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This book is intended for those people whose path of spiritual exploration has led to a direct discovery of the powerful energies and sensations of the body: the yogis, dancers, tantrikas, the breathers, martial artists, entheogenic explorers, the gazers, the bodyworkers, and the lovers. Surrendering to the current of the life force, letting it move you however it wants, you bring God to earth . . .
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. . . and it is dedicated to the memory of Ida Rolf, in the hope that the profound spiritual implications of her work, even though left largely unexamined by the professional community that she spawned, may take root and blossom through the lived experience of our bodies.
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INTRODUCTION

The Great Gesture
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We ordinarily think of the evolution of our species in terms of the growth and development of consciousness. But the progression of human evolution—from our earliest hominid ancestors right up to present-day man and woman and beyond—can be most graphically portrayed as our continued attempts to stand up ever straighter. From the hunched and lumbering lope of our distant two-legged ancestors to the relatively upright stance of modern man and woman, the evolution of consciousness has directly paralleled our ability to come to a more effortlessly vertical posture. While we may not know what the conditions of consciousness that we are moving toward are ultimately going to look like, we know with certainty what’s happening to our bodies: our evolutionary imperative is leading them in the direction of an evermore relaxed and upright state of balance.

It had long been accepted as a staple of anthropological theory that the early growth of the human brain, and the expansion of consciousness that naturally occurred as a result, made possible the radical decision to rise up off of all four legs and balance instead on the back two. But the discovery in 1986 of a magnificently intact, early hominid skeleton nicknamed Lucy completely reversed that notion. Our species’ commitment to bipedalism, it turns out, actually preceded the enormous growth and expansion of the brain. It did not follow on it. In other words, it was our ability to stand up straight that precipitated the huge leap in evolutionary consciousness and allowed it to occur at all. Had we never taken those first few tentative steps toward bipedalism, the cultural, spiritual, and scientific achievements of our species, with which we are so familiar, may very likely never have happened. Evolution in our species, then, has followed a simple and unvarying law: the straighter we have managed to stand, the more conscious we have managed to become.

“But,” you might ask, not unreasonably, “don’t I already stand up straight?”

The answer is both yes and no. Compared to the shortened musculature and stooped posture of our early hominid ancestors, we are marvels of upright balance. But while we have indeed managed to stand up relatively straight, we have not yet come even close to perfecting our skills at doing it. Although we may not be aware of it, our current upright posture still bears traces of its legacy of effort and struggle from its long war with gravity. Because we take our upright posture so for granted, we forget that it was gained only through the greatest amount of determined effort when our distant ancestors, as much four legged as two, labored to free themselves from gravity’s hold and pulled themselves evermore upright onto their hind feet. The embodied memory of that struggle still expresses itself through the body’s need to exert constant, subtle (and sometimes not so subtle) muscular tension in order to brace itself against what it still experiences as the primarily downward, destructive pull of the earth’s gravity.

Ease is evolution’s natural response to struggle. And so our next, obvious evolutionary challenge as upright humans is to figure out how to transform gravity from a force against which we must constantly brace ourselves in order to remain standing into one that actually functions as a source of support for standing erect. It’s time to declare our struggle with gravity over and to start taking advantage of its supportive blessings instead. Then we might evolve to a stance that goes far beyond what we currently know as upright.

Altering the effect of gravity is not so farfetched an idea as it might at first seem, for in gravity’s sphere of influence all things are not created equal. Even though gravity exerts its influence on all objects impartially, the individual shape and structure of those objects are the agents that determine whether gravity’s pull functions as a destructive or a supportive force. The key to that determination is the relative verticality (or lack of it) in an object’s physical structure, and it doesn’t matter if that object is a tree, a building, or a human body. For a body whose structure is primarily vertical, gravity functions as a buoyant source of support. For a body whose structure doesn’t primarily conform to the vertical, gravity functions as a downward-pulling force against which the body must resist in order to remain standing.

Our tallest manmade and natural objects—the skyscrapers of modern cities and the ancient sequoia trees of California— are only able to attain their inspiring heights by virtue of their remarkably vertical structure. (Oak trees and cantilevered structures hug the earth in contrast.) In a modern skyscraper, each successive floor rests directly on top of the one underneath it, and this precise vertical placement turns gravity into a supporting force that allows the building to rise up higher and higher. If each floor didn’t rest exactly on top of the ones below, gravity would begin to pull at the misplaced floors and the building would eventually start tipping, ending up, perhaps, like the Leaning Tower of Pisa, which needs strong guy wires to make sure that it doesn’t tip or lean even further. If our human destiny is to become ever more upright and balanced, and if we indeed experience a growth in consciousness through becoming more effortlessly upright, then it could be said that the key to our continued evolution lies in our ability to continue mastering our relationship with gravity. By consciously paying attention to balance, and by consciously improving that relationship, we directly participate in our own evolutionary destiny. We may even be able, on an individual and personal basis, to accelerate the pace of evolution’s slow advance in ourselves.

In terms of the physical, this conscious participation will move us ever closer to a body structure that allows us to feel as though we were floating upright in salty water even as we stand on dry land. The body will increasingly feel as though it’s being effortlessly and expansively drawn upward while securely tethered to the ground on which it stands. Walking along a city sidewalk, you would begin to feel a refinement of grace and balance not unlike what a tightrope walker might feel, attempting to make her way along a narrow wire strung between two buildings. Like it or not, this is where evolution is leading us.

In terms of consciousness, we need to look elsewhere for models of refinement. A more evolved consciousness has always been the dominion of the saints and mystics among us—the yogis, meditators, dervishes, and anchorites from all the world’s great spiritual traditions. We may look to the states of mind that these unusual men and women have attained, as examples of where evolution is taking us, precursors to the consciousness that the average human may one day take for granted as normal. (Undoubtedly, a being who experiences the underlying oneness of all things represents a significant evolutionary advance from one who fears and feels alienated from everything in the world into which it was born.) Not surprisingly, many of the states of consciousness that our acknowledged saints have experienced have been dependent on the enhanced verticality and relaxed uprightness of the spine, as these men and women have successfully refined the posture of sitting and standing meditation.

The wisdom tradition of Tibet has long represented one of our planet’s greatest attempts to explore more evolved states of consciousness. Within that tradition, the teachings of the mahamudra (literally, the “great gesture”) are often looked to as representing a pinnacle of attainment, the highest and most evolved expression of consciousness available to humans. By embodying the principles of the mahamudra teachings, we can learn to let go of behaviors, attitudes, and beliefs that quash our deepest yearnings and limit our most authentic expression. Mahamudra shines a light on the dilemmas of existence and reveals an alternate reality that has been here all along. It shows us how to keep shedding the weight of our burdens and float even as we walk along the earth, our heads held high, our feet firmly planted on the ground.

One of its earliest, and arguably purest, forms of expression is to be found in the words of Tilopa, an eleventh-century figure who has left us a great and enduring legacy in the form of a simple text called the “Song of Mahamudra.” In this song, Tilopa describes the condition of mahamudra. He tells us what it’s like. He describes how it differs from the consciousness that passes as normal in the world at large. And, most importantly, he gives explicit practices and instructions as to how to enter into it for ourselves. For the interested reader, the full text of Tilopa’s song can be found in an appendix at the end of this book.

Interestingly, many of these instructions—even the ones that speak directly about the mind—are remarkably physical in their focus and orientation. Tilopa is basically telling us that, if we want to manifest the consciousness of mahamudra, then we need to pay attention to some very fundamental experiences in our body. This should not be all that surprising as even the name of the teachings, the great gesture, suggests that something quite physical is occurring. Every attitude of the mind—be it an emotion such as joy, anger, or sadness, or a heightened condition of spiritual awareness—arises codependently through a specific gesture of the body. It’s not possible to express anger without also experiencing a clenching or tightening throughout the body. Joy’s expression is always accompanied by a bodily feeling of exhilaration. Anger and a smile can’t coexist, and neither can joy and a frown.

The same holds true for mahamudra. It is a quality of consciousness that is supported by very specific structural coordinates and conditions in the body. While the focus of the mahamudra teachings is to transform human consciousness, its attainment will be elusive if the practitioner does not also focus his or her attention on the embodiment of these physical conditions. For the purposes of this book, we will focus on the three most direct instructions of Tilopa’s “Song of Mahamudra.” All of them, even the second instruction, which at first glance looks as though it addresses only the mind, are essentially physical in their intentions:


	Do nothing with the body but relax.

	Empty the mind, and let the mind cling to nothing.

	Become like a hollow bamboo.



Throughout the text of this book, we will have occasion to keep coming back to these three simple, but highly potent, lines of instruction, and we will use them as our primary guide in our attempts to explain and establish the bodily conditions that naturally support them. The first part of this book presents the necessary theoretical information that will allow you to begin exploring these lines of instruction. The second part presents a series of specific practices that will help you to experience the mahamudra teachings very directly, and you are encouraged to experiment with them.
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To enter into the great gesture of the mind, we first need to establish a great gesture in the body; and the great gesture that our bodies are evolutionarily propelled toward is the gesture of balance. Taken together, the evolution of the body and the evolution of the mind express themselves through the image of an embodied cross. I call it a cross because, like the familiar Christian symbol of salvation, it consists of a vertical pole or axis and a horizontal cross bar. The vertical pole shows us how to be in our bodies. The horizontal bar shows us how to work with our minds as we interact with the world. The image of the embodied cross is not at all an abstract symbol or an article of faith, and definitely not a symbol of death. It represents, rather, free-flowing and unfettered life force, the actual experience available to a human being who pursues physical balance as his or her spiritual path. Furthermore, every one of us carries this cross within ourselves. It’s not just reserved for thieves and saints.1

Implicit in the image and path of the embodied cross is the recognition that every one of us must work out our own salvation. No one else is capable of doing it for us, and simply worshipping someone who’s managed that feat isn’t ultimately going to satisfy our inner yearnings. We can’t just worship a Buddha. We need to sit down and enter into the practices for ourselves. We can’t just worship a Jesus. We need to take to heart the teachings that such a courageous being shared with the world. We can’t just worship a Rumi and a Shams by reading the poetry that describes their bliss and dissolved merging. We need to explore and experience for ourselves the powerfully deconstructing practices that led to that bliss. Unfortunately, most of us would rather worship dead gods and teachers from a safe distance than follow their examples and give birth to the divine energies that lie dormant in every one of us.

The image of the embodied cross shows us how we might actively participate in both the healing of our past sorrows and the acceleration of our evolutionary destiny. Some people need to seek out ever greater and more dangerous thrills to feel alive—but the greatest thrill of them all may be to awaken and liberate the extremely potent energies that lie dormant inside the body. These energies exist in each and every one of us and go by many different names. Some people may call these energies the presence of God; others may call them the current of the life force, kundalini, divine nature, or the great ground of being. These energies in the body are the handmaidens of evolution. When activated, they affect not only the body; they radically affect the mind as well. Come aboard. It can be a thrilling ride. There’s room for everyone.

Aiding us in our journey is the force of evolution itself. If we can learn to align ourselves with that force, cooperating with its impulses and movements in the same way that a leaf in a stream cooperates with the current of the waters in which it floats, we will naturally be led to the destination we were born to reach. If we resist that mighty force, however, we will slow our progression way down. And, indeed, in the world of human activity, there are far more votes for resisting that force than there are for surrendering to and cooperating with it. So strong is this resistance, in fact, that both the vertical axis and the horizontal bar of the embodied cross are viewed as fundamentally taboo within our contemporary culture. So, before we move into a description of the embodied cross itself, and the practices that support its manifestation in ourselves, let’s first turn our attention to the taboos that prevent us from embracing these practices as our birthright. Taboos that we uphold always cause us shame if they represent behavior that is at odds with what comes most natural to us. If we can expose the foolishness of the taboos that block us in our evolutionary progress, then we can start healing this shame, and the great gesture of the embodied cross can become more of a reality.


PART ONE

The Embodied Cross
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As one falls to the ground, one must lift oneself with the aid of the ground.

—KULARNAVA TANTRA
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Stand up, stand up for Jesus, Ye soldiers of the cross.

—CHRISTIAN HYMN


The Two Taboos
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The body is the vehicle to bring the energies of God to earth, not the obstacle that prevents those energies from appearing. How could it possibly be other than this? If God is not the architect of the miracle of life, then what is? In each cell of every human body, God is there. So how could that body conceivably be an obstacle keeping you from God? God’s chosen personal representatives in the human realm are the body’s senses. Everything that you hear, see, and feel, every time you smell and taste, everywhere that you remain aware of the magnificent passing show, God is there. Every moment that you feel how alive you are, in this very body, in this very moment, God is there.

However, the messages from the pulpits of virtually all the major religions often exhibit a pronounced undercurrent of somatophobia (the fear and hatred of the body). For millennia, the energies, appetites, and impulses of the body have been portrayed as a kind of hornet’s nest best left undisturbed and even avoided, and the body pictured as the playground in which the forces of darkness are at liberty to stir up their stinging influences. Stay far away from the body, we are told. Don’t explore its life, its feelings, its powerful energies. In fact, dampen them down, feel them less, even less than you already do. The tragic consequences of this attitude have been the gradual dulling and numbing of the very energies and life force that are God’s way of revealing the Divine in and through the human being. It truly makes you wonder: what could our spiritual guides be protecting us from—except a direct experience of God?

Everything that we fear, and fail to come to terms with, we subsequently demonize and hate. And so the body has historically been turned into the object of a great deal of selfloathing, while its energies and impulses are dealt with through attempts at suppression that, more often than not, either fail miserably or cause chronic pain and even illness. Nevertheless, the shimmering tactile sensations that fill our body from head to foot, the organic pulsings and feelings that move through us like a call to prayer, the very liveliness of our incarnation, are always summoning us to come closer, to look inside, and perhaps even to commit the heresy of viewing the imagined terror of the hornet’s nest as a fiction that actually keeps us from the spiritual fulfillment that we innately know to be our birthright. The first thing we need to do to construct the embodied cross—with its free-flowing life force—is to release ourselves from the taboo against experiencing the body.

The human body, like all life forms, is primarily a pleasureseeking organism. The most basic motions of cellular life are an expansion or reaching out in the direction of nourishment and a perceived source of contentment, and a recoiling or contraction away from anything that is perceived as a source of pain. The body wants to feel good. There is nothing at all shameful about this most natural impulse; it forms the fundamental premise of all human culture and commerce. And yet the shaming of bodily experience is a fundamental tenet, whether intentional or not, of most religious teaching. Religions and spiritual traditions that condemn the body are pitting the most natural responses in the human body against themselves.
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