The Adventure of Meaning

Introduction

Proposition: The world is full of meaning, and meaning is inevitable in
everything we do. The idea that the world is random or lacks meaning is a
misconception.

Goal: To help the audience understand how meaning is intrinsic to life, from the
smallest actions to the greatest plans.

The Problem of Meaning

Common Misconception: We often think of meaning as superimposed on a
meaningless world.

Key Argument: Meaning is not arbitrary or imposed; it is woven into the fabric of
experience.

Symbolism: The Gathering of Meaning

Definition: Symbolism comes from the Greek word "symbolon," meaning "to
throw together."

Christian Example: The "Symbol of the Apostles" (the Creed) gathers the most
important aspects of the faith.

Symbolism's Role: It gathers disparate things into a unifying meaning or
purpose.

Opposite of Symbolism: The word "diabolical" means to tear things apart,
which is the antithesis of gathering meaning.



Phenomenology and the Experience of Meaning

- Phenomenology: The study of structures of experience and consciousness. We
don’t experience abstractions like "H20" but rather "wet," "refreshing," etc.

« Scientific Reductionism: Descriptions of the world like "H20" or "the Earth
rotates" are abstractions, not the core of our experience.

» Quote: “Nobody here experiences H:z0... You experience wet, cold, refreshing.”

Attention and Care: The Basis of Meaning

- Attention: The world is full of billions of details. The way we care about things
determines what we focus on.

- Heidegger's Dasein: Heidegger described existence as "care." Meaning unfolds
in our lives through what we care about.

« Relevance Realization: We notice things based on what is relevant to us (John
Vervaeke’s term).

Nihilism: Fragmentation of Meaning

« Nihilism's Trick: Nihilism fragments meaning by reducing things to their parts.
For example, "Human civilization is just apes," or "Thoughts are just electric
currents."

- Breaking Down Unity: By reducing everything to its components, nihilism
undermines the inherent unity and purpose we perceive in life.




Symbolism in Stories and Time

- Stories as Binders of Time: Stories synthesize events into coherent identities
over time. The "hero’s journey" is a universal pattern of coherence.

- Day as a Story: Our day-to-day life mirrors the hero's journey: waking up
(stasis), going out into the world (chaos), returning home (resolution).

Scientific Descriptions are Symbolic

- Science Requires Purpose: Even scientific inquiries are guided by purpose. A
scientist studying frog mating patterns does so with a goal in mind, selecting
facts based on relevance.

- Ladders of Meaning: Facts are connected to theories, which are symbolic
"ladders" between the observable world and higher abstract concepts (heaven
and earth metaphor).

Space and Place: Symbolism in Geography

- Place vs. Space: Space becomes a "place" when we attach meaning to it. For
example, Jacob’s dream in the Bible transforms a wilderness into a holy place
by erecting a pillar and anointing it.

- Markers of Identity: We need reference points like a flag, cross, or street sign to
give identity to a space.

Unity and Diversity: The Core Pattern of Existence

- Diversity and Unity: Diversity alone is decomposition (death), but diversity



within unity brings meaning. A balance of both is essential.

« Analogy of a House: Just as a house has layers of intimacy (porch, living room,
bedroom), so does society and existence—multiplicity into unity.

- Quote: "Diversity alone is decomposition... but diversity in unity is strength."

Symbolism in Music and Stories

- Bach’s Fugue: A Bach fugue starts with a melody, then variates into multiplicity,
creating complexity before returning to the unity of the theme. This mirrors the
balance between order and chaos.

» Movies and Stories: Stories that ignore this balance (too formulaic or too
chaotic) fail to engage us deeply. Great stories contain a "play between unity
and multiplicity."

The Reductionist Trap: "Just" as a Tripwire

« Reductionism in Language: Phrases like "it's just a sack of chemicals" are used
to strip meaning from things by reducing them to their parts.

« False Claims of Meaninglessness: \When people say, "The sun is just a ball of
gas," they ignore its symbolic role in managing our rhythms of life.

The Inevitability of Meaning

« Purpose in Everything: Meaning is unavoidable because it’s intrinsic to how we
experience the world. Even in scientific inquiry or daily life, purpose is always
present.

« Quote: "Without purpose, you don’t even notice anything in the world."



Conclusion: Reconnecting with Symbolism

Symbolism is not Metaphor: Symbolism is not just a poetic device but the
actual structure of how things come together in meaning.

Next Steps: Future sessions will explore deeper the structures of heaven and
earth, the coherence in culture, and how symbolism is inevitable in
understanding human experience.

Key Quotes

"Meaning is inevitable."

"Nobody here experiences H:0... You experience wet, cold, refreshing."
"Care is the manner in which meaning binds together."

"Diversity alone is decomposition... but diversity in unity is strength."
"Without purpose, you don’t even notice anything in the world."

Key Concepts

Symbolism: The gathering of meaning, not merely representing but unifying
disparate elements.

Nihilism: The breakdown of meaning through fragmentation, often using
reductionism.

Phenomenology: Experience is primary; scientific abstraction comes second.
Relevance Realization: Attention focuses on what matters, foregrounding
certain aspects of life while backgrounding others.

Hero's Journey: A universal pattern that mirrors both mythological stories and
daily life cycles.

Multiplicity and Unity: The balance between the many and the one, which



creates meaningful coherence in life.

Place and Space: Meaning transforms "space" into a "place" with identity and
purpose.

Reductionism: The flawed tendency to break down meaning by reducing things
to their parts (e.g., "just a sack of chemicals").

Additional Notes

Neil deGrasse Tyson's Tweet: Example of reductionism, calling humans "sacks
of chemicals." This is a trick to make life seem meaningless by reducing it to its
base components.

Scientific Reductionism's Blind Spot: Reductionism fails to explain how unity
emerges from multiplicity, often resorting to terms like "emergence" without
explanation.

Heaven and Earth: Symbolism in religious and cultural structures reflects the
dynamic relationship between higher purposes and the material world.

Learning Focus

Understand that meaning is not an add-on to life, but an inevitable part of how
we engage with the world.

Recognize the dangers of nihilism and reductionism, which fragment meaning.
See how symbolism and care bring together the parts of our experience into
coherent wholes.

Reflect on the hero’s journey not just as a storytelling device but as a pattern
embedded in the way we live every day.



