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to everyone drawn like a moth to the flame of


the wisdom teachings of the buddhist dharma


but who find much of the current orientation


to sitting meditation a tad tight . . .


to yogis and sufis and dancers and


entheogenic explorers . . .


to the closeted mystics and spiritual misfits


among us . . .


to everyone searching for practices of


real awakening . . . .


enjoy!


i wrote this for you
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Someone asked the teacher Zhaozhou, “What is meditation?”


Zhaozhou replied, “It’s not meditation.”


The student was puzzled. “Why is it not meditation?”


“It’s alive! It’s alive!”


JOSHU, FROM THE RECORDED SAYINGS 
OF ZEN MASTER JOSHU, 
TRANSLATED BY JAMES GREEN
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“The Awakening Slave” unfinished sculpture from the series Prisoners, or Slaves, by Michelangelo Buonarotti 1520–1523. Michelangelo is famous for saying he worked to liberate the forms imprisoned in the marble. On the path of somatic dharma we work to liberate the radiance imprisoned in the still and unfelt body.











INTRODUCTION Bound Slaves



I MAJORED IN ART HISTORY in college. It was clear that I was never going to become a political scientist, economist, or lawyer, and I exulted in the beauty and power of the objects of art I was able to feast my eyes upon and study. I even thought for a time that I might continue onto graduate school in art history and become a museum curator. At the end of my senior year I applied for admission to a graduate program and was accepted at New York University, home to one of the top art history graduate departments in North America. However, my acceptance letter was accompanied by a terse request to become fluent in German over the summer (art history as a scholarly discipline is a primarily German invention of the early part of the twentieth century, and many of its seminal texts have never been translated from German), and that request was enough to put to rest any thoughts of becoming a museum curator. I did, however, land a job in New York as an art critic for Art News Magazine, and for the next few years I was able, at least somewhat vocationally, to keep alive my passion for art that had been born at university.


While my college classmates were studying history and literature and language, the puzzlement of science and precise weight loads of engineering, pretty much all I was doing was falling in to a gaze with a work of art and experiencing how it affected me. Some art didn’t really touch me. Other pieces transported me. I was particularly drawn to the art of the Northern Renaissance, the deeply religious works of Rogier van der Weyden, and the hallucinatory dreams of Hieronymus Bosch. The atmospheric renderings of J. M. W. Turner, the lush visions of Odilon Redon, the magic of Kandinsky (in addition to his elaborate linear drawings and paintings he created abstract expressionism in the early part of the twentieth century, and no one in the 1940s, ’50s, or ’60s did it better), the color field artists of the mid-­twentieth century—­especially Mark Rothko and Morris Louis—and the explosive joy of the Pop artists all were ambrosia to my eyes. I became fascinated with how a work of art could take hold of me when I would come face-to-face with it and enter in to a kind of communion in which the rest of the world was shuttered out. Call me old fashioned but I still believe art can have an ennobling and enriching effect on human beings and that it should stun us with its beauty.


Above all these, however, a series of unfinished marbles by the Renaissance artist Michelangelo grabbed something deep in my soul and have never let me go. They were of bound slaves, heroic humans wrestling to break free from the encasing marble they were emerging out from. First of all I loved that these sculptures were unfinished as it made their rough struggle for liberation all the more immediate and visceral. And somehow even then when I hadn’t yet unearthed the same struggle in myself, I felt a resonance with the heroic act of release that these figures were attempting to enact. They wanted to break free. They wanted their authentic, vibrant life back.


Over the years, as I began to awaken to how numb my personal body (and the larger cultural body as well) had become, I’d think back to Michelangelo’s sculptures and view them as a perfect expression of humanity’s struggle to break free from the physical, psychological, mental, and spiritual shackles that bind us and keep us imprisoned, sentenced to live out our life inside a cell of our own creation as shadows of our inherently radiant selves. All of us are kin to Michelangelo’s slaves, entrapped within the bias of our somatophobic culture, struggling to free ourselves from the held and viscous tensions that have taken up residence in our bodies and choke us with their invisible grip, and the job for those of us who’ve become aware of the entrapment is to free ourselves from a bondage that makes no sense, to awaken our body from a dull, unfelt, stoney darkness back in to the bright light of palpable felt radiance.


The price we’ve had to pay for this dimming of intrinsic radiance is the nagging presence of chronic pain and a generalized sense of disease that scream out at us that we’re doing something unnatural with our body. And, yet, we all figure out a way to accommodate the discomfort and make concessions for it, effectively trading radiance for something far less lustrous. Through accepting the diminution of radiance as constituting normal we’ve entered into a darkened cell of our own acquiescent making, and for the most part we’re unaware that we’re even doing this.


The bound body has three tasks in its journey from ­numbness to radiance. First it needs to free itself, not unlike the figure in Michelangelo’s sculptures, from the marble of its cultural environment. Then it needs to go a step further and de-marbleize its entire body, awakening its altogether natural felt fluidity and shimmer, realigning itself with the flowing grain of nature, melting unbidden thought back in to silent felt presence. And finally it needs to realize that awakening the inherent radiance of the body radically transforms its sense of self and relationship to the world. You don’t get the flush of radiance spreading through your body without the radical shift in consciousness that accompanies it.


The act of sitting, for minutes to hours on end, will be highlighted in this book as the primary gesture through which we’re going to explore the liberation of radiance. In most meditation practices you’re instructed to sit down and then begin the meditation. In the practices of the radiant body, however, the sitting itself is the meditation. You don’t sit down to begin a meditation technique. You sit down to explore the gesture of sitting down and, in the process, transform your sitting from a posture locked in bracing and struggle in to an altogether natural mudra of greater grace wherein awakening in to radiance has no choice but to start occurring.


The understanding and perspectives I’m going to be presenting draw largely from my exposure to the wisdom teachings of the Buddhist, Sufi, and Somatics traditions, all of which I’ve been fortunate to explore during the course of my life, all of which possess important keys to opening the door to our cell and showing us the way out. While the cultural shadows this liberation exposes are not happy ones I’m not interested in caviling against the inbred fear or even analyzing how we’ve allowed the great enslavement to occur. The goal is to break free from the entrapment, and to this end I’ll present a series of meditations and practices designed to help soften and melt the fearful tensions and knots that keep us feeling so bound up.


With very few exceptions the Buddhism that is coming over to Western shores from Asia, not unlike the larger cultural environment into which it’s migrating, has largely lost touch with feeling presence and is in need of revitalization, and the burgeoning field of Somatic therapy that is evolving and flourishing here in the West could well look to the wisdom teachings of the dharma for clues and guidance as to where its implications are inevitably leading. We’re not here to sit like immobile statues and transcend the flesh. Nor are we here simply to feel a bit better. Putting the best of both together for those of us drawn to the task, we’re here to liberate the body from bondages that deaden it and the mind from its claustrophobic compression inside an exclusively egoic perspective. To free yourself from your cultural and personal restraints and find your way back to a more felt, radiant life is the journey that I’m guessing you’re already on and that I hope this book will propel you even further on.


To do this we first need to acknowledge the collective sleep that has taken us so far afield from our natural state before we can begin surrendering to the awakened currents that want to take us back home. Let’s start by looking at the condition the bound slave finds itself in. It’s struggling to emerge from its entrapment. It’s halfway out already. But what is it about our cultural environment that so makes us want to struggle to free ourselves?
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The Somatophobic Entrapment



OURS IS A CULTURE that is lost in the dark passageways of thought, both bidden and unbidden, and out of touch with the felt radiant presence of the body. In order to conform to the quality of consciousness that passes as normal, and to live in the airy orbits of word and concept, we have to introduce patterns of holding and tension into the tissues of the body that in turn suppress the body’s inherent felt radiance. Being lost in thought and present in awakened body are entirely at odds with each other. You can’t be both at the same time. You’re either one or the other, and within our culture’s somatophobic bias thought always wins.


Somatophobia is exactly what it says: a phobia directed toward the soma, the felt presence of the body, the intricate shimmering web of minute sensations and felt wavelets that course through a relaxed and awakened body like water in a stream. Agoraphobics can’t deal with wide-open spaces, claustrophobics just the opposite. Arachnophobics are terrified of spiders, and someone deeply enmeshed in the grip of somatophobia is both terrified of the potent felt energies of the body and irritated by how they keep on incessantly knocking and pounding on the door of awareness, begging to be let in. These altogether natural sensations and energies are potent, they’re life promoting, and they want to be felt, but somatophobia doesn’t want to open the door, welcome them in, and set them free.


The quality of consciousness that passes as normal in the world depends on somatophobic entrapment, and so we live shut in inside the inhibitions that the somatophobic bias implants in our body. We dial down the innate radiance of the body in order to promote a consciousness that is all too often lost in thought and wholly identified with the speaker of those thoughts.






unbidden thought is what happens


when felt sensation abdicates


radiant presence is what happens


when unbidden thought dissolves


through the reawakening of sensations


sensations and thought


are mutually repellent and incompatible


sensations melt thought


just as thought sends sensations into exile








Under the anesthetizing spell of somatophobia we all have the same name as everyone else. We call ourselves I, as I, after all, am the speaker of all those pesky thoughts. When felt presence is powerfully awakened the exclusively egoic perspective of the mind starts getting diluted and weakened, and the prospect of the dissolution of our egoic identity and self-image is terrifying to that identity and image. When the body awakens, when it once again makes its presence felt as a radiant glow of felt shimmer, the unrelentingly fixed singularity of the egoic perspective is revealed as not being a complete expression of “who I am.” Who are you when “I” no longer dominates your consciousness? Somatophobia doesn’t want you to find out.


The somatophobic entrapment that has taken up residence in all our bodies keeps us limited to but a fraction of our intrinsic radiance, and the shroud it throws over the world of awakened sensation and felt shimmer doesn’t just dim our light. It hurts. Somatophobia is akin to a despotic ruler who demands that the citizens of his country adopt a set of beliefs even if those beliefs hurt them.


On every part of the body, down to its smallest cell, minute, subtly tingling, buzzing, carbonating, fluidly vibratory sensations can be felt to flicker on and off, but only if they’re allowed to make their presence felt, and the somatophobic bias of our culture doesn’t really want you to become aware of them, let alone support you in doing so.


Which begs the question: why? What could possibly be so offensive about the awakening of these altogether natural, often highly pleasurable, and powerfully healing energies and sensations? The simple answer is that their explosive awakening reveals a secret door beyond which the bias of somatophobia doesn’t hold sway. What’s on the other side of the door? Like being in a video game and moving to a new level, a path gets revealed that, if followed, can lead to a radical awakening of who and what you experience yourself to be and how you understand your relationship to the world you live in, and this new awareness will lead to an unraveling of somatophobia’s tight grip. It will eventually lead to a reckoning of everything that you are (sensations don’t lie): the good, the bad, the ugly, the beatific. As sensations start making their formerly hidden presence felt, the physical compression and tensions that support the somatophobic entrapment can expose themselves, and once felt, they can start coming undone.


To awaken radiance you’re asked to empty your pockets and leave at the door your beliefs about yourself, the yarns that the egoic perspective so compellingly, and effectively, spins about you. You’re asked to start feeling what you are directly and forgo the thoughts about what you think you are. You’re asked to relax your exclusive attachment to the egoic perspective—your sense of “I,” the most embedded thought of them all—and realize that it’s not the only setting on the camera lens of consciousness and doesn’t represent everything that you are.


So conditioned are we to worship our “I” and so completely are we identified with it that the prospect of its suspension and its replacement by something else—even if that something else is deeply healing of the body and salving to the soul—causes us to roll our eyes in disbelief as to why anyone would want that for themselves. This is how ingrained the amnesia of our somatophobic entrapment has become.


Children mimic their parents who mimicked their parents, and so the entrapped holding patterns of somatophobia get passed down seamlessly from one generation to the next. At every turn the somatophobic model gets reinforced right from the very moment of our entry into the world up to the moment of our passing beyond. We can’t escape it. We’re all somatophobics.


We worship superficial beauty (we idolize the personas of our stars and starlets, the impossibly fascinating-looking models who catwalk along the runway) yet remain compliant to an unspoken message to dim the body’s inner radiance. Our obsession with beauty at the surface of the physical body is inversely reflected in our antipathy toward the deeper energies that want to awaken and eventually burst forth in radiance, and this fear and irritation are strong enough, and so culturally dominant, that these energies are mostly kept contained, held in, unfelt, and unexpressed.


Somatophobia imprints its stamp on all of us. It shapes our body, our breath, and consciousness itself. Despite our individual differences and unique life stories, our personal aspirations and fears, it affects all of us in an alarmingly similar way and makes us very much alike. It’s as though a somatophobic cookie cutter has molded the doughy shape of all our bodies. Then we add the chocolate bits, the nuts, the raisins, the smarties that make each one of us unique as well. No two snowflakes may ever be identical, but on the surface they all look pretty much alike.


The way we stop ourselves from feeling anything is to freeze and hold the body still. Unsurprisingly somatophobia’s preferred strategy for blocking the inherent radiance of sensation is to implant a holding pattern of frozen stillness throughout the tissues of the body. The stiller you become, the less you feel sensations. The more effective you become at embodying a somatophobic holding pattern, the more you withdraw in to the corners of your mind where unbidden thought and egoic identity rule the roost. So pervasive is the imposition of patterns of tension and the frozen stillness that perpetuates those patterns, and so accepted as normal, that for the most part we’re not aware of it even though these ingrained patterns of constant tension cause pain.


Please don’t misunderstand. There’s nothing inherently wrong with the egoic perspective. This is the consciousness that allows you to function in the world of form where all objects are eternally separate (and I is a stern marker of separation), and it’s important that you get good at it. The only problem with the egoic perspective is that it believes it’s the only perspective that could possibly exist and is highly effective at making you believe that as well, and this is where ego’s deceptive fib entraps you and exposes itself as hopelessly narcissistic. Ego is in love with itself and wants you to honor that love with equally unwavering devotion, never allowing your affections to stray to the alternative perspectives of consciousness that naturally emerge out of a radiant awakening of the body.


The consciousness of the egoic perspective gets locked into place through a constant tensing of the orbicularis oculi, the muscles surrounding the eyes. Unrelaxed we look out onto a world through a crimped lens, so that what we see is a distortion of what might otherwise be there to be seen. Chronically unrelaxed ocular muscles help create the image we have of ourselves and ensure that we stay attached to it. This self-image is like a smoky picture show that appears on a phantom screen projected out at the front of your face that only you can see. Self-image—your mind’s eye picture of who you are—appears on this filmy and invisible screen that divides the you inside here from the world outside there, the place from which you see from that place out onto which you look. It filters. It interprets. It projects. It rarely just observes. Chronically tense orbicularis muscles support the primacy and exclusivity of the self-image. The tension locks you there, in this bifurcation that creates an “I and the rest of the world,” and so we identify as “real” an exclusive diorama of separation.
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