You Are Never Here

Forward

A transcript from the YouTube video; https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=0W{3pKkTXyk Everything you see is delayed. Physics proved it decades ago.

Parenthetical and italicized text are mine.

I submit the following for your consideration in your modern understanding of the
knowledge that Shakyamuni Buddha was trying to convey some almost 3000 years
ago to a largely illiterate people as well as all caste up to the intellectual (Brahman)
caste of India.

My constant goal is to make the history and scholarship of Buddhism and its
founder’s teachings as easy to understand as this modern era of Mappo can
transmit. With the access to our great scholars in both Buddhist lineage as well as
those academically trained, this wealth of information can be overwhelming. It is my
task to reduce the noise or extraneous pursuits of politicized agendas to deliver a
paired back but no simplified, straightforward teaching without distraction. The
sciences today, from physics and cosmology to psychology and neurology, provide a
glut of observable truths that apply directly to our Buddhist practices and rhetoric. I
provide here a direct transcription of video talks from the Internet with interruptions
of personal insight regarding Buddhist teachings and practice, as a guide to
interrelate our practice with the provided text.

Sifu, Bodhisattva Sylvain Chamberlain
Love and respect, NaMuMyohoRenGeKyo

Transcript Annotated

You have never seen the present moment. Not once, not even right now.
As your eyes move across this screen. This isn't a philosophical thought experiment.

In 1959, neurophysiologist Benjamin Libbit began a series of experiments at the
University of California that would quietly dismantle one of the most fundamental
assumptions a human being can make, that you are experiencing the world as it
happens. Physicists, neuroscientists, and cosmologists have since confirmed the
same conclusion through completely separate lines of evidence. You are always
living in the past. By the end of this video, you are going to understand exactly how
far behind reality your mind actually is, and the number is going to bother you.
You're going to see why this delay is not a bug in your biology, but a feature that
physics says cannot be removed. And then right at the end, we are going to take this



out of your skull and apply it to the entire universe because it turns out the delay is
not just in your brain. It is baked into the structure of space time itself. Stay with
me because the last part changes everything.

Look at your hand. Go ahead, hold it up in front of your face if you want to. You feel
completely certain that what you are looking at is happening right now. The hand
moves and you see it moves simultaneously. That is the experience. That is what it
feels like from the inside.

But here is what is actually happening. Light bounces off your hand and travels to
your eye. That takes time, a tiny amount of time, but time nonetheless. Then that
light hits your retina and gets converted into an electrochemical signal. That signal
travels along the optic nerve toward the back of your skull. That takes more time.
Then your visual cortex receives that signal and begins the extraordinarily complex
process of assembling it into an image identifying edges, surfaces, motion, depth,
color. That takes more time still. Then that image gets integrated with your other
senses. Touch propriception sounds, so that your experience feels unified and
coherent. That takes even more time. And only then, after all of that does the
experience of seeing your hand arrive, in your conscious awareness. You are not
watching your hand move. You are watching a recording of your hand having
moved. And the question that nobody asks because it is too strange to sit with is
this: If everything you perceive is already in the past, where exactly are you (now)?

Let's go layer by layer. Because there are actually three completely separate delays
stacked on top of each other and each one comes from a different branch of science.
Physics, neuroscience, and cosmology. And when you add them together, the gap
between reality and your experience of it is far larger than you have ever been told.

Start with the most fundamental layer. Light travels fast 299,792 km/second. That
number is so large it feels instantaneous in everyday life.

Layer One: Maximum Speed Limit

* The speed of light sets the ultimate speed limit for all matter and information
in the universe. No object can exceed this speed, which is approximately
299,792 kilometers per second (or about 186,282 miles per second).

Layer Two: Time Dilation and Length Contraction

* According to Einstein's theory of special relativity, as an object approaches the
speed of light, time for that object slows down relative to an observer at rest.
This phenomenon is known as time dilation.

* Length contraction occurs simultaneously; objects moving at relativistic
speeds appear shorter in the direction of motion from the perspective of a
stationary observer.

Layer Three: Perception of the Universe

* The finite speed of light affects how we perceive distant objects. When we
observe stars or galaxies, we see them as they were in the past, not as they are



at the moment we observe them. For example, light from the Sun takes about
8 minutes to reach Earth, meaning we see the Sun as it was 8 minutes ago.

These implications highlight the fundamental role of the speed of light in shaping
our understanding of physics and the universe.

Einstein and the block universe is not instantaneous. It has a speed. And that speed
means that everything you see, you see slightly after it happened. The screen you
are looking at right now is not where you think it is. The image on that screen left
the surface of the display, traveled through the air between you and it, and arrived
at your eyes somewhere between 1 and 10 seconds later, depending on how far away
you are sitting. 1 to 10 n is almost nothing. It would never matter in practical life,
but it is not zero. The gap exists. And once you accept that the gap exists at the
smallest scale, you have to follow that logic wherever it leads. Point your finger at
the moon tonight. The light reaching your eye left the lunar surface 1.3 seconds ago.
You are seeing the moon as it was 1.3 seconds in the past. Point at the sun and you
were looking 8 minutes and 20 seconds into the past.

The sun you see right now could theoretically have winked out of existence 8
minutes ago and you would have no idea. You would still see it burning in the sky.
You would feel its warmth. You would look directly at a ghost. Now look at a star.
The nearest star to our solar system, Proxima Centauri, is 4.24 light years away.
The light entering your eye from that star tonight left it 4.24 years ago. You are not
looking at a star. You are looking at a historical document. And the further you look
into the night sky, the deeper into the past you go. Some of the galaxies visible
through a backyard telescope show light that left them before the Earth existed. You
are staring at a fossil record written in photons. This is not metaphor. This is
physics. Light has a speed. Speed takes time. Time means delay. Every single thing
you have ever seen in your life, every face, every sunset, every word on every page,
you saw it after it happened. The present in the optical sense does not exist for you.
It never has. Now layer two. And this is where it gets genuinely disturbing. Even
after light arrives at your eye, your conscious experience of seeing does not happen.

Not yet. What happens is a conversion. Your retina contains approximately 120
million photo receptor cells, rods and cones that convert incoming photons into
electrical signals. Those signals travel along the optic nerve which is roughly the
width of a pencil and about 50 mm long at speeds between 70 and 120 m/s already
slower than light by a factor of billions. Those signals arrive at the lateral geniculate
nucleus in the thalamus which acts as a relay station sorting and prioritizing visual
information before sending it onward.

From there signals split into two processing streams.
1. the dorsal stream which handles motion and spatial location and the
2. ventral stream which handles object recognition and identity.

These streams operate in parallel in different regions of the brain and their outputs
have to be reintegrated before you experience a single unified visual scene. All of this
happens before you are conscious of anything. Now here is where Benjamin Libbit



comes in. Libbit's experiments in the late 1950s and 1960s were designed to
measure exactly when conscious awareness of a stimulus appears relative to when
that stimulus actually occurs. His method was elegant. He would apply a mild
electrical stimulus to a participant's skin and ask them to report when they became
aware of it. He then compared that report to the precise timing of the stimulus itself.
What he found shook the neuroscience community. There is a measurable delay
consistently reliably across subjects between the moment a stimulus arrives at the
sensory cortex and the moment the participant reports being aware of it.

That delay is approximately half a second, 500 milliseconds. In terms of human
experience, half a second is not a trivial amount of time. It is long enough to speak
two syllables. It is long enough to take a step. It is long enough to make a decision.
You are not experiencing Now you are experiencing approximately half a second ago
dressed up as now and the brain does something extraordinary to hide this.
Neuroscientist David Eagleman at Stanford has studied temporal processing
extensively and what his research reveals is that the brain does not present you with
a raw feed of incoming sensory data. It waits. It collects signals arriving from your
eyes, your ears, your skin, your inner ear, all of which travel at different speeds and
arrive at different times and it holds them in a buffer. Then it constructs a single
unified timestamped experience and presents that to your conscious awareness as
the present moment. It is editorial. Your brain is not a live camera. It is a post-
production suite. It takes footage from the last several hundred milliseconds, edits it
together for coherence, and delivers it to you labeled as now.

Eagleman demonstrated this with a remarkably simple experiment. When you tap
your finger on a table, the nerve signal from your fingertip arrives at your brain
slightly later than the sound of the tap because the nerve signal has further to
travel.

Your brain knows this. It compensates. It adjusts the timing so that the touch and
the sound feel simultaneous. It is lying to you helpfully, usefully, but lying
nonetheless about when things happened. The implications extend further than a
tapping finger. Your entire experience timeline, the sequence in which you perceive
events, the sense that causes precede effects. The feeling that your decisions
produce your actions is a constructed narrative assembled after the fact and
presented as live experience. The neuroscience literature now refers to this as
temporal binding.

(As we know, effect is integral to cause. And yet the expression of effect can be
delayed, or is it the experience of cause. I find these discussions on time and
space, reminiscent of the early transcriptions of Shakyamunibuddha’s lectures
on these concepts. It is somewhat refreshing to see the great minds of science
struggling with these same, ancient ideas and insights.)

The brain's active process of stitching events into a coherent causal story. You do
not experience time. You experience the brain's story about time. Now go wider.

Because if you think the delay stops at the boundary of your skull, physics has
something to add. Einstein's special theory of relativity published in 1905
established that simultaneity is not absolute. There is no universal now. Two events



that appear simultaneous to one observer will not appear simultaneous to an
observer moving at a different velocity. This is not a perceptual trick. It is not about
the speed of light creating an illusion. It is a geometric property of spacetime itself.
The present moment, the instant you call now is not a feature of the universe.

(May I suggest my video on  “This Now is not Now?>
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=unwrO6vTQI4 )

It is a feature of your reference frame. In 1971, physicists Joseph Hafele and
Richard Keating put this to the test -- The Hafele-Keating experiment. They flew
extremely precise atomic clocks around the world on commercial aircraft. One set of
clocks flying eastward, one flying westward, and compared them to reference clocks
left stationary on the ground.

When the planes landed, the airborne clocks showed different times from the ground
clocks. Not by much, but measurably, verifiably, exactly as Einstein's equations had
predicted. Time itself had passed at different rates for the flying clocks and the
stationary ones. This is called time dilation. And it is not a theoretical abstraction. It
is a practical reality. So well establish that the GPS satellites orbiting Earth have to
correct for it continuously. If they did not, your phone's navigation would drift by
roughly 11 km per day. Every time you open a map application, you are relying on
Einstein's proof that time passes differently depending on your motion and your
position in a gravitational field.

What this means for you is stranger than it first appears. Your body is in motion.
You are sitting on a planet hurtling through space at roughly 30 km/s as it orbits
the sun. That sun is moving through the galaxy at roughly 220 km/s.

That galaxy is moving through the local group. You are never stationary. You are
never in the same reference frame as anything else in the universe for more than an
instant. And that means you now the moment you are experiencing right now is
yours alone. It does not map cleanly onto the now of someone on the other side of
the planet. Let alone someone on a spacecraft, let alone a hypothetical observer at
the edge of the observable universe. The present moment is not a shared universal
instant. It is a personal localized reference frame dependent construction. Your now
and my now are different. Not by much we are close together moving at similar
velocities embedded in the same gravitational field. But the difference is real. It
exists. It is measurable.

And the further you go across astronomical distances, across differences in speed,
across differences in gravitational depth, the larger that difference becomes. There is
a concept in physics called the retake Putnam argument developed independently by
philosophers CW retake and Hilary Whitehall Putnam in the 1960s. It takes special
relativity seriously and follows it to its conclusion. If there is no universal present
moment if my now and your now are reference frame dependent, then the future
and the past are just as real as the present. The distinction between them is a
property of perspective, not of physics. The universe in this view is a four-
dimensional block of spacetime in which all moments past, present, future exist
simultaneously. What you call the present moment moving forward through time is
in this model more like a spotlight moving across a landscape that is already entirely


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=unwrO6vTQI4

there. Physicists call this the block universe. And while it remains philosophically
contested, the special relativity on which it rests is not contested at all. It is the
most precisely tested theory in the history of science. So here is where we are.

Light takes time to reach your eye. Your brain takes time to process what your eye
receives. And the present moment itself, the now you feel certain you are inhabiting
is a reference frame dependent construction with no absolute existence in the laws
of physics. Three independent lines of evidence, three separate scientific traditions,
one conclusion. You are not here. You are always already slightly or vastly
somewhere in the past. Here is what that actually means. Every decision you believe
you made in the present, you made it in the past. Every face you have looked into
and felt you were truly there with that person you were seeing, a version of them
that had already moved on. Every moment you have ever called now was assembled
in the quiet back rooms of your neurology edited for coherence and handed to you
slightly late, labeled fresh. You have never touched the present. You have only ever
touched the brain's best reconstruction of a moment that was already receding.

And here is the question that physics cannot answer. The one that keeps certain
very serious scientists awake at night. If the present moment has no absolute
existence in the laws of nature if it is local, constructed, delayed and reference frame
dependent, then what exactly is doing the experiencing? Something in you feels like
it is here, fully, undeniably here. That feeling of presence of nowness is perhaps the
most vivid thing a human being ever experiences. It is the ground everything else
stands on. And yet every instrument we have ever built, every equation we have ever
written, every experiment we have ever run says the same thing. That feeling has no
anchor in the physical world we can find. The delay is real.

The construction is real. The absence of a universal present moment is real. What
remains stubbornly, mysteriously resistant to every reductive explanation we have
tried to apply to it is the fact that something is experiencing the delay. Something is
watching the recording and calling it live. What is that something?

(Samsara and Enlightenment are both the one mind, or the state of the
mind. This “state” is what I identify as attitude and intent. Our Buddhist
practice acts as a sort of mindful fulcrum in this analogy; move the fulcrum
toward Buddhahood and you stay ahead of the arrow of time, or move the
fulcrum toward Samsara, you fall behind and the stress begins.)

So, let's close the loops we opened.
(Interesting choice of verbiage, cycle of birth and death...)

We promised you the exact number how far behind reality your perception actually
runs. Here it is. Add the optical delay nanoseconds to seconds depending on what
you are looking at. Add the neural processing delay limits half second for a simple
skin stimulus longer for complex visual scenes. Add the temporal binding window
the several hundred milliseconds your brain holds incoming data in buffer before
delivering a unified experience. On a normal day, looking at a normal object in
normal light, the total lag between something happening in the world and you
consciously experiencing it is somewhere between 500 milliseconds and several



seconds. Half a second to several seconds. Every moment of your life running on a
slight but measurable delay without your knowledge or consent.

We promised you that the delay is not a bug and it is not. If your brain delivered
raw, unprocessed, unbuffered sensory data to your consciousness the moment it
arrived, your experience would be a chaotic, desynchronized mess sounds arriving
before the sights that caused them. Touch sensations disconnected from the objects
you are touching, motion appearing as a strobing series of still images. The delay is
what makes coherent experience possible. The editing is what makes you feel like
you are in a world rather than drowning in a signal. The brain is not deceiving you
out of incompetence. It is performing something close to a miracle continuously to
give you the illusion of presence. And we promise you the cosmic scale. You have it
now.

Special relativity means that the present moment is not a universal feature of
reality. It is local personal. Your now is not my now. And the further apart we are in
space, in velocity, in gravitational depth, the more our nows diverge. All three
promises delivered.

But here is what we did not tell you. The delay in your perception is in a sense the
smallest version of this problem. Because it turns out that not just your experience
of the present, but your experience of being a self, a continuous identity persisting
through time may be constructed by the same editorial process. The same post-
production suite that edits your visual timeline also edits your memories, your sense
of agency, your feeling of being a single unified person across time. And that leads to
something even stranger because the question of whether the self is real, whether
there is actually a continuous you persisting from moment to moment has now
been taken up not by philosophers but by neuroscientists with brain scanners and
the results are not reassuring.

(This is a central teaching in Buddhism. We have a perception of “self”, and that
perception is useful for our experience of the Engine of Life. The rub is much like
an addiction, the falling in love with the idea that we are the Engine of Life. This
is our attachment of Samsara, it demands constant validation. Breaking free of
this addiction to experience the Engine of Life without “owning” it, being an
observer of the totality of the process becomes unknowably massive and freeing
at once.)
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