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Right frame of mind

George Clark, 30 October 2007

The text for today’s sermon is as follows:

"In the right frame of mind, to walk from one room in a house to another can be exploration of the highest order." 

To unpack and elaborate on the theme we will deal with each of the key concepts in turn. This will lead us into the mountains of the mind – into the Himalayas of the soul.

Your mind is rooted in your brain. These enable sentience
 and thus consciousness. As a human being you are sometimes conscious of your consciousness. You thus have a sense of self and the illusion of boundaries
 between ‘self’ and ‘other’.

Your frame of mind allows you to make sense of the world in this way rather than that. You look through a window on the world and thus generate a world view which is limited by what can be seen from the window; from inside your frame of reference. 

To some extent you are hard wired to frame the world in a particular way (you can see only a limited part of the electromagnetic spectrum, you can hear only a limited range of possible sounds etc). 

To some extent you are taught to frame the world according to the understandings prevailing in your culture, subculture, community and family settings. The nature/nurture debate still rages as to how much of each applies to modern humans living in democratic states.

It can be contentious to claim that you have the right frame of mind. If there is a right frame of mind then there must also be a wrong frame of mind. Relative to what? And who is competent to judge, and based on which criteria? 

For the purposes of this sermon we will reckon the right frame of mind to be that which accords with the understandings that emerged in several different parts of the world during the axial age
 in human spiritual evolution circa 800-200 BCE. This was when the limitations of common sense and intuition were first transcended and when the legendary founders of the major religions first developed their uncommon sense and their counterintuitive frames of mind. 

By achieving stillness and taking thought these spiritual heroes moved their modes of thinking and being from dependence through independence to interdependence, from pre-personal, through personal to transpersonal. The doors to perception were wiped clean and the luminaries had their epiphanies and came to know the world numinously
. The concepts of mysticism and spirituality became available.

Exploration of these lofty frames of thought is not for the fainthearted. It involves seeing through the illusion of a separate ‘I’ and of renouncing the craving for the material goodies of our consumer age. But mythology is full of tales of heroes and heroines who have made the journey
 and arguably we now live in an age when spiritual heroes might become  two a penny
. Human evolution has  not stopped.

Exploration of the highest order means exploring your own frame of mind with a view to transcending from animal brutishness to angelic numinousness. Some brief hints as to what this might involve come from Humanistic Psychology
 which seeks to meet a hierarchy of human needs. Having met your basic needs of food, clothing and shelter you move on to security needs then the social ones and finally to meeting your spiritual needs and thus having peak experiences
. 

So how does this apply when you walk from one room in a house to another?  

It is possible to be so lost in thought that you do not notice where you are. You may be physically present in the house but be absent minded. This means that your mind is attending to the past or future rather than to the here and now. Your thoughts can range from inconsequential chat about mundane trivia through gossip about other people, idle chatter about events, rumination about ideas,  and on to mega-thinking about meta-narratives. 

But it is also possible to switch off the mental chatter and to bring the mind back from the past and future so that you inhabit the immediate present and are mindful of the immediate here and now. When your mind stops its mindless ramblings you are automatically back with the numinous Oneness and the peace that passes all understanding. William Blake caught the essence with his immortal lines -

 “ To see the world in a grain of sand, 
and to see heaven in a wild flower, 
hold infinity in the palm of your hands, 
and eternity in an hour”. 

This  is the experience of ‘InterBeing’ as expounded by the Vietnamese Zen Master and peace activist Thich Nhat Hahn
. Consciousness can move beyond the mundane, common sense, culture-bound limits of illusory space, time and ego. This is the frame of mind first articulated by the sages of the axial age. It is a frame of mind which we are all capable of achieving. It is our birthright and hopefully the evolutionary future of our species. 

By taking thought we can change our minds. We can tame the gossiping impulse and enter the dynamic stillness from whence we came and to which we will return. We can have our epiphany
 and be born again.

And there is no need of exotic locations and elaborate rituals. This exploration of the higher order can happen while we walk from one room in a house to another – if we are in the right frame of mind!
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� The term may be viewed as "the intense feeling of unknowingly knowing that there is something which cannot be seen." And this knowing can "befall" or overcome a person at any time and in any place - in a cathedral; next to a silent stream; on a lonely road; early in the morning or in the face of a beautiful sunset. � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Numinous" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Numinous� 


� ref Joseph Campbell and the ‘Monomyth’ � HYPERLINK "http://www.srds.co.uk/begin/monomyth.htm" ��http://www.srds.co.uk/begin/monomyth.htm� 


� Mindfulness meditation is catching on in the West – ref Kabat-Zinn


� � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abraham_Maslow" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abraham_Maslow� 


� Note that the stages need not of necessity be sequential.


� "Interbeing" is a word coined by Thich Nhat Hanh to represent the Buddhist principles of impermanence and the not-self characteristic which reveal the inter-connected-ness of all things. � HYPERLINK "http://orderofinterbeing.org/" ��http://orderofinterbeing.org/� 


� A sudden revelation of truth inspired by a seemingly trivial incident. The term was widely used by James Joyce in his critical writings, and the stories in Joyce's Dubliners are commonly called "epiphanies."





