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Luftpauses of  Life

Collected by John E. Burns

Man is only too ready to hide the poverty and neediness of his existence in history.  He does not like the risks faced by the prophet, the dire poverty of hope, the life of a person who finds his support in the intangible promise of a provisional present.
Metz, Johannes B., Poverty of Spirit Paulist Press, revised edition, . (P. from earlier edition.) p. 40
Ernest Becker, a cultural anthropologist, in a book called The De​nial of Death, which never mentions Dreiser, nonetheless states the novel's theme perfectly when he writes that man "doesn't know who he is, why he was born, what he is doing on the planet, what he is supposed to do, what he can expect. His own existence is incompre​hensible to him, a miracle just like the rest of Creation, closer to him, right near his pounding heart, but for that reason all the more strange."

From, Pushcart Prize XXVII – Best of the Small Presses – 00, Ed. By Bill Henderson, “Sister Carrie at 0” essay by Joseph Epsteis, pp. -. from The Hundson Review.  Becker, Ernest, The Denial of Death, Free Press, . (Have not located page number of quote in this text.)

Life itself is the only good.

From Harold Bloom.  Not sure of citation.

 For everything there is a season, and a time for every purpose under heaven 

A time to be born, And a time to die; A time to plant, And a time to pluck up that which is planted; 

A time to kill, And a time to heal; A time to break down, And a time to build up; 

A time to weep, And a time to laugh; A time to mourn, And a time to dance; 
A time to cast away stones, And a time to gather stones together; A time to embrace, And a time to refrain from embracing; 

A time to seek, And a time to lose; A time to keep, And a time to cast away; 

A time to tear, And a time to sew; A time to keep silence, And a time to speak; 

A time to love, And a time to hate; A time for war, And a time for peace. 

What profit has he who works in that in which he labors? 

I have seen the burden which God has given to the sons of men to be afflicted with. 

He has made everything beautiful in its time. He has also set eternity in their hearts, yet so that man can't find out the work that God has done from the beginning even to the end. 

I know that there is nothing better for them than to rejoice, and to do good as long as they live. 

Also that every man should eat and drink, and enjoy good in all his labor, is the gift of God. 

I know that whatever God does, it shall be forever. Nothing can be added to it, nor anything taken from it; and God has done it, that men should fear before him. 

That which is has been long ago, and that which is to be has been long ago and God seeks again that which is passed away. 

Moreover I saw under the sun, in the place of justice, that wickedness was there; and in the place of righteousness, that wickedness was there. 

I said in my heart, "God will judge the righteous and the wicked; for there is a time there for every purpose and for every work." 

I said in my heart, "As for the sons of men, God tests them, so that they may see that they themselves are like animals. 

For that which happens to the sons of men happens to animals. Even one thing happens to them. As the one dies, so the other dies. Yes, they have all one breath; and man has no advantage over the animals for all is vanity. 

All go to one place. All are from the dust, and all turn to dust again. 

Who knows the spirit of man, whether it goes upward, and the spirit of the animal, whether it goes downward to the earth?" 

Therefore I saw that there is nothing better, than that a man should rejoice in his works; for that is his portion for who can bring him to see what will be after him?
Ecclesiastes, 3, 1-22.
One of Johnson's small masterpieces is "On the Death of a Friend," The Idler 41. It is dated 27 January 1759, only a few days after the death of his mother. Johnson, a Christian, speaks of the hope of reunion, but the tone and dark pathos of his writing shows as full an acceptance of the reality principle, of making friends with the necessity of dying, as we more naturally expect to find in the skeptical Montaigne and in Freud, for whom religion was an illusion. On the psychology of being a survivor, Johnson can hardly be bettered:

These are the calamities by which Providence gradually disen​gages us from the love of life. Other evils fortitude may repel, or hope may mitigate, but irreparable privation leaves nothing to exercise resolution or flatter expectation. The dead cannot return, and nothing is left us here but languishment and grief.

Bloom, Harold, The Western Canon, Riverhead Books, 1994, p. 178.
Jefferson -- no elitist -- defended the Classics, writing that "as we advance in life . . . things fall off one by one, and I suspect we are left at last with Homer and Virgil, perhaps Homer alone."

Hanson, V.C., Heath, John, "Who Killed Homer", Free Press, p. 1998, p. 12.
The words of the Preacher, the son of David, king in Jerusalem: 

"Vanity of vanities," says the Preacher; "Vanity of vanities, all is vanity." 

What does man gain from all his labor in which he labors under the sun? 

One generation goes, and another generation comes; but the earth remains forever. 

The sun also rises, and the sun goes down, and hurries to its place where it rises. 

The wind goes toward the south, and turns around to the north. It turns around continually as it goes, and the wind returns again to its courses. 

All the rivers run into the sea, yet the sea is not full. To the place where the rivers flow, there they flow again. 

All things are full of weariness beyond uttering. The eye is not satisfied with seeing, nor the ear filled with hearing. 

That which has been is that which shall be; and that which has been done is that which shall be done: and there is no new thing under the sun. 

Is there a thing of which it may be said, "Behold, this is new?" It has been long ago, in the ages which were before us. 

There is no memory of the former; neither shall there be any memory of the latter that are to come, among those that shall come after. 

I, the Preacher, was king over Israel in Jerusalem. 

I applied my heart to seek and to search out by wisdom concerning all that is done under the sky. It is a heavy burden that God has given to the sons of men to be afflicted with. 

I have seen all the works that are done under the sun; and, behold, all is vanity and a chasing after wind. 

That which is crooked can't be made straight; and that which is lacking can't be counted. 

I said to myself, "Behold, I have obtained for myself great wisdom above all who were before me in Jerusalem. Yes, my heart has had great experience of wisdom and knowledge." 

I applied my heart to know wisdom, and to know madness and folly. I perceived that this also was a chasing after wind. 

For in much wisdom is much grief; and he who increases knowledge increases sorrow.

Ecclesiastes, 1.

And why do you worry about clothes?  See how the lilies of the field grow.  They do not labor or spin.  Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these.  If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith?   So do not worry, saying, 'What shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 'What shall we wear?'   For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them.  But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.  Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself.  Each day has enough trouble of its own.

Matthew, 6, 28-34.

Entertainment is a very dangerous drug, which seems for the moment to cure various sorts of boredom and depression, but which in fact is addictive; it leaves you a few hours later more bored and more depressed than you were before. If any of you should suffer from depression or boredom, I very strongly recommend that you avoid entertainment. Kick the TV in the face, and go to the classics where there is necessity running through the plots, however terrible those plots may be. Entertainment is one of the deaths of civilization. It is at least a very serious disease of civilization; it is not a rare disease at the present time. If you compare Aeschylus and Sophocles at the beginning of our known surviving collection of Greek tragedies with Menander at the end, you will see exactly what I mean: A quasi-religious art became a sort of Saturday evening post-silliness in something of the order of a hundred years, or a hundred and fifty years. Entertainment will eat up religion; it will eat up art; it will eat up any serious effort to understand the human destiny, the human dilemmas. That is what we are here for tonight. So we are not trying to be funny.
Bateson, Gregory, "Epistemology of Organization", in "Transactional Analysis Journal", April 1997, Vol. 27, No. 2, p. 138

“The ceaseless labour of your life,” Montaigne once said, “is to build the house of death.”

Platt, Colin, King Death – The Black Death and its aftermath in late-medieval England, University of Toronte Press, 1996, p. vii.
But as the venerable Thomas Jefferson once wrote to his old friend John Adams:

There is a ripeness of time for death, regarding others as well as our​selves, when it is reasonable we should drop off, and make room for another growth. When we have lived our generation out, we should not wish to encroach on another.
As quoted by Nuland, Sherwin B, How We Die, Chatto & Windus, 1995, p. 73, but cited from Platt, Colin, King Death – The Black Death and its aftermath in late-medieval England, University of Toronte Press, 1996, p. 62.

“In a dispassionate view the ardour for reform, improvement for virtue, for knowledge, and even for beauty is only a vain sticking up for appearances as though one were anxious about the cut of one's clothes in a community of blind men.  Life knows us not and we do not know life - we don't even know our own thoughts.  Half the words we use have no meaning whatever and of the other half each man understands each word after the fashion of his own folly and conceit. Faith is a myth and beliefs shift like mists on the shore . . .”

Joseph Conrad’s Letters to R. B Cunning​hame Graham, p. 65., quoted from Lord Jim, by Joseph Conrad, Ed. Cedric Watts and Rober Hampson, Penguin Classics, 2000, p. 358.
“The fact remains that getting people right is not what living is all about anyway.  It’s getting them wrong that is living, getting them wrong and wrong and wrong and then, on careful reconsideration, getting them wrong again.  That’s how we know we’re alive: we’re wrong.  Maybe the best thing would be to forget being right or wrong about people and just go along for the ride.  But if you can do that – well, lucky you.”

Roth, Phillip, American Pastoral, First Vintage International Edition, February, 1998, p. 35.
He learned the worst lesson that life can teach—that it makes no sense.  And when that happens the happiness is never spontaneous again.  It is artificial and, even then, bought at the price of an obstinate estrangement from oneself and one’s history.

Roth, Phillip, American Pastoral, First Vintage International Edition, February, 1998, p. 81..
On a few occasions in his notebooks, Nietzsche discusses the possibility of the Eternal Recurrence as cosmological truth. . ., but in the works he prepared for publication, it is treated as the ultimate method of life affirmation. According to Nietzsche, it would require a sincere Amor Fati (Love of Fate), not simply to endure, but to wish for the eternal recurrence of all events exactly as they occurred -- all of the pain and joy, the embarrassment and glory.

Nietzsche calls the idea "horrifying and paralyzing", and he also states that the burden of this idea is the "heaviest weight" imaginable (das schwerste Gewicht). The wish for the eternal return of all events would mark the ultimate affirmation of life:

"What, if some day or night a demon were to steal after you into your loneliest loneliness and say to you: 'This life as you now live it and have lived it, you will have to live once more and innumerable times more' ... Would you not throw yourself down and gnash your teeth and curse the demon who spoke thus? Or have you once experienced a tremendous moment when you would have answered him: 'You are a god and never have I heard anything more divine.'”

Nietzsche, Friedrich The Gay Science, Cambridge University Press, November 2001, p. 194. (Comment before quote from: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Friedrich_Nietzsche#Amr_fati_and_the_eternal_recurrence)

“The questers for the historical Jesus have tended to find a Jesus exactly like themselves.”

The Human Christ by Charlotte Allen, 
The Free Press, 1998, illustration text after p. 176.
“Since my soul, my psychological constitution differs from Freud's and from Jung's, so my psychology will be different from theirs.  Each psychology is a confession, and the worth of a psychology for another person lies not in the places where he can identify with it because it satisfies his psychic needs, but where it provokes him to work out his own psychology in response.  Freud and Jung are psychological mas​ters, not that we may follow them in becoming Freudian and Jungian, but that we may follow them in becoming psychological.  Here psy​chology is conceived as a necessary activity of the psyche, which con​structs vessels and breaks them in order to deepen and intensify expe​rience.”

Revisioning Psychology, James Hillman, 

Harper and Row, 1977, p. xviii.

“imagination is more important than knowledge.”  - Einstein
Thomas Friedman quoting Walter Isaacson’s biography of 
Albert Einstein — “Einstein: His Life and Universe”
“But in contentment I still feel
The need of some imperishable bliss.”

Death is the mother of  beauty; hence from her,

Alone shall come fulfillment to our dreams

And our desires.

Wallace Stevens, The Psalm at the End of the Mind: Selected Poems and a Play by Wallace Stevens, ed. Holly Stevens (New York: Vintage Books, 1972), 6.

Compassion is not pity but celebration/

Compassion is not sentiment but is making justice and doing works of mercy / 

Compassion is not private, egocentric or narcissistic but public / 

Compassion is not mere human personalism but is cosmic in its 


scope and diving in its energies / 

Compassion is not about ascetic detachments or abstract contemplation but is 
passionate and caring / 

Compassion is not anti-intellectual but seeks to know and to understand the 
interconnections of all things / 

Compassion is not religion but a way of life, i.e., a spirituality / 

Compassion is not a moral commandment but a flow and overflow of the 


fullest human and diving energies /

Compassion is not altruism but self-love and other-love at one.




From: A Spirituality Named Compassion by Matthew Fox, Inner Traditions (September 1, 1999)

Too sad to worry, too mean to cry,

too slow to hurry, too good to lie;

The man who left me, never said goodbye,

too worried to stay here, too sick die;

From: Mother of the Blues: A Study of Ma Rainey by Sandra R. Lieb, University of  Massachusetts Press, l983, p. 87.

The Human Condition being, basically, that we’re alive and have access to beauty, can even erratically create it, but will someday be dead and will not.

From: “The Art of Fielding, by Char Harbach, p. 257.

Find our mortal world enough;

W.H. Auden, “A Lullaby”.
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