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EDMUND BURKE observes in his essay on 
our experience of the sublime and the 
beautiful “that height is less grand than 
depth; and that we are more struck at 
looking down from a precipice, than at 
looking up at an object of equal height.”’ 
Yet he immediately confesses, “I am not 
very positive about this.” Modernity is not 
known for its images of the beautiful. But 
we know all about precipices. ‘Whatever 
faults one might find in the great voices 
and visionaries of modernity-from 
Nietzsche to Bergman, from Van Gogh to 
Heidegger-one cannot accuse them of 
having shied away from the abyss. Even if 
we are horrified by the nihilistic conse- 
quences that often seem to flow from it, we 
suspect that the encounter with nothing- 
ness which the great works of our culture 
depict and try to provoke in us is the most 
devastating, and therefore, in Burke’s 
terms, the most sublime of all human ex- 
periences. Looking down into nothingness 
has taken the place of looking up at a 
divine face as the ultimate event of our 
lives. If the great visionaries of nothing- 
ness now seem to have been superseded 
in our culture by the triumph of a thera- 
peutic mentality,2 that fact itself shows 
how deeply the foundations of traditional 
belief have been undermined by the vi- 
sionary critique. The willingness to experi- 
ence nothingness remains the distinctively 
modern form of heroism. It is the experi- 
ence that each of us knows, in his heart of 
hearts, he would most like to avoid. 

Familiar as we are with the existentialist 
account of Burke’s precipice, and the 
nothingness one glimpses when one peers 
over its edge, we should not be as uncer- 

tain as he was whether we are “more 
struck at looking down . . . than at looking 
up.” What could be more upsetting, what 
could entail a more complete undoing of 
our lives, than this nothingness at the bot- 
tom of our hearts that we finally face in 
our most heroic moments? What could 
pull the ground out from under us more ef- 
fectively than a bottomless abyss? It would 
appear that this is the root claim at the 
basis of our modernity, the conviction that 
runs deeper in us than any uplifting belief 
and thus undermines all the higher truths 
which once made human life an ascending 
pilgrimage. If we sometimes feel a certain 
apocalyptic undercurrent in what happens 
to us, perhaps it is as much due to this un- 
spoken intimacy we have with nothing- 
ness as it is to the public danger of literal 
extinction. It is when we look inward that 
we find ourselves on the verge of the 
worst abyss. In these reflections I would 
like to try to practice this inward looking 
in order to explore the conviction of our 
modernist visionaries that the encounter 
with nothingness is the deepest and most 
demanding of heroisms. 

I 
TOLSTOYS The Death of Ivan Ifyich re- 
mains the most accessible account of what 
occurs in an encounter with nothingness, 
although, unlike Sartre, he portrays it as 
culminating in a religious conversion in- 
stead of in heroic despair and nausea. 
Ultimately, as in Ivan’s case, the encoun- 
ter with nothingness takes place when one 
stares witha wordless horror more devas- 
tating than fear or even terror into the void 
which death opens up.3 But long before 
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that terminal realization of one’s mor- 
tality, one suffers the smaller break- 
downs and interruptions, the little punc- 
tures and disturbances, that presage in the 
very midst of one’s everyday life an 
underlying horror one would do anything 
to avoid. 

Everyone has, like Tolstoy’s Ivan, a 
ready repertoire of techniques for coping 
with the details of one’s ordinary life. Cop- 
ing is the paradigm verb for modernity in 
its non-heroic everydayness. When I 
“cope” with the things that happen to me, 
I “deal” with them successfully, I’m able to 
“handle” problems not just in the literal 
sense of being able to solve them but more 
importantly in the psychological sense of 
not allowing them to upset me. If there 
has been a shift in our culture from the 
primacy of physical technology to the 
primacy of therapeutic techniques, it has 
resulted from the realization that one can 
cope with anything, even the most in- 
capacitating situations, if one knows how 
to avoid being upset by them. The small 
interruptions caused by flat tires and long 
waiting lines, the serious ruptures caused 
by being “terminated” at work, or by the 
break-up of a relationship-none of these 
need finally undermine my sense of being 
in control of my life. For 1 can always find 
some way to manage whatever grief they 
cause me. The application of techniques of 
management to the most intimate matters 
of the heart represents far better than any 
spaceship the final achievement of that 
control over nature that Bacon dreamed 
about at the beginning of modernist cul- 
ture. What needed to be controlled all 
along was not the terrors that nature 

tibility to being upset by them. If I can find 
ways to cope therapeutically with even 
the most upsetting experiences, nothing 
will ever be able to disrupt me in the core 
of my being-not even nothingness itself. 

Death need not any longer confront us 
moderns with a final limit to our will to be 
in control. We can learn how to undergo 
our own deaths therapeutically, and so not 
be devastated by them. Tolstoy’s Ivan 
tried in his untutored, amateurish way to 

I makes us heir to but precisely our suscep- 

“cope with” death’s ultimate disruption of 
his routines but he did not have at his dis- 
posal, as we do, a complete repertoire of 
therapeutic techniques for dealing with 
each stage of his long, torturous dying.4 
Consequently, he had to undergo an 
ordeal of suffering that we later moderns 
can prepare ourselves to avoid. It might 
be objected that our thanatologists 
acknowledge the importance of “accep- 
tance” and even go so far as to make it the 
final stage in a therapeutic progre~sion.~ 
But “acceptance” as thus understood has 
nothing to do with allowing the reality of 
death to have its fully devastating impact 
on one’s being. In fact the precise benefit 
of “acceptance,” as therapeutically con- 
ceived, is that it enables one to stop resist- 
ing death and thereby makes it possible 
for one to cease being upset by it. If there 
is no mention, in contemporary descrip- 
tions of the stages of dying, of the horror 
Tolstoy’s Ivan underwent when he looked 
into the void of his own nothingness, that 
is because the whole purpose of learning 
how to die therapeutically is to avoid suf- 
fering that horror. Real acceptance, on the 
other hand, would require opening up the 
very core of one’s heart so as to be devas- 
tated by one’s death in an irrevocable and 
irreparable way. A real encounter with 
nothingness leaves nothing in one’s self in- 
tact. The management of grief, or any 
other kind of suffering, is a contradiction 
in terms. To be stricken to the core by 
one’s dying means precisely to have one’s 
will to control incapacitated by it. 

Now just as in a religious culture the 
prophets and the saints called ordinary 
men to leave the urban comforts of their 
everydayness so that they might find in the 
desert the pillar of divine fire, our great 
modernist visionaries call us to let go of all 
our therapies so that we might find on the 
edge of a precipice the void we spend our 
lives avoiding. In their minds the authen- 
ticity achieved in such an encounter takes 
the place of sanctity in the traditional 
sense and can have a transformative ef- 
fect on human character similar to that 
resulting from religious conversion. We 
are called to be the monks of nothingness. 
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In calling us to nothingness, our prophets 
touch what they know to be the central 
nerve hidden under our modern every- 
dayness, the one thing they know our 
hearts are most deeply set against doing: 
giving up the very will to control that has 
been brought to perfection by our thera- 
peutic culture. The exact antithesis of all 
our therapeutic avoidances, existential 
dread in the face of death requires a con- 
version of the heart at the deepest level. In 
that sense it constitutes an undoing of the 
modernist will to control at its very core. 

Tolstoy’s Ivan reaches the existential 
precipice when he finally acknowledges 
that the “It” which has been tormenting 
him is not his caecum, not any nameable 
disease, not even death itself as a biologi- 
cal event, but simply nothingness. How is 
one to speak of this void that haunts the 
modern imagination even though, like the 
God it replaces, no images are adequate to 
it? Tolstoy could only call it “It” and com- 
pare it to a black sack, a dark hole one 
falls into when one gets to the bottom of 
the deepest anguish.6 So inaccessible is it 
to our ordinary way of thinking that, like 
the positivists, we are tempted to dismiss 
all talk about it as non~ensical.~ It is not so 
easily exorcised from the heart. Someone 
who is dying in one way or another, some- 
one whose whole way of living is being 
radically ruptured, finds talk about 
nothingness all too meaningful. His heart 
is in his mouth. 

We might think here, for instance, about 
the termination of a relationship that had 
formed the very center of one’s life, a rela- 
tionship around which everything had 
revolved and in terms of which one under- 
stood every other project and commit- 
ment. The emptiness in the pit of one’s 
stomach grows larger and larger until it 
becomes all-engulfing and one feels one’s 
very self disappearing into it. The thing 
that held one’s life together and made it 
whole has ceased to exist. Such a radical 
upsetting of one’s life can have the same 
incapacitating effect as the more literal 
proximity of death ceased by a terminal 
disease. The same repertoire of thera- 
peutic avoidances can be used to avert it. 

The same existential heroism is needed to 
suffer it in all its devastating ramifications. 
There are many ways of access to noth- 
ingness but they all cut through one 
avoidance after another straight to the 
very core of one’s being. 

When a crisis touches the very core of 
one’s being in this way, it is the totality of 
one’s life that.is affected, not just one par- 
ticular dimension of it; not any one aspect 
of one’s being but one’s very be-ing at all, 
one’s very existence in its entirety.8 Such 
a crisis can be precipitated by the loss of 
one particular being-e.g., the one person 
who formed the center of my life-but 
what it brings on is a realization that my 
very being in itself and in its totality is en- 
dangered. When my ordinary life as a 
whole collapses, it can no longer serve to 
protect me from the precipice that, up till 
now, the routines of everydayness have 
enabled me to avoid. Nothingness, at that 
point, ceases to be a vague metaphysical 
abstraction. It is not another being which 
up to now I have overlooked but rather 
the radical possibility.of not be-ing at all. 

All along, that precipice has been within 
myself. We feel nothingness intervening 
in our ordinary lives in late night silences, 
in brief moments of uncanny foreboding, 
in occasional spells of unspeakable loneli- 
ness. Ordinarily we succeed by keeping it 
at bay. Its intrusions are short-lived and 
barely felt. They are never named. But in 
moments of supreme crisis, when the 
thing that meant everything in the world 
.to one is lost, one realizes that it has been 
there all along, like a congenital wound, in 
the deepest place of the heart. Hidden as 
we have kept it, we have always been all 
too dreadfully intimate with it. In the end 
we recognize it as what we have all along 
avoided. 

Standing on that precipice, one knows 
that nothing within one will exempt one 
from falling over it. Nothingness is horrify- 
ing because I know the whole of my self is 
always on the verge of it. Heroic authen- 
ticity lies in the willingness to be vertig- 
inous, to live on the verge of nothingness.9 
How could there be a more ultimate hero- 
ism when there can be no danger more 
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personally intimate or upsetting? Standing 
on the verge of nothingness is the ultimate 
position for surveying human life. 

I! 

SEEN FROM THAT perspective, one’s ordi- 
nary life is understood in a radically new 
way. The dizziness of the void makes one 
remarkably clear-sighted when one turns 
around and looks back at everyday exis- 
tence. It should not be surprising that the 
prophets of heroic authenticity are also 
the practitioners of the “hermeneutic of 
suspicion.”1° One becomes suspicious of 
ordinary motives and beliefs when one 
begins interpreting them from a vantage 
point that enables one to discern their 
therapeutic function. Someone standing 
on the verge of nothingness is able to un- 
cover all the avoidances we use to prevent 
ourselves from being put in that position. 
Ordinarily avoidances are never known as 
such; to achieve their purpose they must 
be disguised as important commitments. 

An encounter with nothingness, and the 
existential conversion it entails, enables 
one to unmask, first of all, the hollowness 
of those values that govern the everyday 
life of modernity. How can one take 
seriously the rise in the business cycle, the 
gossip of the talk shows, the pursuit and 
the adulation of celebrity, a grand slam in 
whist, when one knows that behind one’s 
back is an abyss? As Tolstoy’s Ivan admits, 
it would be “preposterous” to be earnest 
about any of this.” For one knows now 
that all of it belongs to the elaborate proj- 
ect of avoidance which influences every 
detail of everyday life without our being 

the existential hero has no choice but to 
“put off this old man”; he will do so con- 
temptuously or regretfully, depending on 
how heroic he is. 

Nothingness has a way of insinuating 
itself into our lives, however efficient our 
avoidances. It does so with special effec- 
tiveness in moments of crisis of the type 
we have discussed, when death in one 
form or another reminds us of our horrify- 
ing intimacy with the void we try to fill 

I aware of it. To borrow Saint Paul’s phrase, 

with the knick-knacks of everydayness. In 
such critical times one must either be 
authentic and face that void, or one must 
find something outside one’s everyday 
world to save one from it. Here we can see 
how the existentialist critique of every- 
dayness is complemented by Freud’s un- 
masking of the deepest devices employed 
by the  self in its strategy of avoidance. 
That master of suspicion saw that in our 
worst moments, when we are most utterly 
incapacitated by the abyss that has sud- 
denly appeared at our feet, we need to 
look up.’* Looking back (to one’s every- 
day commitments) no longer works; look- 
ing down is too horrifying. One needs an 
uplifting conviction. 

Only the idea of God can lift one high 
enough to get one off the verge of 
nothingness. If Freud is right, Burke’s 
uncertainty can be easily resolved. The 
awe we feel in the presence of our ulti- 
mate father-figure is mitigated.by the fact 
that the underlying reason for looking up 
to him is to avoid looking down into an 
abyss infinitely more horrific and unbear- 
able. Religion, it turns out, is the last and 
definitive therapy, though not one that 
Freud himself chose to practice. He was, 
like the existentialist prophets, too com- 
mitted to the heroism of the void for that, 
and h e  hoped the rest of us would have 
the courage to prefer authenticity to 
avoidance. Therapy meant for Freud an 
undoing of avoidances, not, as for many of 
his successors, a reinforcement of them. 
The existentialist conversion is the ulti- 
mate version of that undoing. While we 
have occasionally compared it with the 
traditional religious change of heart, it 
now appears to be not just a replacement 
for the latter but the only authentic alter- 
native to the self-delusions which tradi- 
tional religion entails. For the person 
stripped of all avoidances, nothingness, 
not God, is, to use Anselm’s words, “that 
than which none greater can be con- 
~ e i v e d . ” ’ ~  

However, it is not just God that is 
eclipsed by nothingness. For what makes 
God therapeutic in the first place is his ex- 
emption from the nothingness to which I 
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myself am liable. God is needed for eter- 
nity; belief in an eternal order and in my 
kinship with it is needed if the possibility 
of nothingness is to cease haunting me. 
The same hermeneutic of suspicion which 
unmasks the therapeutic motive behind 
religious belief uncovers the insecurity 
that makes us desperate to cling to time- 
less truths of any sort.14 We clutch at such 
truths lest we perish. All our beliefs in a 
higher order give us something to look up 
to, lest we shudder in horror. The moral 
virtues that follow upon fidelity to that 
higher order only disguise the recoil of the 
heart from what it glimpses when it looks 
down. Recoiling from the void, one is will- 
ing to believe in anything rather than feel 
that paralyzing shudder. The dark night of 
existential dread, on the other hand, is not 
lightened by the promise of any Platonic 
sun. It is as cold and empty as nothingness 
itself. One can’t stop one’s teeth from chat- 
tering uncontrollably. But here alone, it 
seems, there is no betrayal. 

Now we see why the prophets of 
nothingness are such profound diagnosti- 
cians of the heart. They know how to 
detect every one of our subtle evasions, 
the unconscious avoidances that motivate 
our apparent virtues, just as the saints of 
the past were purportedly equipped to 
divine secrets of the heart not even 
known to those who held them dear. But 
the seers of nothingness would unmask 
the saints themselves and show us the un- 
witting lie at the bottom of their sanctity. 
One cannot answer their diagnosis by 
pointing to the grim consequences that 
follow upon the loss of belief in any higher 
order. For in doing so one would be trying 
to rescue one’s beliefs by showing the 
benefits derived from holding them to be 
true. And how can belief be earnest when 
it is animated by one’s need to have it per- 
form a therapeutic function?15 Today the 
existential critique worked out by the 
great visionaries of modernity has given 
rise to what might be called a traditionalist 
recoil from the nihilistic consequences 
that seemed to follow from that critique. 
This recoil impels one to grab onto any 
structure of religious or political belief that 

promises to provide an orderly framework 
for one’s life, without regard for the ra- 
tional coherence or the truthfulness of the 
beliefs themselves. But the critique antici- 
pated this response and is only more 
deeply confirmed by it. In a real sense the 
existentialists have succeeded. They gave 
us a glimpse into the abyss that lasted just 
long enough to make us realize that we 
have used our beliefs to avoid facing it. 
Contemporary man runs back to those 
beliefs with an unprecedented despera- 
tion. But once their therapeutic purpose 
has been unmasked, they cannot be held 
with the old conviction. We hold onto 
them in terror. And thus we prove the ex- 
istential diagnosis of us to be true. 

It is in this light that the contemporary 
reanimation of traditional religion and its 
reconciliation with modern psychology 
must be understood. Whatever the histori- 
cal causes that have contributed to the ni- 
hilism in our culture, its root lies in the ex- 
perience of horror at the bottom of our 
hearts. The religion practiced today with 
such fervor is largely the religion of being 
saved, and what we are to be saved from 
is precisely the experience of being in 
crisis, the experience of nothingness. In 
this post-existentialist period, religion has 
re-emerged-as therapy. If our psycholo- 
gists welcome this revival instead of 
regretting it, that is because they recog- 
nize its therapeutic function and because 
they themselves, unlike Freud, measure 
the worth of any belief by the psycholog- 
ical benefits that result from clutching it. 
The truthfulness of beliefs is not their busi- 
ness; in that sense they have learned their 
nihilism well. They would help us limp 
away from the verge with any crutch that 
works. The therapeutic mind is, we might 
say, the illegitimate child of the existen- 
tialists, the child who sees just enough of 
the horror to turn away from it. 

It1 
BURKE HAD THEN, it seems, no reason to 
pause. One need only reflect on one’s 
own experiences to realize that the awe 
one feels standing at the foot of a moun- 
tain does not fill one with that sickening 
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sense of vertigo one feels when one stands 
on its peak and peers over. Burke rightly 
thought that we can enjoy such heights 
aesthetically only when protected from 
the edge by a guard-rail. In the existential 
predicament there is no such luxury, no 
neutral space in between the heroic ac- 
ceptance of horror and a panicky flight 
from it. One either remains on the verge 
looking down or one pulls back and 
flees-into the arms of some higher 
power. 

But Burke was a religious man and so he 
felt compelled to talk about looking up to 
God as the ultimate example of a sublime 
experience. Clearly he has no suspicion, 
as we do, of the therapeutic function that 
belief in God can perform in human life. 
On the contrary, he was hesitant “to intro- 
duce the idea of that great and tremen- 
dous being, as an example in an argument 
so light as this.”16 And perhaps he is dimly 
aware of the great contradiction between 
his claim that looking down is more 
devastating than looking up and his claim 
that the experience of God has an ultima- 
cy that all other experiences of the sub- 
lime lack. Perhaps he senses that the 
motive underlying religious awe gives it a 
much deeper and more urgently personal 
import than is possessed by any merely 
aesthetic emotion. At any rate he tries to 
animate for us the dreadful component of 
religious experience. “Whilst we contem- 
plate so vast an object,” he says, “...we 
shrink into the minuteness of our own 
nature, and are, in a manner, annihilated 
before him.”” 1s this “shrinking back into 
our own nature” nothing more than the 
dread one feels before an awe-inspiring 
but finally therapeutic father-figure, as 
Freud suggested? Or does Burke glimpse 
here a truth about religious experience 
that lies even deeper than the one Freud 
unmasked? 

Let us explore this second possibility by 
trying to turn the hermeneutic of suspi- 
cion on the person who up to this point 
has seemed above suspicion, the existen- 
tialist hero himself who stands in the ulti- 
mate position, on the verge of nothing- 
ness. One word here gives us reason to 

pause. The word “stands” is prominent 
here as a key image of the existentialist’s 
heroic posture. That image accords with 
the distinctive sense of dignity that accom- 
panies the achievement of authenticity. 
One remains on the verge and fights off 
every impulse to avert one’s gaze; one is 
barely able to keep one’s balance, so dis- 
orienting is the vertigo; and one knows for 
the first time what it really means to be 
human because only man has the capacity 
to see beyond beings into nothingness. 
Only the person on the edge of the preci- 
pice is entitled to be upright. Man achieves 
his full stature as man only when he 
assumes the erectness of authenticity in 
the face of death. His liability to nothing- 
ness makes him destitute but only some- 
one incapable of bearing the horror of dy- 
ing allows that poverty-stricken condition 
to turn him into a beggar. Authenticity is 
therefore nothing but this upright affirma- 
tion of one’s being even as one feels 
drawn into the void. 

But if existential man remains standing 
on the verge of nothingness, he has not 
yet done the one thing needful for finding 
the truth at the bottom of that void. He has 
not become identified with nothingness 
itself. This, it might be objected, is some- 
thing impossible for us to do in our condi- 
tion as beings. Nothingness, it would 
seem, is not accessible to us as long as we 
are. But if that were the case, we could 
never get to the verge of it. Death would 
be no more than another event that hap- 
pens in the world. The existential experi- 
ence we undergo in periods of extreme 
personal crisis would be impossible. In 
order for the person on the edge of the 
abyss to argue that he can go no further 
than the verge, he would have to side in 
the end with the ordinary man who denies 
his nothingness instead of confronting it. 
The choice he made between authenticity 
and avoidance brings him, though he is 
not aware of it when he makes it, to the 
verge of a deeper choice between stand- 
ing on the precipice and falling over it. 
And what would motivate him to remain 
upright on the verge if not a desire to 
recoil from an experience that promises to 
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be more upsetting than his vertigo? 
But now we have to try to translate 

these metaphors so that we can see 
whether there is some intelligible mean- 
ing to this idea of falling into nothingness 
or if it signifies only a kind of absurd rush 
into madness, such as is pictured, for in- 
stance, in Van Cogh’s last paintings. Can 
one go further than the edge of the abyss 
without descending into an utter void of 
meaninglessness? Does the existentialist’s 
option of remaining on the edge enable 
him to retain a connection with the or- 
dinary world that cannot be severed 
without losing sanity itself? Or does the 
failure to break that connection reveal a 
final and tragically ironic unwillingless to 
“put off the old man”? This, it seems, is the 
question which lies unasked at the bottom 
of Burke’s uncertainty about whether 
there is an experience more upsetting 
than looking down a precipice. 

To answer it we have to return to the 
existentialist’s realization of his liability to 
nothingness so that we can see if it con- 
tains the seed of something deeper. 
Nothingness, he realizes, is no alien in- 
truder trespassing inside the inviolable 
precinct of our being. The falsity and the 
self-delusion of ordinary life are due 
precisely to the fact that we ordinarily pre- 
tend to ourselves that this is so. If we need 
such an elaborate network of avoidances 
to cover up the possibility of nothingness, 
it is because that possibility is as close to us 
as ourselves-it is a weakness, a fissure in- 
side the very heart of one’s being. The 
precipice we have been speaking of all 
along is in us-it is the fissure in our very 
being that opens upon nothingness. What 
does this fissure tell me about myself? 
That I am, and yet am capable o f  not- 
being. But putting it this way still makes it 
sound like that capability is merely 
tacked onto my being like an almost over- 
looked addendum. How much closer, how 
much more intimate it is than that! If my 
very being is able to not be, there is no 
necessity to it, no absolute and binding 
need for it. Otherwise there would be no 
real possibility of one’s not existing, and I 
know, from looking through the fissure at  

the bottom of my heart, that this possibili- 
ty is all too real. Now if there is no neces- 
sity to my being, this means that I could 
just as easily not be and yet I am. What 
subtle, almost imperceptible change of 
position has occurred between the preced- 
ing formulation and this last one? When 
one says “I am, and yet am capable of not- 
being” one is standing on the edge of be- 
ing looking over at the possibility of one’s 
nothingness. Where is one standing when 
one says “I am capable of not being-and 
yet I am”? 

One is not standing anywhere. One is 
realizing that, even though I am, in and of 
myselt I am nothingness. One is looking 
up from one’s intrinsic nothingness at the 
gift of being. Standing on the verge of 
nothingness, I am still treating existence 
as if it were my own, as if 1 owned it, as if 1 
do not really have anything in common 
with this void that opens out before me at 
my feet. I am still in a superior position 
with regard to it, and no matter how long I 
stare down at it I will continue to treat. it as 
something beneath me. And even when I 
fall over that edge and plummet, all during 
my descent I am looking down on noth- 
ingness from a position of real, if fast 
diminishing superiority. And when I get 
there and lay face down at  the bottom of 
that void, in hopeless and bitter despair, 
like that pictured in Van Coghs Wheat- 
field with Crows, my very despair reveals 
a final and desperate unwillingness to ac- 
cept the void as my self. I do not accept 
nothingness as mine until I stop looking 
down on it and instead turn around and 
look up from the very bottom of it. Only at 
that point do I give up at last the position 
of superiority I have needed to have all 
along to avoid acknowledging my oneness 
with it. What horrified me from the first 
was having to accept the inferiority of 
nothingness as my own.18 

If we do not call this new perspective a 
new “position” for understanding the 
human condition, it is because the person 
who has it knows he has no stature. He 
realizes his destitution is complete. “In and 
of myself I am nothing-and yet I am. ”But 
the fact that I am does not abolish the fact 
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that I am coeval with nothingness; it does 
not cure my congenital poverty. Were 
everything that has been given me taken 
away, were I stripped down to what I am 
in my essence, apart from the gift of be- 
ing, l would be lying naked even now in 
nothingness. Can we not recognize in this 
poverty the lack of stature Burke referred 
to when he described an experience in 
which “we shrink into the minuteness of 
our own nature, and are, in a manner, an- 
nihilated. . .”? The abyss of our 
minuteness has no bottom and, for that 
reason, as T. S. Eliot says, humility is 
endless. 

For Burke the compulsion to shrink 
back into our nothingness arises when we 
find ourselves in the presence of the 
sacred, and ultimately, in the presence of 
Cod. But for us moderns, God ordinarily 
becomes real only when we come close 
enough to the experience of nothingness 
to turn away from it in terror; and the 
nothingness we glimpse penetrates too 
deeply for us to believe that God is any- 
thing but the father-figure whose protec- 
tion we need to escape it. God, we think, 
lies on this side of the horrible abyss we 
spend our lives avoiding; our religions do 
not ordinarily help us “shrink back into 
our nothingness” but rather help us limp 
away from it. But if for us God is no help in 
discovering our nothingness, it may be the 
case that the experience of nothingness is 
our one and only access to the discovery 
not of the God who saves us from our pov- 
erty but confirms us in it. 

For what, after all, is to be seen when 
one looks up from the perspective of one’s 
ineradicable poverty? That I have had it in 
my heart all along to be God, to have no 
fissure in my being, to be exempt from 
nothingness. The idea of God has been 
there all along-as what I wanted to be 
myself. The fact that I am not Cod is the 
unbearable horror secreted away in the 
heart underneath all its avoidances, for it 
is what one must accept in finally ceasing 
to recoil from one’s nothingness. Those 

I avoidances are put in place, as the 
modern masters of suspicion have taught 
us, in order to prevent our having to suffer 

’ 

a devastating experience from which it is 
impossible to return in one piece. They did 
not suspect that this experience occurs 
only in the act of worship. 

The anonymous author of The Cloud of 
Unknowing advises the reader: 

. . . I do not want you to be anywhere; no, 
not outside, above or beside yourself. 

But to this you say: “Where then shall I 
be? By your reckoning I am to be nowhere!” 
Exactly. In fact, you have expressed it 
rather well, for I would indeed have you be 
nowhere. . . . Your senses. . .will chide you 
for doing nothing. But never mind. Go on 
with this nothing. . . . 

Many arrive at this juncture in the interior 
life but the terrible, comfortless agony they 
experience facing themselves drives them 
back. . . .I9 

If we have turned at this point to the 
words of a mystic, it is not because the 
person who acknowledges his nothingness 
for the first time has already reached 
thereby the depth of poverty the mystic 
experiences. On the contrary. The mystics 
themselves tell us that it takes years and 
years of poverty and destitution to 
become truly familiar with one’s nothing- 
ness. But there is already operative even 
in that first admission a fundamental will- 
ingness to turn around and look up, from 
the perspective of one’s own poverty, 
toward a reality to which one can only 
say, “Thou art all, I am nothing.” That 
prayer is wrung from the heart like the 
horrific shudder of death itself. It is one’s 
dying to one’s self. The act of worship, to 
the degree that it is authentic in the exis- 
tentialist sense, springs out of that 
shudder. 

This description does not accord at first 
glance with the emphasis on celebration 
thought to be indispensable to religious 
worship. That is not because celebration is 
absent from the prayer we have de- 
scribed. Indeed, could one’s acceptance of 
one’s nothingness be complete if one con- 
tinued to . . . resent it? Resentment is the 
last avoidance. One breaks through it only 
when one clasps one’s poverty joyfully. 
But that joy is no therapeutic compensa- 
tion for suffering. The suffering does not 
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cease, the nothingness does not go away- 
and yet one wonders, in the mystic’s 
words, “if this nothingness is not some 
heavenly paradise after This joy 
does not look anything like celebration in 
the ordinary sense of that term because it 
arises at the heart of the horror our ordi- 
nary celebrations are devised to obscure. It 
is a joy one suffers like death, our death. 

IV 
WE KNOW FROM our own aesthetic experi- 
ences what it is like to look up at  some- 
thing awe-full when one has one’s feet 
planted firmly on the ground. We know 
from our therapeutic instincts how desper- 
ately we cling to something higher when 
we feel the ground slipping from our feet. 
We would know, if we had the existential- 
ist’s courage, what it feels like to look 
down at the abyss opening up beneath us. 
But we would have to be saints to know 
fully what it is like to look up from the bot- 
tom of one’s nothingness. Only when we 
moderns realize that sanctity is to be 
found by taking one step beyond existen- 
tial vertigo, not by recoiling from it, do we 
realize how far we are from it. The 
absence of that realization constitutes, it 
would seem, the tragic irony of modernist 
heroism. Its practitioners thought they 
were moving beyond the faulty heroism of 
the saints, not taking a step back to a more 
comfortable position. But humility is more 
devastating than vertigo. Adoration is 
more dreadful than despair. I t  is gratitude, 
not nihilism, that costs not less than every- 
thing. For there is no way to get more 
deeply into nothingness than to identify 
oneself with it graciously, as the act of 
worship requires. 

What posture, what manner of carrying 
himself, is assumed by the person moved 
in the very center of his heart by this para- 
doxical joy? Such a person would not walk 
with the self-possession and self-assurance 
of one governed by the will to control. He 
would not limp like someone desperate for 

crutches. He would not stand heroically 
erect like someone straddling an ever- 
widening fissure. He would not lie face 
down in a black hole of despair. He would 
raise himself up from his nothingness just 
enough to genuflect. 
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