resentment.  To protect themselves, my children also began to “split off” within.  I caused them to hypocritically present a “false self” to me and other authority figures.  Their “true self” became submerged beneath layers of psychological defense.


I start with a couple of recollections about Dad because I believe neurosis and the tendency to isolate (not be fully present to others) begin in the family of origin.  This then taints our relationships with all others—the most profoundly destructive being our distortions of God. We often “image” him as the jerk our father was.  This in turn contaminates our perceptions of all other relationships.  Family, friends, children, even animals.  How can we reverse the trend to isolate—to “play it safe”? How can we enjoy the benefits of being fully present within all the wonderful relationship possibilities life has to offer?

Present to Animals


“The wolf also shall dwell with the lamb; the leopard shall lie down with the young goat; the calf and the young lion and the fatling together; and a little child shall lead them.  The cow and the bear shall graze; their young ones shall lie down together; and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. The nursing child shall play by the cobra’s hole, and the weaned child shall put his hand in the viper’s den.  They shall not hurt nor destroy in all My holy mountain, for the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea”  (Isaiah 11:6-9).


Finally, a world that is a “safe place.” This account can be taken literally or figuratively; it really doesn’t make much difference.  Either way it simply states the ideal.  Mankind was not to dominate lower animal forms of life but to “rule over” them in the way that God oversees his creation: “You open your hand and satisfy the desire of every living thing” (Psalm 145:16). God and his lesser animal creations are apparently present to each other in a way beyond rational understanding.  The heart of the Father reaches to consider even the fall of the insignificant sparrow.  He is “present” at its death (Matthew 10:29).


God gave manna to Israel: apparently this was his first choice for Israel’s 40-year diet in the Wilderness of Sin. There’s no account of Israel ever lusting after manna. Responding to Israel’s craving for meat, God provided quail (Exodus 16, Numbers 11).  Israel’s use of the quail meat is typical of the conventional wisdom of today.  In stark contrast to the Anglo-Saxon slaughterhouse mentality, each animal taken by a Native American was killed and used in a holy or sacramental way.  A virtue of Native American spirituality is that the Indian never took more meat than he needed and he used the entire animal.  Most importantly, Native Americans viewed the animal taken as a sacramental act.  In other words, the killer of the animal counted the cost of each killing (the eating of meat is not sinful unless its cost is not counted).   Deer and bison were considered “brothers” to the Native American. The “brother” relationship between man and beast implied a mutual dependency upon a higher power (conventional wisdom has been mostly one of domination over the animal kingdom). Prayers of thanksgiving for the animal were lifted up to the Great Spirit. Native Americans were in this way present to the animals they killed. Meat was eaten in faith; that is, with thanksgiving (see 1Tim. 4:3-4).


George MacDonald also considered animals created by God as brothers, especially domesticated animals, or “pets.”  He called these “brothers” and stated that it would be morally reprehensible to lie to a pet, even as he hoped angels would not fib to we lesser humans.  Referring to animals MacDonald commented, “Their immortality is no new faith with me, but as old as my childhood.”  Again, he argued for the animals when he said, “I know of no reason why I should not look for the animals to rise again, in the same sense in which I hope myself to rise again—which is, to reappear, clothed with another and better form of life than before.  If the Father will raise his children, why should he not also raise those whom he has taught his little ones to love?” (Life Essential: The Hope of the Universe, George MacDonald).


Why should we ever care to see our animal friends again, those lost to death?  Why, to be “present” to them again, and they to us!

Over the years I am ashamed to say that I have sometimes dealt treacherously with animals.  I don’t think “buck fever” is kindred to God’s Spirit (never much of a hunter anyway, it’s been thirty years since I put a bullet hole through a deer—I just don’t have the heart for it any more).  My pets of the last couple of decades have been treated with far greater respect than those of my younger years.  Then, I never felt present to my pets.  It was a one-way street:  they were there for my pleasure. I am in much greater “communion” with my pets today.  This is to say that I’m much more present to their needs, wants and comforts—both physical and mental.

The legendary Dr. Dolittle “talked to the animals”—a concept that is not as wacky as it sounds.  Animals “speak”—just not very well with their mouths.  I believe that they “hear” us better than we are able to “hear” the voice of angels.  When I am upset about something, my Pomeranian Artie picks up on it on instinct.  This happened one evening recently when I was worriedly moping around the house, concerned that our Damascus house was not selling. Artie knew something was not right and he showed it, as he seemed to stare up at me now and then with a worried look.  Each evening as is our ritual, Artie “tucks me in” when going to bed.  Usually, he jumps up on my chest for a final “pet” of the day, and then takes his place at the end of the bed where he sleeps for the night.  On this particular evening, Artie continued to lie on my chest, occasionally staring at me as if to tell me that everything was O.K.

Present to Children


“Out of the mouths of babes and nursing infants you have perfected praise”—Jesus

This morning I read an old review on a George MacDonald sermon taken from Mark 9:37: “Whoever receives one of these little children in my name receives me: and whoever receives me receives not me but him who sent me.”  It recently dawned on me that communicating with a little child can be sacramental—a place where God and man meet.  The Eucharist is sacramental.  Marriage can be sacramental.  Some of us also meet God in nature, in music, in art.


Today, I had a sacramental moment with a little red-haired girl of about seven years of age.  I had stopped by a garage sale on the way in to town, anxious to find a rare book or musical instrument. As is the case with many garage sales, one of the children in the family will run a little side business involving Kool Aid or cookies.  I will usually buy something from one of these little entrepreneurs—mostly out of pity—then quickly be on my way shopping, my spirit consumed with desire for the precious “find.”  Today was different.


It was just past nine a.m. and the sale had just started. The little girl saw me approaching the sale—which included her Kool Aid stand.  A possible customer!—her eyes seemed to hope.  I smiled at her and promised I would be back to her table after looking around.  I noticed that her face could barely restrain joy, as she forced back a wide grin, finally resolving to a tight-lipped smile.  When I finished my quick perusal of garage sale fare, I turned and headed toward the Kool Aid table.  Anticipating this, the little girl, still with restrained smile, ran to her place of business in order to be of service.  I ordered two small cookies for a quarter and gave her the money.  Her face brimmed with joy and satisfaction as she completed her first transaction of the day.  


With my many transactions with children over the years, how many times have I missed out on this, the unspoken, sacramental language of the kingdom?  The child-“speech” was always there, communicating the heart of God—but was I listening?  Was I present? Today was different.  What came, in one holy moment, fully and freely from the transparent nature of a child, I was today present to receive, appreciate and enter in to.  Holy language, holy transaction: the spontaneous joy of a child received and spiritually assimilated by a stogy old person, transfiguring a buy/sell mentality into a kingdom moment.
  “Whoever receives one of these little children in my name receives me…”  I must learn more of this kingdom language!


“Then I turned to see the voice…”—St. John


I learned a second spiritual lesson from children this day—via my wife and a dance recital.  Our granddaughter Alyssa, now in her fifth year of dance, was to perform with others at a local high school auditorium.  Out of fear of boredom I arrived as usual with book in one pocket and candy in the other.  Watching the granddaughter dance is O.K.—but all those other kids!  What is one supposed to do while they are dancing?  


Alyssa danced twice during the first half and is coming along nicely.  I usually leave at intermission.  Since Sally and I each brought a car (I came from work), escape is convenient.  The dancing granddaughter is Sally’s thing.  She’s sponsored Alyssa for years, bought costumes for her and mundanely taken her to and from lessons each week.  Sally gets caught up in these spring recitals and I’ve never understood this. On the other hand, I feel like a patron of dance recitals—that is, I patronize them! But the child-like spirit in my wife changed things for me Saturday night.  Sally taught me how to “see” at a dance recital.


Alyssa had danced and my investment and interest in this cultural event had dropped to zero. My mind in another universe, I sat eyes glazed over, stupidly staring at eight more little figures dancing on the stage.  Then Sally spontaneously whispered into my ear, “Look at her, the third one from the right end—that girl loves to dance!”


My eyes began to focus on the little girl.  I began to “see” and be aware of the spirit motivating this little eight-year-old dancer.  Her spirit expressed as an integrated display of committed technique, dashing hand-gestures and beaming face, making her bigger than the sum total of her parts! She projected a spirit that was “present” to the audience and one that I, personally, was becoming “present” to see.  More kingdom language!  So this is what Sally has been doing all these years at these dance recitals!


While the animated little girl was dancing her heart out I began to look up and down the dance line, my interest now peaked in what was going on. Dancing the same steps to the same music was another little girl who projected differently.  She was going through the moves all right, but where was her spirit?  Had the dancing lessons been the parent’s idea, I thought?  My eyes shifted, one by one to the other dancers.  How were they communicating?  To what degree were the individual dancers “present” to the audience?  How many in the audience were present to them?


As each dance number arrived, it did so with new interest on my part.  I was beginning to be “present” to those offering themselves on the stage for the enjoyment of the audience. I found that I was actually beginning to enjoy myself.  Could it be that I was starting to be present to myself?  My true self that can only be fully known in the context of present community?

Present to Each Other

“Do you see this Woman?” –Jesus 


Personally, it took me about forty years to really see a woman.  Oh sure, I saw women as most men do: objectively, to put it politely.  Women have their place and might be enjoyed occasionally, but the real intellectual power chain only ran in a man’s world.  I can now see how I would have reacted as dinner host exactly as Simon the Pharisee did (see Luke 7:36-50).


Present day, the story would have gone like this:

 I was to have a big party at my home and, as usual, I invited all my friends who could repay me.  They were my friends because they thought, talked and drank just like me—and they were all Republican, of course.  But to really make a show, I invited the biggest-name clergyman around, which is logical in that I live within a religious culture.  

During the party, an unknown street woman arrives uninvited and goes straight to the clergyman—the guest I was trying to impress the most.  Although the clergyman seems to be giving place to the woman, listens to her and responds to her, I am most embarrassed.  The woman seems to be monopolizing the clergyman’s time. I feel as host I should say something.  Trying to be as diplomatic and discreet as I can in order not to obviously offend the woman (Christians are not supposed to do that) I whisper into the clergyman’s ear that the other guests would also like to converse with him.  He politely nods to me, indicating that he heard my request, but continues to listen to the woman.  The clergyman finally comes to a stopping point in the conversation, and without abandoning the woman, turns to confront me.  


Problem was, I never saw the woman.  Oh sure, I saw her come in.  But because my mind was the only faculty of myself engaged (I live in my head), it was easy to judge and dismiss the woman.  Being mostly “split” in those days (see Eph. 2:14), my heart did not “see” the woman.  But the clergyman’s visual field was larger.  As an integrated person, he had begun to hear her need and respond in kind.  He was fully present to her.  And her awkward vulnerability showed that she was present to him.  All parts of both parties were engaged.  Such integration on the part of the woman, detected by the clergyman, assured her of that which the he knew all along: her sins were forgiven and she was able to leave the party “in peace.”
 

Me?  I’m still strung out on some guilt trip.

Present to Our Mates

All of you be subject one to another…St. Peter

To be subject to another means to submit to the other.  Marriage carries with it the greatest relational opportunity to be present to another.  Though men (said to be from Mars) and women (said to be from Venus) differ in so many ways, marriage can create the culture from which can breed the highest levels of intimacy between two people.  A graphic example of diversity working in unity, marriage offers wonderful opportunities to be present to another.

During the first twenty-five years of our marriage I failed miserably at being present to Sally.  Our dysfunctional family system guaranteed the absence of communication but for the facilitation of the most superficial tasks.  Without the ability to be present to one another (this was my problem, not Sally’s) our relationship reduced to misunderstanding, miscommunication, and competitive power struggles.  The only redeeming thing was that we both had a sense of humor. We laughed our way through the first twenty-five years of a tragic marriage.

The tide turned about 14 years ago when I hit the wall with a 6-month bout of clinical depression.  In a stroke of divine humor, Sally was the primary player in nursing me, a male chauvinist, back to emotional health.  For the first time in our marriage I was forced to listen to a woman.
  Today, I do this better and really appreciate Sally’s spontaneous, intuitive read on things.  Though we are still very different and communication continues to be a challenge, I feel that we have achieved a level of intimacy; that is, the ability to be present to each other.  It is this “presence” that encourages deeper relationship.  One that makes life worth living.

Isobel Kuhn, missionary to China with her husband, experienced a long marriage that was full of pain and stress.  After years of patient endurance the marriage came to balance.  She wrote near the end of her life: “I feel many modern marriages are wrecked on sharp shoals just as this.  A human weakness is pointed out.  The correction is resented.  Argument grows bitter.  Young people are not ready to forgive, not willing to endure.  Divorce is too quickly seized upon as the way out.  But to pray God to awaken the other person, to be patient until He does so—this is God’s way out.  And it molds the two opposite natures into one invincible whole.”

Present to God

To lose ourselves in the salvation of God’s heart! To no longer be any care to ourselves, but know God taking divinest care of us, his own!  To be and feel just a resting place for the divine love! –George MacDonald

We have come full circle.  Jesus is the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end our lives.  Our parents form our image of God for us at a very early age.  Usually, this ends up being a distorted image.  God is usually perceived as being “out there”; that is transcendent.  This way, we don’t have to deal with him.  But the reality is that God is immanent: it is God with whom we have to do. St. Paul told his unbelieving audience: “…He (God) is not far from each one of us; for in him we live and move and have our being…” (Acts 17:27-28).  As well as being “greater than” his creation (his transcendence), God is in us and around us always (immanent).

This can be a scary thought for many of us.  Through overt teaching and covert example, most us simply cannot deal with God.  Our parents weren’t safe, why should he be?  Marcus Borg explains the importance of coming to view the nature of God correctly: "How people think about God matters.  Some concepts of God make God incredible, and result in atheism. Other concepts make God seem remote and irrelevant. And still other concepts of God, grounded in experience, make God the central reality in human life.” 
Living in a fallen world, it is only natural that all of our authority models, not just that of imperfect parents, are foul.  In defense of this we have transferred these perverted authority images on to God.  Our perceptions of “him” are split.  On the one side of the mouth we will extol the deity as the one having infinite, loving mercy and on the other side we will consign unrepentant sinners to hell.  It is the divided heart
 (our natural plight) that has the capability to invent and maintain such doctrines that paint a monstrous picture of God.  The idea that God punishes his enemies endlessly in a place he created called “Hell” has produced generations of honest atheists—those who would never consider a fair look at “God.”  

The gospel has everything to do with dismantling our natural psychic dualism and reclaiming the truth about God—his true nature, and the true nature of his work.  God “declares the end from the beginning” so that we may know his character: he would not “start” a creation unless able to see it fully and successfully “finish.”
 “He has made everything beautiful in its time” (Ecclesiastes 2:11). To such a God, we may boldly “present” ourselves.

Music composer Fred Bock captured a glimpse of this wonderful, final integration of soul in the last couple of lines of his, “How Sweet the Name of Jesus Sounds”: When I see You as you are…I’ll praise You as I ought.  A simple re-statement of that written thousands of years ago:

And they that know thy name
 will put their trust in thee… (Psa. 9:10)

� “Him” is an unfortunate word for God.  Whoever or whatever “he” is must surely transcend the male role.


� This I thought could be accomplished best by simply talking louder than the other family members.


� I felt like George Eliot’s Silas Marner must have felt upon encountering Eppie for the first time.


� Why do children seem to be able to dance with less inhibition than we adults?  In the bible, dancing means much.  David danced vigorously as an expression of his joy—to the embarrassment of others (they were not “present” to him whereas he was present to them).  Dancing implies the integration of the whole self, the body representing the outer court—the final expression and outpost—of being.  Recovering adults are learning how to dance.  The priest where we attend church can be seen dancing and whirling down the isle during the recessional when the music calls for such action.





� Being present to each other involves connecting at our points of weakness; a scenario that leaves no room for “judging.”


� God was making me an offer I couldn’t refuse. The relentless movement of the divine tide drowned forever my vain belief in “free will.”


� The divided heart does not know that it is divided.  Hence, the word of God “is sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing even to the division of soul and spirit…”(Heb. 4:12).  Before we can be united (integrated via spiritual formation) we must become aware that we are divided.  This is the work of the word of God.  Sanctified people alone are those who understand the tragedy of their divided condition.  These may present “all the parts of themselves”—good and bad—as a “living sacrifice” (Romans 12:1).  A figure of this is seen in Exodus 29:17-18. The priests were to offer all the “parts” of the animal for sacrifice.  


�  Luke 14:28-30 is mainly a revelation about the character of God, who does not ask us to do something he is unwilling or unable to do himself.


� Name represents intrinsic nature and character of the one so named.
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