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Introduction


Many people wonder, What does it mean to engage in ‘existential thinking’? What does this have to do with my life and intelligence? Let’s consider a few times in your life when you may have had the opportunity to think about existential concerns. Let’s talk about life and death.
Was there a time in your life when someone close to you unexpectedly died: a friend, a relative or perhaps even a beloved pet when you were a child? Did you ask yourself, Why? and complain, “Life just  isn’t fair!” Have you ever known anyone who committed suicide? Did you wonder, “What were they thinking?” Did you listen to the differing explanations provided by people about the meaning of death and continue wondering about it and what you really thought about it? Did you want to learn more and continue asking questions or read books? 

Another occasion for existential thinking is at birth. Have you ever been present at the birth of a family member or perhaps a pet or other animal? When your dog or cat is pregnant and then finally gives birth the focus of the whole family changes from its normal daily routine to a concern with the health of a new living being. It seems like a “miracle of life” that a blind tiny puppy will grow into a large lively dog. It is a profound existential thought to realize that you are now responsible with nurturing this tiny animal into a healthy, happy family pet. I can still remember when I learned that I was going to be a father for the first time. It felt like the world stood still for a few minutes. I suddenly felt a new connection with all living things. I now had a new, shared relationship with the experiences of my own father and grandfather and all the fathers before me. I was now a part of that world called “fatherhood.” I was no longer the center of my universe. My life now had a new and growing purpose and that purpose would have a new first name, Dad. 

It’s at times like these that we are deeply engaged in existential thinking.  

We’ve all heard it described that your life flashes before your eyes whenever you have a close encounter with death. Has this happened to you? Afterwards, did you find yourself looking at your life differently? If you attend church, temple or mosque have you ever walked out after an especially powerful sermon or ceremony and felt yourself more alive, appreciative or deeply moved “in your soul”? Have you ever watched an emotional movie and felt like it touched something more than your emotions? Somehow it stirred the foundations of your very being? After Sept. 11, 2001 did you somehow think differently about the world and your place in it? Have you ever wondered about your mission in life? After Sept. 11 did you, like most of America, come to look at firemen and policemen differently? All of a sudden their job was no longer merely to put out fires or to arrest people, but now their mission was to save America and “our way of life” from the terrorist “evil-doers.” Their jobs were no longer “ordinary” but instead now carry “existential meaning” and importance not just to themselves, but to all Americans and perhaps to all of human history (if the American dream was to be defeated by the forces of evil).  This existential connection is what we mean when we call someone a “hero.” 

Sept. 11, 2001 gave President George W. Bush the platform upon which to speak to the deepest fears of all Americans that our homes would be destroyed by “evil-doers” who hate freedom and our way of life. His speeches now always speak to our fear of death and the death of the American dream. Great leaders always confront our deepest fears and our greatest dreams. President Lincoln gave the Gettysburg Address that helped to rouse the north to the greater cause of the war. President Kennedy helped America imagine the New Frontier of the future and the mission to put men on the moon. President Roosevelt guided America through the great depression and then World War II and consolidated our role as the “leader of the free world.” So, that now it is said in Europe “When American sneezes, the world catches a cold.” 

The roots of the word ‘existential’ are existence and exist. To exist means to live and so to think about your existence means to think about your life and perhaps Life itself. In those moments when we are thinking about the meaning of our individual lives or the greater purpose and mission of our group then we are engaged in “existential thinking.” Sometimes we walk into a religious service thinking about the football game we’ll watch later that afternoon or the party that we enjoyed last night….and then half listening to the prayers, readings or the sermon we’re just going through the motions, but then we hear something that awakens an old memory or an old feeling and suddenly we’re fully awake and hearing clearly a message that rearranges our perception of the world and our role in it. Maybe you walk out with a clearer sense of your Mission or duty. Maybe you now know that you’ll join the military service to take part in homeland security. Or maybe you realize that your deepest desire is to feed people or guide people out of their dependency upon alcohol or drugs….or you decide that you must develop your math skills so you can graduate from college and support your family so your children can have the privilege of going to college…maybe you realize that there is no longer a need to continue an argument with someone that you love….whatever is particular to you and your life or the lives of others…when you are offered the opportunity to think about life differently so that you see the larger issues and implications of your behavior and choices it is at that time that you are deeply engaged in existential thinking. Some people say that this is when they hear God talking to them and others might call it a Guardian Angel whispering. Others say it is your Higher Self speaking to your ordinary self. These are different names for those times when we are personally connected to profound ideas that shape the meaning, course and ultimate understanding of life itself. 

I recall during my first year in college we were all informed that the college would be closing down at the end of the school year. Yes, it was a million dollars in debt and was being sold. My friends and I were all were staying up late every night having endless talk-a-thons intensely discussing what we were going to do. We were being cut adrift without a rope. Some people were fighting to keep the school open. Some were immediately applying to other colleges.  Some of us were feeling very, very stuck and couldn’t concentrate on anything else. We were having an “existential crisis” but of course we didn’t call it that at the time. Our identity as college students at this school was being ripped from us and we were faced with unknown choices and possibilities. It was frightening. What did we really want to do with our lives? What did we need to do to be happy and live good lives? The closing of our comfortable school life opened up deep questions that we didn’t have to think about otherwise with four years of predictable college life ahead of us. 

During this time I realized that I wasn’t all that happy with normal college life and wanted to be out and free from it. I was happiest when I was away on the weekends – hitchhiking. I was happiest when I was NOT reading books for my classes but instead when I was alone with my pencil and paper writing poetry. I heard a guest poet from the 50s and 60s Beat Generation give a presentation and he said that if someone wanted to learn how to write poetry that the last place they should be was in the safe and protected world of the university. He said that they needed to “get out and experience REAL LIFE directly” and not be hidden away behind the walls of the campus having someone else cook your food, heat your room, schedule your day and tell you what to read. The next morning I woke up and knew that I did not want to return to a different college in the fall, but instead travel to California and learn better how to write poetry. For the next 8 or 9 years I ended up traveling around the U.S. working at various jobs and “living life directly” and striving to learn better how to write “great poetry.” That was my mission in life. 

Some people think about Existential questions and concerns more than other people. Just like some people enjoy music, singing, playing or creating songs more than others. Obviously, we are not all alike. Our minds all work differently. Most of us devote very little time to considering the meaning of our lives and instead are content to live daily life the best that we can. Some people devote a lot of time and thought to considering the meaning of daily life and exploring questions of Truth, Justice, Morality and Meaning. These people may become community leaders, ministers, philosophers or various types of artists or writers. Most of us are content with our own opinions and don’t worry about how other people think about these big issues. That is until we are confronted with dramatically differing world-views and must make an effort to understand or resolve these differences.  We may turn to someone we know who has skill or insight into these matters to help us understand and to resolve this problem. This might be a clergy person, teacher, counselor or family member. In the past it has been the elders who are thought to be “wise” and able to guide our decision making or thinking about difficult matters. These people would tell stories that illuminate the mystery. These stories might became known as ‘myths’ and then later ‘sacred stories’ or written down as “sacred texts.” A wise person was someone who could clear the confusion and see through the ordinary troubles of life in order to reveal the basic human principles in the dilemma. If we can see these principles then we are offered the freedom to choose the best solution to the problem.  These principles are those that have withstood the test of time and have been honored by people enough to be saved and written down or retold generation after generation. Examples include: The Ten Commandments, The Flood, the Creation of the World, Aesop’s Fables, The Torah, The Parables of Christ, The Four Noble Truths and the Eight Fold Path of Buddha, the Tao Ta Ching, the I Ching, the Koran, etc.

The development of your existential thinking skills may or may not be important to you just like one person might really want to develop his/her musical skills while another person couldn’t care less. If you have some interest in existential thinking then it is useful to know how to find out more about it when you want to do so. It is also helpful to know where to look for people with a shared interest in discussing their existential concerns.  Some people are more inclined to explore the world of philosophy while others are concerned with religious and theological ideals. Still other people are better suited to expressing their existential ideas in visual art, poetry, novels or the study of history. If you have leadership ambitions then it is important to know how various significant leaders have incorporated existential thought into their vocation. If you are naturally strong in your existential thought then you might wish to explore careers that will allow you to develop and channel your existential strengths into a meaningful job. You might be perfectly suited to a career as a minister, philosopher, writer or counselor. On the other hand, you may have very little interest in existential ideas, but you might find that you get more out of life when you take the time to pause and reflect on the existential implications of seemingly ordinary events such as marriage, love, war, friendship and the possible “heroic” implications of your mundane and sometimes boring job.

