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	For Brian, Sean, and Aidan, loves of my life.

	 


 

	UnBroken

	Ungebrocen (Old English), c. 1300:

	whole, unviolated, uninterrupted, untamed.

	 

	 

	 

	Not perfect.

	Not unscathed by life.

	Not without scars or suffering.

	But real. Fully lived. Unbroken. Holy.

	A life made more beautiful and whole by braving, living, and nourishing an authentic life.

	 

	Karyn Shanks MD, from Heal: A Nine-Stage Roadmap to Recover Energy, Reverse Chronic Illness, and Claim the Potential of a Vibrant New You.

	 


Author’s Note.

	I


	 remember it vividly. Gnawing fear in the pit of my gut, bordering on … what? Trepidation, disappointment, but also something more powerful. It was a dawning confusion my body understood long before my mind could make sense of it. 

	I was a second-year medical student, and I had just completed my study of the human sciences—biochemistry, cell biology, anatomy, physiology—gorgeous understanding of the inner workings of the human organism. A harmony of knowledge passed through generations of seekers, thinkers, and healers. I couldn’t wait for what I was certain came next: how to apply this knowledge to human beings. How to help people with it, to show them how to heal. This was the sacred purpose for why I was here. This was it. This was what I’d been preparing for through years as a nurse, a pre-med student, and my first grueling year as a medical student. 

	Instead, where I landed was in a foreign world of isolated facts, of how to name and classify things. We left behind the integrated, dynamic, and highly nuanced human systems biology and never looked back. All that beauty lost. Although I couldn’t articulate it at the time, it felt like the incredible soaring symphony I was immersed in during my first year of medical school simply stopped. With no warning, no preparation, and no explanation, complete silence. Instead, I learned: What do we call this disease? What does it look like under the microscope? What drug best treats this disease? What is the list of most likely diseases given the signs and symptoms of the patient and what is the treatment protocol for each one of them? We moved into a world of memorized “facts” that was largely disconnected from those sacred sciences I’d believed were cornerstones to healing.

	I felt like I was being catapulted far from where I believed I was going, far from where I was meant to go. How could I have gotten it so wrong? But it was true. I lost the beautiful medicine I’d believed in, the medicine I knew in my bones had been calling to me for so long, bringing me to exactly where I was in that moment. Only the moment stopped making sense. I no longer trusted what I’d once known for sure. More than confused, I became unmoored.

	What I felt in my body was grief. Grief for the disconnect from what I thought medicine was. Grief for the loss of the richly nuanced context of the unique human people behind the names we learned to give their problems. Behind the drugs we used to manage their suffering. I continued to grieve as I dutifully memorized textbooks filled with the taxonomy of medicine, as I spit this knowledge out at the bedsides of my patients. I grieved as I was rewarded for mastering the names for their ‘many parts, many problems,’ the diagnoses they were reduced to. How we talked about them as if they were the labels themselves, often in front of them: “the diabetic,” “the alcoholic liver disease patient with massive ascites,” “the DSM-3 code major depressive disorder patient.” I grieved as I was discouraged from using the wisdom of my heart and my evolving understanding of the beauty, complexity, and mystery of humans, what led me to medicine in the first place. I grieved as I was taught suffering people were broken and needed to be fixed.

	Though completely disillusioned, something guided me onward, and I completed my medical school and residency training to become a full-fledged doctor of the western biomedical paradigm. Was it faith that pushed me? Faith that I’d one day reclaim that symphony I once clearly heard and believed in? As I became a practicing doc, I listened closely to my clients’ stories. I heard their hopes and dreams and what they were truly seeking from medicine. In those stories, I detected the quiet strains of the symphony I had lost. They helped me recover from the limited approach to healing and distorted view of people my medical training taught me. By showing me who they were and telling me what they needed, they guided me back to what medicine really is, what it should be, what it had to be: grounded in real people with real experiences that defy simple names and one-size-fits-all fixes. They helped me become a better doctor.

	As I learned from my clients, I saw how they grieved too. Some of them could name what they grieved for. Others felt it but couldn’t find words to explain it. But they all grieved the same losses of the larger context of our humanity I did—how they got lost in the ‘many parts, many problems,’ and the fixes of the medicine they’d put their trust in. All that grief—my grief as a medical trainee and later as a practicing physician and patient, myself, my clients’ grief, and the grief of a suffering world—ties into a larger story that explains how we got here. We do not think of ourselves as ‘many parts, many problems’ for no reason. We see the world this way because of cultural stories passed to us through many generations that have engendered our science, our medicine, and our community and familial belief systems. Stories that separate us into parts. That separate us from ourselves. That see us as “broken” when we’re sick or suffering—disconnected from our own wholeness and the sacred wisdom within us—in need of the standard “fixes” of medicine we’re taught will put us back together again. 

	My disappointment as a second-year medical student began one of the most important odysseys of discovery of my life. I learned the disconnected, one-size-fits-all medicine I was indoctrinated into, taught to all of us as “fact,” is a story. And why wouldn’t it be? Everything we think we know is a story. It’s all story. We’re storytelling creatures after all, weaving together “the facts” to make sense of things and to keep us safe. Even when the stories aren’t true or are too oversimplified to do us good. Even when we get lost in our stories, or are neglected by others’ stories in crucial ways, no longer seen or known for who we are. 

	But as you’ll see, as we take this journey together, we get to not just scrutinize but redefine those stories. We get to scrutinize every story we’ve ever been told, including—especially—those so powerful and all-pervasive, we may not realize they’re stories at all. 

	What my clients have shown me with absolute certainty is how the truest stories are the ones that understand their suffering for what it is: wisdom. That guide them toward what they seek in the relief of their suffering: wholeness. My clients are simply asking medicine to see them. To see how they and their lives matter. How everything they lose beneath the gaze of a medical paradigm that reduces them to broken parts is essential wisdom they need to reclaim.

	All this is to say—what my journey of reckoning with the paradigm of medicine I was trained in has shown me—we need a new story of medicine that sees us as already whole, already capable of healing, defying easy descriptions. Not ‘many parts, many problems.’ Not a collection of broken pieces, but an unbroken whole.

	This book celebrates the revelatory and evolutionary potential of human beings. It’s a story of hope, of expansion into new possibilities of what healing is, of what our lives can be, of how our medicine can better serve our lives, and of how we can better serve ourselves. But to understand the truth of this, which I do in my bones, I had to face the shattering of my worldview as a young medical trainee and the trajectory as a doctor I thought I was on. The profound disillusionment I experienced, led me to ask big questions, like: What the hell are we doing? Is this healing? How are we serving peoples’ true needs? How can I do better? These anguish-driven questions asked countless times, sometimes directly to my clients, helped me learn what true healing is for real people and to radically change my course: as a doctor in meaningful helping relationships, and as a teacher who deeply explores the larger context of why we suffer and how we can heal.

	I wrote this book to honor our collective grief over having lost parts of the sacred knowledge of our wholeness—in ourselves and our medicine. To make sense of the grief and explore how this happened—how and why did we learn to think of ourselves as broken in our suffering? And to propose a more expansive approach to healing that reclaims who we are and have been all along: Unbroken. Wise. Already whole. 

	Every page of this book was written as a devotional expression of gratitude for all my clients who taught me what healing is and must be for them, and for the many mentors whose wisdom inspired me and widened my perspective. UnBroken contains all the wisdom of my heart and brain and the knowledge I’ve acquired so far in the realm of my greatest passion—of human healing and our vast potential for resilience no matter our current circumstances—crystalized into the lessons and practices on these pages. 

	I promise you two things. First, I’ll respect you as the wise person you are, even as you suffer, even as you seek fresh perspectives about your healing, knowing you can parse through the ideas to find what you need. I’ll tell you the truth as best I know it, always acknowledging it’s the best story I can tell today, though it will change and evolve as I do. Second, and this is the most important: I promise that your truth, your wisdom is right there inside you, even if you don’t always feel it or know it’s there. I promise to help you tap into that wisdom more deeply and to trust it beyond all else. This is the medicine I believe in, that best serves our potential as people, because it knows us as we are: Unbroken. Wise. Already whole.

	 

	With Love,

	Karyn Shanks MD

	 

	

First words: 
Wise words to the wise. 
(Because the wisdom is in you.)


	Y


	ou are sacred. Your body is sacred. Reclaiming the sacred wisdom that is in you—that is you—will heal you. Will heal our planet.

	But let’s not get ahead of ourselves.

	We’re here because we’re sick and suffering. Or maybe we just feel stuck. Chronic illness. Burnout. Low energy. Overwhelm. Confusion.

	Where did our vitality go? Our sense of purpose? Our selves?

	This is what’s at stake when we are ill and suffering, isn’t it? We lose our sense of connection to what matters most. We lose ourselves. Our joy, our enthusiasm for life, and our vision for our futures.

	We think of ourselves as broken. We’ve spent endless hours, days, even years looking for our fix. The elusive perfect treatment, person, or piece of knowledge that puts us back together again. That helps us find the selves we’ve lost. 

	Some of you lucky folks may have found that fix. You feel better. Your life feels back in your hands. You’re flowing again.

	But what about the rest of us? Or those of us who found our flow only to lose it again?

	Where have we gone wrong? Why do we feel stuck in our suffering? Why do we lose our hope? Why do we start to feel better only to feel worse again? Why are there answers for everyone else but not for us? Sometimes it seems that way, doesn’t it? And why is there an epidemic of countless people sick and suffering just as we are?

	What if I told you we’ve been barking up the wrong tree?

	The problem isn’t us. The problem is how we’ve been taught to think about ourselves when we’re sick, suffering, or stuck:

	
		We believe our bodies are wrong, that we’re broken and need to be fixed. Rather than: our bodies are wise and fully capable of change, with healing potential built right in.


		We believe our suffering can be reduced to something easily defined—a “disease” that comes from outside or “bad” genes that come from within—a commonplace condition that has a simple “cure.” Rather than: our gorgeous complexity and uniqueness provides a dynamic equilibrium of exquisite possibilities.


		We believe the “experts” will fix us, distrusting our own wisdom, seeking answers outside ourselves. Rather than: owning ourselves, directing our care, hiring “experts” for a job but not expecting them to have all our answers.




	This, my friends, is what keeps us stuck.

	I know this so well. I was limited by these same disempowering beliefs, though I wouldn’t have known how to put it into words when I was suffering and confused. For many years, beginning in my twenties, I struggled with intermittent fatigue that could be so debilitating I could barely get through some days. I had frequent injuries to joints and muscle attachments that seemed to come out of nowhere. At first all this seemed “normal.” To be expected for a busy medical trainee, a new mom, and an active athlete. But it escalated as I grew into my thirties and forties. My docs and physical therapists treated each of my injuries as separate problems, without curiosity for why there were so many of them, why they recurred, and why they were often resistant to healing. And the exhaustion? Couldn’t possibly be connected. 

	I felt broken. Literally. 

	I hit rock bottom after surgery to repair a torn tendon in my shoulder, just one more in a long series of injuries. I was completely sidelined from the activities I loved. No more yoga, workouts at the gym, or walks in the woods. I was relegated to lonely physical therapy sessions at home. Aside from the expected shoulder pain during my recovery—which was awful—I also experienced blowout exhaustion with nausea and a brain that felt scrambled. I struggled to stay upright. I barely made it through workdays, even with limited hours. Pain moved into my low back and hips. Simple tasks like unloading the dishwasher caused excruciating pain, as did walking. What the hell? How did I get from shoulder surgery to widespread pain and the worst fatigue I’d ever experienced? My doctors didn’t have a clue. I felt useless, trapped, and confused.

	This scary place of incapacity and despair drove me to seek answers in new places. I diagnosed my own low blood pressure after I checked it on a whim one day, seeing my husband’s blood pressure device on the kitchen counter. My blood pressure was 80/50 in the sitting position, then dropped to 70/30 when I stood up, both extremely low. I was shocked. But it was also a Eureka! moment, when I began to understand what had happened to me. No wonder I was so exhausted and couldn’t stay upright for very long with blood pressure that was not only quite low but dropped even lower when I stood up! And, yah, my brains were scrambled—there was very little oxygen getting to my head! 

	Then, through my own research, I put together how the years of injuries and fatigue were hallmarks of a hypermobility syndrome known as Ehlers Danlos syndrome (EDS), well recognized but often undiagnosed. I scored very high on the Beighton scoring system, a standardized nine-point scale used to help make the diagnosis of EDS that measures joint flexibility, such as being able to bend your pinky backward, touch your thumb to your forearm, and easily touch your palms to the floor, all which I had always been able to do quite easily.1 All my problems finally made sense when understood in the context of unique connective tissue, stretchy ligaments, and lax joints. 

	I gradually learned what to do. I was able to normalize my blood pressure with simple strategies that I continue to use today, including vigilant hydration and electrolytes to keep my blood volume up. Sometimes I need to use more aggressive strategies to keep my blood pressure high enough to feel good. My fatigue completely resolved. My energy has been mostly excellent, with transient dips here and there, for over a decade. 

	In addition, my shoulder, back, and hips healed, and pain resolved. I keep my joints as strong and stable as possible through smart workouts, and I have a team of knowledgeable docs and therapists to help me when I need them. I’ve used savvy rehab approaches as well as injection therapies—prolotherapy and platelet-rich plasma (PRP)—to tighten ligaments and stabilize joints. I still get injured sometimes, and that can be frustrating, but now I know why it happened and what to do about it.

	Most importantly, I’ve had to reset my mind and the way I used to think about myself as “broken,” “unlucky,” and “a problem needing to be fixed.” I’ve had to teach myself that I’m safe. Even when I’m in pain or exhausted, I’m safe. And there will always be a solution.

	Everything that happened to me made sense once the root causes were revealed. Rather than “broken,” I’m complex. Rather than “unlucky,” I’m unique. And rather than “a problem needing to be fixed,” I’m a magnificent creature of exquisite possibilities whose needs must be understood. All my symptoms and problems were the wisdom of my uniquely hypermobile body. Once I understood that, I was able to shift myself and my body into an equilibrium of robustness. And most important? I learned to trust myself and my ability to figure things out even when my docs couldn’t. I learned to use my agency with my healthcare providers to ask for what I need. I was able to step out of the framework my early docs used to look at me and my problems (‘many parts, many problems’) and acknowledge how limiting it was. I grew to understand and appreciate my completely miraculous human body.

	See, when we’re sick and suffering, we’re not broken. We don’t need to be “fixed.” 

	We need to learn to trust ourselves and the exquisite sacred language of our bodies. 

	Our foundational guiding premise.

	Your body is all wise.

	The story that we’re broken when we’re sick and suffering has huge consequences. “Broken” is derived from Old English “brecan”: to divide solid matter violently into parts or fragments; to injure; to violate; to destroy; to curtail; to subdue; to tame. That’s what happens to us when we’re reduced to parts, when we equate suffering with being broken: we’re not just violated, we’re subdued. Like ‘breaking in’ a wild horse so it can be saddled. We’re no longer seen as who we authentically are, who we know we are, untamed like the wild horse. In the face of that, we may even forget who we are. And in that forgetting, something sacred is lost. 

	In that spirit, the foundation to all we will explore and practice in this book is this: Your body is all wise. 

	Your pain, suffering, illness, and exhaustion are your body’s wisdom.

	Your body is doing precisely what it was designed to do given your present circumstances. It’s not broken. You’re not broken. You’re not diseased or dysfunctional. You don’t need to be fixed or drugged or silenced.

	Just like mine was when it screamed its needs through exhaustion and pain, your body is calling to be understood. We need to learn to decode the exquisite language of your body as it tells us precisely what it needs to heal. 

	What I’m asking you to do.

	Throughout this book, we’ll be listening carefully to our bodies’ wisdom. We’ll learn to understand what our bodies are asking for:

	
		What are your unmet needs? What resilience factors are necessary to deepen your healing?

		What stands in your way? What toxins, irritants, or disempowering stories keep you stuck in pain, suffering, illness, and exhaustion?

		Where does your body need energy and attention? Where do you need energy and attention?

		How can we better understand the unique terrain of your life and all that can help you thrive? What parts of this terrain are calling for your attention and action?



	These are the essential questions to guide our healing, that lead inevitably to a powerful new story of our bodies’ innate wisdom.

	In this book, we’ll explore our new story of healing. We’ll break away from the common cultural notions about our bodies and the nature of illness and suffering. 

	We’ll look closely at our systems of medicine and the ways they no longer provide the support we need. While we won’t reject them outright, we’ll realize what they’re good at and how they are limited. We’ll see how they can’t support us at the deeper levels of healing and resilience we need most.

	This is huge. We’ve placed a lot of trust in the old stories and the experts that uphold them. We’ve felt safe in these stories, even while we’ve suffered.

	And we should be able to trust our systems of medicine. I want you to know that. We’re not wrong to expect the experts to help us the way they promise. What’s wrong is the failure of our experts to adapt to the evolving nature of our complex needs. Of our personal, collective, and planetary needs. Somewhere along the line, medicine stopped growing, but our problems did not. 

	I want you to know it’s okay. Your feelings are necessary. This shift is part of the work our bodies are asking us for. 

	Open your heart and soften your mind. 

	In that spirit, on this journey of healing, I’m asking, first and foremost, that you open your heart and soften your mind.

	What do I mean?

	Open your heart to yourself. 

	Don’t make yourself wrong for suffering. Extend compassion to yourself for what you’ve been through and create a safe space for curiosity and further exploration. We’ll be practicing this together throughout this book.

	Soften your mind. 

	The mind wants more than anything to latch onto “the truth.” We’re heading into territory that may seem unfamiliar to you. Your mind, doing what all minds do, may resist at first. Especially because the promise in this new information is that you’ll heal and feel better. You may not want to believe it. None of us wants to feel disappointed … again.

	Don’t make yourself wrong for what you feel. Notice your resistance, judgement, or fear—whatever arises for you. 

	Then, feel free to set down this book. It may not be the best information for you at this time. If this book is about anything, it’s about trusting what you know to be your truth. But remember: all great journeys bring up all kinds of feelings, including fear and resistance. That’s good. We’re venturing into new territory. New territory is inherently unknown territory. But unknown territory also has the potential to release us from the constraints and suffering of our pasts, opening us to the promise and freedom of our vast, untapped potential. 

	Brave this journey with me right now.

	What to do with fear when it arises.

	Fear is part of the sacred language of your body, a key theme of this book.

	Feeling fear is not wrong.

	Fear, itself, can be scary. But see if you can soften your stories about it. Soften your mind. Stay curious about what scares you.

	Your mind wants to make a big deal out of fear. As we work together, we’ll explore how fear, and the stories we create about fear, have kept us alive throughout human history. It’s powerful. And the stronger our biological expression of fear (anxiety, restlessness, racing heart, and so on), the more terrifying our stories.

	Instead of protecting us as we hope they will, these stories can keep us suffering and stuck.

	The fear that arises when we venture into unknown territory is mostly fear of uncertainty about the unknown (what will happen to us?) and fear of failure (what if we fall flat on our faces?). 

	If we’re perfectly honest, we live with uncertainty and the unknown at every second of every day, we just don’t let ourselves see it. Believing we know where we are and where we’re going, well, that’s a story too.

	And failure? Total story one hundred percent of the time. Failure is just a perspective that casts us in the worst possible light. In truth, failure can be the time when we’re most open to learning and discovering our better path.

	Keep this in mind as we go. And if fear arises (it probably will), put the book down, sit quietly for a moment, and practice this sequence:

	
		Quietly settle into your body. Breathe. Close your eyes if it feels comfortable. 



	
		Notice the fear and any other sensations or feelings in your body (discomfort, constrictions, anxiety, energy shifts, and so forth) without trying to change or fix them. See if you can witness them with curiosity, welcoming them as wisdom of your body. They may be uncomfortable, but they’re not your enemy. 

		Become aware of any stories—meaning you assign the fear (I don’t feel safe, it’s dangerous, I shouldn’t be doing this, I might fail, I don’t believe this).

		See if you can allow your stories to exist without censoring, silencing, or trying to fix them. 

		Hold all your sensations, feelings, and stories with compassion. Let them be safe with you. You’re honoring the wisdom of your body and how stories—even the most uncomfortable ones—have kept you and your ancestors alive, even if they no longer serve you. 



	We honor the wisdom of our bodies based on their intrinsic knowledge, biology, and past experiences while at the same time embracing the possibilities of the future—of healing that is already ours. 

	We can only do this by holding it all at the same time. 

	While this may seem daunting, trust me, we were built for this.

	We’ll develop our practice of holding ourselves with compassion and reverence further as we move through the lessons in this book.

	How to use this book.

	First and foremost, do it your way, in any order you choose. 

	That said, the three parts of this book, We belong, We flow, and We rise, present my thesis and the practice of this work in the order that makes the most sense to me. Let me briefly explain it to you, then you can decide how to dive in. 

	We belong takes us through the overarching premise of this book: that we’re wired to belong. Belonging leads to safety, and safety is the foundational requirement for healing our pain, suffering, and chronic illness. We’re living in an age of lack of safety. While our belonging, both individually and collectively, is in jeopardy for myriad reasons, none is as insidious or dangerous as a powerful cultural narrative that’s disconnected us from ourselves, each other, and our planet Earth from the moment of our birth: the mind-body divide. Its deep imprint operates inside each one of us, dictating how we think about ourselves and what we can expect our potential to be. It’s reinforced by our families, our communities, culture, science, and medicine. 

	We flow shows us our own gorgeous potential and the incredible possibilities that exist within each one of us. Already whole, we’re exquisitely suited for healing our pain and all the problems that have kept us sick and stuck. We are introduced to the 21st century science of directable human potential—epigenetics, neuroplasticity, core functional systems biology, and transformational psychology. This body of science upends the outdated reductionistic narrative of ‘many parts, many problems’ and it shows us what’s possible when we see ourselves as we are. We explore how this science gives rise to the dynamic principles of the human body that we can personally direct to our advantage. We explore the terrain of our healing, everything that makes us us, that becomes the roadmap we use to understand our needs for resources and energy to create the robustness and resilience we’re capable of. For many of us, this means we can rise out of pain, suffering, and chronic illness.

	Finally, in We rise, we get to work. We learn the nine Unbroken core resilience steppingstones. Through the series of short lessons and highly accessible micro-practices that we’re encouraged to make our own, we’ll activate our healing potential. We’ll remember who we are. We’ll reclaim our most gorgeous sparkly wholeness.

	A word about practice. 

	Understand that practice is the only way to take in new knowledge, to learn deeply, to unlearn what no longer serves, and to grow and expand into your vast untapped potential. To help you, I’ve included ‘Pause and breathe’ practices throughout this book. Please pause your reading to do them. You’ll find audio versions of all the practices in this book on my website, www.KarynShanksMD.com, so you can sit back, relax, and let me guide you through the practice. Extract what you need and keep practicing. That living, breathing, walking, embodied being of your own incredible wisdom I promised you’d be? Practice—daily practice—is how you get there. 

	One word of advice about practice. Approach it with a beginner’s mind each time. That’s often difficult. We’re taught to be as exceptional as possible, and we feel we must become instant experts at everything. But what happens when we’re exceptional, when we believe we already know all there is to know? That’s right, we stop learning. 

	Practicing with a beginner’s mind, giving up what we think we know, opens space for new knowledge, new learning, unlearning, and the wisdom we forgot we had in us. Mistakes and missteps become portals to something new, perhaps the things we need most. Practice done with a beginner’s mind helps us develop gorgeous new neural pathways to transport us gradually to our sparkly wholeness.

	Last words.

	How did we forget our sacred wholeness and the vast well of wisdom inside us?

	When did we become a culture of experts and exceptionalism that disempowers us to know ourselves, understand the language of our own bodies, and trust the healing power of nature is accessible to every single one of us (not just the exceptional few)?

	These, my friend, are the questions we’ll explore and answer in this book. By the time you finish, you’ll bring forth yourself as a living, breathing, walking, embodied being of your own incredible wisdom. You’ll remember who you are. Unbroken. Wise. Already whole.  

	You’ll understand that the wisdom is in you. You’ll use this wisdom to direct your healing life.

	By now you’ve had a glimpse of what we’ll learn and practice together on this journey.

	More than promises, it’s an embodied process of embracing and reclaiming our wholeness. Our bodies’ language through sensations and feelings. Our stories and survival impulses. Our trauma. Our hopes and dreams and the vast potential within us. All of us.

	We’ll claim all this for ourselves through practice and experience and tapping into our wisdom (yes, your wisdom). 

	I’m so excited for you. And grateful to take this journey with you.

	 

	Love,

	Karyn

	 





Section One: 
We belong.


	Even when we’re not paying attention—living unconsciously, not knowing who we are—our lives are miraculous.

	But knowing we are the Earth, understanding the genius of our bodies, realizing our incredible human potential, and claiming the laws that flow through our own veins—that’s how we live amazing lives of wonder, purpose, endless growth, and love. That’s how we heal.

	 





Chapter One:
Not just any belonging.


	W


	e belong. 

	We’re made to belong. Countless natural processes, shaped by billions of years of evolution on this Earth, formed the web of life from which we emerged. We are designed to live and thrive in communities we call ecosystems. We shape and are shaped by these ecosystems. Humans. Plants. Animals. Microbes. On land, in the sky, in the oceans. Across the Earth, within our neighborhoods, our homes, and our bodies, we belong. 

	Full participation in this enormous and wondrous web of life is our birthright. We flourish in our unique communities and ecosystems. How we stand as individuals and together in this great web of life is the crux of everything that has ever mattered. How we love. How we heal. How we reach our life’s potential. Belonging is everything. 

	It’s not just that we depend on belonging to survive. Belonging nourishes us, making us the magnificent and beautiful creatures we are. It unleashes everything we’ve ever been capable of. It is our most essential and sacred need as humans—we belong to ourselves, to one another, to our families and communities, and to our planet Earth. 

	At its best, belonging holds us as the precious beings we are. Shows us our beauty and power. Affirms our authentic selves and bolsters our wholeness. Like the trees and grasses and flowers of our planet Earth, belonging grows our strong roots, activating the vast potential within us, so we bud and flower and bear fruit.

	We know this.

	Every one of us has been touched and sustained by belonging in countless ways, whether we’ve ever consciously noticed or thought about it precisely in this way. In how we’re held and loved in the families we’re born into or the families who adopt us. In the neighbors and communities that welcome us as one of them. Belonging is in the comradery of our friend groups from school, work, our sports teams, and shared interests. We belong to our gym buddies and yoga partners and to all the people who’ve held us when we’ve needed help—our caregivers, therapists, and support groups. We belong to our treasured pets and backyard visitors. And we belong to places—our homes, gardens, trees, and walking paths. 

	We belong to all the people and places who support us through the web of our communities, nations, and the world at large. The folks who run our grocery stores, grow our food, protect our neighborhoods, and build all the things we use every day. We belong to the artists, musicians, and actors who teach, entertain, and tell our stories. The list is endless.

	We also belong to the Earth and all the layers of her rich and complicated biome. Every bit of belonging we experience is born from our evolutionary relationship to this planet. Earth’s processes define us. Her laws permit what we can do. Her biome feeds and clothes and shelters us. We are the Earth and every bit as complex and magnificent and vulnerable as she is. Belonging to the Earth is the original belonging of our species and is foundational to all the rest.

	What does belonging have to do with healing?

	To activate the healing potential within us, we must know who we truly are. We must know the incredible, often unrealized, wisdom and healing capability we carry inside us. This is our birthright. This is the essence of our relationship to this Earth. How in all our connections, from parents to teachers to friends to the great web of life, we are shown who we are through belonging.

	Furthermore, to heal, we must feel safe to be who we truly are. 

	What is safety? For humans, safety isn’t just the absence of danger. Danger will always be there. Belonging not only nourishes and supports and shows us who we are, it’s the essential condition to feeling safe. Belonging is safety. We’re wired—genetically, biologically, emotionally, and psychologically—to seek safety through all our connections: to ourselves, our people, our Earth. Even when belonging leads to negative consequences, it helps us feel safe. 

	That’s what belonging is supposed to do, what it can do. But a lack of belonging, a lack of feeling safe is all too common. It’s why we’re sick, suffering, and stuck. This is what we’ll unpack in this section of the book.

	 

	Safety is our highest priority.

	Safety is and must be our highest priority as humans.2 Every aspect of us is dedicated to survival. All thirty trillion cells and the organelles they contain. All our organs, especially our brains, nervous systems, and immune systems. The vast terrain of our minds. All our most critical biological resources—the recruitment of energy, nutrients, attention, and behavior—are always directed toward safety before anything else.

	Safety’s importance is obvious—it keeps us alive. I mean this literally, but the need for safety goes far beyond protecting ourselves against predators and harsh conditions. Babies who are not held in the physical safety of a caregiver’s touch will not develop physically, emotionally, or cognitively. They may die. Growing up in unsafe neighborhoods or disenfranchised social communities is associated with higher rates of chronic illness, mental illnesses, addiction, and early death. Loneliness is one of the greatest risks for despair, depression, and suicide. 

	Feeling safe removes some of the demands of the body’s relentless survival impulses. Safety frees up precious resources, expanding our opportunities for growth and potential as humans. We can become more of who we’re meant to be. Safety allows us to live fully and successfully as more our whole true selves, while healing our pain, suffering, and illness.

	When we don’t feel safe, the total focus of our entire organism shifts toward restoring safety. 

	When we’re urgently threatened—say a semi cuts us off on the highway or our kid runs into the street—we enter full on survival mode with all our energy, attention, and resources laser focused on the task before us, whether swerving out of the way of the truck or leaping in front of our kid. We don’t have to think, everything unfolds without our conscious awareness. Nothing else exists or matters in those moments. Large portions of our brains and an entire branch of our nervous system—the Autonomic Nervous System, famous for our “fight, flight, or freeze” responses to crisis—is dedicated to survival biology, the body processes that prioritize your urgent survival needs and restoring safety. 

	Beyond the emergencies of accidents and near misses, safety can also be threatened by problems in our relationships. The breakups, cold shoulders, unkind words, and breaches of trust—our lover tells us to take a hike, our best friend stops answering our texts—all the experiences that signal disconnection, often trigger the same urgent survival responses. If threats to our safety are less immediate but more persistent—say we live in an unsafe neighborhood or a chaotic neglectful family, we’re continuously stressed at work, we’re in a difficult relationship, or we’re just trying to do too much without enough downtime—our internal resources shift to help us survive each day. But there’s a cost. We’re moved away from opportunities to learn, grow, and expand our potential because our limited resources are directed elsewhere. Without resolution, the cost of surviving the disconnection can mean exhaustion and lost potential.

	The survival experiences of our ancestors are also part of our own survival biology. What happened to our parents and grandparents and great-grandparents resulted in adaptive changes in their genetic expression, which are passed on to us. This is an important part of how the traumatic experiences of our ancestors, what we call intergenerational trauma, continues to influence the lives of generations to come.

	Without safety, everything falls apart.

	No matter how you slice it, without belonging and all the experiences that signal belonging, we won’t feel safe. And without safety, everything falls apart.

	We don’t just need literal, concrete safety, we also need the perception of safety. To appease human sensibilities and our human brains, it must feel safe. How something feels to us is highly nuanced to who we are, how we’re uniquely wired, and what we’ve been through.

	We all get this. We’ve all felt unsafe in circumstances that on the surface appear safe. At first, something doesn’t feel right in the relationship or the environment we’re in. Then, the lover breaks up with us. The best friend isn’t our best friend anymore. Our friend group rejects us. It’s not the right place for us. Or if we’re young children, we may never know the facts, we just don’t feel safe.

	To feel safe in our belonging, it must do two things. First, it must literally keep us alive. We must be fed and sheltered and physically protected from harm. But that’s not enough. It must also connect us in ways that help us meet our primary emotional needs as humans, nuanced to us, so we feel connected, feel nourished, feel comforted, feel cherished. If we don’t feel all that, we won’t feel safe. And all our survival impulses move us away from harm. If our perception that we’re not safe persists, we move away from who we can be.

	This is why so many of us have never felt like we belonged, even if it appears as though we should have. We were sheltered, clothed, fed, and part of a family, a pack, a community. But, regardless, we felt scared. We might have been physically safe, but we weren’t emotionally safe, and we knew it. This is also something I know well. My parents did their best. My sister, brothers, and I were always taken care of physically when we were very young. But my parents began their family accidentally, as teenagers. They were immature—still children themselves—and unsupported in crucial ways that undermined their ability to take on parenthood and their own emotional growth at the same time. As a result, my home was chaotic and highly stressful, with unpredictable outbursts of anger and criticism, and long spells of silence and emotional distance. Our emotional needs were scarcely seen, much less met in those conditions. I did not feel safe. And while I don’t believe it was my parents’ intent, I did not learn all the beautiful things about myself then that belonging should have taught me. 

	Many of us have never felt like we belonged. Our families, communities, schools, and friend groups couldn’t see us, meet our needs, or help us feel safe. Even if they loved us, as I believe my own parents did, we still didn’t feel safe. We may have been highly sensitive or easily overwhelmed. Our needs were too much for the people who cared for us. We’ve felt vulnerable and scared our entire lives.

	Even for those who have felt true belonging and safety, there are also times in life when belonging is temporarily interrupted, where essential connections are disrupted, and we may feel lonely or afraid. A trusted friend hurts our feelings, our children move out of the house, or we’re injured and can’t meet our walking buddies. Ideally, when things return to normal, we shake it off, the breach is repaired, the disrupted connection is restored, and we feel safe again. We may never stop feeling safe because we’re able to see how the breach is temporary.

	But when the breach is permanent? Say, our longtime lover breaks our heart when they leave us. We feel devastated. Our belonging to that person is severed and our safety feels deeply threatened. Hopefully, in our devastation, someone who loves us holds us in that suffering, helps us through all the feelings that arise, is fiercely compassionate as they tend to our needs and help us lick our wounds. We’ll shift back into belonging and safety. We’ll heal. 

	However, if our essential connections are interrupted when we’re especially vulnerable—say, when we’re very young and can’t meet our own needs (our parents are too busy to notice our feelings or tempers fly without repair), or when we’re sick, suffering, or completely overwhelmed and we’re not held the way we need to feel safe—we may not be able to repair the breach on our own. The lack of belonging may feel permanent. 

	Breaches in safety, temporary or lifelong, for whatever reasons, may be amplified by our culture and families through disempowering messages about who we are and what we should be capable of, even when we don’t feel safe, when we’re alone, sick, suffering, or overwhelmed. 

	Hey, shake it off! Buck up! Just think positively. What’s wrong with you? Count your blessings. 

	We might respond to those messages by wondering what’s wrong with us. We may disconnect from ourselves. We may see ourselves as defective and responsible for feeling afraid, alone, and like we don’t belong. We’ll do whatever it takes to feel safe again, as we’re wired to do.

	As a highly sensitive child, scared and confused by the energy of my immature parents, I believed the problems in our household were about me. Often unhappy, I was frequently told I was “pouty.” Hey, why do you always have a frown on your face? Rather than inquiring about the reason for the frown, my feelings were wrong. I was wrong.

	If our disconnection to ourselves isn’t healed, if we don’t feel we belong, if we feel unsafe, regardless of the circumstances, we’ll carry that with us. We’ll define ourselves by it. We’ll tell all our stories by it. We’ll live our lives by those stories. We’ll teach them to others. 

	It’s not safe to be myself or to feel scared, lonely, sick, suffering, or overwhelmed. I am defective and responsible for feeling scared, lonely, sick, suffering, or overwhelmed. My body is wrong. My feelings are wrong. I am wrong.

	This lost sense of connection and safety shifts our genetic expression and biology.3 It shifts our brains. It changes every aspect of who we are and who we can be. The trajectory of finding safety diverts us from our true potential. Our resources flow toward survival rather than thriving. 

	We belong to the Earth.

	Beyond the physical and emotional belonging we need from other humans, we must also trust our belonging to the Earth. As we all know, this connection has been threatened. Not only have many of us forgotten our connection to the Earth, the Earth’s biome and resources are shrinking. Our increasingly vulnerable Earth no longer supports us in all the robust ways it used to. Our minds may not fully comprehend that, but our bodies do. Neuroception, our intrinsic ability to ‘read the room,’ is always scanning the environment for the signals of safety understood by our nervous systems. Neuroception and savvy safety-oriented brains kept our ancestors alive in unforgiving environments. We’re wired just the same. We feel what’s at stake in our bodies even when we’re not consciously thinking about it.

	Without the safety of belonging, to ourselves, to each other, to our communities, to our planet Earth, we may not trust anything or anyone, including ourselves. This lost connection will be carried into the next generation. And the next.

	But that’s not our destiny.

	It’s not supposed to be this way. This is not our destiny. It’s not the Earth’s destiny.

	Yet, this is what’s at stake right now. Our safety. Our belonging. Feeling disconnected and unsafe—and carrying it’s genetic, biological, and emotional imprint within us—is a core part of why we’re sick, suffering, and stuck. 

	This is what we’re called to heal right now.

	How?

	First, we must reconnect to ourselves—to our wisdom, resources, and power. We must remember who we are, who we’re meant to be. This is our only viable, sustainable recourse to healing ourselves. To creating safety. To belonging more deeply. It has never been more urgent.

	The story of who we were meant to be.

	What would it feel like to fully belong to ourselves, our people, and our planet? To feel safe in that? What could that look like?

	We’re people. We’re daughters, sons, mothers, fathers, and siblings. We’re teachers, preachers, and healers. We’re friends, neighbors, and citizens of our communities.

	We’re all that. 

	We also belong to the Earth. We are the Earth. Every molecule and sinew. Each breath. 

	Remember?

	I mean, look at us. See how our bodies look just like her. How our bodies’ form and function are so perfectly adapted to a human life. See how we emerge from mystery to be carved to her purpose—our purpose. How we live to move, laugh, play, breathe, sleep, love, and awaken to each new day. 

	We see all this in our children, who are gestated, birthed, and grown. Isn’t it always miraculous? We’re amazed by how they transform themselves through desire, insatiable curiosity, and how we hold them in absolute love.

	And we see this in ourselves. How we protect, survive, and adapt in all of what we do. All of who we are. Taking it all in—nothing unnoticed. Everything accounted for. We see and feel the Earth’s genius in us. We live our wholeness.

	Notice how interconnected we are to the Earth’s vast biome—the plants, microorganisms, animals, water, soil, and air. How they’re essential to us, support and nourish us, become us, are made from us. The great web of life.

	How we sparkle just like her. Ignited by her chemistry, shimmering as she dances through our bodies, sustaining us through our moments. 

	How we vibrate with her energy—the life force that literally makes us who we are. 

	How we flow. Rhythms and waves carrying this life force, landing us in our best possible outcomes, rippling with all our choices, experiences, and adaptations.

	How we feel. Emotions inhabiting these bodies to attune with our environments, know what we know, guide us with their wisdom, and reach out to one another. Like every living creature on the planet.

	How we connect. Together. In safety, community, and love.

	See how Earth’s wisdom—her laws, intelligence, and potential—are woven into us. How these laws for equilibrium, ecological balance, and resilience lead us toward the best possible version of our wholeness.

	Then, appreciate how we rise when fully attuned to Earth’s wisdom. Welcoming it as our own, we move toward the fullest expression of who we are and who we can be. We harness this wisdom to direct our lives to our best advantage, creating the most sustainable equilibrium and resilience. Elevating ourselves. 

	We belong to the Earth. We belong to each other. We belong to ourselves. 

	This is how we were created, how we’re wired. We are meant to belong. To feel safe in that belonging. To realize our full potential as humans within the safety of that belonging. This is how it could be if we lived in full conscious connection to ourselves, one another, and our planet Earth. If we fully belonged to all living things. If we felt safe.

	Though, where we land regardless is always miraculous if we stop to think about it. Even when we’ve become disconnected, living our lives unconsciously, not knowing who we are, our lives are miraculous. 

	But knowing we are the Earth, understanding the genius of our bodies and how they operate, realizing our incredible human potential, and claiming the laws that flow through our own veins … well, that’s how we reconnect. But not just that, it’s how we live amazing lives of wonder, purpose, endless growth, and love. That’s how we heal.

	What went wrong.

	If that is truly meant to be our story—we are the Earth and her genius, we are part of the great web of life, we live in safety, connection, and love—then what the hell happened?

	Where did all that miraculousness go?

	We’re still of the Earth and the great web of life. We still are the Earth. Her laws still define and direct us. But it appears we’ve totally forgotten, doesn’t it? Something has gone terribly wrong. It appears we hold a different story of who we are.

	We’ve never suffered more. 

	We’re sicker than we’ve ever been, with a worldwide pandemic of chronic illness crippling our economies, crippling us, and befuddling our healthcare systems that don’t know what to do with us. Long COVID, chronic fatigue, tick-born illness, environmental toxicity, heart disease, metabolic disorders, cancers, and so much more. Add to that the burnout, overwhelm, poverty, systemic racism, and all the forms of cultural overload and exhaustion that leaves none of us untouched.

	It's clear how disconnected we’ve become. From ourselves, one another, our communities, and the Earth, herself. From our bodies, emotions, and our own intrinsic wisdom and power. We no longer feel safe. We no longer are safe. 

	It’s nothing short of catastrophic.

	See our Earth.

	We’ve disconnected from our precious Earth, the primary source that holds all our other connections.

	Look at her. Look at what we’ve done to her. There’s no turning a blind eye anymore. There’s no unseeing or unknowing what we’ve done. 

	The destruction of Earth’s ecosystems is so widespread, we’ve lost planetary and human health and resilience on a massive scale.4 

	For so many decades, the human ecological footprint has exceeded Earth’s capacity for regeneration, which has led to unprecedented loss of Earth’s biodiversity, resources, and resilience. The great web of life to which we belong is no longer robust or thriving.

	Earth’s growing toxicity and loss of protection of human communities has catapulted us into a global crisis of chronic disease and suffering.5

	It’s hard to see a way back to what we’ve lost.

	Could this happen if we trusted our connection to planet Earth? Trusted our connection to ourselves? If we felt safe?

	We feel all of this. Even if we don’t know what to call it, our bodies know. We’re intrinsically biologically connected to our planet Earth and her great web of life. When this connection is threatened, when her resources are threatened—our resources for survival—what happens to us?

	Knowing what we know and seeing what we see, there’s only one possible conclusion.

	We don’t feel like we belong. We’re not safe.
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Pause and breathe.

Bleak, but true.

Yes, it’s a bleak story. I’m so sorry, it is. Breathe.

Here’s the thing. To heal, we have to face facts. We have to know where we stand now to make meaningful choices about where to step next. 

That you’ve made it this far tells me you already know this. Thank you for your courage in taking this journey with me, for opening your eyes and hearts.

From this place of conscious awareness, we find our strength. One breath, one step, one small yet fierce choice at a time. We embrace the truth to heal.

Pause, breathe, and stay with me. We can do this. We can get through this. Wherever we’re starting from, we can flourish.


		

	


	 

	 





Chapter Two:
Why it went wrong: core trauma.


	 

	There’s only one way to look at this personal and global catastrophe of disconnection: Trauma.

	What is trauma?

	T


	rauma is what happens inside us when our suffering isn’t held—when we’re not held—in fierce belonging and safety. When we feel abandoned—by our parents, our communities, our institutions, our culture, our planet—especially when we’re the most vulnerable or hurt, we disconnect from ourselves and the truth of our experience. 

	When we’re very young and not seen or heard, that’s trauma. When we’re suffering or sick and not seen or heard, that’s trauma. When we learn our needs don’t matter—when we don’t matter—in any context, that’s trauma. When there is chaos all around us and we believe we have no control, that’s trauma. No matter what we’ve been through, it’s the belonging and safety that protects us. Without them, trauma takes over.

	We all have our stories of trauma, though we may not call it that. It can stem from growing up in emotional chaos, as I did. Or, for me and so many of my clients, trauma can be rooted in being sick and in pain for years and put in the wrong diagnostic-therapeutic box. While perhaps not the intent of our docs, they did not see or understand our needs. That’s trauma.

	Trauma can be intergenerational and cultural—suffering and disconnection is passed on to us through the narratives, behavior, and emotional signatures of danger and unprotected vulnerability. Our parents and caregivers bring their own trauma and disconnection into our relationships with them. 

	Trauma is also planetary. Through the process of neuroception, we react subconsciously to Earth’s devastation, toxicity, and shrinking resources even when we’re not aware of it. We don’t feel safe, so we disconnect. 

	Gabor Maté MD, a man who has devoted his life to the study of trauma, puts it this way: “trauma results in a lasting rupture or split within the self, due to difficult or hurtful events.”6 These events can be bad things that happened to us (abuse, loss, disempowering stories about who we are) or good things that did not happen but should have (love, comfort, experiencing our beauty and goodness through the actions of our earliest caregivers). Perhaps most importantly, according to Dr. Maté, “trauma is not what happens to you but what happens inside you.” So, often we feel the trauma in our bodies even if we don’t remember, even if we were never aware of its source, even if what happened didn’t fit common understanding of what trauma is.

	Trauma leaves its imprint by hijacking all our resources toward creating safety—or at least the best version of safety we’re capable of. The connection and safety we lack shows up in the disempowering stories we create to defend ourselves against hurt, unwanted parts of ourselves, and the very real threat of not surviving what happened to us. This becomes a barrier to emotional intelligence, healthy relationships, and personal growth. These are the conditions for disconnection and chronic illness. 

	What do we lose when we’re persistently traumatized and feel unsafe? Beyond the energy and resources to support our healing, we lose ourselves. We lose our potential and possibilities. We may suffer from persistent fatigue, chronic illness, addictions, and mental illness, misconstruing them as “diseases” that happened to us because of unfortunate genetics or circumstances outside our control. The science is clear: all chronic human problems have their roots in trauma.7

	My trauma tethered me to the revolving door of conventional medicine that kept me captive in a diagnostic box (many injuries, many parts, many problems) that didn’t fit my actual circumstances (hypermobility leading to many injuries) or my needs. My body knew. My caregivers did not. I trusted them because they were the “experts.” I had to crash and burn before I searched elsewhere for answers, included turning to myself for insights, research, and new ways of looking at my circumstances. But not everyone is as lucky as me. They may remain stuck in the despair of feeling broken and unlucky.

	Because our collective and individual trauma is so deep, so widespread, so catastrophic, and hits us at the most basic levels of our identities as humans, there’s only one thing we can call it: Core trauma.

	Core trauma keeps us sick, suffering, and stuck. It has made us forget who we are. The Earth, herself. Sparkling, vibrating, flowing, feeling, connected, rising, miraculous beings who know exactly who they are, tapping into the wisdom of the Earth and her nurturing resources to live, grow, heal, and thrive. 

	How do we call our potential back?

	How do we feel safe again?

	How do we reckon with our core trauma of disconnection to belong to ourselves, one another, and our precious Earth again? To feel whole? To heal our suffering?

	You guessed it. We step up. To ourselves. To our safety. To who we were meant to be.
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Pause and breathe.


Create a safety circuit: Mind. Feet. Hands. Heart. Breath. 

Let’s bolster our safety. We need it, don’t we?

While we depended on others for safety when we were young (though we may not have always gotten it) and have been taught in endless ways to seek it from sources outside ourselves (often unreliable, aren’t they?), there’s a lot we can do to help ourselves feel safe.  

We can bolster all the layers of safety for ourselves—emotional, physical, energetic (we know what negative energy feels like, don’t we?).

Let’s begin with what we know. 

Where do you feel most safe? Is it a place? With a particular person? A pet? Is it within you? Reading a particular book passage? In prayer or meditation?

What does it feel like to have that safety? Warm? Calm? Whatever it is, hold that.

If you don’t know where you feel safe, please don’t worry. We’re about to activate a powerful internal safety circuit that you can turn to at any time. 

Let’s go there now.

Stand or sit with your feet against the ground. If you can, remove your shoes, wiggle your feet around, create sensation against the bottoms of your feet. Let your feet feel the ground beneath you. Activating the sensory receptors in your feet anchors you to the ground by providing important safety signals to your brain and nervous system.

Place your hands firmly over your heart, let your heart know you’re there. This immediate physical connection between your hands and heart also teaches your body you’re safe. It makes sense, doesn’t it? When you hold a child with tenderness and fierce love, when you remind them you’re there, they settle, knowing they are held in safety. And not just us, all species make this connection of safety through touch—look at dogs, elephants, and dolphins. So, tell your heart you’re there.

With feet on the ground and hands over your heart, gently close your eyes or keep a soft gaze in front of you. Breathe, and rest here for a moment, without trying to fix or change anything. 

Then, notice your breath: the cool air as it enters your nose, and the warmer air as you exhale. Conscious breathing through the nose activates the vagus nerve, a key player in the Autonomic Nervous System (ANS) safety-social connection circuit.

As you hold, imagine you are directing breath into your hands. Notice their temperature and pressure against your chest. Like your feet, activating sensation in your palms sends safety signals to your brain. You’re anchored in your body and on the Earth.

Direct breath into your heart. Notice the beat of your heart and any sensations that arise in your chest. 

Direct breath to your feet, noticing how they feel anchored to the ground. 

Rest here as long as you’d like.

There. We’ve created an important safety circuit between your mind, breath, heart, feet, and hands. 

Let’s hold this circuit as we use our powerful words.

I forge a powerful bond of safety with myself by anchoring to the ground and connecting to my heart. I allow my attention and breath to complete and hold this circuit, to hold me in safety. Regardless of how it feels right now, the bond of safety is established. 

With this connection between my mind, breath, feet, hands, and heart, I affirm my safety. I am safe. However I have known or felt safe in my life, I create it here within my own body. I give myself permission to settle into it with the utmost tenderness. With practice I will trust it. 

Mind. Breath. Heart. Feet. Hands.

This is my safety circuit. I can come here whenever I need to. I can layer in images, sensations, and feelings of love, compassion, and safety from my memory banks. If I can’t access these now, I can still complete the circuit. I am still safe.


		

	


	 

	 



Chapter Three:
Finding our way back to belonging.


	T


	o find our way back to belonging, we must understand what has happened inside us. How did we become disconnected? Why don’t we feel safe in our bodies, in our relationships, in our communities and institutions, on our planet?  What is our core trauma?

	Where do we begin?

	First and beyond all else, we must accept the assignment put before us. The assignment our bodies, communities, and our Earth crave. The assignment that is now so clear, so urgent. Accepting this assignment will ignite the process of restoring our connection and lead us back to safety and our potential as people.

	Our assignment is to heal. 

	There’s only one access point to this assignment. 

	It must go through us. It can only be activated by each one of us. 

	Our only recourse to reconnect, restore our sense of safety, and reclaim the energy and potential that are our birthright, is for each one of us to step up to this assignment.

	You. Me. Us. 

	Think of it this way:

	We’re always at the helm of our healing, whether we think we are or not. It’s nature’s law. We’re there regardless. It’s ours. 

	But we may not know it. We may be living our lives unconsciously, unaware of our own needs, giving our power and wisdom away by asking others to fix what’s wrong with us (because whether we like it or not, that’s what we’ve been taught to do). We feel unsafe, but we don’t know why.

	That doesn’t mean healing isn’t possible. It’s still miraculous what a body can do without consciously directing it. Without knowing what we’re truly capable of. Healing still takes place.

	But that level of healing is not transformational in the way it could be when we are directed and focused on what we’re doing. That would allow us to ascend out of suffering to step more fully into our gorgeous potential. 

	All that healing and potential is yours to not just have, but to direct to your own advantage. That’s why we’re here. That’s what we’ll explore throughout this book.

	So, this is your assignment. Our assignment: to reclaim the remarkable wisdom, resources, and power that are ours when we connect to our whole selves and the legacy of human potential from planet Earth. 

	This is where we’re going right now. Together.
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Pause and breathe.


I accept my beautiful assignment to heal.

Okay, I know that’s a lot. It’s liberating and challenging at the same time. We’ve got to breathe after all that, don’t we?

Let’s stop right here for a moment. Not to fix anything. Not to change anything. Not to create anything new just yet (we’ll get there). But just to rest and breathe. 

Let your eyes gently close. Place your hands over your heart. Let your heart know you’re there. Be gentle with yourself. Rest and breathe. 

See if you can tap into whatever feelings or sensations are there right now. There’s no wrong answer. Just notice. See if you can welcome the sensations or feelings you find. Again, without trying to fix or change them.

What’s there?

Tightness, anxiety, judgement?

Weariness, overwhelm, frustration, fear, confusion?

Excitement, inspiration, a sense of urgency? 

Or some combination?

Whatever it is, I welcome all of you and everything you feel to take this journey with me. 

I invite you to consider that everything you feel is your inner wisdom and guidance. Precisely what you need at this very moment. It doesn’t need to be changed or fixed or silenced but allowed to carry the signature of your truest self.

Finally, let’s use our powerful words together (feel free to use your own words if you choose):

I allow myself to feel whatever it is I feel right now. This is me. It’s exactly right. There’s nothing to change or fix. 

I welcome all my feelings and sensations. I welcome myself with gentleness and curiosity. If I can’t welcome them, I allow all my feelings and sensations to bring to my attention what I most need to heal. I can hold it all. It is all worthy of being held. So gently.

If I haven’t before, I begin to understand my feelings and the sensations of my body as intrinsic wisdom. 

I allow it all. I welcome it all. I honor it all. 

This is where I begin. 

This is how I can accept my beautiful assignment to heal. By accepting myself. By accepting my body, my sensations, my feelings, my thoughts, my stories. All my shit. All my glory. Because what we feel, what we can look upon with grace and compassion and a measure of reverence, we can heal. 


		

	


	 

	All things heal.

	The primary urge of all nature is to heal. All things heal. Always. 

	What does this mean? 

	All creatures and ecosystems of the Earth reach their best possible equilibrium given present circumstances and resources, no matter how bleak or disastrous they seem to be. Even when there’s no consciously tended activation of the healing, the best equilibrium will occur. Nature is never half-assed.

	We know this law of nature, don’t we? We just didn’t realize it applied to us.

	We see it all around us in landscapes devastated by forest fires, hurricanes, and tornadoes. How new trees and flowers emerge. How waters flow again, the birds and animals return. A whole new landscape takes the place of what once looked like total annihilation. 

	Inherently part of this natural world, we have the same potential for rebirth into something we couldn’t imagine before. Our own annihilation through pain, suffering, and chronic illness can miraculously morph into new growth and potential. 

	How it happens or the extent to which it takes us toward our true potential is up to us. 

	We can passively accept our innate impulse to heal and fall short of our desires and true potential. We can stay sick, suffering, and stuck. Or we can learn to actively direct this process.

	We can harness the gifts of nature, of our minds and our own biology, to engage and support and elevate our equilibrium of healing—the dynamic process within us that, like all of nature, achieves the very best balance given the circumstances acting upon us.

	Even the chronic illness or suffering many of us are experiencing at this very moment is an equilibrium of healing—the body is functioning at its highest level given present circumstances. Even as we hurt, every bit of our suffering is the exquisite language of our bodies articulating what they need, though perhaps in a language that’s been lost to us, that we no longer trust. 
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