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Teacher Authenticity: A Theoretical and Empirical Investigation
By Paul N. Akoury
Lillie Richardson Albert, Ph.D., Chair
Abstract

This study builds on a small, under-acknowledged body of educational works that speak
to the problem of an overly technical focus on teaching, which negates a more authentic
consideration of what it means to teach, including an exploration of the spiritual and moral
dimensions. A need for educational change and the teacher’s authentic way of being are
presented as the basis for the primary research question: “What does it mean to be an authentic
teacher?” The study consists of two equally intensive parts, i.e., a theoretical and empirical
investigation. The theoretical developed a framework on authenticity, drawing from the Buddhist
and Christian theological traditions; the Twentieth Century philosophical writings of Buber and
Heidegger; and the in-depth review of conceptual and empirical educational literature. This
framework supported the empirical design, which was a phenomenological study of six teachers
in a small Catholic urban K-8 school. An empirical framework on authenticity evolved through
the data analysis. Ultimately, the theoretical and empirical parts were integrated into a
comprehensive framework on teacher authenticity, defined as follows: Teacher authenticity is a
trust that, through the desire and intention to care, the teacher can awaken through teaching a
profound potential of goodness for the well-being of oneself, others, and the world. This trust is
the teacher’s faith perspective, and is lived, dynamic, and iterative, which makes authenticity an
ongoing process.

A sub-question was also presented in the study: “What does it mean for the researcher to

engage as an authentic learner in the research process?” The focus on the researcher as an



v

authentic learner presented an expanded view of reflexivity, probing deeply into the
philosophical, psychological, and spiritual dimensions of the researcher’s learning process
throughout the study.

The implications of the study are presented, focusing on the professions of teaching and
research, and also showing the relevance for education and society. The most impending
implication pertains equally to teachers and to researchers, and emphasizes the need for

professional development programs of self-learning and self-formation.
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Chapter One: Introduction

The basic underlying problem that this study addresses is the fragmentation in
educational practices among the teacher, student, and curriculum. This problem involves
institutional disregard for teacher authenticity. In the next chapter, I present a working theoretical
framework on authenticity, interpreting educational, philosophical, and theological bodies of
literature. For now, however, I define authenticity as a deep intuitive sensing of oneself as both
distinctly separate in this human body and yet deeply connected as a sacred member of this
formless, relational body called humanity. I refer to this both/and paradox as “the between” of
our deepest truth as human beings. In other words, authenticity cuts through the illusion of
absolute separateness between oneself “in here,” such as the teacher or student, and the world
“out there,” such as the world of subject matter in the curriculum. Instead, authenticity intuitively
realizes that the teacher, student, and curriculum, although separate in appearance, always have
been sustained within an underlying wholeness of deep connection. Thus, my definition of
authenticity embraces the polarities of paradox: the deepest truth about human nature is
both/and, not either/or.

This study focuses specifically on teacher authenticity. The deepest conviction that is
underlying the study is that authentic educational change must begin deep within the hearts and
souls of the teachers themselves. Palmer (1993) writes: “Institutions are projections of what goes
on in the human heart. To ignore the inward sources of our educational dilemmas is only to
objectify the problem — and thereby to multiply it” (p. 107). Thus, despite the critical need for,
and the deep importance of, external change efforts, the secret of deep educational change lies
within these inward sources. Palmer elaborates: “The transformation of teaching must begin in

the transformed heart of the teacher. Only in the heart searched and transformed by truth will



new teaching techniques and strategies for institutional change find sure grounding” (p. 107). In
other words, the transformation of the teacher’s way of being is the “sure grounding” on which
deeply meaningful conditions for educational change may occur in the teaching and learning
process.

However, in the standards movement of recent decades, the intensive product-oriented
focus on teachers presenting long lists of predetermined knowledge to students, i.e., the
consumers, has been promoting an overreliance on technical knowledge in educational practices.
State and federal curriculum frameworks are providing the key operational focus for many
schooling contexts, regardless of whether public or private. To demonstrate the comprehensive
nature of these frameworks, take for example the Massachusetts English Language Arts
framework, which contains twenty-three standards, many of which are broken down into sub-
standards. Third and fourth grades, for example, address sixty nine sub-standards (retrieved May
12,2011 from Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education Web site:
http://www.doe.mass.edu/frameworks/current.html). Correspondingly, the prevalence of
standards-based educational processes compels teachers to dispense fragments of knowledge. In
turn, these processes may easily reinforce in students the belief that they are divided from the
world of subject matter rather than intimately connected with it. Overemphasis on technical
mastery of isolated skills and bits of inert knowledge can consequently thicken the veil over the
potential for deep change.

On the other hand, this study assumes that authentic education does not depend merely on
one’s ability to know math, science, technology, history, or language arts. Unequivocally,
knowledge of these disciplines is necessary, and because of this, I believe that standards reform

can provide a basis from which new directions in curriculum and instructional practices can be
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explored. However, the critical condition of authentic education, one which standards-based
reform largely overlooks, is the capacity to build, expand, apply, and integrate knowledge of the
disciplines in ways that intentionally show concern for the well-being of oneself, others, and the
world. If students were to explore how their lives deeply connect with the lives of many others, as
well as the world of subject matter that comprise the curriculum, then they may increasingly
think, speak, and act with the care, respect, and compassionate insight that can create a healing
impact in the world. However, implied in Palmer’s observation is that, for students to investigate
authentic ways of being, the teacher must shepherd the process. In other words, assumed is that,
when teachers deliberately cultivate their own ongoing investigation into authenticity, they can
be ready to nurture instructional conditions that bring forth the subtle interdependency among the
teacher, student, and curriculum. Palmer (1993) writes:
If [the educational establishment] believed that knowing requires personal relation
between the knower and the known, our students would be invited to learn by interacting
with the world, not by viewing it from afar. The classroom would be regarded as an
integral, interactive part of reality, not a place apart. The distinction between ‘out there’
and ‘in here’ would disappear; students would discover that we are in the world and the
world is within us; that truth is not a statement [i.e., an assertion or a proposition] about
reality but a living relationship between ourselves and the world. But such an
epistemology is rarely conveyed by our teaching. (p. 35)
Nonetheless, institutional neglect in nurturing teacher authenticity is not merely an
educational phenomenon. The neglect is societal, as well, if one were to view the educational
establishment and society as analogous to two mirrors facing each other, mutually reflecting their

images onto one another. The conceptual categories of education and society may easily



misdirect one to compartmentalize and to reify the two phenomena as independently fixed
entities rather than as interdependent processes. However, upon reflection, one can see that the
educational institution is the living and breathing process of people who are living together in
society, i.e., who are existing within an indeterminate network of relations that span temporally
(past, present, and future) as well as spatially (local, regional, national, and international). The
teacher, for example, does not walk into the classroom and shift her fundamental understanding
of reality from the one that she holds outside of school. She is simultaneously an educator and a
member of society. The two phenomena are inseparable.

Furthermore, once one cuts through the misperception of these classifications, the
ubiquity of misperceiving our deeply connected nature becomes evident. In other words, the
misperception of self “in here” and world “out there” is manifesting to some degree in many
spheres of human life and activity. Still, the source of this endemic misperception is rooted not in
any particular institution out there, as if our institutions were separate from us. Rather, it stems
from the human habit within our personal and collective psyches to approach life with a narrow
and unquestioning attitude about who we truly are. His Holiness the Dalai Lama (1999)
elaborates:

[The world’s] problems, both those we experience externally — such as wars, crime,

[poverty] and violence — and those we experience internally — our emotional and

psychological sufferings — cannot be solved until we address this underlying neglect [of

realizing humanity’s deep interdependence].... A revolution is called for, certainly. But
not a political, economic, or even a technical revolution. We have had enough experience
of these during the past century to know that a purely external approach will not suffice.

What I propose is a spiritual revolution. (pp. 16-17)



In the next chapter, I elucidate spirituality as central to the authentic way of being. For
now, however, societal neglect of authenticity gives the assumption of separateness all-too-easy
dominion in education. The paradigm of perceiving one’s deepest nature as absolutely separate
from others and the world provides the root of one’s ontology (view of the nature of reality),
one’s epistemology (view of how one comes to know reality), and one’s ethic of action.
Goldstein and Kornfield (1987) posit three gradual dualities — each one more subtle than the
previous — to illuminate how the paradigm of a fixed and separate self can so easily manifest and
be sustained without challenge. They write:

First we separate the mind/body from the environment and limit ourselves through

identifying with the organism. There is then a further narrowing in which we identify

with the ego-mind, that [solid and self-subsisting sense of ‘I’ and ‘me’] to whom all
experience is happening. Finally, the mind itself becomes fragmented into those aspects
we identify with because they are acceptable in light of our self-image, and those we

repress because they are not. (p. 188)

These dualities represent deeply ingrained habits within the human psyche. Their subtlety
alludes to the difficult, ongoing work of reconciling oneself with one’s interconnected nature. In
other words, the habitual yet perhaps often unacknowledged struggle within each of us to sustain
and protect the false sense of an independently fixed self will not acquiesce lightly to a total shift
of paradigms. Therefore, authenticity — that is, the recognition of the sacredness of self, other,
and world with the understanding that all three are not as separate as they appear — demands
diligence and patience as we embark upon the work of reconciling ourselves with who we truly
are. I expound this theme in the second chapter. For now, however, the increasingly subtle yet

profound process of individuation and reification that occurs between the subject and object, the



self and experience, the conscious and unconscious mind, is the hidden force beneath the
dominion of perceived separateness. The implication is that fragmentation “out there” in society
and in schools is merely the mirror reflection of this individuation and reification within
ourselves, since, as I suggested earlier, society and education are indeterminate, mutual networks
of relational processes that span across time and space.

Moreover, the prevalence of the perception of separateness leads to consequences that,
upon reflection, may be viewed as immoral and unacceptable, since these consequences may
endanger one’s own well-being as well as that of others. Following Osama Bin Laden’s death,
for example, I observed that many Americans on television were reacting with self-righteous
indignation, chanting “USA...USA,” and “Revenge is ours.” However, on September 11, 2001,
many Americans may recall seeing disturbing images on the television of Muslims who were
celebrating in the streets. I believe that the striking similarity between the two sets of reactions to
these events is disconcerting. Rather than rise above hatred upon hearing the news of Bin
Laden’s death, many Americans blindly do justice to his agenda by watering the seeds of hatred
in themselves. Makransky (2007) writes:

Too often one person’s mindless hatred evokes our hatred in response, our own inner

evil. And rather than acknowledge the fact that we are succumbing to the very evil we

oppose, we indulge the self-deception by insisting that the evil in us is the way to

confront evil. (p. 128)

Habits of reducing the richly immense complexity of human beings to simple divisions of
“we versus they,” and “good versus evil,” may be understood as the hidden curriculum of the
paradigm of separateness. Therefore, urgency arises to address the critical need to cultivate the

authenticity that sees through the illusion of separateness between self, other, and object of



study. Without the ongoing work of shifting paradigms from rugged independence to mutuality
and interdependence, implied is that future generations may indeed become highly adept with the
inordinate sophistication of new technologies, while their illiteracy of deep connectivity may
invoke catastrophes. J. Robert Oppenheimer (as cited in Palmer, 1993), the director of the
Manhattan Project, which created the atomic bomb, said on the day after the first successful test:

To feel it’s there in your hands — to release the energy that fuels the stars. To let it do

your bidding. To perform these miracles — to lift a million tons of rock into the sky. It’s

something that gives people an illusion of illimitable power. 1 would say — this [is] what
you might call technical arrogance that overcomes people when they see what they can

do with their minds. [Italics added] (p. 1)

Nearly seven decades later, countries now have the nuclear capacity to destroy the world
many times over. However, technical arrogance, which lacks recognition of the connection
among others’ well-being, the world’s, and one’s own, occurs not only in science but also in
many other sectors of society. Examples abound in economics and politics. Technical arrogance
is inevitable when the developments and uses of knowledge in a particular field disregard
deliberate, ongoing concern for the implications of how such developments and uses may impact
people’s well-being. For example, Kaku (2011), interpreting interviews with over three hundred
scientists, predicts developments in technology and science that, although seemingly outlandish
today, may become an unsettling reality by the end of this century:

Doctors will be able to grow ‘spare parts’ for our organs as they wear out.... Chips,

costing less than a penny apiece, will be hidden by the millions in the environment, and

we will be able to command these hidden computers telepathically.... Cars will be driver-

less...and will also fly (finally!) by floating on a cushion of magnetism.... The robot



industry will dwarf the size of the current automobile industry.... Genetic engineering

will allow us to create ‘designer children,’ so parents can choose the physical (and

perhaps even intellectual) characteristics of their children. (pp. 44-45)

Disregarding thoughtful and deep deliberations on the implications of potential
developments such as these is the alarming consequence of technical arrogance, which waters its
roots in the paradigm of separateness. Implied is that separateness, which deadens one’s
awareness of the underlying interdependence of human nature, may seductively lead to the
“illusion of illimitable power” and, in turn, may diminish one’s moral responsibility while
strengthening competition that seeks to divide and conquer in matters that are political,
economical, social, environmental... educational! The word “illusion” suggests a contradiction
with how things really are, i.e., interdependent. One might perceive the illusion as analogous to a
body of broken bones. Broken bones hurt. On the one hand, the physical pain of broken bones is
clearly noticeable. On the other hand, the “existential pain” (Goldstein & Kornfield, 1987, p.
174) of separateness may be so pervasive, and therefore so subtle, that it may deaden one’s sense
of human birthright as a contributor to the infinite complexity of the world, as well as a healing
participant who is endowed with the world’s holy mystery. H.H. the Dalai Lama (1999) writes:

Modern industrial society often strikes me as being like a huge self-propelled machine.

Instead of human beings in charge, each individual is a tiny, insignificant component

with no choice but to move when the machine moves. (p. 8)

On the one hand, the standards movement of recent decades, with its excessive focus on
long lists of information in each subject area, formulaic scope and sequence approaches, and
high-stakes accountability may, in some ways, be helping to recondition seeds of technical

arrogance, 1.e., seeds that may inevitably blossom in society. However, when one understands



one’s life as deeply connected with the lives of countless others, one’s sense of self is redefined
in its intrinsic relation to others, which in turn helps motivate actions of care, concern, and
compassion, rather than greed, hatred, and envy. In turn, any aspect of the educational process
that deliberately supports the exploration of teacher authenticity may implicitly yet significantly
lead toward alleviating suffering while generating possibility for deeply healing movement in the
world.

If, indeed, separateness in society and separateness in education are mirror images of
each other (i.e., because of the fundamental interconnection between these two phenomena), then
schools inevitably are influencing as well as being influenced by society, which, in turn,
engenders a hopeful predicament. The mutuality entrusts schools by nature with the potential to
serve as conduits for societal change. Unequivocally, the millions of children in schools today
will become the adult citizens of tomorrow’s world. As technologies make widespread
communication more accessible and multifaceted, these children may become future diplomats
whose purpose is to use their knowledge to generate peace and harmony — provided that
education has cultivated this sense of lived purpose within them. Undeniably, improvements in
pedagogical practices across the curriculum, as well as providing teachers additional
instructional supports for diverse populations, such as English language learners, are necessary.
Yet, to reiterate the deepest conviction that is underlying this study, the core of profound
educational change abides in the boundless resourcefulness, creativity, and wisdom of teachers
themselves. Therefore, the need to understand what it means to be an authentic teacher is timely

and urgent.
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Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to explore what it means to be an authentic teacher. The
phenomenon under investigation is authenticity, and the medium through which I study the
phenomenon is the teachers’ experiences and reflections. Thus, the primary research design is
phenomenology, which is the exploration of the content and form — i.e., the meaning and
structure — of one’s lived experiences (Creswell, 1998, p. 51; Rossman & Rallis, 2003, p. 7).
More specifically, the purpose is to investigate how teachers experience authenticity in their
teaching lives; to examine their implied conceptions as well as their intuitions about authenticity;
and to thread together their perceptions and understandings in order to clarify what it means to be
an authentic teacher. The result will be a descriptive and detailed analysis that suggests the
underlying themes and structures of, on the one hand, how teachers might already be
experiencing, recognizing, and understanding authenticity in their teaching lives, and on the
other hand, how teachers might deepen their reflections on authenticity and perceive new
possibilities for becoming authentic as teachers.

Moreover, as previously mentioned, for now I am defining authenticity as deeply
intuiting the sacred space in which teacher, student, and world of subject matter (as reflected in
the curriculum) exist both as distinctly separate in form and yet deeply connected through an
underlying wholeness. In the next two chapters, I comprehensively interpret educational,
philosophical, and theological bodies of literature to construct a working theoretical framework
on authenticity that provides a scaffold for the research methodology, which in turn supports the

purpose of this research.
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Research Questions
The research questions are embraced by three key beliefs that support my vision for
investigating teacher authenticity. First, I need to draw on philosophical and theological
resources to clarify authentic being; second, in light of these resources, I need to draw on
educational resources, including empirical and conceptual literature as well as teachers
themselves, to clarify authentic teaching; third, I need to research ways in which authenticity
occurs in the lives of teachers as well as ways that may further promote and empower
authenticity in their teaching.
With these three beliefs, the overarching question for this empirical study becomes: What
does it mean to be an authentic teacher? Two sub-questions support the overarching question:
1. How do teachers understand and experience authenticity in their teaching lives? For
example:
a. What is authentic about the teacher’s understanding and experience?
b. What does this suggest about the teacher’s quality of being?
c. What clusters of themes (i.e., conditions/ways of being) account for teacher
authenticity?
d. What is the essence of teacher authenticity?
2. What does it mean for the researcher to engage as an authentic learner in the research
process?
With the first sub-question, several points need clarification. First, with Creswell’s (1998,
p. 102) suggestion, this question foreshadows steps in the data analysis, explained in the fourth

chapter. In addition, this question makes an assumption about the teacher’s implicit
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understanding, which is that, for teachers to deliberate on authenticity, they must already know,
to some degree, what it means to be authentic. Creswell (1998) makes a similar point, with
regard to a study on caring and noncaring interactions. He writes: “Each subject, in order to
explicitly realize and describe the caring and noncaring interaction, had to be already living an
understanding of the meanings of caring and noncaring” (p. 292).

This implication subtly speaks to a paradox. The introduction presented the paradigm of
perceived separateness as being habitually ingrained in society and education; however, to
reduce infinite moments and subtle understandings in teachers’ lives to an abstraction makes the
sub-question moot. Implied would be that perceived separateness is the only mode of actuality
and possibility in which the teacher can think, speak, and act. David Bohm (1986) clarifies this
point:

It’s only large masses of things which obey the simple mechanical laws, just as only large

masses of human beings obey simple statistical rules [or societal patterns]. Individually

they are far more subtle [and complex]. (p. 110)

Therefore, several additional assumptions now become explicit. Although ingrained
patterns of perceived separateness exist mutually in society and education, “ingrained” does not
mean instantiated essence or reified substance; rather, it implies the prevalence of an inauthentic
mode that is occurring, within which authentic modes are also occurring. In other words, the
assumption is that teachers are far more subtle and complex than the institutional culture
acknowledges in its attempt to fixate an illusion of perceived separateness. Another assumption
is that that subtleties and complexities of teachers’ lives can reveal glimpses of authenticity,

which therefore warrants this systematic investigation.
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It should be noted that this sub-question is supported by a scaffolded experience, which is
explained in the methodology chapter. The “scaffolded experience,” defined as a deliberate
support within the research design to deepen reflection, assumes that the educational
establishment has been neglectful in nourishing teacher explorations into authenticity. The
methodology chapter further expounds the purpose and presents the selection of the scaffolding
tools, in particular Caldecott books, i.e., award-winning picture books in children’s literature.
The development and implementation of scaffolding tools, including an analytic rubric to
identify Caldecott exemplars of authenticity, are also explained.

The second sub-question may appear unusual, since it focuses on the researcher’s
authenticity. The underlying logic is as follows: My personal and professional history represents
an ongoing effort to explore the deeply felt question: “What does it mean to be an authentic
human being?”” This theme is elucidated in the next section on positionality. This dissertation
study creates an opening to deepen this path of personal growth and self-discovery. Although I
appear as a researcher, more accurately, | am always first a person who happens to be
metaphorically wearing the clothing of researcher.

Therefore, the topic under investigation compels me to reflect on what it means to engage
in and experience an authentic process as a researcher. My self-reflections explore questions
such as the following: How might this study teach me about what it means to be authentic? How
do I open myself more fully to encountering the teacher as a person who happens to be teaching,
rather than as teacher who is an object of my research study? Where are the struggles and

successes in my own process to listen deeply?
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Positionality

This section clarifies two deeply held beliefs that I bring with me to the current study. My
intention here is not to justify or to challenge these beliefs but rather to present them along with a
brief explanation of the personal and professional experiences that have helped to shape them.
After presenting these beliefs, I connect them as the building block for my fundamental belief

that teacher authenticity is the primary locus of authentic educational reform.

Two deeply held beliefs.

First, I believe that who I am influences what I study. I base this belief on the emerging
realization that the question, “What does it mean to be authentic?”” has been the underlying theme
in my evolution as an educator. For example, two decades ago, | studied music at a well-
established fine arts college. Intuitively, I knew that music was not my real reason for being
there, but [ was unable to name my authentic purpose. When I shifted from music to become an
elementary school teacher, I began to explore music, as well as visual arts, drama, and dance
within the regular classroom curriculum. Again, my intuitions suggested more than merely
supplementing the academic curriculum for my first graders. In effect, I could sense the same
underlying theme from my earlier musical experiences.

Moreover, early in my doctoral program, I re-entered the classroom to conduct an
independent yearlong study. The underlying theme began to name itself in my awareness:
“interdependency.” For example, I constructed a classroom schema that became a vital tool in
working with my students to build a respectful and caring interdependent community. This

schema resonated with my reflections about my earlier musical experiences as well as the kind of



15

artistic awareness that I desired to cultivate. After the yearlong study, I then pursued
philosophical and theological coursework. In particular, my examinations of Buddhist and
Heideggerean philosophies brought me closer to naming what appears to be most deeply
significant to me as an educator: authenticity.

Thus, the underlying theme has been the question, “What does it mean to be authentic?” I
call this theme my “ontological” question, i.e., the question that matters most deeply to me. In
turn, the main research question, “What does it mean to be an authentic teacher?” represents an
outgrowth of this ontological question. Therefore, I believe that the research question is
somewhat autobiographical. In other words, who I am influences what I study.

Second, I believe that the educational establishment has been and continues to be an
ideological conduit, within an individualistic society, for the paradigm of separateness. However,
I believe that no institutional climate can completely dissolve ontological questions, i.e.,
questions that matter most deeply to people. For example, as a K-12 student roughly three
decades ago, I felt “dumbed down” by an institutional milieu that embraced individualism,
fragmentation, and competition. A low class rank along with average-to-poor grades, and a
tracking system that categorized me as “mediocre,” conditioned in me a somewhat marginalizing
view about teaching and learning. In fact, for this reason, I decided to enter teaching, i.e., to
counter the marginalizing view from happening with my young students.

In teaching, I struggled with demeaning “efficiency” modes of classroom curriculum and
assessment. However, despite the gradual rise of standards reform and high stakes
accountability, and the corresponding pressures on schools to perform within a politically
ominous environment, the ontological question within me did not diminish. In fact, there were

colleagues who helped me to cultivate the question. Examples include the art teacher who, early
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in my teaching career, helped me to see beyond worksheets; the principal who frequently joined
my classroom to participate in respectful and caring dialogues with me and the students; and the
literacy teacher whose empathetic conversations inspired in me the shared sense of enthusiasm

and purpose for why we were teaching.

The fundamental building block.

These previously stated beliefs affect my understanding as an educator, but also my
positionality as the researcher for this study. First, [ approach the research with the belief that
teachers have their own ontological questions of deep personal truth and meaning to manifest
and explore. Second, I believe that the ongoing institutional milieu of efficiency may distract the
teacher’s focus, sometimes incurring burnout; yet even burnout may represent the teacher’s
intuiting of an ontological question that has been neglected by the educational institution. From
these two beliefs, I interpret the fundamental assumption of the current study. In other words, I
assume that, to create transformative instructional change, educational reform efforts must
acknowledge, touch, and cultivate the questions that matter most to teachers. Palmer (1999)
makes the point while manifesting in inspiring prose the fundamental building block from which
I proceed with this study. He writes:

We become teachers for reasons of the heart./ But many of us lose heart as time goes by./

How can we take heart, alone and together,/ So we can give heart to our students and our

world,/ Which is what good teachers do? (p. 10)
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Significance of the Study

Discussions on educational policy and practice tend to marginalize the development of
teacher authenticity. On the one hand, the both/and paradox of authenticity implies strong
undercurrents of spirituality and morality. In other words, authenticity suggests uniquely
personal ways of being that express, evoke, and recall the underlying wholeness of one’s human
nature, i.e., the both/and paradox of wholeness and separateness, which is central in the working
theoretical framework. However, while there is tremendously significant work that educators are
accomplishing conceptually and empirically on authenticity in teacher development, the body of
work remains largely underdeveloped in relation to the prevalent discourses on policies and
practices for teachers. The third chapter comprehensively addresses this small yet significant
body of educational work. For now, however, there is an identified and unequivocal need to
support teacher authenticity (e.g., see Belousa, 2005, p. 14; Cummings, Harlow, & Maddux,
2007, pp. 70-71; Doring, 1997, p. 50; Fenstermacher, Osguthorpe, & Sanger, 2009, p. 16; Fraser,
2007, p. 290; Kreber, McCune, & Klampfleitner, 2010, pp. 383; Kreber, Klampfleitner, McCune,
Bayne, & Knottenbelt, 2007, p. 27; Malm, 2008, p. 375; Marshall, 2009, p. 28; Sanger, 2008, p.
174; Starratt & Guare, 1995, p. 196).

Moreover, as implied in the previous introduction, although many schools propose social
justice as their mission, the push for standards-driven reform, which is technocratic and
administrative in nature, narrows the pursuit of these missions. Palmer (2008) writes: “Our
institutions too often become the worst enemies of their own missions, in part because they

operate on signals from another planet” (p. 12). Thus, to contextualize the significance of this
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study, some background on prevalent trends in educational reform may help to illuminate why

the topic of teacher authenticity may easily be disregarded.

Prevalent trends in educational reform.

In the late 1990s, and since the 2001 reissuing of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act (i.e., No Child Left Behind), much of the emphasis in educational reform has been
to build systemic coherence and alignment within and among schools (Elmore 2000, 2002;
Fullan, 2003, 2005; Hightower & McLaughlin, 2005; Kronley & Handley, 2003; McLaughlin &
Talbert, 2003; Togneri, 2003). In fact, for three years, I observed comprehensive systemwide
reform through my work with an educational non-profit organization, which had been partnering
with a mid-sized Massachusetts urban school district (e.g., see Akoury & Walker, 2006).
Moreover, sustained focus and investment on comprehensive systemic improvements is evident
in the signing of the 2009 American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, which is allocating $4.35
billion for the Race to the Top Fund (retrieved May 14, 2011 from the U.S. Department of
Education web site: http://www2.ed.gov/programs/ racetothetop/index.html). This federal
initiative is providing funding to states through competitive federal grant processes. In turn,
state-selected school districts (through competitive statewide grant processes) partner closely
with local educational agencies (LEAs) to implement accelerated comprehensive change agendas
that:

Achieve significant improvement in student outcomes, including making substantial

gains in student achievement, closing achievement gaps, improving high school

graduation rates, and ensuring student preparation for success in college and careers; and

[that] implement ambitious plans in core educational reform areas, [such as] adopting
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standards and assessments that prepare students to succeed in college and the workplace

and to compete in the global economy, [as well as] building data systems that measure

student growth and success and [that] inform teachers and principals about how they can
improve instruction. (Retrieved May 14, 2011 from the U.S. Department of Education
web site: http://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/executive-summary.pdf)

Thus, the bottom line in national educational improvement is “substantial gains in student
achievement” on standardized tests. The assumption is that these gains, directly or indirectly,
lead to efficacy in other measurable outcomes (e.g., high school graduation, college
matriculation). Consequently, the prevailing perspective on teacher quality and teacher
knowledge, and from there, the coordination of professional development, appear to function
with the assumption that the outcome of education is to prepare students “to succeed in college
and the workplace.” However, the juxtaposed outcome is to attain and sustain vibrancy in the
marketplace, i.e., “to compete in the global economy.” Implied in these improvement efforts —
even if not consciously recognized or understood by the educational policymakers — is that
success in college and the workplace are the aims by which an educational system may realize its
core value, i.e., competition, which may be euphemistic for other terms, such as fragmentation,
divisiveness, and disintegration.

In turn, these assumptions about the aims of education may translate into categorical
beliefs about what constitutes effective teaching and learning. For example, National
Commission on Teaching and America’s Future (1996) writes: “Teacher expertise is the single
most important factor in determining student achievement, and fully trained teachers are far more
effective with students than those who are not prepared” (p. 12). National proposals such as this

one help to frame local policies and practices on teacher development as a series of measureable
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processes that support “expertise” and “full training.” In fact, the mantra of standards-based
reform, i.e., “should know and be able to do,” suggests the measurability of these processes.
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards uses this mantra to preface its five core
propositions of accomplished teaching: content knowledge, pedagogical knowledge,
commitment to students, management and monitoring of learning, and systematic, reflective
practice (retrieved May 14, 2011 from NBPTS web site: http://www. nbpts.org). Furthermore,
progressively diverse student populations have been creating the need to expand prevailing
beliefs about teacher quality to include culturally relevant pedagogy. Villegas and Lucas (2002),
for example, outline teaching strands such as being socioculturally conscious, having affirming
views of students from diverse backgrounds, and knowing about the lives of students. However,
within these discourses about teacher quality and knowledge bases, the focus remains on what
teachers can know and do (often “measurably”) for students. On the other hand, the assumption
that underlies this study is that teachers must deepen their knowledge of the most primary
content, 1.e., themselves, in order to give authentically of themselves in their teaching approaches
with students, including culturally diverse populations. Palmer (1999) suggests the implications
and effects of teacher development that overlooks authenticity. He writes:
I was taught the history of the Holocaust at some of the best public and private schools....
My teachers — who taught only the objective facts without attention to the subjective self
— distanced me from the murderous realities of the Third Reich, leaving me more
ignorant, more ethically impaired, more spiritually disconnected than authentic education
should.... Because my [personal] story was not taken seriously, I failed to learn [that] I
have within myself a ‘little Hitler,” a force of darkness that will try to kill you off when

the difference between you and me becomes so great that it may challenge my conception
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of reality. I will not kill you with a gun or a gas chamber, but with a word, a category, a

dismissal that renders you irrelevant to my life. (pp. 9-10)

Thus, this brief sketch about prevalent trends, as well as the banality that may occur, as
Palmer implies, when education fails to support teachers in their “human quest for
connectedness” (Palmer, 1999, p. 8), speak to the need for this study. More specifically, this
study will contribute to the educational field by expanding the significant but relatively small
body of work on authenticity in teacher growth and development. In addition, along with this
small corpus of existing work, the current study will help to raise awareness in discourses on
educational policy and practice about, perhaps, the most generative space for impacting deep
educational change, i.e., the teacher’s way of being. Lastly, my hope is that the study will be
personally significant and useful to the participants, that is, as they enter a space in which to

reflect explicitly on authenticity.
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Chapter Two: Philosophical and Theological Literature Review

The next two chapters represent an integrated focus, which is to delineate a working
theoretical framework on authenticity to support this study. The current chapter reviews the
philosophical and theological literature on authenticity; the next chapter reviews the educational
literature on authenticity, i.e., both conceptual and empirical. In the “interpretive summary”
following these reviews, I describe how the educational, philosophical, and theological literature
cumulatively form an integrated and meaningful basis for the development of my research
methodology.

The literature that supports this integrated focus emerges from several sources. For the
current chapter, [ draw from my coursework in philosophy and theology: (a) Education of
Christians, (b) Heidegger’s Concept of Truth, (¢) Meditation Theory, Activism and Social
Service, (d) Philosophy of Existentialism, and (e) Psychotherapy and Spirituality. I include the
required and suggested course readings, as well as relevant supplements, such as an interesting
citation. I also include personalized suggestions from meetings with course professors, as well as
interesting insights that developed from these meetings.

For the conceptual and empirical reviews of the next chapter, I draw from four databases:
Education Research Complete, Google Scholar, ERIC, and JSTOR. I detail the parameters and
decisions of my literature search when I introduce these reviews. In general, however, I focus on
teacher development and authenticity, which includes spirituality and morality, i.e., I assume that
one’s authentic nature involves spiritual longing for wholeness, and that spirituality has moral
implications for how one chooses to act. I outline the themes for the conceptual and empirical

literature when I introduce the review in the next chapter.
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Furthermore, throughout these reviews, I include page numbers when paraphrasing or
referencing ideas from a single source or from multiple sources. My decision is twofold: (a) The
American Psychological Association (2006) encourages authors to engage in this practice (p.
121), and (b) I feel a sense of scholarly accountability to the reader with regard to the accuracy
of my interpretations. If the reader wants to cross-check an interpretation or to follow-up on a
relevant passage, then including the page numbers facilitates the task.

Regarding this chapter, Figure 2.1 provides a thematic schema for the philosophical and
theological literature review. This review begins with establishing a working definition of
authenticity. Then, I delineate the implications of this definition through four thematic clusters:
(a) truth, (b) meaning, (c) existential pain, and (d) action. The bi-directional arrows indicate the
interdependency of this thematic schema.

Figure 2.1
Thematic Schema of the Philosophical and Theological Review

TRUTH < > MEANING

AUTHENTICITY

A

PAIN ACTION

Defining Authenticity
In the previous chapter, I defined authenticity as a deeply felt sense of oneself as both
distinctly separate in this human body and yet undivided, because so deeply connected to one

another and the world by an underlying wholeness. I refer to this both/and paradox as “the
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between” of our deepest truth as human beings. However, with ordinary, everyday
understanding, which is the inauthentic mode of seeing, one misses the between and therefore
does not recognize the sacredness of life that is ever-present to oneself in each moment. The
inauthentic mode does not see through the duality of subject and object, and therefore reifies,
fragments, and reduces oneself, others, and the world, often believing as if the duality between
subject and object were our deepest truth. To clarify the distinction between authentic and
inauthentic, imagine the analogy of being at the movies. The images on the screen are distinct
and always changing, such as the world of form. Yet the screen, which is inseparable from the
images, is formless, still, and whole. The inauthentic mode focuses on the images only, while the
authentic mode recognizes the images but also cuts through them and realizes the inseparable
wholeness that always has been holding them all.

In this section, I explore this theme first by examining the views of two ancient wisdom
traditions: Christianity and Buddhism. I then continue the exploration by examining the views of
two prominent Twentieth Century philosophers: Martin Heidegger and Martin Buber. Table 2.1

summarizes authenticity according to each of these views.
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Table 2.1
Summary of Philosophical and Theological Definitions of Authenticity
Authentic Mode Description Inauthentic Mode
of Seeing of Seeing
Christianity Sacramental vision Seeing God’s Original sin

presence in the world

Seeing the world as

Beatific vision
God sees the world

Buddhism Pure perception Seeing the buddha Impure perception:
nature in beings i.e., ignorance
Heidegger Giving thanks, i.e., Taking to heart the Thanklessness
gratitude sacredness of the

world’s mystery

Buber Speaking the basic Seeing the Spirit in Speaking the basic
word I-Thou form word I-It

Christianity

Christianity has a twofold characterization of authenticity: sacramental vision and beatific
vision. Sacramental vision is the experience of seeing the mystery of God’s grace in some part of
God’s creation (Himes, 1995, p. 113; personal communication, 10.20.10). Take for example the
parent who looks directly into her baby’s eyes and spontaneously senses God’s mystery
illuminating in and through the baby’s presence. God’s mystery is the intimacy of the middle,
1.e., “the between,” that joins the mother and baby in unconditional union. Himes writes: “‘God’
is closer to being a verb than a noun. ‘God’ is what is done, not the one who does it, nor the one
to whom it is done. God is the doing, the loving” (p. 17). Thus, in the act of cradling her baby in

loving care, the mother senses God’s loving presence. She has sacramental vision.
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Beatific Vision is the experience of seeing the world as God sees the world (Himes, 1995,
p. 112; personal communication, 10.20.10). In “The Beatitudes” (Mt 5:3-10, 1978, p. 822), Jesus
challenges humans to imagine what ought fo be in the world, i.e., the glory of God’s loving
mystery in all things. Jesus offers humans bread and wine as “the first installment of future
glory..., the first step in the transubstantiation of all things” (Himes, p. 129). In beatific vision,
for example, the homeless person on the television news is no longer an indifferent object of
consumerist malaise. Instead, the person is a sacred being, disgraced by the system of economic
injustice. Beatific vision, with strong ethical undertones, might mobilize one to imagine and to
take action that may help to restore the integrity of the person’s sacredness in the world (Himes,
pp. 138 & 142). As Merton (1961) writes:

The saints are what they are, not because their sanctity makes them admirable to others,

but because the gift of sainthood makes it possible for them to admire everybody else....

A person becomes a saint not by the conviction that he is better than [others] but by the

realization that he is one of them. [Italics in original] (p. 57)

The key distinction between sacramental and beatific vision is subtle. Sacramental vision
sees what is holy, while beatific vision sees what ought to be holy but is hidden by human sin.
Beatific vision, which imagines transfiguring the destiny of all things into God’s glory (Himes,
1995, p. 129), is an attitude of service to God in which one bears witness to the image of the
Cross in the world. With the Cross, death as “the between” intimately bridges suffering and
resurrection, i.e., unites time and eternity, as well as delivers the person to God’s grace. Thus, the
Cross signifies the hope and potential for restoring temporal phenomena to their sacred origin.
For example, in Matthew (1978) 25: 40, Jesus says: “[A]s you did for one of my least brothers or

sisters, you did it for me” (p. 837). Sacramental vision might not compel one to envision the
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“ought to be” quality. Beatific vision does. With the example above, beatific vision may invoke
one to imagine the homeless person as Jesus in disguise, i.e., to imagine the world as God sees
the world and in turn to act accordingly with how one sees.

Contrary to sacramental and beatific vision, original sin is the inauthentic mode of seeing.
Original sin signifies one’s broken relationship with God (Himes, 1995, p. 72; Makransky, 2005,
p- 292; Merton, 1961, pp. 34-35 & 48). When humans sin, “God, Who is infinite reality and in
Whose sight is the being of everything that is, will say to [the sinner]: ‘I know you not’”
(Merton, p. 48). In sin, humans deny and reduce the wholeness of God’s reality. To expand the
earlier example, the homeowner blindly reduces the homeless person to merely a stranger or

perhaps repulsive other with whom one cannot identify, thus overlooking the grace of God’s love

which binds them in equal humanity.

Buddhism

In Buddhism, the authentic mode of seeing is pure perception. Pure perception is a deeply
felt sense of the buddha nature (i.e., selfless nature) that is intrinsic to all beings. It recognizes
“others intuitively through the wisdom and love that values each one as holy mystery, beyond the
grasp of self-centered, reductive thoughts” (Makransky, 2007, p. 134). Pure perception sees the
world through “egoless” eyes.

For clarity, the ego is the constellation of deeply ingrained mental habits and internalized
dispositions, which have the sole agenda of strengthening and sustaining the construction of the
false sense of oneself. This false self is believed to be substantially real, separate, and
unchanging, as if there were a real “I” existing behind the impermanent flow of all experiences

(Goldstein & Kornfield, 1987, p. 27; Novak, 1984, 97; Sogyal Rinpoche, 1993, pp. 116-117). On
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the one hand, implied in the definition of the ego is the meaning of impure perception — i.e.,
ignorance — which sees the world through the reductive lens of this false self. Pure perception,
instead, sees human and nonhuman beings as real and separately distinct on the relative level
(that is, the level of form) while cutting-through the relative appearance of form to their ultimate
nature as open and spacious: egoless (Dalai Lama, 2005a, pp. 114-119; Garfield, 1995, pp. 304,
318 & 320; Khen Rinpoche & Surya Da, 2008, pp. 50-51).

In the next theme, I address the deep interdependence between the Buddhist concepts of
relative and ultimate truth. For now, pure perception is, as Buddha teaches in The Heart Sutra,
the ability to see at once that “[f]Jorm is emptiness, [and] emptiness is form” (Dalai Lama, p. 60),
as if we were at the theater, viewing all of the changing images and activities on stage while at
the same time realizing the empty space of the stage that holds them all.

The following thought experiment may briefly illuminate the paradigm from which pure
perception operates. If one were to examine the so-called “real self,” i.e., one’s ego, one could
not find the self in the arm, the leg, or any body part. Nor could one point to some tangible
consciousness and say, “This is the self. Here [ am.” The self is empty, insubstantial (ultimate
truth), and yet it exists by conceptual understanding (relative truth). In short, pure perception,
that is to say, authenticity, perceives “the between” — the buddha nature — of the two inseparable
truths, i.e., the relative and ultimate, while impure perception does not. The analogy is like
waking from a dream (Garfield, 1995, pp. 176-177; Khen Rinpoche & Surya Das, 2008, pp. 50
& 78). Chokyi Nyima Rinpoche (2002) writes:

While dreaming, the dreamer only believes that what is dreamt it real. He is not likely to

think, “This is all an illusion.” Even if he were to think it, it would be very hard to

simultaneously experience the dream as unreal. In exactly the same way, all that we
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experience right now is illusory. But it is very difficult to have that confidence and to

actually experience everything as being insubstantial and unreal. (p. 64)

Like the Christian concept of sacramental and beatific vision, the Buddhist concept of
pure perception also can be understood in a twofold schema, which in turn may be broadly
interpreted in relation to the Christian schema. For example, the pure perception that abides in
unconditional love can be understood sacramentally in that it “knows and reverences the intrinsic
sacredness of beings, their inner dignity, their buddha nature” (Makransky, 2007, p. 133).
Moreover, the pure perception that abides in unconditional compassion can be understood
beatifically in the sense that it is closely related to the urge to help beings be deeply freed from
suffering (Makransky, p. 157). To that end, the pure perception of unconditional compassion
may broadly correspond with the beatific attitude of doing God’s will. As H.H. the Dalai Lama
(1996) observes, this pure perception embraces the underlying unity and equality of the whole of
humanity, and compels actions that are grounded in the wisdom that all beings, including people
whom we dislike, are intrinsically worthy of one’s compassion (pp. 68-69). In the fourth and
fifth themes of this chapter (existential pain and authentic action), I extend these delineations of

love and compassion from both Christian and Buddhist perspectives.

Martin Heidegger

Throughout parts of this literature review, I make reference to the earlier and later periods
of Heidegger’s thinking. Therefore, brief clarification of these two periods is necessary. The key
distinction between the two periods of his thinking involves what Heidegger calls Dasein (“dah-
zine”), which means Being-there. In Being and Time (1962), which many consider as

Heidegger’s masterpiece, and which characterizes his earlier period, Heidegger writes: “This
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entity which each of us is himself and which includes inquiring as one of the possibilities of its

”9

Being, we shall denote by the term ‘Dasein ™ [Italics in original] (p. 27). Dasein focuses on the
existential character of the human being. In “On the Essence of Truth,” Heidegger (2008) makes
the shift to Dasein as the “openness of the open region” (p. 126), that is, the worlding of the
world, which clears the open space for life to occur. To clarify, pretend that we are
metaphorically walking through a dark, thickly wooded forest. The darkness represents the
mystery of death. Then suddenly we enter a clearing of trees. The open space illuminates the
region of life in which we now find ourselves. In truth, the mystery of death surrounds the
illumination of life. They are two sides of the same coin, and metaphorically, our nature is the
whole coin. Thus, the worlding of the world is metaphorical for the pre-conceptual wholeness of
life and death in which all beings abide.

In the second and third themes of this chapter (truth and meaning), I develop these
concepts in depth. For now, however, I want to emphasize several points about these earlier and
later periods. First, the shift in Heidegger’s thinking in the later period is from analyzing
existential structures to pondering the irreducible “mystery” (Heidegger, 2008, p. 130) of the
world’s worlding, i.e., the distinction between existential inquiry and mystical inquiry. Still, this
shift by no means indicates the move from inferior to superior phases in his thinking. In the next
theme (authentic truth), for example, I examine each period of his thinking and demonstrate the
richness of the earlier period as the complementary basis for the later period. In the current
theme, however, I primarily draw from his later period to provide a definition of authenticity that

resonates with the mystical quality of the previous definitions.
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Giving Thanks.

Heidegger (1968) defines thinking in its purest sense as giving thanks for the precious
gift of being (p. 141). Giving thanks arises from the space of the heart, which is the “authentic
divination that is not the outer court before the gates of knowledge [but rather] is the great hall
where everything that can be known is kept, concealed” (p. 207). The heart is the human
capacity to sense the sacredness and preciousness of the world’s mystery. Moreover, giving
thanks responds in harmony with what one senses by letting beings be, which is to say, by
preserving them in their unconditional nature as gifts of the world’s mystery (1968, p. 203;
1971a, pp. 147 & 149). For example, the competitive and individualistic approach to life
diminishes the appreciation and gratitude of giving thanks. Conversely, the recognition that our
lives are built upon an unavoidable and inexplicable foundation of interdependency can open the
heart to an attitude of reverence, care, and gratitude for one another and the world.

Thus, Heidegger (1968) writes: “[The gift of being] now suddenly emerges as a
relatedness that pervades the human stay on this earth from the ground up” (p. 206). He
continues, however: “[W]e have never asked where this relatedness originates.” Implied is that
we as human beings, who cling to the illusion of separateness, need to step beyond the
boundaries of our perceived sense of control over life, our “book” or theoretical knowledge, in
order to explore the mystery of our deeply relational nature. Take for example, “The tree is
brown, tall, full, or old.” The predicate is comforting because we can know and confirm it
through our senses. However, remove the predicate and just say, “The tree is.” The habitual
reliance on conceptual knowing is now rendered silent (see Heidegger, 1968, pp. 173 & 206).
This example may be lightly disregarded and perhaps perceived as irrelevant within a

knowledge-based society. Yet, abiding in silence is a precondition to the wonder and gratitude
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that embody giving thanks. The words of the Taoist sage Lao Tzu (1988), although written many
centuries ago, may inform what I am suggesting about the abiding silence of giving thanks. Lao
Tzu writes:

Free from [conditioned] desire, you realize the mystery. / Caught in [conditioned] desire,

you see only the manifestation.... The Tao gives birth to all beings,/ nourishes them,

maintains them,/ cares for them, comforts them, protects them,/ takes them back to itself,/

creating without possessing,/ acting without expecting,/ guiding without interfering [i.e.,

letting beings be]./ That is why the love of the Tao/ is in the very nature of things. [Italics

added] (pp. 1 & 51)

Imagine the parent cradling the baby in pure acceptance, melting away all conditioned
concepts for the moment. Thinking most purely, the parent’s open heart senses the precious,
unique gift that is present in the baby’s being. In turn, the parent experiences an indescribable
and spontaneous feeling of thanks for this gift of the baby’s existence. The parent recognizes the
truth of unconditional gift and awakens to “authentic memory” (Heidegger, 1968, pp. 10-11 &
140-142) in which she intuitively recalls the wonder and fragility of being. With this recognition,
she responds in kind with reverence and care for the sacredness of this moment with her baby.
She gives thanks.

A broadly conceived parallel between the Heideggerean and Christian concepts of giving
thanks (i.e., the Eucharist) may provide further clarity. First, recall that earlier Dasein is the
being which can inquire into the meaning of Being, and later Dasein is the world’s worlding,
which, as previously mentioned, is the metaphorical clearing of trees (the opening of life) that

one enters while still abiding within the dark, thickly wooded forest (the mystery of death). With
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these reminders about Dasein, I juxtapose what Himes (1995) says about the Christian Eucharist

and what Heidegger says about giving thanks.

Himes (1995) writes:
The word ‘eucharist’ comes from the Greek verb eucharistein, meaning ‘to say thank
you’.... [W]e are created to be the recipients of God’s gift to us. That is why we are. And
the primary gift which God gives to us is God. So our basic stance before God is
gratitude. We are the part of creation which is given the knowledge and tongue to say

what all creation longs to say: thank you. [Italics in original] (p. 128)

Heidegger (1968) writes:

In giving thanks, the heart gives thought to what it has and what it is. The heart, thus

giving thought and thus being memory [in the sense of devotion, i.e., the constant

concentrated abiding in the oneness of what is past, what is present, and what may come]
gives itself in thought to that which it is held. It thinks of itself as beholden, not in the
sense of mere submission, but beholden because its devotion is held in listening. Original

thanking is the thanks owed for being. (p. 141)

Thinking most purely, which is to give thanks, is the mode in which the heart deeply
intuits that, for Christians, one is the beholder of the mystery of God’s love, and for Heidegger,
one is the beholder of the mystery of the world’s worlding. Both interpretations imply an
unconditional cradle in which all of conditioned, finite existence is being held. Humans lay
within the cradle as the ones who can be grateful for the sacred mystery that originates and holds

all of life within abiding deep relation. Like the parent cradling her baby, what this recognition
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calls forth is a response of gratitude for the intrinsic worthiness of life, which is given to us from
beyond our capacity to reason, and therefore is not fundamentally of our individual or collective
doing. Christians call this primary giving the gift of God, while Heidegger calls it the abiding

oneness of what has been, what is, and what will be. Nonetheless, such recognition and response

is giving thanks, is authenticity.

Buber'

For Buber, the “I’ of being human exists in two modes of speaking. He calls these two
modes the basic word pairs, which are I-Thou and I-It. He writes: “The primary word I-Thou can
only be spoken with the whole being. The Primary word I-It can never be spoken with the whole
being” (1958, p. 3; 1970, p. 54). In other words, I-Thou is beyond the context of space and time
(1958, p. 100; 1970, p. 148). Its home is the irreducible wholeness of God’s love, i.e., one’s
eternal Thou. Therefore, I-Thou is the authentic mode of seeing. On the other hand, I-1It is set in
the context of space and time, which is reducible to the particulars of one’s experience. The
reducible nature of the I-It basic word is the inauthentic mode of seeing.

The two basic words are accompanied by the two basic attitudes toward the world. While
I-It reduces the world to calculable and orderable processes, I-Thou perceives the world in its
exclusivity and inclusivity: exclusivity excludes human concepts, which particularize and reduce
the scope of one’s perception of the world (Kramer, 2003, p. 51); inclusivity includes the
immediacy of God’s wholeness within authentic meeting between self and other (Kramer, pp.

145 & 189). Regarding the world attitude as perceived through I-Thou meeting, Buber writes:

' use Smith’s (1958) and Kaufmann’s (1970) translations of Buber’s classic work. In most cases, I provide page
numbers to both translations, although I prefer the Smith translation, which was accomplished by the translator in
close collaboration with Martin Buber.
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Nothing is present for [‘I’] except this one [‘Thou’], but [the authentic meeting]
implicates the whole world. Measure and comparison have disappeared; [only
immeasurable wholeness remains]. These meetings are not organized to make the world,
but each is a sign of the world-order..., each assures you of your solidarity with the

world. (1958, p. 32; 1970, p. 81)

In other words, the irreducible, immeasurable holiness of the world order — one could
say, the mystery of “the Kingdom [of God] that is hidden in our midst” (Buber, 1958, p. 120;
1970, p. 168) — reveals itself in the authentic meeting. The wholeness of the world lies there
exclusively and inclusively between I-Thou, i.e., God’s presence manifests within the midst of
authentic relation. Clearly the authentic meeting does not serve functional purposes, such as
producing usable knowledge, but the meeting does remind oneself of one’s relational nature. In
other words, authentic meeting reminds us that there can be no “I”’ without the basic word pairs
and that the kind of “I”” we speak through our way of being utterly depends on the kind of
relationality we embody: I-Thou or I-1t (1958, p. 4; 1970, p. 54).

As previously mentioned, evident is that the mode of authentic seeing occurs in [-Thou
meeting. Kramer (2003) describes the twofold perceptual dynamic of this occurrence. On the one
hand, there is the distancing of the self from the other, recognizing oneself and the other as
uniquely separate. However, at the same time, this distancing act makes room for entering into
authentic relationship (p. 100). The joining together and moving apart of this twofold perceptual
dynamic imply life-giving meaning. For example, when one says I-It, one can easily speak
possessively in the sense of “mine”: my child, my spouse, my friend, my pet, or my workplace.
I-Thou, on the other hand, cannot reduce the world to one’s possessions. I-Thou, in which one is

open to the mystery of God’s loving presence in authentic meeting, removes the narrowing sense
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of “mine.” In reference to Genesis 1:31 (1978, p. 2) and to Kaufmann’s translation of I-Thou
(Buber, 1970), which is translated as I-You, Himes (1995) makes this point:
Everything that exists has its own integrity as that which God loves. Thus everything that
exists is always a you, the other which exists not because I can make use of it but because

God has looked at it and seen that it is good. (p. 112)

Inauthenticity as Positive

The inauthentic mode may seem negative, and indeed does become negative when we
approach life with an attitude such as the technical arrogance, which, as previously mentioned,
lacks recognition of the connection among others’ well-being, the world’s, and one’s own.
However, when approached differently, the inauthentic mode — the subject/object, or perhaps
more precisely “subject/subject” way of knowing — also can be life-giving and positive to the
well-being of humanity and the world. This section describes three ways in which the inauthentic
mode may have positive, life-giving value.

The first is that the inauthentic mode can serve as a means to communicate and point to
the ultimate truth of our deeply connected nature. Nyoshul Khen Rinpoche and Surya Das (2008)
write: “[Selfless] practices may seem conceptual and relative, but they actually include the
[ultimate] truth that is our very nature” (p. 59). The practice of loving kindness, for example,
which is the selfless concern for the well-being of others without any expectation of material
gain, praise, or recognition in return, manifests and expresses our deeply connected nature, and
may evoke others’ awareness of it, as well (see Makransky, 2007, pp. 46-47 & 135-136).
Furthermore, just as street signs point us in one direction or another when we are driving,

likewise skillful words and actions may be for many of us necessary signposts that can point our
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reflections toward what is most deeply true about who we are. In a university dance class over a
decade ago, for example, while warming up I inadvertently heard the instructor tell another
student, “Isn’t that what it’s all about: letting go.” In this split-second occurrence, those words
pointed to something deeply true for me, as if my previous years as an artist and my forthcoming
years as an academic merged spontaneously and with great clarity about what is most important
to me, i.e., the question about authentic being.

Second, the inauthentic mode is positive because it creates the platform from which we
can evolve our deepest purpose in life, which is to realize and act upon the realization of our
deeply connected nature. Weil (1999) writes: “It is God who in love withdraws from us so that
we can love him..., to make it possible to surrender the ‘I’ for love’s sake” (pp. 32-33). We are
conditioned into the illusion of an independently existing self. Yet this fixated sense of “I,”
“me,” or “mine” is the starting point from which we can employ skillful means and practices that
can dissolve the illusion and allow us to “climb the spiritual mountain” (Khen Rinpoche & Surya
Das, 2008, p. 54) toward a deeply felt sense of our connection to the world. T.S. Eliot (1991)
writes about “the unceasing exploration in which one arrives where one began, only to know the
place for the first time” (p. 208). Perhaps one can interpret this quote as the journey from the
inauthentic illusion of self as absolutely separate toward the authentic perception and action of
“what we always were” [Italics in original] (Makransky, 2007, p. 79), that 1s, selfless and deeply
connected by nature.

Third, the inauthentic mode has yet another significant value. Buber indicates the
functional necessity of subject/object knowing (Kramer, 2003, p. 26), which arises from
speaking the basic word pair, I-It. For example, Buber (1964) writes: “Without the splendid

condensations, reductions, generalizations, symbolizations that science turns out, the handing
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down of a ‘given’ order from generation to generation would be impossible” (p. 48). Thus, as he
makes clear, the inauthentic mode of seeing, which reduces the wholeness of the world to
particulars for calculating and ordering purposes, does in fact have positive value; indeed, it is
completely necessary for living in the world. However, Buber critically maintains that this
perspective must balance with the fact that “he who lives with ‘It’ alone is not a person” (1958,

p. 34; 1970, p. 85).

Two Qualities of Authenticity

Authenticity occurs spontaneously and in degrees of awakening. First, authenticity is
spontaneous. The spontaneity occurs in the active “non-doing” (e.g., see Chuang Tzu, 1965, p.
101) of authenticity, what Taoists call wui wei (Chuang Tzu, pp. 99-102; Kramer, 2003, p. 104;
Loy, 1993, p. 176; Palmer, 1990, p. 5). Lao Tzu, who is the founder of Taoism, (1988) writes:
“[P]erforming without actions/ that is the Master’s way”’ (p. 43). For clarity, wui wei, i.e., active
non-doing, does not mean “not doing,” as if one were merely indifferent and passive in the
world. Rather, it means preserving the integrity of the world’s wholeness, which is prior to the
conceptual attitude, since concepts by nature reduce the world to the appearance of particulars.
Thus, wui wei is an active listening and respectful response to the world’s pre-conceptual
wholeness. Implied in the pre-conceptual wholeness of authenticity’s wui wei is spontaneity.
Recall, for example, that Buber’s basic word pair [-Thou is not set in the context of time and
three-dimensional space, which are concepts that emerge from the subject/object dichotomy
(1958, p. 100; 1970, p. 148). Chokyi Nyima Rinpoche (2002) adds that “[t]he conceptualization
of time and [space] is the habit of the [conceptual | mind.” He continues: “Although right now

time and [space] do not exist, it seems to the thinking mind as if they do” (p. 135). Weil (1999)
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concurs: “We are all bound by unreal chains. Time which is unreal casts over all things including
ourselves a veil of unreality” (p. 52).

The spontaneous nature of authenticity, the active but non-doing (i.e., wui wei) quality
that the mode of authentic seeing requires, is clearly evident in Buddhism. For example, Loy
(2003) writes that wui wei is nondual action “without the sense of an agent-self who is apart
from the action and [who] has the experience of being the one doing it” (p. 176). The absence of
an agent-self (Garfield, 1995, p. 182; Nagarjuna, 1995, p. 25) removes the conceptual sense of
“L,” the sense of oneself as separate from the world as one’s object, and allows one to sink into
the pre-conceptual, spontaneous wholeness of authenticity, even while one is “doing.” Nyoshul
Khen Rinpoche and Surya Das (2008) offer the Buddhist Dzogchen tradition’s parallel to wui
wel, i.e., to “doing” the Tao: “Everything in our experience is actually spontaneously appearing,
spontaneously changing, spontaneously liberating or releasing, without our help. We don’t need
to interfere, to manipulate, to fabricate anything” (pp. 62; also see p. 75).

The active but non-doing quality of authenticity is evident in the spontaneity of Buber’s
I-Thou relational meeting, as well (Kramer, 2003, pp. 104 & 111). For example, Kramer writes:
“An activity of the completed or whole being entering into dialogue is personal action that I
undertake and, at the same time, that undertakes me” (p. 104). Being the whole self means letting
go of the conceptual attitude, which deters authentic meeting, and entering into the open, i.e.,
beyond three-dimensional, space of genuine dialogue (undertaking) while allowing the space to
enter oneself (being undertaken). In other words, the spontaneity of the I-Thou meeting joins
together temporal will and eternal grace, with the latter always leading first and foremost (Buber,

1958, p. 96; 1970, p. 144; Kramer, p. 22). Buber continues:
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This is the activity of the person who has become a whole being, an activity that has been
termed doing nothing: nothing separate or partial stirs in the person any more, thus she
makes no intervention in the world; it is the whole person, enclosed and at rest in her
wholeness, that is effective — she has become an effective whole. (1958, p. 77; 1970, p.

125)

Second, authenticity occurs in degrees of awakening. Some authentic moments may be so
subtle that they can be easily disregarded or overlooked after they have occurred, and, as a result,
may not be a source of one’s reflection. However, other experiences may be more obvious and,
as a result, may be more likely to serve as a source of reflection for the person after the authentic
moment has run its course.

For example, Buber describes glancing into the eyes of the house cat, who is sitting on
the windowsill. In the ephemeral moment of authentic meeting, he realizes that the cat is looking
back at him, with the uniqueness of a creature that can be open to him but can never be
understood by him, since humans differ from cats, and since cats, who stand before the threshold
of language, can never utter the spoken word to describe their existence. Still, Buber recognizes
the power of language that the cat speaks with its whole being, i.e., language that tells of an
existence that abides “between the realms of vegetable security and spiritual venture” (1958, p.
96; 1970, p. 145). “In response to the cat’s ‘truly speaking glance,” [Buber is] touched by the
cat’s uniqueness [and] in the process, [his] glance is altered by the cat’s glance” (Kramer, 2003,
p. 54). Buber and the cat have entered the open space of mutuality, each retaining their
uniqueness while abiding in pre-conceptual wholeness.

Perhaps, instead of the cat, the parent and the baby glance at one another, having a

moment of genuine meeting. Unlike the cat, however, the baby stares with the glance of the
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potential to cross the threshold of language and to utter the spoken word. Still, the baby cannot
yet venture too far from the wholeness of God, of the “eternal Thou” (Buber, 1964, p. 83;
Kramer, 2003, pp. 64-66), i.e., the venture that will inevitably and progressively carry the
growing baby toward the consciousness of adults, who bear the complexities of formalized
concepts that particularize and reify wholeness, and thus veil its presence.

These subtle examples of authentic meetings with babies or animals, such as the family
pet, might be common for many people. However, unlike Buber, who is a great philosopher,
one’s everyday understanding might compel one to overlook the potency of the moment, and, as
a result, to disregard it once it is over, i.e., sensing the pleasantness that occurred but not
reflecting on its significance of revealed truth. For this reason, I consider these examples as
subtle occurrences of authenticity.

A less subtle example may be found in the story of the speech pathologist who is working
in the hospital with a severely disfigured boy (Dass & Gorman, 1987). In response to the
question, “How are you?” the boy is told to say the words, “I’m doing fine.” Repeatedly
fumbling his part, the boy spontaneously bursts into a crazy, slurry laugh. The pathologist
explains: “It was the nuttiest sound we’d ever heard. He wasn’t doing fine at all. Neither was 1.
We were doing terribly. It was absurd. We just howled” (p. 141). In the moment of authentic
meeting, the pathologist realizes the child’s vast perspective and wonderful sense of humor
despite the severity of the boy’s condition. In the spontaneous moment, the pathologist witnesses
the gift of basic humanity that is being given to him in the authentic meeting. The residue of the
moment does not easily fade and the pathologist carries its palpable potency with him throughout

the day, and later into his reflections, as well.
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Truth and Authenticity

In this section, I examine how humans can abide in “the between,” which is the

spaciousness of authenticity, that is, the spaciousness beyond the appearance of absolute

separateness, the spaciousness that brings us into natural intimacy and deep connection with one

another and the world. More plainly, I explore the question: Who are we, really? In particular, I

focus on Buddhism’s and Heidegger’s nontheistic concepts of truth, because both philosophies

clearly emphasize the nondual wholeness of human nature, prior to the perception that reifies

self, other, and world as absolutely separate. Table 2.2 summarizes the truth of nonduality, i.e.,

wholeness, according to both perspectives.

Table 2.2

Summary of Truth and Authenticity

Nondual Concepts

Buddhism

The deep identity of emptiness and dependent origination, which also implies
impermanence and egolessness

Impermanence: the constant flux of all phenomena

Egolessness: the self is interdependent and therefore insubstantial and empty
of a separate, isolated existence.

Heidegger

Earlier period: Dasein as Being-in-the-world

(a) readiness-to-hand and presence-at-hand of equipment;

(b) referential context (i.e., “in order to,” and “for the sake of”);

(c) facticity (being situated) and understanding (projecting possibilities
onto one’s situation)

Later period: mortals abiding in Dasein, i.e., the worlding of the world’s
mystery, which is to say the pre-conceptual wholeness of life and death in
which all beings abide
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The Buddhist Concept of Truth

The belief in oneself as absolutely separate is not merely an abstract ideal but rather an
operational view of who we are, how we know, and how we should act. In this section, I
challenge this reifying attitude as well as its extreme counterpart, i.e., the nihilist attitude, by
presenting the Buddhist conception — in particular, the Madhyamika (Middle Way) view
(Nagarjuna, 1995) — of the true nature of reality. I describe the Buddhist concepts of emptiness,
dependent origination, impermanence, egolessness, ignorance, suffering, and karma, which
comprise an inseparable framework of human reality. This framework provides the basis for the
Buddhist view on what I call authenticity.

To begin, H.H. the Dalia Lama (2005a) writes: “Emptiness does not imply non-existence;
emptiness implies the emptiness of intrinsic existence, which necessarily implies dependent
origination. Dependence and interdependence is the nature of all things” [Italics in original] (p.
17; also see Dalai Lama, 1999, pp. 35-47; 1994, pp. 53-57). Thich Thien-An (1975) clarifies this
point with an analogy:

If in a dark room a stick of burning incense is twirled very rapidly, a circle of light is

seen. But as soon as the incense stops moving, the circle disappears. Though the circle

was visible and everybody saw it as such, it was actually an illusion created by the mind.

Since it has no [reified] existence, the circle even when present and visible is empty [of

an absolutely separate existence]. In the same way, all phenomena are empty because

they arise in dependence upon causes and conditions. In themselves, they are as

insubstantial as the twirling stick. (p. 84)
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Thus, we are interdependent by nature because who we are is empty of a separate,
isolated existence. Recall the Buddha’s words: “Form is emptiness, emptiness is form” (Dalai
Lama, 2005a, p. 60). The truth of this inseparable relation between form and emptiness includes
the basic reality that humans impute concepts on form. Therefore, the Middle Way in
Madhyamika philosophy is to realize through the wisdom of experiential knowing “the critical
three-way relation between emptiness, dependent origination, and verbal convention” (Garfield,
1995, p. 304). However, the problematic issue with conceptual designation is that one can easily
reify form, and as a result, can forget the empty, unformed nature that is inseparable from our
human form.

Take for example the human body. Shantideva (2006) poses the inquiry: “The body is not
ribs or hands, / Armpits, shoulders, bowels, or entrails. / It is not the head, and it is not the throat,
/ What is the ‘body,’ then, in all of this?”” (p. 148). In other words, one often says “my body,”
which designates the collection of body parts. The hand is part of the body, but if the hand is
missing, the body is still there. The body is neither in the foot, the leg, nor the arm. They are part
of the body, but, if any of them are missing, one still has a body. If one were to continue the
meditative investigation, one might conclude that the body is nonexistent: there is no body that
one can find. The conclusion, however, contradicts the fact that the human body does indeed
exist. The contradiction resolves when one understands that the body is not some objective,
intrinsic reality but rather merely a conceptual designation upon a set of phenomena. The body
exists just by conceptual designation upon a set of parts, causes, and conditions. Emptiness,
which is overlooked by the reifying attitude, means that the body, for example, exists within an
interdependent network of circumstances and conditions, as well as wholes and parts. Humans

name this network, “body” (Dalai Lama, 2005b, p. 64; 2000, pp. 63 & 64; 1999, p. 37; 1994, p.
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68; Garfield, 1995, pp. 304, 316, & 320; Nagarjuna, 1995, p. 69; Pelden, 2007, p. 359). In short,
the relation of the three — emptiness, dependent origination, and verbal designation — is the
Buddhist concept of truth. Dependent origination, the conventional truth, implies emptiness, the
ultimate truth.

Furthermore, dependent origination implies impermanence, which means that all
phenomena, including oneself, are in constant flux by nature, are always already living and
dying. Dynamic, in process living and dying are like two sides of the same coin. For example,
the clouds in the sky are there one moment and gone the next. Their dissipation is already
happening even while one is looking at them. Another example is when one takes a breath.
While it is occurring, the breath is already in the process of dissolving into the next breath. Thus,
the conceptual explication of emptiness and dependent origination must therefore include the law
of impermanence, i.¢., the truth that “[n]othing at all has any lasting character” (Sogyal
Rinpoche, 1993, p. 25). Garfield (1995) writes:

Everything that is coming into existence is at a stage in a process that culminates in

destruction. So everything that is becoming is at the same time being destroyed.

Everything that is being destroyed is in a later stage of a process that earlier resulted in its

coming into existence.... So becoming and destruction cannot coexist, but cannot exist

apart. Hence they cannot exist independently. (p. 269)

In other words, the emptiness and interdependence of all phenomena are identical with
impermanence. Likewise, impermanence is identical with egolessness: that “[t]here is no
separate entity from the flow of experience, no ‘self’ to whom it is happening” (Goldstein &
Kornfield, 1987, p. 179). The realization of egolessness, which, in fact, is the realization of

emptiness, dependent origination, and impermanence, thoroughly undercuts any reificationist
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view of an inherently existing self that, by nature, is independent and separated off from others.
One’s perspective broadens when deeply intuiting how the reifying perspective of absolute
separateness compels a life of false security, a life that is in constant conflict with the ephemeral,
insubstantial reality of how things really are (see Loy, 2003, pp. 20 & 22; Makransky, 2007, p.
162). Goldstein and Kornfield (1987) write:
Knowing that nothing is secure, that there is no [inherently substantial and] solid place on
which to stand, we can let go, let be, and come to rest. We discover the depths of what it
means to let go. For as much as we grasp and hold the body and senses, the feeling, the
memory, ideas, reactions, and observation, so much do we make a separate ‘self,” and so
much do we suffer through this attachment [to the separate self, i.e., the ego]. (p. 71)
Ignorance of impermanence and egolessness create suffering. Ignorance sustains the
“incessant movements of grasping at a delusory notion of ‘I’ and ‘mine,’ self and other, and all
the concepts, ideas, desires, and activity that will sustain that false construction” (Sogyal
Rinpoche, 1993, p. 117). Ignorance impels the pervasive conflict in one’s life between what
appears to be and what actually is. This existential tension is what Makransky (2007) describes
as “a subconscious..., subtle grasping that seeks to fill the totally insubstantial and open nature
of experience with a constricted, substantial, and isolated sense of self” (p. 37; also see Loy,
2003, pp. 30-31). Ignorance is suffering, and suffering comes from ignoring one’s authentic
nature, one’s fundamental interconnectedness, which is rooted in emptiness, dependent
origination, impermanence and egolessness.
Emptiness, dependent origination, impermanence, and egolessness give rise to karma,
which means action. Karma is what the Dalia Lama (2005a) indicates when he writes,

“Emptiness and interdependence is the nature of all things; things and events come into being
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only as a result of causes and conditions. Emptiness makes the law of cause and effect [karma]
possible” (p. 117). The implication of emptiness and karma is that ignorance of the
interdependent reality of self and others reifies them as separate and grasps to them as such,
which in turn leads to negative karma, generating suffering. Conversely, recognizing our
conventional nature (i.e., the relative truth of things as interdependent) leads to positive karma,
creating happiness. Sogyal Rinpoche (1993) writes:

[W]hatever we do with our body, speech, and mind, will have a corresponding result.

Each action, even the smallest, is pregnant with its consequences. It is said by the master

[the Buddha] that even a little poison can cause death, and even tiny seeds can become a

huge tree. And as Buddha said, ‘Do not overlook negative actions merely because they

are small; however small a spark may be, it can burn down a haystack as big as a

mountain.” Similarly he said: ‘Do not overlook tiny good actions, thinking they are of no

benefit; even tiny drops of water in the end will fill a huge vessel.’(p. 92)

Karma signifies the need to act in ways that increase happiness and decrease suffering; in
other words, the need to act in harmony with how things actually are: i.e., empty because
interdependent, and interdependent because empty. [ address ignorance, suffering, and karma
later in the themes of existential pain and authentic action. My intention in presenting them now
has been to foreshadow the deep relation between the truth of authenticity and the soteriological

and moral views of Buddhism.

Martin Heidegger’s Concept of Truth
Heidegger’s earlier and later concepts of Dasein (Being-there) offer two complementary

ways of understanding the insubstantial, empty nature of human reality. These understandings
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come from (a) the earlier period of Dasein as the being (i.e., humans) who can inquire into how
we exist as Being-in-the-world, and (b) the later period of Dasein as the worlding of the world,
that is, the pre-conceptual wholeness of life and death in which all beings abide. The way in
which humans are positioned within each understanding of Dasein demonstrates the
compatibility of both periods. I address this point later, but first, an explication of both

understandings of Dasein is necessary.

Heidegger’s earlier Dasein.

I begin this investigation with earlier Dasein. The primary focus is to elucidate the
insubstantial nature of Dasein while describing the existential structures that allow humans to
exist in the world as humans, and not as animals or plants. For Heidegger (1962), Dasein
fundamentally exists as Being-in-the-world. This truth puts his view of reality in good stead with
the Buddhist view of emptiness, which I described above, because they both emphasize the
insubstantial, interdependent wholeness of one’s being, prior to the conceptual designation and
subject/object dichotomy. Heidegger writes:

A commercium of the subject with a world does not get created for the first time by

knowing [i.e., by representing knowledge], nor does it arise from some way in which the

world acts upon a subject. Knowing is a mode of Dasein founded upon Being-in-the-
world. Thus, Being-in-the world, as a basic state, must be Interpreted beforehand. [Italics

in original] (p. 90)

Heidegger uses the uppercase in “Interpreted” to indicate ontological interpretation, or
interpretation that occurs prior to the conceptual attitude, which is why he emphasizes

“beforehand.” For example, the worldhood of Being-in-the-world can help to clarify the pre-
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thematic, basic stance of people’s everyday living. Heidegger’s concepts of readiness-to-hand
and presence-at-hand speak to this worldhood. People use equipment everyday to function in the
world. For example, the parent sits in the rocking chair and rocks the baby without having to
think about how the chair is constructed. The chair is ready-to-hand for the parent. In other
words, when people use equipment holistically, without needing to turn some aspect of it into an
issue for thematic inquiry, then the equipment is ready-to-hand (p. 98). Take as another example
the fact that I am sitting at my computer and using it to formulate my ideas, and yet I do not need
to understand the technological complexities of operating the computer in order to be involved
with it as equipment for my purposes. Plainly, I use it without such thematic knowledge.
However, if the computer suddenly stops functioning, my work is then interrupted. The
“unusability” of the equipment (pp. 102 & 103) holds my attention, and thus I investigate the
cause of the disruption. In other words, I thematically involve myself in some kind of basic
analysis of the problem: the computer is now present-at-hand. While I investigate, I observe that
the cord is loose from the electrical outlet under my computer table, and infer that my foot must
have accidentally knocked it loose.

In the above example, my attitude shifts from pre-thematic involvement to deliberate
inquiry and thematic analysis. The shift in attitude arises from the shift in the usability of
equipment (Heidegger, 1962, pp. 200 & 412), i.e., the shift from the computer as being ready-to-
hand to present-at-hand. Thus, propositions about the way the computer works or does not work
are not the first, fundamental way of knowing and living in the world. In short, facts,
propositions, theories, and analyses are de-contextualized from the basic state of how humans

live in and know the world. The worldhood of Dasein’s basic state, of Being-in-the-world,
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suggests that all thematic knowledge derives from one’s already being pre-thematically involved
in the world.

Moreover, how one deals with the worldhood of equipment as ready-to-hand and as
present-at-hand depends on the personal significance of one’s involvement in the world, i.e.,
involvement that occurs within what Heidegger (1962) calls the “referential context.” Expanding
the computer example, my involvement with the computer differs from that of the computer
technician, programmer, or engineer, because what computers mean to me does not carry the
same significance as what computers mean to them. The existential constituents that define the
meaning of the referential context are: “for the sake of which,” “in order to,” “in which,”
“toward which,” and “with which” (p. 120). To clarity, I sit in my office with my computer in
order to write my dissertation (i.e., in which, with which, and in order to). I write my dissertation
to move foward the goal of finishing my doctoral program (i.e., toward which). I work toward
the completion of my program for the sake of pursuing my life goals, such as deepening my
vocation, developing my understanding as an educator, and improving the quality of life for me
and my family (i.e., for the sake of which).

Of course, the equipment that is available for people to use, and the significance that
equipment carries within one’s own referential context depends on one’s nature as “Being-in”
the world. To clarify, people already find themselves in a particular sociocultural and historical
situation. This being-thrown into a particular situation is what Heidegger (1962) means by
“facticity.” Facticity influences one’s pre-thematic understanding, that is, one’s understanding of
possibilities prior to analysis, explanation, proposition, and theory. For example, the possibilities
of technology that were understood by people two centuries ago did not include iPads, iPods, and

high-speed internet. Thus, understanding and facticity stand in relationship with each other.
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For humans, however, understanding carries more significant existential import than
facticity does. Heidegger writes: “Understanding is the existential Being of Dasein’s own
potentiality-for-Being and it is so in such a way that this Being discloses in itself what its Being
is capable of” (p. 184). In other words, understanding is the pre-thematic stance of humans, and
is the basic condition that allows humans to problematize their situation and to achieve human
growth and development. Nonetheless, pre-thematic understanding differs from one person to the
next. For example, when I hear a strange noise emanating from my car, [ am unable to
understand it beyond the possibility that something strange is happening. The car mechanic,
however, may quickly recognize several starting points for investigation and analysis. The
mechanic is predisposed to a wider range of pre-thematic possibilities than I am because he or
she is intimately familiar with the workings of a car.

Moreover, as [ mentioned, in relation to facticity, understanding is the critical forerunner.
If facticity were the forerunner, then humans would be much more constrained, like animals, by
the limits of their context. Take for example the dog that, indeed, has understanding: it fetches
the stick since it understands the possibility of the reward to come once the fetching is complete.
Yet the dog cannot create, recreate, and transform its context in the same way as humans.
However, humans in their natural capacity toward pre-thematic possibilities tend to create
constraints that are unique to being human, which I explain in later sections (e.g., idolatrous
faith, inauthentic care, original sin, and existential self-project).

In short, Heidegger (1962) considers the basic state of one’s Being-in-the-world as
temporal in nature. While humans live in the world, which has been defined by the past
(facticity), they understand their involvement in the world in terms of the future (understanding).

Moreover, the worldhood of the world, i.e., the pre-thematic involvement of humans in their
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facticity and understanding, implies that worldhood depends on people while people depend on
worldhood. For example, medical researchers are situated within and therefore dependent upon
the worldhood of scientific meanings that provide the soil from which to frame, understand, and
grow their research. Yet this worldhood of meanings is constantly being shaped, challenged,
redefined, and transformed because of the ongoing work by medical researchers. This mutual
dependency occurs because humans as Dasein are temporal by nature, which means that we are
not substantial, independently fixed beings but rather insubstantial, interdependent processes,
which again puts Heidegger’s philosophy in good stead with the Buddhist concept of emptiness.
Dasein as Being-in-the-world implies pre-conceptual wholeness, which is existentially prior to
any subject/object dichotomy. The person as a temporal process is naturally whole with the
world. Although particularizing this natural wholeness is a functional necessity for human
growth and progress to occur, it also creates the appearance of the subject/object dichotomy.
However, what appears to be real and what is really real are not necessarily the same. For
Heidegger, as with Buddhism, authenticity — the seeing of formlessness as the inseparable nature

of form — depends on the truth of this distinction.

Heidegger’s later Dasein.

Recall that, in Heidegger’s later period, Dasein shifts from Dasein as humans who exist
as Being-in-the-world to Dasein as the world’s worlding, which illuminates life, like the
metaphorical clearing of trees, while surrounding all of life in the mystery of death, akin to the
figurative thickly wooded forest that surrounds the clearing. These earlier and later concepts of
Dasein are complementary, which I describe below. But first, I need to provide brief explanation

of the world’s worlding so that the link between earlier and later Dasein can be clear.
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The world’s worlding, which, until now, I have been defining as the pre-conceptual
wholeness of life and death in which all beings abide, is more specifically the measureless
dimension in which the joining together and moving apart of form and formlessness occur.
Recall the twofold perceptual dynamic in Buber’s I-Thou, in which the self remains uniquely
separate, and yet only in this distancing is one able to enter into authentic meeting. Only in “the
between” of joining together and moving apart can authenticity occur. The paradox of the
twofold perceptual dynamic is analogous with Heidegger’s concept of worlding. The openness,
or “the between,” in which all of existence is given life occurs in the interplay of the world’s
worlding. Heidegger (1971b) writes:

[Worlding] separates, yet so that at the same time it draws everything to itself, gathers it

to itself. Its rending, as separating that gathers, is at the same time that drawing which,

like the pen-drawing of a plan or sketch, draws and joins together what is held apart in

separation. [ Worlding] is the joining agent in the rending that divides and gathers. (p.

202)

The worlding is the “mirror play” (Heidegger, 1971c¢, p. 177) of earth and sky, mortals
and gods (1971a, pp. 147-148; 1971c, p. 176), or more plainly, the mirroring of what is
conditioned (earth and mortals) and unconditioned (sky and gods). For clarity, the term “gods”
makes reference to Heidegger’s (1971d) close kinship with early Greek thought (pp. 91-92). The
key point, however, is that the wholeness of the world’s worlding is the mirror play of the
conditioned and unconditioned, i.e., the mirror play that (a) transcends all cognitive capacity to
measure, calculate, or explain, like the mystery of God, and that (b) reflects the wholeness of the

world in the uniqueness of each kind of being.
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To clarify the mirror play of the world’s worlding, consider the great jazz ensemble. The
spontaneously integrated flow of the music gathers the musicians, committing them to the whole
movement of the music as it occurs. This gathering is what Heidegger (1971c) calls the
“appropriation” (p. 177) of distinct beings to the wholeness of the world’s worlding. However,
the gathering that joins the musicians into the spontaneous wholeness of the music’s flowing
occurrence also gives them their uniqueness, their separateness, but in a way that the
separateness of each musician’s voice contains the whole flowing movement of the music. This
giving from the whole is what Heidegger calls the “expropriation” (p. 177), or delivering over, of
beings to their distinct kind of being, e.g., human, animal, plant, or rock. Thus, one does not
mistake the drummer’s sound for that of the piano player’s. Yet, the drummer’s distinct sound
reflects the wholeness of the music, which necessarily includes the piano player’s. In short, the
ensemble players mirror, i.e., reflect, the spontaneous wholeness of the music’s flowing
occurrence in their own unique sound, but only because each musician is committed to the
command of the whole musical movement. This simultaneous joining together (appropriating)
and moving apart (expropriating) of the jazz ensemble’s motion is metaphorical for the mirror

play of the world’s worlding.

Earlier and later Dasein as the philosophical basis of “giving thanks.”

The way in which Heidegger positions humans within the earlier and later concepts of
Dasein can help to elucidate the philosophical basis of giving thanks, which I previously
explained as a response of gratitude that spontaneously arises from realizing the sacredness of
our being and that of all others. Recall that, in earlier Dasein, Heidegger’s concept of Being-in-

the-world (i.e., the “worldhood” of readiness-to-hand and presence-at-hand, as well as the
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referential context; and the “Being-in” of facticity and understanding) characterizes human
nature as temporality. As [ mentioned, Heidegger’s concept of temporality, like the Buddhist
concept of emptiness, suggests that there is no substantial, independently fixed person called the
“self,” that is to say, no permanent subject “in here” apart from an objectified reality “out there.”
Furthermore, as I already explained, decisive about humans in comparison with all other beings
is that we can deliberately ponder this insubstantial, interdependent nature. This capacity to
question who we are is what constitutes earlier Dasein (Heidegger, 1962, p. 27). Moreover, recall
that in Heidegger’s later Dasein, the “mirror play” (Heidegger, 1971c, p. 177) of the world’s
worlding, which is the joining together and moving apart of form and formlessness, gathers
humans into “essential [formless] community” (Heidegger, 1968, pp. 190-191) with the gods,
earth, and sky (Heidegger, 1971e, pp. 218-219) while releasing us to form as distinctly human.
Consequently, implied from earlier Dasein with regard to later Dasein is that human
beings can question and therefore can cultivate a path of awakening to their abiding nature in the
measureless, pure, and still dimension of the world’s worlding. In turn, we can recognize and
appreciate our abiding nature within the mystery of this essentially formless and therefore
interdependent community. We can give thanks for the intrinsic worthiness of life that is given to
us unconditionally, unfolding from beyond our capacity to reason and therefore not
fundamentally of our individual or collective doing. Thus, the complementary link between
earlier Dasein as human beings who can probe and question into the wonder of life and later
Dasein as the interplay of form and formlessness clarifies why humans, unlike all other beings,

can give thanks.
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Meaning and Authenticity

In this section, I explore authentic meaning and examine how humans, by nature, are
always seeking authentic meaning in their lives, even when their seeking is distorted. In other
words, one’s life always matters to oneself, and this life can matter authentically or
inauthentically. The questions that help to focus my examination are as follows: How does one’s
life authentically matter to oneself? What is the source of authentic meaning? When is meaning
authentic? When is meaning inauthentic?

Paul Tillich’s and Martin Heidegger’s perspectives inform this discussion. In particular, I
analyze Tillich’s concept of ultimate concern and Heidegger’s concept of care. I describe the key
elements that constitute the structures of ultimate concern and care. The discussion on
Heidegger’s care extends the discussion in the previous section on earlier Dasein. Furthermore, I
consider similarities between Tillich’s and Heidegger’s concepts, a consideration that is
particularly interesting since these two thinkers were colleagues at the same German university
during the early Twentieth Century. Lastly, I explore an assumption that Tillich makes about
Heidegger’s concept of resoluteness, which is a key element of authentic care. I reframe
resoluteness in light of Heidegger’s concepts of Being-in-the-world (earlier period) and worlding
(later period). I suggest that one can imagine authentic resoluteness as compatible with the
definition of authenticity that I proposed earlier: realizing “the between” of human nature. Table

2.3 summarizes each thinker’s system of existential meaning.
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Table 2.3

Summary of Meaning and Authenticity
Existential Existential Existential Existential
meaning anxiety courage distortion

Tillich Ultimate Humans cannot ~ Taking the Idolatrous faith:
concern: bridge the anxiety of finite, concrete
Deuteronomy infinite distance ~ nonbeing (i.e., realities
6:5: Love God between them death), doubt, substitute for the
with all your and God; they and guilt into ultimacy of
heart, which need God’s grace one’s being God’s mystery
means to love all and grace (e.g.,
of God’s The anxiety of democratic
community death, doubt, and conformism)

guilt

Heidegger Care: the Anticipating Resoluteness, The uninhibited

(earlier) existential and death i.e., authentic sway of self-
temporal care, in which assertive
structure by The call of one commits production,
which the conscience, i.e.,  oneself to take which reduces
meaning of one’s  guilt, which full the world’s
life can matter to  silently responsibility for mystery by

oneself

commands one to
take
responsibility for
one’s life

one’s
individuality

unceasing human
acts of
calculation and
ordering

Paul Tillich’s Ultimate Concern

For Tillich (1957), ultimate concern and faith are identical. Ultimate concern, when it is

authentic, is the same as true faith. However, when ultimate concern is inauthentic, then faith is

distorted. My primary focus is authentic ultimate concern, i.e., true faith, although I address

distorted faith, as well. Regarding the ultimacy of authentic concern, Tillich writes:

[T]n his name the great commandment is given: ‘You shall love the Lord your God with

all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might’ (Deut. 6:5). This is what
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ultimate concern means and from these words the term “ultimate concern’ is derived. (p.

3)

The ultimacy of authentic concern is simply to love God. However, the Christian
implication of the commandment to love God does not mean to love some supreme being, as if
God were some kind of Zeus-like figure distant from oneself. Rather, as I mentioned in the
discussion on sacramental vision, God’s love is like a verb. Therefore, “God is what is done, not
the one who does it, nor the one to whom it is done. God is the doing, the loving” (Himes, 1995,
p. 17). God is also the undivided ground of such love, the ground of its possibility. God’s love is
therefore found in relationship, and as a result, authentic ultimate concern, i.e., true faith, is
discovered in authentic loving communion between people. Moreover, as with Buber’s concept
in which “[t]he primary word I-Thou can only be spoken with the whole being” (1958, p. 3;
1970, p. 54), Tillich’s (1957) concept likewise states that the ultimate concern for God’s love
must be spoken with the “total personality” (pp. 5 & 123-124). Merton (1961) summarizes this
point:

The ‘spiritual life’ [the life of ultimate concern] is... the perfectly balanced life in which

the body with its passions and instincts, the mind with its reasoning and obedience to

principle, and the spirit with its passive illumination by the Light and Love of God form

one complete person [i.e., the total personality]. (p. 140)

The interdependent love of agape and eros.
For Tillich (1957), authentic love through community is the unity of agape and eros (p.
133). Agape is the will to self-surrender, the desire to give oneself away for the benefit of the

community. Eros is one’s desire for self-fulfillment, which occurs by participating in some part
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of God’s community, i.e., by participating in relationship with people. The unity of agape and
eros is necessary, according to Tillich (p. 133), because in union their interdependence avoids
inauthentic faith, which is any act of faith that breaks God’s great commandment. I discuss this
type of distorted or idolatrous faith below. For now, the point is that eros needs agape to keep
oneself from manipulating others for self-serving ends, while agape needs eros to keep oneself
from blindly submitting to the collective group.

The mutual dependency of agape and eros can be understood in the metaphor of the
Cross. In Mt 16:25 (1978), “Doctrine of the Cross,” Jesus teaches: “Whoever will save their life
will lose it, but whoever loses their life for my sake will find it” (p. 830). Relevant here is the
second half of the teaching: (a) “whoever loses their life for my sake” implies agapic love, which
is self-surrender for the benefit of others; and (b) “will find it” implies the love of eros, i.e., the
self-fulfilling love of God. While the first half speaks to human suffering — holding onto one’s
life, one loses it — the second half speaks to death and resurrection. Agape and eros implicate
oneself in death and resurrection.

Yet the teaching does not suggest linearity but rather mutual dependency between death
and resurrection, between agape and eros. If death and resurrection were linear, then death would
be merely the means to resurrection, or agape merely the means to eros. However, although the
end does indeed depend on the means, the means must depend on the end, as well, or else they
can no longer be means. Therefore, means and end are mutually dependent, and so are death and
resurrection, which suggests that to give oneself away (death: agape) is to receive self-fulfillment
(resurrection: eros), but to receive self-fulfillment is to give oneself away. Dass and Gorman
(1987) exemplify this point in their discussion about the mutual dependency of giving and

receiving in the authentic helping act, or in Christian terms, the true act of charity:
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[A]t a certain point ‘helper’ and ‘helpee’ simply begin to dissolve. What’s real is the
helping — the process in which we’re all blessed, according to our needs and our place at
the moment. How much we can get back in giving! How much we can offer in the way
we receive! But even ‘giving’ and ‘receiving’ now seem artificial. Where does one begin,
the other end? They seem to be happening simultaneously. That's how it feels, anyway.

Isn’t that why everyone’s so pleased?

In fact, this point about authentic helping can be easily conceived within the Buddhist
doctrine of emptiness, as well. In other words, there is no independently fixed “helper” and
“helpee” within the helping relationship. Embracing this wisdom, one can enter the helping
relationship open to the possibility that “giving and receiving are of one piece, [and that] ‘self’
and ‘other’ are not so different from one another” (Makransky, 2007, p. 290). Thus, the helping
relationship can be “so pleasing” because its actions embody the fundamental truth that to help
others without any concern for personal merit is the means of truly helping oneself (see

Makransky, pp. 235-238; Thich Thien-An, 1975, pp. 67-69).

The tension and criterion of true faith.

The dynamic of true faith, i.e., of authentic ultimate concern, creates the tension between
participation and estrangement. Tillich (1957) writes: “Without some participation in the object
of one’s ultimate concern, it is not possible to be concerned about it” (p. 116). He continues:
“But faith would cease to be faith without separation — the opposite element. He who has faith is
separated from the object of his faith. Otherwise he would possess it” (p. 116). On the one hand,
all humans by birthright are given the inspired breath of Jesus, and, as a result, are given

participation in God’s love. Merton (1961) writes: “Christ Himself..., ‘breathes’ in me divinely
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in giving me His Spirit” (p. 159). Since God’s love already participates in one’s being, one can
participate in God’s love. On the other hand, God’s love is pure, simple, and unconditional; yet
humans are “endlessly caught in a web of decisions among partial goods” (Himes, 1995, p. 60).
As Himes suggests, “[to be human] means taking the risk of discerning the good and acting upon
it insofar as you can see the good, knowing that you never see it with perfect clarity” (p. 60).
Thus, being God’s creature implies human estrangement from God. In short, the tension of true
faith, i.e., the tension between participation and estrangement, establishes the restlessness in
Augustine’s (1960) famous passage: “[ Y]ou have made us for yourself, and our heart is restless
until it rests in you” (p. 43).

The tension of true faith also provides authentic ultimate concern’s main criterion —
ambiguity — which states that humans, as finite creatures, cannot bridge the distance between
themselves and God’s loving mystery from the side of humans (Tillich, 1957, pp. 13 & 122;
Weil, 1999, pp. 88-89). The ambiguity of true faith therefore renders humans as helpless and
vulnerable, i.e., humans are always in need of God’s grace. This ambiguity occurs in the two
types of true faith: (a) authentic ontological (i.e., mystical) faith, in which, as with the earlier
discussion on sacramental vision, one sees the mystery of God’s love; and (b) authentic ethical
faith, in which, like the beatific vision from earlier, one sees the “holiness of what ought to be”
(Tillich, p. 65). In addition, ambiguity as the main criterion implies that true faith must always be
self-critical. As creatures of time and space, humans express their faith in concrete symbols,
rituals, and forms, and therefore the human limitation of such expressions must be kept open to
self-critique to avoid inflating the concrete to ultimate status (p. 143). Dass and Gorman (1987),

in their discussion on the authentic helping act, summarize the main criterion of ambiguity:
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We do what we can [in helping others]. Yet we cannot really presume to know the final
meaning of our actions. We cannot help but see them against a larger backdrop [of God’s
loving mystery] in which the ultimate significance of a single life may not be clear. (pp.

209-210)

Anxiety and courage.

The ambiguity of authentic ultimate concern includes existential anxiety about death,
doubt, and guilt. These structures are inseparable parts of the existential drive for authentic
meaning in one’s life. Moreover, as [ make clear in the discussion below on Heidegger’s concept
of care, these structures suggest some kinship between the two thinkers’ systems on authentic
meaning. For now, however, I focus on Tillich’s concept of these structures.

For Tillich (1952), “anxiety is the existential awareness of nonbeing” (p. 35). He
elaborates: “Existential... is not the abstract knowledge of nonbeing which produces anxiety but
the [pre-conceptual] awareness that nonbeing is [intrinsically] part of one’s own being” (p. 35).
For clarity, recall the discussion between Heidegger’s earlier and later Dasein: humans have the
capacity to question and explore the truth of our insubstantial nature, which is that life and death,
form and formlessness, are two sides of the same coin. Although humans may vary in their
readiness to appreciate this fact, except for the most deluded person all people have some degree
of everyday intuitive awareness of their nature as including nonbeing. For example, we are
careful when crossing a busy street, because carelessness can be dangerous. This ordinary,
almost automatic act is a low-level (because not explicitly acknowledged) kind of sensing of our
mortality. According to Tillich, humans live with the existential anxiety of this awareness, even

if only dimly.
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Furthermore, the anxiety of nonbeing coexists with the anxiety of existential doubt
(Tillich, 1952, pp. 48). Doubt is the sense that one can never fully and decisively say, “This is
who I am,” because our lives occur stretched over space and time, that is, dynamic, in process,
and deeply connected with people and the environment. Thus, doubt reminds us that who we are
is always in flux, constantly changing, heading into the unknown of nonbeing and therefore
“limited in time, energy, ability, and intelligence” (Himes, 1995, p. 108). Doubt arises naturally
from the ambiguity of ultimate concern, which suggests that the conditioned always depends
upon the unconditioned for existence; form always abides in formlessness, not the other way
around (Tillich, 1957, p. 122). In other words, all beings are held in existence by God’s grace,
otherwise they would not be (Himes, pp. 103-104). In turn, from this utter dependency arises
doubt as an existential structure.

Moreover, existential doubt suggests the anxiety of existential guilt. For example, recall
Genesis 3:9 (1978): “The Lord God then called to the man [Adam] and asked him, “Where are
you?’” (p. 3; also see Kramer, 2003, pp. 98 & 131-132; Tillich, 1952, p. 51). If each person is
like Adam, then Jesus, whose “life flows in our veins” (Himes, 1995, p. 125), is constantly
challenging each person to respond to questions about authentic meaning, such as: where are
you? What quality of presence did you emit in the world? How have you actualized the gift of
life in service to God, to your truest identity, and to all others in their truest identity? Guilt is
therefore existential, not psychological, because there is no human form from which the
questions arise or any specific content that the one who is asked can explicitly address. One
therefore has guilt as an existential structure.

Authentic ultimate concern requires the courage to accept the anxiety of nonbeing, doubt,

and guilt into one’s life without falling into “despair” (Tillich, 1952, p. 55), i.e., an inappropriate
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hopelessness generated by the fact that one cannot ultimately affirm one’s being; only God’s
grace can. Regarding this point, Himes (1995) writes: “There is a meaning-giver to my life, and [
am not it. My life is not for me because I did not originate it nor do I [ultimately] decide what it
is for or about” (p. 30). This fundamental ambiguity of authentic ultimate concern implies that
courage must entail the risk of failure (Tillich, 1957, pp. 20-21 & 118), i.e., the risk of not
responding authentically to one’s calling to serve God’s community. Or, one could also say the
risk of failing to hear the great commandment, i.e., “Love the Lord, your God, with all your
heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might” (Deut 6:5, 1978, p. 125). Take for example
Genesis 3:9 (1978). In Adam’s response to God’s question, he says: “I heard you in the garden,
but I was afraid, because I was naked, so I hid myself” (p. 3). Kramer (2003), who deliberates on
Buber’s response to this passage, writes:

In Buber’s mind, Adam mistook God’s original intention in creation. Adam didn’t realize

that he had to work toward perfecting the image of God placed inside him. Buber came to

recognize in these verses his life purpose. And not just his alone. He understood this to be

the task of all people who recognize God’s address to them. The task is to become a

partner with God in creation. [Italics in original] (p. 131)

The passage suggests that the authentically meaningful life requires the courage to risk
answering God’s question affirmatively. While Adam hides himself from exposure, the courage
to risk means exposing oneself to life’s wholeness, which must include some uncertainty of
whether or not one is answering God’s question affirmatively. Again, uncertainty arises only
because humans participate in the image of God while finding themselves estranged from God,
1.e., the criterion of ambiguity. If one indeed responds like Adam, then authentic ultimate

concern becomes inauthentic; however, as Tillich (1957) writes, “[t]he risk of failure can be
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taken, because the failure cannot separate us from what is our ultimate concern” (p. 122). In
other words, humans may turn from God by distorting their ultimate concern, but as Himes
(1995) reminds us, “[w]e are the people who are always being forgiven [by God]; we are
constantly the recipients of God’s mercy” (p. 32). Therefore, one can have the courage to take
the anxiety of nonbeing, doubt, and guilt into one’s being, because if one fails, God forgives, and

thus one can risk ever anew.

The distortion of ultimate concern.

Ultimate concern, when it is inauthentic, gives worldly concerns ultimate status (Tillich,
1957, p. 13). Such idolatry turns the love of agape into blind obedience while turning the love of
eros into individualism, or self-centered love. For example, Tillich describes democratic
conformism as the distortion of agapic love into blind obedience. According to Tillich (1952),
the interminable production process of modern times has created a closed system within itself,
hardly giving rise to questions about where all of this unceasing productive activity is heading. In
short, the means of the production process has mainly turned away from questioning or
examining its ends (p. 108; also see Loy, 2003, pp. 166 & 180). Thus, modern times have
become subsumed by an orientation of production for production’s sake.

Moreover, Tillich (1952) explains that uninhibited acts of human production, i.e., modern
progress, “are felt [by people] as creations, as symbols of the infinite possibilities in [the human
capacity for] productivity” (p. 108). In effect, the sacred gift of our capacity to create is now
reduced to, and equated with, the incessant ordering of people and things into calculable acts of
production. This production now signifies creation. Implied is that in democratic conformism our

gifted capacity is diminished within the narrowness of human misperception and the uninhibited
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momentum of productive activity. Therefore, the locus of the gift, which always is God’s grace,
can be easily forgotten. Once forgotten, humans may pretentiously misperceive the locus of
creation within themselves (i.e., idolatrous or inauthentic concern), which is why Nietzsche’s
(2005) madman proclaims, “God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him” (p. 67).
Accordingly, Himes (1995) elaborates the implication:

Nietzsche maintains [that] we must face the fact that we live in a universe which is

indifferent to us and carve out a space for ourselves.... [Since] human beings need the

reassurance and comfort of believing in God, [if] we are to live in a godless world, we

must become superhuman. (pp. 53-54)

With this implication, Tillich (1952) suggests that inauthentic faith evokes an unrealistic
and limited self-affirmation about who we are, leading to cultural neurosis (pp. 68-69).
Inauthentic faith can never provide authentic meaning because it rejects the criterion of
ambiguity, i.e., the truth that humans “are never able to bridge the infinite distance between the
infinite and the finite from the side of the finite” (Tillich, 1957, p. 122). Thus, the neurosis of
inauthentic faith implies enduring conflict in which “humans are hurt by [their denial of] the
reality [of the criterion of ambiguity], which permanently penetrates the castle of their defense
and the imaginary world behind it” (Tillich, 1952, p. 69). One may conclude that the outcome of
inauthentic faith as one’s participation in uninhibited productive activity is the modern neurosis
of living in a godless world where one can no longer be human but rather, as Himes (1995)
suggests, must play the role of God (p. 53). Tillich (1952) summarizes this point:

The modern idea of immortality [that is, coping with the anxiety of nonbeing, doubt, and

guilt] means a continuous participation in the productive process.... It is not the eternal

rest of individuals in God but their unlimited contribution to the dynamics of the universe



67

that give them the [sense of false hope] to face [the anxiety of nonbeing, doubt, and
guilt]. In this kind of hope, God is almost unnecessary. For the courage to be as a part of
the productive process, immortality [i.e., one’s unconditional surrender to the uninhibited

sway of productive activity] is decisive and not God. (pp. 110-111)

Martin Heidegger’s Existential Care

Heidegger’s (1962) concept of care focuses on earlier Dasein. Although the structures in
Tillich’s ultimate concern are somewhat similar to those in Heidegger’s existential care, which I
describe below, one should keep in mind a key distinction: Tillich’s system is rooted in the
soteriological and moral beliefs of Christianity. Heidegger’s system is solely rooted in describing
and analyzing the basic structures of the individual’s human existence. The earlier analysis of
Dasein as Being-in-the-world is an example of some basic structures (e.g., ready-to-hand and
presence-at-hand; “in order to” and “for the sake of”; facticity and understanding). This earlier
analysis is, for Heidegger, “preparatory” for the deeper analysis of existential meaning as care,

which I address here.

Existential care.

Care 1s the fundamental structure of Dasein. As a reminder, humans, as Dasein, can
explicitly pose the question about the meaning of Being (Heidegger, 1962, p. 27). In other words,
questions such as “Who am I, really?”” and “What is my deepest purpose in life?”” always matter
to people as Dasein. Animals, for example, do not have the same capacity. To be this way or that
way, to decide on this set of possibilities or some other set, is the fundamental stance of humans

as Dasein.
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For Heidegger (1962), Being and Time formulates and investigates the question of the
meaning of care as the most basic and fundamental of all questions (p. 24). Recall that, for
Tillich (1952), the basic question is about ultimate concern, i.e., the great commandment to love
God (Deut. 6:5). Heidegger’s care, however, is rooted in the temporality of humans as Dasein
and their ability to understand this nature as Being-in-the-world. In recalling the Buddhist
concept of emptiness, one could say that Heidegger’s analysis is rooted in Dasein’s ability to
recognize the insubstantiality of human form. The concept of existential care makes the
insubstantiality explicit, and the structures deep within care (anticipation and guilt), which I
address below, turn one toward authentic care.

Existential care is the name for the mutual dependency of the earlier concepts of
understanding, facticity, and the usability of equipment. Heidegger (1962) writes: “[T]he Being
of Dasein [the ontological structure as a whole] means ahead-of itself-Being-already-in-(the
world) as Being-alongside (entities encountered within-the-world)” (p. 237). Ontologically there
is no divide between oneself and Being-in-the-world, which means that care is fundamentally
whole. “Ahead-of-itself” suggests that people pre-thematically understand themselves in a
certain way and project themselves onto possibilities of thought, speech, and action that accord
with their way of understanding. “Already-in”” means that people find themselves situated in
some sociocultural and historical context, which is the facticity of one’s existence. “Being-
alongside” indicates that people exist in the world among other people as well as artifacts of
cultural significance, e.g., useable equipment that is ready-to-hand. In short, Dasein’s care means
to be, at once, the future (ahead of itself), the past (already in the world), and the present

(alongside people and things). In turn, care is the holistic temporal structure through which being
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human can matter to oneself. Because of care, questions of what does it mean to live this way or
that way always remain an issue for oneself, even if they remain implicit.

Division Two of Being and Time (1962) investigates authentic care. The discussion
below focuses on Heidegger’s concepts of anxiety and anticipation, as well as guilt and
resoluteness, which are the deep existential structures of authentic care. The parallels with
Tillich’s concepts of existential structures become evident. I indicate these similarities in the

discussion.

Anxiety and anticipation.

For Heidegger (1962), anxiety is one’s direct sense that death is (a) one’s ownmost
possibility, that is, the impossibility of having any more possibilities; (b) nonrelational, which
means no one else can die for us; and (c) not to be outstripped, or inevitable for every human (p.
307). The anxiety of death is not merely anxiousness over one’s physical demise. Like Tillich’s
concept (1952, p. 45), the anxiety of death threatens one with “the possibility of the impossibility
of any existence at all” (Heidegger, 1962, p. 307); that is, threatens one’s capacity to live the
basic question of meaning anymore.

Anxiety is existential. As with Tillich’s concept (1952, p. 36), anxiety is different from
psychological fear, which denotes a definite object with which one can reckon. In anxiety, one’s
everyday familiarity with the world collapses (Heidegger, 1962, pp. 233 & 310). One is anxious
in the face of Dasein’s “nullity,” in the face of the nature of oneself as a “not” (p. 330). Recalling
Buddhism, one could say that one is anxious in the face of one’s being as essentially empty of
substantial existence (e.g., Dalai Lama, 2005a, pp. 114-119). Heidegger describes this direct

awareness as anticipation, which means “coming close” (pp. 306-307) not to something that we
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merely think about as present-at-hand but rather to a kind of knowing that, to use Palmer’s

(1990) term, runs “bone deep” (p. 153).

Guilt, conscience, and resoluteness.

Anxiety and anticipation occur equally with existential guilt. Heidegger (1962) frequently
uses the term “equiprimordial” to indicate that these structures are ontologically wired in human
nature. In anticipation, one’s guilt is summoned by the call of care, which is conscience.
Heidegger writes: “Conscience manifests itself as the call of care: the caller is Dasein, which, in
its throwness (in its Being-already-in), is anxious about its potentiality-for-Being” (p. 322). To
clarify, take for example modern materialism. Humans find themselves living in a material
culture, which is their facticity. Material culture powerfully allures people to create for
themselves material identities. In anticipation, in the anxiety of one’s ultimate potentiality-for-
Being, which is death, the seemingly self-assuring edifices of material identity on which one has
constructed one’s life begin to crumble. Conscience is the uncanny sense that these metaphorical
houses of material identity are built on foundations of sand, not concrete. This uncanny sense
does not arise from some external object, but rather arises deep within one’s existential
constitution, which 1s Dasein itself.

The call of care, i.e., conscience, is prior to any psychological content, and is therefore
silent. Silence means that the call of conscience has no particular wisdom to share, direction to
give, or knowledge on which to shed light. This silence, what Heidegger (1962) calls “reticence”
(p. 343), implies restraint on the part of the listener (Heidegger, 1971b, p. 207) who, in
anticipating the impossibility of any more meaning in one’s life, cuts through all prior concepts

and listens to the wholeness of one’s Being-in-the-world. “[E]verything that lies before [oneself]
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is [now] ambiguous” (Heidegger, 1968, p. 201). The reticence of the call of conscience delivers
the uncanny sense that one has been avoiding responsibility for oneself and has been handing it
over to “das Man” [Italics in original] (Heidegger, 1962, p. 164), i.e., “the great formless sea of
irresponsibility, which is the crowd” (Merton, 1961, p. 54). The reticence of the call of
conscience tells oneself that avoidance is no longer an option, because the reticence renders
silent the usual illusory tactics of the “crowd,” and thus renders still one’s habitual fleeing into
the crowd’s allure. In short, the reticent call of conscience summons Dasein from the formless
sea of irresponsibility and confronts one directly with one’s existential guilt, which again, as with
anxiety, has no object with which one can reckon.

Heidegger’s concept of guilt speaks to Tillich’s (1952) existential guilt (p. 51), as well.
Recall the discussion on Genesis 3:9 (1978) in which God asks Adam, “Where are you?” (p. 3).
One can parallel Heidegger’s call of conscience as the questioning from God. However, as a
reminder, Tillich’s authentic ultimate concern emphasizes the great commandment of loving God
(Deut 6:5, 1978, p. 125), which again means loving God’s community (Himes, 1995, p. 105). On
the other hand, Heidegger’s concept of authentic care, which unites the constructs of care,
anticipation, and guilt, is resoluteness, and resoluteness emphasizes the individuality of the
person. Gelven (1989) writes that, in resoluteness, “I am responsible for what I am because [ am
that kind of being who is free to accept or reject the possibilities I have” (p. 165). Authentic care,
or resoluteness, for Heidegger (1962) therefore transcends the everyday noise of the crowd
mentality, which has the function of “leveling-down” (p. 165), and resolves to take total
responsibility for oneself, which, as I will suggest, also means for oneself as one is intrinsically
related to all others. However, since Heidegger only conducts an analysis of existential

structures, he does not provide the implications of what resoluteness in action might mean.
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Therefore, the concept of resoluteness as total individuality appears to contradict the earlier
definition of authenticity as “the between” of self as distinctly separate and yet deeply connected
to all others and the world. Still, I explore the possibility of reframing resoluteness, i.e., authentic

care, to suggest that it may be more compatible than at first glance.

Reframing resoluteness.

Tillich (1952) describes Heidegger’s concept of resoluteness as the courage to be oneself.
In turn, as I mentioned above, the individualism of resoluteness distorts one’s authentic ultimate
concern (p. 149). Recall that, for Tillich (1957), idolatry means “preliminary, finite realities
[that] are elevated to the rank of ultimacy” (p. 13). In this regard, resoluteness, i.e., Heidegger’s
authentic care, is idolatrous because in comparison with authentic ultimate concern, resoluteness
involves neither “the voice of God nor the awareness of eternal principles” (Tillich, 1952, p.
149). Once again, for Tillich, the love of eros and agape must be mutually dependent to be
authentic; otherwise, they turn into individualism or collectivism. Tillich’s earlier example of
democratic conformism describes collectivism. On the other hand, according to Tillich,
Heidegger’s resoluteness describes individualism. In describing the Reformation, Tillich (1952)
summarizes this point:

The courage of the [Protestant] Reformers is not the courage to be oneself

[individualism] — as it is not the courage to be as a part [e.g., collectivism]. It transcends

and unites both of them. This radically distinguishes the personalism of the Reformation

from all the later forms of individualism and Existentialism. (p. 163)

Despite Tillich’s claim, I believe that one can reasonably reinterpret Heidegger’s

resoluteness to align with the concept of authenticity as seeing oneself as both separate and
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whole. Recall, for example, Dasein’s insubstantial, temporal nature, which is the structure of
care. In resoluteness, one awakens to the meaning of care. In other words, one directly realizes
the deeply connected truth of one’s Dasein as Being-in-the-world. Because Dasein as Being-in-
the-world implies deep connection with the world, it may be misleading to assume that one’s
Dasein as Being-in-the-world with people and things is the means to realizing individualism. The
reasonable conclusion is that the individualism of resoluteness, i.e., in the sense of “freedom
from the illusions of the [crowd]” (Heidegger, 1962, p. 311), is the means through which one
may contribute authentically to the world, and so, deepen one’s sense of caring for the world.
Merton (1961) writes: “Very often it is the solitary [i.e., the resolute one] who has the most to
say; not that he uses many words, but what he says is new, substantial, unique. It is his own” (p.
54). Furthermore, two examinations can strengthen the reframing of resoluteness and can
reconcile it with the definition of authenticity as realizing “the between” of human nature: (a)

direct encounter with Being-in-the-world, and (b) being the situation.

Direct encounter with Being-in-the-world.

In resoluteness, one has the direct encounter with one’s Dasein as Being-in-the-world.
More plainly, one encounters one’s deep ontological nature. Unequivocally, Heidegger does not
make theistic references, but neither does Buddhism in its concept of truth. Yet, one can
reasonably make the parallel between Buddhism’s deep identity of emptiness and form (e.g.,
Garfield, 1995, pp. 304-305, 316 & 320) and Heidegger’s deep identity of Dasein and Being-in-
the-world. Recall that, for Buddhism, pure perception sees emptiness and form as undivided.
One can equally suggest that, for Heidegger, resoluteness sees one’s Dasein and Being-in-the-

world as indivisible, as well. Moreover, because “[e]mptiness makes the law of cause and effect
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possible” (Dalai Lama, 2005a, p. 117), the one with pure perception may act with care in the
world because one directly knows that one is implicated in the world’s interdependency. One
might equally say that, the one who has resoluteness, who realizes one’s deep connectivity with
one’s Being-in-the-world, may act in an authentically caring manner, as well.

One can imagine the parallel between resoluteness and theistic views, as well. Take for
example the Christian God and Heidegger’s Being-in-the-world, which are both concepts that
cannot adequately describe the pre-conceptual realm to which they point (Himes, 1995, pp. 9 &
84; Heidegger, 1962, pp. 342-343). Tillich (1952) suggests that authentic ultimate concern
always transcends “the God of all forms of theism” (p. 186). Buber’s I-Thou speaks of the fourth
relational realm, i.e., meeting the eternal Thou, which can never become I-It (Kramer, 2003, p.
65). Buber (1964) writes: “What is the case beyond our experience, thus, so to speak, from the
side of God, no longer belongs to what can be discussed” (p. 83). In Exodus 3:14 (1978), God
replies to Moses, “‘I am who am’.... ‘This is my name forever’” (p. 41; also see Kramer, p. 142).
If Being-in-the-world is pre-conceptual, then Being-in-the-world “is,” like the “am” in God’s
response to Moses. In other words, there is no predicate; no concrete object on which to focus
one’s attention: there is just mystery. Simply, in resoluteness one sees the mystery of one’s
insubstantial nature as Being-in-the-world. The mystery speaks to one’s Dasein by saying
nothing except that Dasein “is,” rendering oneself still to the silence that dissolves all noise from
the crowd and guides oneself to be true to oneself. To clarify, Remen (2000) tells the story of the
woman with terminal cancer; this story exemplifies the nature of resoluteness as the deep
intimacy between separateness and wholeness. The woman says:

For the first time, I am sailing my boat by my own star. My God, have I sailed it by

everything else! And allowed everyone else to take a turn at the tiller. All of my life I've
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headed against myself, against my own direction. But now I have a deep sense of my
way, and I am loyal to it. This is my boat and it was made to sail in this direction, by this
star. You ask why I seem so much more peaceful now? Well, I am living in one piece.

(pp. 177-178)

Being the situation.

In resoluteness, one senses one’s deep connectivity with what Heidegger (1962) calls the
Situation. He writes: “The Situation is the ‘there’ which is disclosed in resoluteness.... It is not a
framework present-at-hand in which Dasein occurs, or into which it might even just bring
itself.... The Situation is only through resoluteness and in it” [Italics in original] (p. 346). In
other words, in resoluteness, the subject/object dichotomy breaks down, and one no longer thinks
about one’s situation but rather one is being the situation (see Loy, 2003, pp. 177-178), such as is
the woman with cancer.

Heidegger’s concept of the situation speaks to the previous discussion about wui wei.
Recall that the Taoist paradox of active non-doing suggests “action that harmonizes with the
selfless Way of Things” (Dass & Gorman, 1987, pp. 167-171 & 173; also see Chuang Tzu, 1965,
pp- 99-102; Lao Tzu, 1988, p. 48). In turn, one is whole with the situation. In Buddhism, the
absence of an independently existent agent-self (Garfield, 1995, p. 182; Nagarjuna, 1995, p. 25)
removes the conceptual sense of “1,” i.e., the appearance of oneself and the world as two separate
entities. Loy (2003) writes: “[Wui wei is like reclaiming] the simplicity of the child who is ‘free
from characteristics’ and ‘does not take credit’ for what she does because she does not have the

sense of a [reified] self that does them” (p. 177). The child’s simplicity transcends complexities



76

that occur when the sense of the conceptualized, reified self takes hold in one’s understanding
and subsequently impels one to act as if one were merely separate from the world.

Similarly, in the wui wei of resoluteness, one releases from the inauthentic conformity of
the crowd and acts authentically with the wholeness of one’s situation. Like the example of the
woman with cancer, when one harmonizes with the silent wisdom (i.e., Heidegger’s call of
conscience) that is deep within one’s nature (whether God, emptiness, or Being-in-the-world),
the resoluteness to be one’s authentic self may manifest. As with the woman, the situation of the
medical diagnosis may awaken the resoluteness to live differently. Yet there is no prescribed
way in which resoluteness can occur, i.e., in which one can fully be there in the situation of one’s
life. Take for example Rosa Parks on the bus. In the moment of decision making, Parks is whole
with the situation. In the wui wei of resoluteness, her being speaks to the bondage of cultural
racism and to the possibility of human liberation. All alone, in the sense that no one can decide
for her or guarantee the outcome, the refusal to move from her seat speaks from her whole being:
“[D]ivided no more” (Palmer, 1999, p. 31). Resolutely, she decides not in isolation as an
individual detached from the world but rather in the solitude of one who is already in the world
pre-conceptually and holistically with other people and things.

As with the Parks example, in resoluteness the person chooses to be true to oneself,
which means authentically separate. However, the choice always speaks to one’s Being-in-the-
world with people and things, i.e., authentically whole. Like with Rosa Parks, being true to
oneself means that one’s response will be true to the whole of the situation, irrespective of
whether or not the people in the situation find one’s response agreeable. In fact, if “agreeability”
were the yardstick, then resoluteness might disintegrate into the “anonymous anxiety, the

nameless fears, the petty itching lusts, and the all-pervading hostilities of mass society” (Merton,
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1961, p. 54). Resoluteness dissolves, because it loses its individualizing freedom, i.e., “freedom
from the illusions of the [crowd]” (Heidegger, 1962, p. 311). On the other hand, in the
individualizing freedom, resoluteness harmonizes with the selfless Way of Things, i.e., the wui
wel of being the situation. Dass and Gorman (1987) elaborate the implication: “When an action
is appropriate, when it is in the Way of Things, it has great power, the power inherent in the
Way” (p173). Therefore, in resolute action, such as with the example of Rosa Parks, the person
speaks authentically to the world because what is being spoken is not the “general onrush of the
human herd” (Chuang Tzu, 1965, p. 101) but rather the wholeness of Being-in-the-world. Thus,
as “being the situation,” the individualizing freedom of resoluteness — which speaks with the

wholeness of Being-in-the-world — aligns with the both/and definition of authenticity.

The mode of inauthentic care.

Implied earlier is that one’s falling into the sea of irresponsibility of the crowd, which
Heidegger (1962) calls the “they-self” (p. 164), is the inauthentic mode of care. The they-self is
an existential constituent of one’s Dasein as Being-in-the-world with people. As implied above,
resoluteness separates oneself from the malaise of the they-self. Moreover, to understand how
the irresponsibility of the they-self manifests in modern times, I suggest that one must explicitly
link earlier Dasein (i.e., the human who can inquire) with later Dasein (the worlding of the
world). In other words, one’s Being-in-the-world, which includes the they-self, must already hear
the mystery of the world’s worlding in some distorted manner in order for the they-self to
manifest its particular kind of malaise.

Both Tillich and Heidegger appear to agree that people in the modern age are

misperceiving the undivided nature of existence through their efforts to control rather than to
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harmonize with the natural ebb and flow of life. Recall, for example, how Tillich (1952) suggests
that uninhibited productive activity itself is the new telos in modern times (p. 108). Likewise,
Heidegger (1971d) sees “the object-character of [self-assertive production as spreading] itself
over the earth ever more quickly, ruthlessly, and completely” (p. 112). Moreover, with Tillich
(1952), the distortion of one’s faith through unconditional participation in the production process
renders God as unnecessary (p. 110). Equally, Heidegger (1971d) posits that the mystery of the
world’s worlding, that is, the joining together and moving apart of form and formlessness,
recedes under the shadow of uninhibited self-assertive production in which humans set
themselves up as the new lord of the earth (Heidegger, 1977, p. 27), as the end and goal of
everything (1971d, p. 112). For example, Heidegger (1977) writes:

The hydroelectric plant is not built into the Rhine River as was the old wooden bridge

that joined bank with bank for hundreds of years. What the river is now, namely a water

power supplier, derives from out of the essence of the power station.... But, it will be

[asked], the Rhine is still a river in the landscape, is it not? Perhaps. But how? In no other

way than as an object on call for inspection by a tour group ordered there by the vacation

industry. (p. 16)

Thus, Heidegger’s concept of inauthentic care is bound in what Loy (2003) calls “the
tragedy of modern progress” (p. 180). Heidegger (1977) suggests that the uninhibited progress of
self-assertive production gives the appearance that humans encounter their authentic purpose and
meaning in all of these “creations” of production. However, the danger is that “precisely
nowhere do humans today any longer encounter themselves, i.e., their essence” (p. 27). Loy
(2003) makes this point, as well, while stating the implications of the predicament of inauthentic

care that people today must face:
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Our incredible [productive] power means we can do almost anything we want, yet the
ironic consequence is that we no longer know what we want. Our reaction has been to
grow and ‘develop’ ever more quickly, but to what end?... To keep evading these deepest

questions about the meaning of our lives [i.e., the tragedy of progress]. (p. 166)

Existential Pain and Authenticity

This section examines the fundamental paradox of “the between” of being human, which
therefore expands the discussion on the truth and meaning of authenticity. The paradox is that
each unique human life provides a sacred opportunity to name the unnamable, the hidden
wholeness, which transcends time and space; yet, human life must be lived within time and
space. This paradox is the existential pain of “the between” and therefore is an essential mode of
being human. However, as implied in previous discussions, when the intersection of the two
dimensions, the eternal and the temporal, are misperceived, we can easily lean toward defining
reality according to the dimension that is most apparent to us, that is, the temporal dimension.
Arising from this misperception is the paradigm of self as independently fixed and substantially
real. On the other hand, directly seeing the intersection of these two dimensions may arouse a
paradigm shift: self as interdependent and therefore insubstantial and empty of a separate,
isolated existence. This wise view is inherent in authentic action, which I explain in the next
section. For now, however, I describe these two primary ways in which humans can relate with
pain: divisively and integratively. In addition, I explore the human habit to resist integrative pain
and to deepen divisive pain. Furthermore, because of the soteriological (view of salvation or

ultimate freedom) implications of relating with pain divisively or integratively, this investigation
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focuses on pain through Christian and Buddhist perspectives. Table 2.4 summarizes each

tradition’s perspective on existential pain and authenticity.

Table 2.4

Summary of Existential Pain and Authenticity

Existential Pain ~ Relating Relating Tendency to Resist
Divisively Integratively
Buddhism Buddha’s first Ignorance Learning to accept Ploy of the ego to
two noble truths: the antidote to strengthen and
suffering exists ignorance, i.e., the sustain its self-
and there is a compassionate project
cause wisdom of
emptiness
Bodhisattva vow
to stay in the
world with
suffering
(Mahayana
Buddhism)
Christianity The restlessness  Original sin Re-membering Temptation of the

of the heart

Christ’s
community, i.e.,
helping to heal the
broken mystical
Body of Christ

metaphorical
demon within
oneself to deny
God’s judgment of
creaturely goodness

The Christian Perspective of Existential Pain

Augustine (1960) writes: “You arouse us to take joy in praising you, for you have made

us for yourself, and our heart is restless until it rests in you” (p. 43). Implied is that there is an

existential hunger in humans that cannot be satisfied by worldly things (Merton, 1961, p. 81).

Recall Tillich’s criterion of true faith: ambiguity. Human hunger, i.e., the restlessness of the

heart, metaphorically points to the inevitable ambiguity, the inescapable insecurity, that signifies

what it means to be human: to live with hunger that can be fed only by God’s grace alone

(Tillich, 1957, p. 122). Moreover, one can see the Jewish-rooted parallel with Augustine’s
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restlessness in Buber’s “inborn Thou,” in which Buber writes: “The basic human yearning is for
the cosmic connexion, with its true Thou, of this life that has burst forth into spirit” (1958, p. 25;
1970, p. 76).

The existential hunger, Augustine’s restlessness, suggests that humans live with
existential frustration. In other words, our natural gift as humans is discourse and reasoning, and
yet all words and ideas fall short in trying to understand the mystery of one’s hunger, which is
like “skating on very thin ice over infinitely deep waters” (Himes, 1995, p. 84). Simply put, this
natural gift of discourse and reasoning is merely, in comparison with God’s mystery, like the
pebble of sand on a beach that spreads for miles. Lao Tzu (1988) illuminates this point, but from
the Taoist perspective: “The tao that can be told/ is not the eternal Tao. / The name that can be
named/ is not the eternal Name” (p. 1). Thus, existential frustration means that, although humans
can embody in their thoughts, words, and actions the unnamable mystery of God’s love, by our
finite, limited design, we can never fully succeed on our own. Implied is that the pain of being
human means living in the midst of an existential frustration that is constantly reminding us of
the truth that, as previously mentioned in the discussion about agape and eros, self-surrender of
attachment to worldly things and self-fulfillment through God’s love are two sides of the same

coin.

The Buddhist Perspective of Existential Pain

The Buddha’s first and second noble truths state that within the realm of impermanent
phenomena, (a) there is suffering, and (b) suffering has an origin (Dalai Lama, 2005a, p. 25;
2005b, p. 105; 2000, p. 38). Humans live with the perpetual “dis-ease” of their suffering, which

comprises three inseparable layers (Loy, 2003, pp. 19-22; Makransky, 2007, pp. 161-163). The
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first is the obvious pain, such as sickness, injury, dying, crime, poverty, or catastrophe. The
second is the more subtle pain of the inward struggle between knowing that all phenomena are
impermanent and yet trying to hold onto them, as if they were permanent. The third is the most
subtle form of suffering, in which one believes that there is a substantially real, independent “I”’
standing against the world as its object. This third form of suffering echoes the earlier point in
which the Madhyamika (Middle Way) school in Buddhism tries to replace “apparent
commonsense that is deeply metaphysical [the reified ‘I’] with an apparently deeply
metaphysical but actually commonsense understanding of the world [emptiness and dependent
origination]” (Garfield, 1995, p. 123).

The second and third types of suffering, i.e., of existential pain, imply that humans spend
their lives trying to make themselves feel real, while on some level knowing that their continuous
struggles inevitably fail (Loy, 2003, p. 22). Novak (1984) calls this ongoing struggle the
existential self-project (p. 90). An analogy is that the truth of emptiness is like a bottomless hole,
an abyss, that is in the center of one’s being, and yet one is always trying to fill the void,
although unsuccessfully (Loy, p. 30).

Unlike the Christian perspective of pain, which suggests that humans always need God’s
grace, and as a result remain hungry, Buddhism’s third and fourth noble truths offer the cessation
to one’s suffering and provide the path. Consequently, my claim that existential pain is
fundamental to one’s human reality appears now to contradict itself. However, despite the third
and fourth noble truths, the Mahayana perspective in Buddhism, which follows Nagarjuna’s
(1995) Middle Way philosophy, can help me to reframe the seeming contradiction.

Mahayana Buddhism emphasizes the bodhisattva’s way. The bodhisattva realizes the

deep identity of emptiness and form, samsara and nirvana, and therefore achieves enlightenment.



&3

Yet the bodhisattva vows to remain in the world, i.e., to continue taking on innumerable rebirths,
for the sake of helping all beings to liberate from their suffering (Pelden, 2007, p. 69;
Shantideva, 2006, p. 48; Sogyal Rinpoche, 1993, p. 364). Although implied is the Buddhist
concept of rebirth, the main point is that the bodhisattva, who has tremendous compassion for
others, realizes deepest liberation not solely for personal attainment but rather to support the
liberation of all beings, which the Mahayana perspective calls the “deepest purpose as a human
being” (Makransky, 2007, p. 231). Metaphorically, if the mother of the world carries the pain of
the world in her heart (Goldstein, & Kornfield, 1987, p. 174), then the bodhisattva, even as
enlightened, carries the pain of the world while working for the benefit of all beings. However, if
one does not believe in rebirth, the bodhisattva way can still apply to this one lifetime, such as in
the Christian belief that true charity means helping to reset the broken body of Christ’s
community (Merton, 1961, p. 71). Moreover, Christians and other non-Buddhists may agree with
the Buddhist practice of equalizing oneself with others, which is analogous to the image of
Christ’s body as the community. The equalizing practice redefines the sense of “I” as the
humanity in all people, and recognizes that the human body, the human “I,” can never be at total
ease while there is still so much brokenness in the world (Pelden, pp. 283-285).

In short, despite the third and fourth noble truths, which suggest the end to suffering, in
light of the Mahayana perspective, the wise and compassionate heart of the bodhisattva always
carries the pain of all beings in the world, until they are completely free of their ignorance, i.e.,
enlightened. From this perspective, my earlier claim of the pain of existence as inevitable to

humans remains firm.
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Relating to Pain as the Basic Human Problem

As mentioned, there are two ways in which one can relate to pain: divisively, which is
inauthentic, and integratively, which is authentic. I examine the Buddhist and Christian
perspectives on the basic problem of human pain, which is how to transform one’s relation to

pain from divisive to integrative. In other words, I explore the soteriology of each perspective.

The Buddhist perspective on relating to pain divisively.

In Buddhism, the basic problem of pain is seeing oneself as substantially real and
permanent, while not accepting the conventional, empty nature of oneself and all other
phenomena. This fundamental disparity between what appears to be real and what is truly real is
the ignorance that is the basis of human pain (Dalai Lama, 2005b, p. 46). Ignorance is
problematic because it precludes the attainment of true happiness, which, according to
Buddhism, includes qualities such as inner peace, tranquility, unconditional love, compassion,
and creative responsiveness (Dalia Lama, 1999, Makransky, 2007). If one does not realize the
insubstantial impermanence of phenomena, including oneself, then one’s efforts will inevitably
point to sustaining the self-project of one’s ego, i.e., one’s false sense of oneself as separate and
substantially real. Moreover, the self-project perpetuates ongoing habits of attachment, aversion,
and indifference, all of which compel one to relate to people and things from the sole perspective
of the ego’s self-project (Dalai Lama, 2005, pp. 50-51; Garfield, 1995, p. 152; Makransky, 2005,
p. 190; Novak, 1984, pp. 90-91). In other words, ignorance manifests in the gross and subtle
tendencies of one’s hope and fear: hope for what one believes is necessary to keep oneself
feeling real, and fear of what might obstruct one’s so-called realness. Yet despite these efforts,

Chokyi Nyima Rinpoche (2002) asks, “Is there really ever any moment in which we are truly
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happy?” He continues, “Honestly, those moments of being happy, unafraid, at ease, and totally
fearless are very rare” (p. 53).

Implied is that the pain of ignorance constantly does violence to oneself, others, and the
world by reducing all phenomena to the self-reifying and therefore narrowing worldview of
one’s ego. This violence can occur in degrees of subtlety. Take for example walking across
campus. In the walk, one passes by many people. Almost automatically, one reduces each of
these people to the category of likeable, dislikeable, or mere stranger, depending on how each of
them affects the self-reifying project with which one habitually identifies. More subtly, take the
parent and the child. The parent sees the child as “my” child. This sense of “I,” “me,” or “mine”
in relation to the child is very subtle, but if something were to happen to the child, not everyone
would have the same reaction, because not everyone identifies with the child as one’s own. I do
not suggest that identifying with the child as “my child” is violent, but the pattern of reduction is
evident, even if extremely subtle, and moreover, the pattern can become the tiny seed that grows
into the dynamic of unhealthy “possessiveness” (e.g., Makransky, 2007, pp. 75-76).

More broadly, the self-project of one’s personal ego can mirror the dysfunctional patterns
that one sees in the collective ego’s self-project. Take for example the concept of good versus
evil. One group reifies and therefore identifies itself as good. However, the group’s self-
perceived goodness exists only in dependence upon what it deems as evil in relation to its
goodness. Loy (2003) writes: “The interdependence [of good and evil] means that we don’t
know what is good until we know what is evil, and we don’t feel we are good unless we are
fighting against that evil” (pp. 110-111). This dualistic myth making is evident in blockbuster
movies like The Lion King, in which one easily sees this cut-and-dry formula (Loy, p. 112). The

collective self-project may prevent many Americans from entertaining global questions such as,
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“Why do so many people in the Middle East, in particular, hate the United States so much? What
have we done to encourage that hatred?”” (Loy, p. 107). Rather than the authentic, sacred
“othering” of people in the world, domestic and global histories show continual cycles of
reductive, violent othering. Yet, to reframe how humans relate personally and collectively with
the pain of humanity means to scrutinize how all are caught in the cycle of ignorance, the cycle
of blindly reducing the sacredness of the world to self-righteous or self-serving ends (Loy, p.

115; Makransky, 2007, p. 74; Merton, 1961, pp. 115-116).

The Buddhist perspective on relating to pain integratively.

Relating to pain integratively involves a paradox pertaining to the void of emptiness. The
paradox is that what humans most fear as the threat to meaningfulness (i.e., the void of
emptiness) is what is most essential for meaningful living (Garfield, 1995, p. 180). The
soteriological implication is that if one were truly self-existent, in the sense of being substantially
real and separate, then one could not change (Nagarjuna, 1995, p. 58; Garfield, 1995, pp. 152 &
272-273). Salvation, i.e., freedom from ignorance, would be impossible, since the reified,
permanent self would be “stuck” right where it is, i.e., in ignorance. In other words, for healing
to occur, the ignorant self must be capable of change, which means that the self must be, by
nature, impermanent, egoless, interdependent... empty. Therefore, the great bodhisattva
Shantideva (2006) proclaims: “All those who fail to understand/ The secret of [emptiness], the
greatest of all things, / Although they wish for joy and sorrow’s end, / Will wander to no
purpose, uselessly” (p. 63). In other words, by not exploring the paradox, one will constantly

miss the mark of true happiness, i.e., inner peace, which is why Shantideva teaches: “Whatever is
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the source of suffering,/ Let that be the object of our fear./ But voidness will allay our grief,/
How could it be for us a thing of dread?” (p. 145).

Implied is that one should not fear the antidote: the wisdom of emptiness, which also
means the wisdom of interdependence, impermanence, and egolessness. The antidote suggests
that emptiness is not the self-refutation but rather the self-confirmation of one’s meaningful
existence (Garfield, 1995, p. 265). In other words, the promise of salvation from ignorance
comes in realizing emptiness, which is the ephemeral, constantly changing nature of all people
and things. Thus, one should not fear the antidote. Buddhist practices help one to realize the
antidote by engaging oneself in exploring questions that point toward emptiness:

What makes the mind move at all? What is it we are trying to avoid by all this hoping,

fantasizing, and remembering? What pain or loneliness or unworthiness do we try to

escape? What do we want to gain by this movement? What is the nature of the wanting

mind? (Goldstein & Kornfield, 1987, p. 67)

The practices for receiving the antidote begin with respect for where one is in one’s
spiritual development. Goldstein and Kornfield (1987) write: “The Buddha’s teachings always
encourage us to take responsibility for our own development and to directly investigate the
nature of our experience” (p. 110). In Mahayana Buddhism, the practices focus on oneself first
before extending to other people and things in the world, thus expanding outward until, like the
compassionate heart of the bodhisattva, one’s whole being senses the suffering of the world in its
many layers and manifestations. The logic for beginning with oneself is that, “[t]o connect with
what others are going through we have to become vividly aware of what we ourselves are going

through in all the layers of our being” (Makransky, 2007, p. 164). Furthermore, the wisdom of
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emptiness, and the compassionate heart that arises from directly realizing one’s interdependency
with the world, happens little by little through diligent practice (Dalai Lama, 1999, p. 119).

Moreover, the practices may seem absurd at first, but only because one views them
through the eyes of the ego’s self-project. For example, on cultivating patience, Shantideva
(2006) teaches: “Those who stay close by me, then,/ To damage my good name and cut me down
to size,/ Are surely there protecting me,/ From falling into realms of grief” (p. 91). In other
words, one cannot cultivate patience without these people. In turn, one shoul