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MEISTER ECKHART ON TEMPORALITY
AND THE “NOW”

A Phenomenological-Hermeneutical Interpretation

The paradoxical nature of mystical theories, makes them difficult to
explain. Meister Eckhart’s thinking is no exception. Various attempts have
been made to employ phenomenological-hermeneutical tools to make
sense of it." Reliance on the direct data of consciousness, pre-under-
standing, empathy, or metaphor helps explain the mystical phenomenon
in ways in which non-hermeneutical-phenomenological accounts cannot.
My aim in this essay is twofold. First, to suggest a variant of the phe-
nomenological-hermenutical method which can render Meister Eckhart’s
(and others’) mystical teachings more understandable. Second, to explain
Meister Eckhart’s teachings on the “now” — a theme which in many
phenomenological-hermeneutical interpretations of his theory has hitherto
been neglected. In Part 1 I present the characteristics of this method.
In Part 2 I exemplify its use by applying it to Meister Eckhart’s teach-
ings on the “now”.

I

Like other phenomenological and hermeneutical interpretations of Meister
Eckhart, the one suggested here is marked by understanding through
empathy rather than through reducing the phenomenon to another set
of terms (e.g., physiological, psychological) supposed to be more basic
or understandable. The mystical experience is taken to make sense in
itself, and its interpretation is intended to help readers understand by
bringing them closer to the mystic’s state of mind. The interpretation
is meant, then, to enable readers to grasp the mystical experience by
arousing feelings analogous, in some ways, to those of the mystic.
Likewise, as with other hermeneutical interpretations, this interpre-
tation supposes some pre-understood intuition of the mystical experience
and sympathy towards it on the part of the reader. The interpretation elab-
orates some kind of pre-understanding of the mystical experience, even
if it be a very vague one, rather than providing new information. Because
the interpretation relies on this pre-understanding, it is somewhat circular.
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Similarly, like other hermeneutical interpretations, it is not aimed at
everyone. The methodology is not intersubjective in the sense that it is
impossible for any rational being not to understand it. People with a
total disregard for the mystical experience cannot understand it. Those
who are left completely “cold” by mystical culture, then, will not find
the following discussion of any help.

The interpretation suggested here is, however, different from some
other phenomenological-hermeneutical interpretations in its emphasis
on the interrelations among the different characteristics of the interpreted
phenomenon. The issue under question is explained by showing how
its different characteristics cohere. Since each characteristic is both expli-
cans and explicandum, there is no one correct starting point for the
explanation; we can start off with any of the characteristics and show,
from that viewpoint, how it is related to the others. Then we can pick
another characteristic and discuss its relations to all the others, including
to the first. A complete explanation is one in which the interrelations
between all the characteristics are discussed. Graphically, such an expla-
nation would look like a collection of dots where all the dots are
connected by lines to all the others, so that there is no dot which is not
interrelated with all the other dots, both directly and indirectly.

To be sure, others also discuss to some extent this characteristic of
hermeneutical explanations. Dilthey, for example, observes the circu-
larity present in the fact that, on the one hand, in order to understand
the whole the parts must first be understood and, on the other, the parts
cannot be understood if the whole is not first understood.? This
whole/parts circularity exists (even if not as emphatically) in the method
of interpretation suggested here; Dilthey, however, does not put as much
emphasis on the circularity among the parts of the interpreted phenom-
enon as is suggested here.

Another point of difference between some other phenomenological-
hermeneutical methods and the one suggested here is that whereas they
(e.g., Heidegger’s) do not provide a place for atemporal and non-lin-
guistic phenomena such as the mystical experience, the present approach
does. (Indeed, the very term used by Heidegger to refer to the three
dimensions of temporality, “ecstases”, would in Meister Eckhart’s teach-
ings denote an atemporal state.)’ Moreover, no elaborate terminology
is needed to employ the phenomenological-hermeneutical interpretation
suggested here.

In what follows I shall give an example of how this hermeneutical
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interpretation can be employed to clarify some of Meister Eckhart’s
mystical teachings. I shall not be able, however, to present a complete
account of Eckhart’s mystical theory. Instead, I shall limit myself to
discussing it only from the viewpoint of one of its characteristics — the
non-temporality in “nowness”.* Thus, I shall not attempt here to show
how all the characteristics are interrelated, but only how nowness is
related to some of the most important of them.

II

Meister Eckhart says baffling things about the mystical experience. He
says that when we are in the sublime state we are in a perfect now and
time does not exist for us,’ that this now is an unceasing now,’ and that
although nothing changes during the sublime state, every second of it
is new for us.” He typifies the mystical experience as being complete,
homogeneous, real and certain.® He tells us that if we want to achieve
the mystical experience we should not try to achieve it’ and that the
mystical experience is achieved at once and immediately.'” Moreover,
he says, in effect, that the real self is no self,"" and he sees rationality
and language as obstacles to the mystical experience.'?

These statements seem puzzling, if not completely nonsensical or
straightforwardly wrong. We feel that it is impossible, for example, that
time should cease to exist. Similarly, it seems to be a contradiction that
although nothing changes in the sublime state, every second will still
be new. Moreover, why in order to achieve the mystical experience should
we not try to achieve it? How can these and other expressions be
explained?

Let us start with what Meister Eckhart says about being in the now.
To understand his expressions about time we should remember that he
does not refer to objective time but to our phenomenological temporality,
i.e., our being in time. How are we phenomenologically in time? We
can be in our past, for example, when we regret that we did things the
way we did and wish we had done them otherwise. Or, we can be in
the past by having memories and being happy or sad because present
things are not the way they were. Similarly, we can be in the future
when we worry about what will happen. We are in the future when we
have ambitions, plan how to achieve them and speculate about different
possibilities.

Although I have brought up our being in the past and our being in
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the future separately, they are, as Heidegger and others have shown so
elaborately, intermingled with each other. When we plan for the future,
for example, we rely on past experience, and what we remember is
usually relevant for our future activity. Moreover, past and future are also
intermingled with what is usually called our being in the present; we
are now doing things which are relevant for future possibilities and are
influenced by what has happened to us in the past.”

We are always in the present in another way as well. When we are
in the past or the future we are aware that we are thinking about them
in the present. When we are conscious that the future will come and is
ahead of us, and that the past has gone and is behind us, we are neces-
sarily also conscious of the fact that we are conscious of them now. If
we did not know that we were conscious of them now, we could not know
that they are past and future. Our consciousness of the future or of the
past, then, is always relative to our consciousness of the now.

But when Meister Eckhart calls on us to be only and completely in
the now in the sublime state, he is not referring to the now or the present
in the regular sense. The present in the regular sense (the sense used
by Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty) is nothing more than that which has
just been in the very near past or is just starting to happen in the very
near future. Even if we try to narrow down what we usually call the
present, we shall find ourselves busy with what is actually the very
near past and future, and not the present. Further, Heidegger and Merleau-
Ponty show us that when we are in this so-called “present”, we are
never only in it; this “present” (or close past plus close future) is always
connected and experienced in view of the further future and past.

Thus, if by “being in the now” we mean being on the very “razor’s
edge” second of what we are doing now, and not what we have just
done or are about to do, we are very rarely in the now. We are usually
also in the now, because we are always conscious that what we are
doing we are doing now; but we are not, in all these cases, only in the
now.

This complete nowness, moreover, does not change from one second
to another; every now is identical to the others before and after it, and
thus there are no changes when the I is in this state. Hence we have
the feeling of the “unceasing now”, “unchanging now”, or “eternal now”
of which Meister Eckhart speaks.

Notwithstanding the fact that the complete now is unchanging, it is
always new. In each and every second we are conscious only of the
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thinking that happens in that very second, and of nothing else, including
the thinking occurring in the previous or coming seconds. Thus, the
nowness in every second cannot be compared to that in the previous
one. If there were comparability and continuity between these now-points,
we would not be thinking only about the thinking which is now thinking,
but also about previous thinking, and thus we would stop being in the
now and be in the future or in the past. Thus, every second in the
complete now is disconnected from all other seconds and nows, which
explains Meister Eckhart’s saying that although there is no difference
between the nows, being in the now is always new.

The sublime state is also complete. Our regular future or past tem-
poralities are incomplete; when we are in the future, typified by our
ambitions and plans, we feel we lack something we hope to achieve.
Similarly, when we are in the past, typified by memories, we feel that
something is past and gone. These two temporalities of our everyday
life are characterised by feelings of striving and loss.

However, since in the nowness the only thing we are thinking about
— viz., the thinking itself — is fully present, we do not feel we lack
anything. To put it differently, when the subject and object of thinking
are not the same, the object can either exist or not exist, and when it does
not exist it can be missed. When the subject and object of thinking are
the same, the object is necessarily there, and thus cannot be missed.
Hence, the state of being-now is a state of non-striving.

For similar reasons, the experience of nowness is also an experience
of reality and certainty. Part of our consciousness of what will come —
our future — is awareness that in the present it is unreal and uncertain.
Similarly, part of our consciousness of what is gone and does not exist
any more — our past — is awareness that now, in the present, it is unreal.
We are also not completely free from doubt as to whether the past was
indeed exactly as we remember it. In the nowness, in contrast, it is impos-
sible for the object of thinking not to exist, since it is also the subject
of thinking. When we are in the future and in the past, when the subject
and object of thinking are different, there is the possibility that the object
will not be or has not been as we think it. But when the subject and object
are identical in nowness, the consciousness which happens now is com-
pletely present to itself. Thus, in nowness we experience reality and
certainty.

One of Meister Eckhart’s most paradoxical sayings is that we should
not strive for the sublime state if we want to achieve it.'* However, in
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the light of what consideration of the characteristics of nowness previ-
ously considered tells us, this exhortation sounds less odd. The more
we strive, the more we have before us an object and thus the further
we are from the state in which the subject is its own object. To describe
the same thing in another way, the more we strive, the more we enter
the future and, thus, the less are we in the now; the more we try to achieve
something, the more we are in a state of incompleteness and thus the
further we are from the possibility of feeling the completeness of the
mystical experience.

Thus, if we want to achieve the state of complete nowness, we should
just let ourselves be and not strive for it; we should just let it happen.
We should not be or do for the sake of anything, but simply be or do
for the sake of being or doing. Hence, we cannot decide by any tech-
nical means when a mystical experience will happen to us and how
long it will last. All we can do is to avoid what we know would hinder
it, such as intending strongly to reach it or concentrating on its partic-
ulars. Reaching the mystical state and staying in it are accomplished with
complete effortlessness and acceptance, without intending to reach it and
without clinging to anything.

This also explains why entering the mystical experience can only be
done instantaneously, and not gradually and bit by bit. Since our expe-
rience in the state of nowness is one of completeness, experiencing
partiality will not bring us nearer to nowness but take us farther away.

In the sublime state we also experience homogeneity. Our awareness
in itself is taken by Eckhart to be simple. Thus, if there were any par-
ticulars before the mind, it would not be about itself, and hence also
not in the nowness. Once the most basic distinction there is, that of
subject and object, disappears, there is no more place for any distinctions
to remain in the mind.

Meister Eckhart also calls on those who want to attain mystical expe-
rience to let go of their ego, get rid of their phenomenal self and thus
reach their true self. In the nowness we can be seen as thinking about
ourselves. But this “self” is very different from the future-and-past self
which we experience in our daily life. While our everyday self is made
up of regrets and memories, plans and aspirations, the real self is com-
pletely homogeneous. None of the things that make up our normal
personal self and life exist in our real self. Thus it can be said that in
complete nowness, in the mystical experience, we have no self. Since
we experience reality in the nowness, we feel that there is more reality
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in this “no-self” than in the regular future-and-past self. For this reason
Meister Eckhart thinks that our everyday self is one of lies and appear-
ances, and summons us to get rid of it. For the same reasons he
recommends the virtue of humility."

It should be noted that we do not know the self (or any other thing
in the complete nowness) in the third person, but only in the first. As
shown above, objects are connected with past and future conscious-
ness, not with now-consciousness. When we think about anything,
including the self, in the past or the future we “objectify” it, we think
of it in the third person. But in the now the self is known in the first
person. In nowness we are not aware of the self as an object, but rather
live it as a subject; we do not know the self, we are not even aware of
it, but it is our very awareness.

Like many other mystics, Meister Eckhart takes language and rational
thinking to be obstacles to the mystical experience and therefore
recommends that we try to free ourselves from what he sees as our obses-
sive habit of using them. The communication of the mystical experience,
to Meister Eckhart, can only distort it. There are several reasons for
this aversion to language and rational thinking, all of which have to do
with the difference between the nature of the mystical experience and
the nature of language. Rational thinking and language advance step
by step; they are discursive. But in this they are alien to the mystical
experience, which is achieved immediately and all at once. Further, the
discursiveness of language and rationality is connected with their
temporal character. Expression and thinking take time and are done in
time. Every sentence and every reasoning process (even 2 + 2 = 4) occurs
in time, and what has been and what will be are combined in it. Thus,
language and rationality can only be obstacles to achieving mystical expe-
rience. Besides, as shown above, there are no distinctions in the complete
nowness; it is completely homogeneous. Language and rational thinking,
on the other hand, are built on distinctions, comparisons and categories.

In all these ways language and rationality are inappropriate for
achieving, being in, conceiving of, and communicating the mystical expe-
rience. The mystical experience is irrational in its essence and if we want
to achieve it we must let go of our rational prejudice. For this reason
Meister Eckhart and other mystics use paradoxes, plain contradictions
and even nonsense when they discuss the mystical experience.'® These
are meant to convey the nature of the experience and to help the audience
achieve it."’
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Partiality, dubitability, change and diversity — the characteristics of our
being in the future and the past — are associated with false or inferior
being in the philosophical and Christian tradition in which Meister
Eckhart lived and thought. Completeness, reality, and homogeneity, on
the other hand, are associated in this tradition with God and true being.'®
Hence, Meister Eckhart sees our being in the future and the past, which
seems — to the uninitiated — to be real being, as inferior being or non-
being. In complete nowness, in contrast, we have the characteristics of
true being or Being, which are also the characteristics of God. Thus,
through nowness, we find ourselves in God, and unio mystica with Him
is achieved.

University of Haifa
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