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Reading:

Holocaust survivor Viktor Frankl wrote these words:

“Our generation is realistic, for we have come to know man as he really is.  After all, man is that being who invented the gas chambers of Auschwitz; however, he is also that being who entered those gas chambers upright, with the Lord’s Prayer or the Shema Yisrael on his lips.” [Frankl. Man’s Search for Meaning (fourth edition, 1992). p. 136.]
Message:

The terrible irony is, it’s almost as though Viktor Frankl’s life began when he became what he calls “an average prisoner,” “an ordinary prisoner” in the network of Nazi concentration camps.

Not that he had not lived.  We know that he was born in Vienna in 1905, into a family of Jewish civil servants; a few family photographs can be seen on the Internet [http://www.viktorfrankl.org/e/albumE1905.html].  In that city where Sigmund Freud and Karl Jung and Alfred Adler were developing rival interpretations of the human psyche and how it worked, Viktor Frankl developed an interest in psychology even as a high school student.  He studied medicine at the University of Vienna, specializing in neurology and psychiatry.  He was particularly interested in the psychology of depression and suicide, as a student working with students under stress, and then heading the staff at the “Suicide Pavilion” at the General Hospital in Vienna, where he reportedly treated more than 30,000 women at risk for committing suicide.  He was 36 years old in December 1941, when he married Tillie Grosser.  They had been married less than a year when he was transported to the first of the four camps in which he spent two and a half years.  His wife, mother, father, and brother died in the camps.  Viktor was among the prisoners at Dachau liberated by American soldiers on April 27, 1945. [http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Viktor_Frankl].

Within that same year, 1945, Frankl sat down and, in the space of nine days, wrote his book.  He began, “This book does not claim to be an account of facts and events but of personal experiences, experiences which millions of prisoners have suffered time and again.  It is the inside story of a concentration camp, told by one of the survivors.  This tale is not concerned with the great horrors, which have already been described often enough (though less often believed) but with the multitude of small torments.  In other words, it will try to answer this question: How was everyday life in a concentration camp reflected in the mind of the average prisoner?” [Frankl. Man’s Search for Meaning (fourth edition, 1992). p. 17.]
As much as the Nazis could possibly make it so, every prisoner was an ordinary prisoner.  Frankl describes how they were stripped of clothes, jewelry, papers, professions, names, everything – even their body hair was shaved.  Except for the Capos – prisoners who acted as trustees, as overseers, and were given special privileges in return – and except for a few well-known prisoners, everyone else was – literally – anonymous.  Names meant nothing, at least not to the guards.  Everyone was a number.  “We knew,” Frankl wrote, that we had nothing to lose except our so ridiculously naked lives.” [p. 29].  Those who survived learned – of necessity – a new way of living.  “On the average,” Frankl wrote, “only those prisoners could keep alive who, after years of trekking from camp to camp, had lost all scruples in their fight for existence; they were prepared to use every means, honest and otherwise, even brutal force, theft, and betrayal of their friends, in order to save themselves.  We who have come back, by the aid of many lucky chances or miracles – whatever one may choose to call them – we know: the best of us did not return.” [p. 19]. 

And yet, Viktor Frankl could never be an ordinary prisoner.  He was a psychologist, a scientist by training and by temperament.  All the while that he was in the camps, he was experiencing the life of an average prisoner and, simultaneously, observing, analyzing, interpreting.  The German subtitle of his book was “A psychologist experiences the concentration camp.”  It is said (and you can read it on Wikipedia, so you know it must be true) that in the Theresienstad camp “he would frequently march outside and deliver a lecture to an imaginary audience about ‘Psychotherapeutic Experiences in a Concentration Camp’.” [http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Viktor_Frankl].  Always, always, he was watching himself and all those around him with what he called “a certain scientific detachment,” and out of this detachment, two important things happened.  First, Viktor Frankl survived the camps.  He attributes this survival at least in part to his deep desire to re-create the manuscript of a book – his life’s work to that time – that had been confiscated from him when he was taken to Auschwitz.  The determination to write this book that only he could write gave meaning to his life, gave him a reason to live, gave hiim something to focus on beyond the immediate moment, beyond the immediate suffering.  Reaching, striving, struggling toward the goal of surviving to write that book kept him alive.

And the second thing that came out of Viktor Frankl’s particular – and therefore not-ordinary – way of experiencing the concentration camp was that he distilled his experiences into a way of understanding human nature.  “Our generation is realistic,” he wrote, “for we have come to know man as he really is.”  Whether, in the end, you agree or disagree with Frankl’s assessment of human nature and of what is necessary for health and wholeness, I, myself, feel humbled by a man who looked death in the face – who walked and talked and woke and slept with death – and used the experience to probe the quality of life – not for himself alone, but for as much of humankind as writing and teaching and the practice of psychotherapy could reach.

“We are indebted to the Second World War, Frankl wrote, “… for the war gave us the war of nerves and it gave us the concentration camp.” [p. 21]  In a war of nerves, in a concentration camp, we can see what happens to a human being who is deprived of everything but the human spirit.  In the final analysis, Frankl concluded, “striving to find a meaning in one’s life is the primary motivational force in a [person]. [p. 104].  What keeps a person going, Dr. Frankl concluded, is “a will to meaning,” [p. 104] a conviction that there is something to keep going for.  In the face of despair, what life taught Frankl was that “it did not really matter what we expected from life, but what life expected from us.” [p. 85].

Not only in the concentration camp, but in the daily living of our lives, it does not matter what we expect from life, but what life expects of us.  This is a shift, and an important one.  For when we believe – really believe – that life expects something from us, then it becomes important to us to hang in with life, so that we can – literally – live up to, live in to what it is that only we can do, only we can be.  What it is that life expects of us is unique and different for each person.  Perhaps there is a child whose life you will guide, or shape, or protect, or empower.  Then you must continue to be here for that child.  Perhaps there is a book that only you can write, a photograph that only you can take, a painting that only you can paint.  Perhaps there is someone who loves you, who needs you, and not just “someone.”  Perhaps there is a way of understanding , of interpreting, of explaining; a way of comforting or collaborating or leading or following that no one else brings to the people and the places and the situations that are your life.  To use the religious language of Unitarian Universalism, there are gifts that you bring, that only you bring.  And the meaning of your life is the sharing of those gifts.

And the task of our lives is not just to find meaning, but actually to create meaning – by infusing each situation, each moment with significance.  We can do this in action – by doing, creating, building, loving, caring.  We can do this in enjoyment – by experiencing, noticing, appreciating art, beauty, nature, the moment, the beloved.  And if we find ourselves in circumstances where neither creativity nor enjoyment are available to us – if there is nothing around us and nothing for us but suffering – well, suffering is an integral part of life, and even here, we can create meaning.  We may choose to suffer with dignity, in the best way we can muster at the moment – or we may fight for self-preservation at the price of dignity and our highest moral values. [p. 76].  How we engage, even with our suffering, is how we choose to give meaning to our life.  And always, always, we have a choice.

Even in the concentration camp.  Frankl wrote, “Every day, every hour, offered the opportunity to make a decision, a decision which determined whether you would or would not submit to those powers which threatened to rob you of your very self, your inner freedom; which determined whether you would become the plaything of circumstance, renouncing freedom and dignity to become molded into the form of the typical inmate. … Fundamentally, therefore, any [person] can, …decide what shall become of him [or her] – mentally and spiritually. [p. 75].

“I believe in the sun, even when it is not shining.  And I believe in love, even when there’s no one there.  And I believe in God, even when God is silent.  I believe through any trial, there is always a way.” [from this morning’s choir anthem: Inscription of Hope].

Even more so in the wide world in which you and I live, we have daily, hourly, the opportunity to make meaning in our lives, and for our lives.  We do this in action: going to work, volunteering, reaching out to friends or family, making art, making dinner.  We do this in enjoyment: savoring a sunset or a moonrise, taking time for a walk on a perfect October Sunday afternoon, listening to music that moves our spirits, practicing awareness and gratitude in this moment, noticing and expressing our appreciation for someone’s help, or for their presence in our lives.  We do this in holding ourselves accountable for the quality of the life we are living – what Frankl calls “responsibleness” – not in demanding perfection, but rather in expecting of ourselves the best we can do.  Our best today may be nothing like the best we have to offer tomorrow, but each day, each moment, has its own integrity, and we are called into living by life and by the possibilities that tomorrow holds.  Frankl declares that human beings are responsible, and must (that is his word – must) actualize the potential meaning of our lives.

And, always, there will be times when we fall short, or when we find ourselves unable to find or to make or to “actualize” meaning in our lives.  Then we may feel frustrated.  We may feel that our lives are meaningless, that we, ourselves are without value or worth or dignity.  We may despair.  Dr. Frankl, who lived and taught and wrote and practiced psychotherapy until his death in 1997 at the age of 92, called this situation the “existential vacuum,” and found it to be a widespread phenomenon in the twentieth century.  As a therapist, he worked with people to uncover an awareness of what it was in life that called to them, that called meaning and life out of them.  Paradoxically, we are called into life not by satisfaction and comfort but rather by tension – in his words, “the tension between what one has already achieved and what one still ought to accomplish, or the gap between what one is and what one should become.  We should not, then, be hesitant,” he goes on, “about challenging [someone] with a potential meaning for [them] to fulfill.” [p. 110].  We should not then, I suggest, be reluctant to challenge ourselves, for this is the very definition of spiritual growth.

“But a voice rises within me, saying hold on, my child.  I’ll give you hope, I’ll give you strength, just stay a little while.” [from this morning’s choir anthem: Inscription of Hope].

As a teacher, Viktor Frankl taught that we can, in fact, call one another out of emptiness, out of meaninglessness, out of hopelessness, into meaning and purpose and becoming.  “If you take a man as he really is, we make him worse,” he said in 1972 to an audience of college students.  “But if we over-estimate him, we promote him to what he really can be.”  If we recognize that, in each person, no matter how seemingly empty their lives, there is a spark of the search for meaning, then we will “elicit it from him, and [we] will make him what he, in principle, is capable of becoming.” [www.ted.com/talks/viktor_frankl_youth_in_search_of_meaning.html].

We can call each other into the search for meaning, which is the ultimate human endeavor.  We can practice a level of awareness and responsiveness and responsibleness that heightens our own humanity.  We can look ahead, and reach ahead, and hold out hope.  We can, in spite of everything, say “yes” to life.  These are lessons we can learn from Viktor Frankl, whose life and work embodies this terrible irony: that from the very hands of death, he wrested a meaning for life.  From the war of nerves and the concentration camp, designed precisely to create meaninglessness, he distilled a sense of meaning that lives on long after his life has ended.  It is almost as though his life began when he became a prisoner in the network of Nazi concentration camps.  Now you and I hold the threads of meaning that he spun.  What will we do with them?  How will we live with them?  How will we give our lives meaning, and in doing so, give ongoing meaning and growth to his life, to human life, to life itself?

Take time now, in silence, to be with whatever ways life is calling to you now.

The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

Blessed be.

