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Ecosomatics
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“An utterly fascinating read; by combining personal experiences and wide-ranging research, Pallant has crafted an engaging text on finding new ways of thinking, being, and connecting. It’s a much- needed call to leave distractions behind and return to your body, for our own sake and the sake of the planet.”

OLIVIA CAMPBELL, NEW 
YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF WOMEN IN WHITE 
COATS

“With a sensitivity that sings forth, Cheryl Pallant delivers us poetry of the living body. She does this by investigating multiple facets of human nature and its interdependence with all living bodies, most notably the Earth. Dig into this inspiring book and its many pearls of bodily and emotional wisdom and opportunities for healing will unfold, centered in somatics and the ecology of how we choose to relate.”

MARTHA EDDY, CMA, 
RSMT, ED.D, AUTHOR OF MINDFUL 
MOVEMENT AND CREATOR OF DYNAMIC EMBODIMENT™

“Pallant’s engrossing writing skillfully guides the reader to recognize connections between our physical, energetic, and intuitive selves to awaken a multidimensional sensing that informs how we may choose to interact intentionally with all aspects of life and ‘a world in search of healing.’”

GINA BONDURANT, BSN, 
RN, CHTP, CHTI, PRESIDENT OF HEALING 
BEYOND BORDERS

“This passionately articulated book shows us that in turning within we are better able to turn toward this world that desperately needs our compassionate presence. Ecosomatics is a wonderful guide for everyone seeking to heal the split between the personal and the planetary.”

KIRK WARREN BROWN, 
PH.D., FACULTY MEMBER 
IN THE DEPARTMENT OF PSYCHOLOGY AT 
CARNEGIE MELLON UNIVERSITY 
AND COEDITOR OF HANDBOOK OF MINDFULNESS

“Cheryl offers us a unique window into her world as an energy healer assisting people in becoming incorporated within their own earthy incarnation as a pathway to healing. Her ability to craft a sensual spell with words takes us on a rich journey through these varied perceptual layers of sensing, feeling, and understanding our place on and in the planet. She serves up many proverbial crumbs to find our way back home to a renewed wholeness.”

JAMIE MCHUGH, 
MA, RSMT, CREATOR OF SOMATIC EXPRESSION®



Disaster, along with moments of social upheaval, is when the shackles of conventional belief and role fall away and the possibilities open up.

REBECCA SOLNIT
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By seeing differently, we do differently.

JAMES HILLMAN
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Introduction

A Shift in Consciousness

A brief burst like a released champagne cork popping against my diaphragm caught my attention. No pain accompanied it, so I easily ruled out an organ rupturing. The sensation brought up a memory of an event from my early twenties that radically shifted my perceptions and led to a few weeks of reading with a startlingly heightened comprehension of physics and biology, fields previously impenetrable and of negligible interest. I knew these events were linked, and it was time to act.

This burst came with an urgency and realization: it was time to come out and support areas of being frequently neglected and dismissed. Coming out and accepting all of who we are promotes developing latent abilities that position us in a place of strength. We confide in ourselves, then a few select others, eventually widening that circle. The root word of confide, fid, refers to trust. Confiding in ourselves leads to a relationship of trust, knowing, and confidence. This acceptance frees up energy previously devoted to hiding secrets and making excuses when shamed parts slipped out. Acceptance allows productive interests to come forth—we are at liberty to draw from all of our abilities. The process of accepting is as enlivening as daffodil stems breaking through the melted ground of winter to dazzle us with a hint of yellow blooms.

It comes down to accepting reality. All of reality.

The time to come out is now, because rarely does a day go by without yet another story about the ruinous impact of the climate crisis, the dysfunction of politicians, the greed and short-sightedness of the corporate community, the spread of disease, and the divisiveness of individuals. Our generation is looking at inadequate income, countless refugees, accelerated species extinction, and human decimation. These and many more unsettling events are taking place not in a hundred years, fifty, or ten, but now.

Sometimes despair clouds my day. Why phone a member of congress with a concern? Why drive an electric car? Why do away with plastic? Why go to college? Why vote? Why do anything in the face of such upheaval and what appears to be a story without a happy ending? How vital is the action of one against colossal environmental and social disruption avalanching toward destruction?

I prefer to go about my day-to-day activities against a carefree backdrop and celebrate awe in witnessing simple moments like the delivery of mail to the front door and a cardinal landing on a dogwood branch. Often I am carefree. It’s a choice. For the sake of balance. For the sake of centering in heart and mind. For the sake of well-being and a healthy body, my own and that of family, friends, and strangers. For the sake of not subscribing to the paralysis that accompanies fatalism nor the flightiness that accompanies being Pollyannaish. Were I to focus attention on dire circumstances only, the weight would strangle all motivation to do anything. Despair would guide—or misguide—all decisions, and my inaction would contribute to our demise. I could look away and do nothing, but that means apathy and denial have won. Doing nothing means I’ve resigned myself to a sinking ship.

Yes, we’re taking on water, but we can stay afloat. I turn to writing, dancing, meditating, listening to the body, healing, and serving others. These activities reinforce the importance of spontaneity, adaptability, and participation in the creative principle, the life force activated, its generative reach widespread. I turn to awakening the power of a body grounded in a purpose connected to nature outside, to dogwoods and cardinals, and to nature within. This more inclusive nature also involves tapping into abilities previously sidelined. For solutions, balance, and sustainability to be mainstays and for viable systems to emerge, we must let go of what no longer works—or what only works for a few at the expense of the many—for processes that do.

A perilous moment such as our current one is a call for us to shift our consciousness, to awaken and cultivate who we are, to heal personal and collective wounds, to uncover latent and dismissed abilities, and to embrace a broader range of sensory and perceptive abilities. The times call for examining and letting go of limiting habits and beliefs and instead embracing ourselves as richly multidimensional beings. The times ask us to be more honest and authentic and to transform. It’s a recognition of the need for growth, expanded awareness, and integration that positively impacts health and well-being, not exclusively for oneself but for all sentient and insentient beings, life acknowledged as interconnected. It’s a recognition that if despair and stress dominate, cortisol floods the body and we are less resilient, susceptible to chronic ailments, less available, too, for problem-solving, creative expression, compassion, love, and awe. It’s a recognition of the value of feeling vulnerable, perched at a growth edge that may topple us toward suffering or tilt us toward a cohesion of an interdependent self that is vibrantly alive and enthusiastic about tomorrow. It’s a choice.

We’re on the cusp of personal and collective change, one an extension of the other, a developmental step that, when faced with a more complete range of our abilities, furthers human potential. Consider the time we are in as an invitation to live with an open heart, alert mind, and dynamic integration of our being grounded in our body in alliance with family, community, and Earth. It’s how we thrive.

A moment such as this challenges us to live from a passion and higher purpose that includes offering abilities to the greater good. You deserve it. I deserve it. We deserve it. To make what is possible within reach.

Connections are everywhere, perceivable when we open our minds and hearts and feel into the greater field of our being. Knowingly and unknowingly we are all transmitting our joys and fears, compassionate responses as well as damaging reactivity. Now is the time to be intentional and choose compassion, connection, collaboration, and growth. Now is the time to hone awareness to orient us to new realizations and expansive, heightened states of consciousness. Now is the time to celebrate 
embodied presence, flow, respect for all beings, and the flourishing of life.

My hope is that the ideas, stories, and exercises in this book break us out of limited thinking and perceiving in exchange for new possibilities and we wake up from the illusion of our separateness. My hope is that we step out of a common egocentric perspective for another view. How about ecocentric? Biocentric? Somatocentric? Cosmocentric?

This book aims to contribute to an evolutionary shift in consciousness that 
embraces well-being for all. All hands need to be on deck, which means all 
ideas, including the marginalized and ridiculed, are to be considered. Wisdom 
asks us to look past dogma and entertain curiosity to uncover a greater depth of 
sensory awareness, effective processes, level-headed and imaginatively bold, 
intuitive responses. It asks us to recognize how little we understand what is 
around us and how superficially we venture within. It asks us to reside more compassionately with our body, to feel its many wonders, and perceive the previously obscured. Increasing awareness and deepening embodiment connects us to, well, everything.

We all have the spark that takes underutilized and hidden abilities to illuminate a mind. Taking action is a recognition that contributing to a positive outcome matters. It means faith rather than despondency, help rather than horror, love rather than fear, and giving balanced with taking. Ideas like interdependence, entrainment, and quantum entanglement point toward collective interactivity—how every action, thought, and feeling influences the whole. Missing in any given moment may be knowing the specifics of the connection or an outcome. Waiting for specifics, however, is a luxury previous generations may have been able to afford, but not us, and not now. As environmental activist Greta Thunberg said in a 2018 address to a UN conference on climate change, “I am here to say, our house is on fire . . . I want you to act as you would in a crisis. I want you to act as if our house is on fire. Because it is.” The raging fire is claiming the land, water, air, schools, jobs, homes, and our physical and mental health. We don’t have the luxury to wait if we want a heartful, habitable future. By honoring the spark and dwelling compassionately in our body in the present moment, infinite possibilities appear.

This is a book about transformative change, expanded knowing and heightened consciousness, about becoming whole. It’s about opening ourselves to enhanced human ability. It’s about embracing a potential greater than our family or culture may have led us to believe can happen. It’s about broadening the foundation of who we are, increasing 
awareness, and moving from personal bias and cultural blind spots into wisdom 
and new abilities. It’s about healing personal and cultural wounds, redefining 
the body, expanding awareness, and stepping fearlessly into our being. It’s about connecting with a shifting consciousness. To handle the challenges before us, we need all options and skills placed on the table, our mind working in congruence with our heart, an embodied integrative intelligence in coherence with nature.

The times call for reflection and growth. These values mark the difference between reactivity and responsiveness, thoughtlessness and compassion, constriction and freedom. They lead to benefits like adaptability, resiliency, love, and inventiveness. They reveal an interconnected web that couples person to person to animal to insect to water to soil to air to cloud to star, all as limitless, unfathomable, and awesome. This web reveals options and choices that contribute to establishing new synaptic paths, embodied presence, a vitalizing, integrated presence, and healthy environment—essentially a way forward.

What’s being called for is letting go of habits that no longer serve us in favor of ones that uplift and deliver us into a favorable tomorrow. We are teetering at a growth edge that is unprecedented. This edge is rife with danger; it’s also an epic opportunity. What happens next depends on how we direct our attention, what we believe, and what actions we take. There is no greater opportunity than the one upon us. Now is a turning point, a threshold, a place of power, an opening to flow, presence, and emergence.

A central theme running throughout these pages is a focus on the body. Do we have a body? Is it a commodity like a car? Do we live in a body in the same way we live in an apartment or house? How these questions are answered depends on the background of the respondent. 
Generally speaking, a medical doctor may define the body as a combination of 
chemicals, hormones, organs, bones, and breath, with thought a function of brain 
activity. This mechanistic view contrasts with the view of a theologian who may 
refer to the body as spirit or thought as a reflection of divine influence. The 
difference explains why an altered state of consciousness may be regarded by a doctor as a brain phenomenon or chemical imbalance, whereas a theologian may regard it as an inspired vision. As a somatic practitioner with a history of dance, meditation, and energy healing, I tend to avoid dualistic, reductive thinking in favor of exploring the richness of subjective experience. Attentiveness to bodily presence using both narrow and wide lenses reveals details frequently overlooked and cultivates a refined awareness of emotion, sensation, and thought. To be intimately in touch with the rhythms of one’s body ushers in a sense of belonging and empowered knowing. We come to know the many events taking place within our skin while also recognizing this membrane as a porous and ever-moving boundary. By connecting with sensations, emotions, and thoughts as they arise, fall away, or remain, the terrain of a body in constant flux, we connect with our personal body with its many idiosyncrasies. We investigate the limitless range of the body’s abilities.

Notably, a body is in continuous dialogue with the environment, an awareness that has given birth to ecosomatics. This emergent field, which combines somatics with ecology, recognizes the personal body as inextricable from the planetary body. Our body is part of the global ecosystem. Or said another way, the ecology of our body is part of the ecology of earth. Nature is not outside us. It is not the woods or mountains accessed only when we walk out the door of our home. We are nature. We are water, earth, fire, and air. We are cells, microbes, and bacteria. We are in relationship with everything around us, from a computer to a glass of water to clouds and a neighbor’s dog. The understanding of this interrelatedness shows how nature is inseparable from who we are.

Ecosomatics encourages us to ground in our body along with the body of earth. It encourages us to heighten our senses to increase our innate natural intelligence. It asks us to place awareness on the ecology of our body tied to the flesh of earth. As we weather dramatic environmental changes and investigate what sustains us, we are urged to show up in our body more responsively and engage ecosomatic listening that puts us in touch with all of nature.

Of particular interest are the experiences that disrupt habitual ways of sensing and perceiving, which lead to challenging assumptions. Disruptions are a crossroad, an occasion of heightened senses and thought, consciousness asked to reorient. Hopefully what takes place is a period or journey of reflection and integration of the experience 
into a fresh understanding, a revision of a belief system that includes this new 
information. This journey, when done with mindful curiosity and self-compassion, 
involves refining senses and shifting awareness. Such journeys, not always easy or quick, are well worth the pursuit. They are the path of growth, healing, becoming whole, and recognizing our transpersonal nature. They lead to new levels of human potential, ego maturity, elevated states of consciousness, and a transpersonal purpose that sees an individual self as vital as the myriad beings that inhabit the planet.

This book is full of personal stories as well as anecdotes from clients. Some stories on healing and anomalous visions are less easily 
explicable than others. To understand the invisible mechanisms working behind 
the scenes, I turn to psychology, sociology, quantum physics, and neurobiology, 
yet I realize they go only so far as all perspectives, or perceptual filters, do. My attempts to explain them are full of logistic holes. Logic, like any filter, as necessary as it is, only portrays a partial truth, one we have come to accept as the be-all and end-all despite its shortcomings. This acceptance eclipses other understandings and ways of knowing, like the somatic, intuitive, energetic, and feminine intelligences this book elaborates on and encourages.

I share this book with you and ask you to suspend your cynic. I ask, too, that you suspend your champion eager to buy into ideas wholesale. Neither the cynic nor the zealot taps fully into Truth. Neither grounds us in personal, embodied knowing. Neither honors feeling into the totality of who we are. My suggestion is that we notice bodily sensations, thoughts, and beliefs, and consider how they color perception. Witness what is taking place in the body in the present moment. Question assumptions and investigate without bias when feasible. Suspend habits and practice trust in felt experience. Uncover flow and establish balance. In doing so, nuanced perceptions rooted in a personal body connect us to innate wisdom. One hand holds knowing 
while the other hand holds unknowing. A book such as this asks us to use both 
hands. It encourages aligning with the energy of our body tied to the energy 
beyond our skin. It encourages accessing conscious and unconscious bodily events 
that can lead to improved stewardship to ourselves and the planet.

* * *

That this book rests in your hands suggests that your heart, mind, spirit, and energy are ready to shift—or further the shift already underway. The shift is for your sake, your family, friends, community, and the planet—ambitious claims, I admit. No pressure though. Only notice. Only witness the awe that is life unfolding within and around you.
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The Roots of Beliefs

You understand so little of what is around you because you do not use what is within you.

ST. HILDEGARD VON BINGEN

During the summer prior to my senior year of college, I attended a writing class through the New Haven Arts Council. The instructor and classmates, older than me with spouses, children, and jobs in fields like law, city government, education, and social work, all provided helpful instruction on voice, structure, and revision. A visitor joined the class halfway through one evening, took an available seat and, unlike the rest of us, listened 
without taking notes. As class ended and we collected our belongings to head home, he invited us to his apartment across the street.

We gladly climbed the stairs to his top floor apartment to snack on chips and fruit placed on the kitchen counter. We chatted about class, their jobs, and my schooling until one by one everyone left. Except me. I felt compelled to stay and meandered over to an unfinished painting leaning against a wall. Something about its dark, misty shades of red and blue, with a ladder rising up from the center, stirred me in an unfamiliar way. “Not finished,” said the host who I learned was the painter and a physics professor.

We had not previously discussed the painting. In fact, we had not talked with each other at all. As I gazed at the picture, my mind flashed on the images he’d be including in the painting. I shared the details with him.

“How did you know that?” he asked.

I didn’t. Or not in the usual sense of knowing where the information source is easily trackable. For instance, there were no sketches or magazine cutouts on a nearby table and no overheard conversations about the painting. The images suddenly appeared in my mind along with a gut sense of knowing.

He invited me to sit. He wanted to know more. I took a chair across from him on the couch, which is when the strangeness of my sight took a turn into stranger. As I settled into the cushion of the chair and met his eyes, another series of images launched.

Events from my life appeared in my mind, not select events, but every family encounter, every day in school since kindergarten, every visit with a friend in the neighborhood, every conversation with parents and brothers. These events cataloged my entire life and appeared as simultaneously playing movie clips situated side by side and atop another in a conical shape. I, or my awareness unclouded by emotion or attitude, stood in the center 
at the narrow part of this cone, a vantage point that let me look multiple 
directions and choose where to look. An entire episode was viewable with the 
turn of my attention. The focus of my attention included not only my original 
perspective and understanding of the event, but also the perspective of the participants 
for which I did not have previous access. Here was my history but also a record of their thoughts and attitude. If I loosened my focus on the event, other narratives and interpretations showed up, missing pieces I hadn’t known were missing. Here, too, was incredible insight and knowing, which I felt bodily with an unfamiliar ease. No words accurately capture the experience. Spellbound, dumbfounded, startled, awakened, shifted?

The simultaneously playing reels of my life did not end with my viewing. A commanding voice invited me to ask questions. The voice came with no physical body but was purely a vocal presence. From my neutral central space, I knew, in the same way I knew about the images forthcoming in the painting, that the voice had a comprehensive understanding of my life and that it would be advisable to take advantage of it by asking pivotal questions and not waste the moment on small talk. I asked why I struggled with depression. The voice responded, “You’re not being yourself, but what others want you to be.” I asked other questions including ones about writing. With each question, the voice replied with unquestionable resonant clarity.

At some point the cone—and I use this term lightly, unable to find a better word—disappeared and my awareness returned to the painter seated across from me. I didn’t know how long I was gone, a few seconds or an hour, and if I missed any of his talking, but my host did not mention glazed eyes, slumping in the chair, or any other telltale sign. He sat cross-legged, his arms resting on the chair undisturbed, as if blinking and breathing were the sole extent of my activity, not falling through an inexplicable portal. I felt uncomfortable bringing up my experience, politely mentioned the late hour, and departed for home to write deep into the evening.

The next day, I went to the library—this was before the internet—to attempt to understand what happened. Without proper search terms, “bizarre” and “freaky” leading nowhere, I flipped through many unhelpful books. But something else odd was taking place. When thumbing through science books that I dubiously pulled from the shelves, I absorbed complex concepts that previously would have taken hours to understand, let alone capture my interest. My mind processed them readily as if they were common ideas like a mouse or sleep, so it was a stack of these books that accompanied me home.

A few weeks later, my easy absorption of scientific ideas disappeared like a light switched to the off position. One moment there was ease of comprehension and the next moment: zap, gone. I flipped open the books and turned the pages, but the ideas had taken on an impenetrable density, and I no longer had the patience to slog through them. Worst of all, none of the reading increased my understanding of what had taken place, and I couldn’t think of anyone to ask. The books got returned, slipped into the bin at the front desk of the library, their pages ready for the next patron. But there was no turning back for me. There was an aftereffect like a sunburn, the skin still hot long past sunset, yet there was no discomfort, only curiosity. It led me to linger longer than was customary on someone’s face, their words and actions, to question my own impressions, aware not to take any conclusion at face value, any understanding a likely mask or decoy to other perspectives.


THE VALUE OF BEING AUTHENTIC

Practicing authenticity is challenging for anyone regardless of age. Authenticity requires us to recognize discrete sensations, emotions, and thoughts. It requires developing somatic and emotional intelligences. Is the throat tickle from pollen or irritation with our colleague at work, for instance? Do we want to pack up the house to move or stay put and renovate? What is the source for being tired or moody or anxious? How do we respond to a challenging situation without losing balance and integrity? Authenticity requires noting the firm and fluid boundaries separating self from a group that may be familial, social, civic, or national. Authenticity leads to noticing that a self is not constant and solid, but in continuous flux with multiple identifiers and labels, a process influenced by causes and conditions while also acting as an influencer. Authenticity as a two-way street leads to understanding self and body as verbs, not only nouns, that we self and body our way through life. We are the active embodiment of influencing and being influenced.

Conformity has its rewards. We can kick back in compliance with known rules and standards and not have to invent habits and behaviors from scratch. We can let someone else assume the lead while we nod in agreement and find a comfortable enough spot to fit in. We can participate in maintaining a preestablished order and feel the security and support that comes with belonging to a group. We are not ostracized as the rebel or outsider or another label meant to belittle, shame, and bully us into joining in. We can refrain from devoting endless hours or years of reflection to determine what is authentic and what is pretentious. A society relies upon a high number of its citizens complying to its norms, be it traffic laws that most of us gladly follow or niceties like saying “sorry” if we accidentally bump elbows. Conformity reinforces order and discourages mayhem. It provides a welcome safety net.

Conformity has a downside. We may never find out who we are if we’re feeding the needs of others while neglecting our own. We may squeeze ourselves to fit in despite a mismatch to the detriment of our health, well-being, and potential. We may abandon critical thinking and go along with a group regardless of the value or morality of the actions. History contains plenty of examples of groupthink in which individuals followed the customs and beliefs of a group and reconsidered their actions only in retrospect, after heinous actions took place and someone pointed a finger to more virtuous principles. Consider the Salem witch trials or the lynching of African Americans.

If conformity is our north star, we may have no inkling about nor ability to cultivate our highest self. We may blind ourselves to developing new technology, the cure for dementia, the ability to find love, or the needed action to make the world sustainable. We may be oblivious to the habits and ideas that are in our worst or best interests, unable to recognize the distinction between them. We may believe life happens to us, be a passive player, and have yet to see our part in the drama, the choices made and those awaiting. We don’t realize the difference between writing the script versus reading the role cast by another.

The eccentric, a term for the conformist’s opposite, is the one who relationally stands outside the circle, guided by her own set of rules. These are highly individualistic people who see problems from unexpected angles and conjure innovative solutions or create moving works of art. They are the leaders, the inventors, the artists, mystics, and entrepreneurs. Think Einstein, Mozart, Madame Curie, Susan B. Anthony, Steve Jobs, James Baldwin, Remedios Varo, Rachel Carson. They are the visionaries who dare take imaginative leaps. They are pioneers compelled to follow their instincts and willing to go it alone without the support of their peers. The eccentric is labeled unconventional, quirky, weird, terms that may be favorable or unfavorable depending on your upbringing and self-esteem. Interesting that the word weird, which carries a negative connotation, was originally considered a moniker of great strength. Weird derives from Old English wyrd meaning “fate, chance, and destiny” and is defined as “having power to control fate,” a quality that I consider an enviable superpower to have access to. Weird implies authenticity. Authenticity includes self-reliance and self-empowerment.

Among the strengths of living authentically is a sense of liberty. Freedom 
comes from being your own boss, following your own hunches and inclinations, and 
assuming responsibility. We get to draw from our individualized knowing based on 
firsthand experience and reflection that provide the confidence and ease to make 
decisions. Enlivened, energized, and uplifted, we are attentive to both our personal world and the larger world. We sense and reflect, look outside ourselves and within. Personal power, our inner strength and intelligences, 
informs us about when to push forward and when to retreat, when to voice up and 
when to listen, when to follow the gut feeling and when to wait or leap, and when to strategize or sit back and watch clouds.

It is not an either/or situation but a matter of how much of one and in what combination and balance. It’s a matter of ongoing inquiry and investigation. It’s a matter of knowing that a moment’s conclusion is not absolute, but one among many, any of which may reveal itself with time, a brightening light, or a late-night journaling.




IT’S A MATTER OF PERSPECTIVE

Reflecting on my visit to the painter’s apartment, I recognize the importance of attention. Where I turned my attention, my focus, influenced my perspective. I offer another word: filter. We have innumerable filters operating every second, many simultaneously. A filter is a way we define ourselves that directly influences perception. Filters are the way we interpret experience, draw conclusions, and make meaning. Some examples of filters: daughter, mother, American, patriot, construction worker, cashier, vacationer, retiree, optimist, cynic, entitled, victim. These filters, many based on occupation, are easily identifiable. The filters that are more difficult to define come from beliefs tied to motivation and consequent actions. With beliefs, we move into territory about what is conscious and what is unconscious along with the blurry line between them. For instance, we believe we deserve a rewarding job unlike our current one, consider filling in applications, yet we can’t muster the enthusiasm to do so and blame the inaction on poor sleep. Sleep factors in, of course, but the lack of enthusiasm may suggest an unconscious belief operating in the background that sabotages our best interests. Or we may say we believe in God yet never attend a formal service, rationalizing our lack of attendance as not having enough time. Conscious beliefs conceal unconscious ones, awareness going only so far in any given moment. We may happily water the plants in the house yet not recognize what led to tripping on the leg of a chair and dinging our knee on a table, not once, but twice, careless actions quickly written off as accidental despite their being a call to increase or redirect our attention. We may want to watch where blame gets cast and ensure we are not acting out of insecurity, shame, or an unconscious motive that could lead to a hasty and inappropriate accusation, a reaction that overlooks actual cause, only its deflection.

Filters bias perceptions. A woman who identifies as a mother may look at a crowd and notice the children and how attentively parents hold their children’s hands. The mother may overlook the people wearing sports shoes because her filter excludes being athletic. Similarly she may not notice the cowlicks of people nearby, a detail a hairdresser would readily see. If she is grieving a child lost from a miscarriage, she may focus on the healthy children and envy smiling parents.

At any given moment there are infinite details to perceive. For instance, as I write, my focus is obviously on the flow of thoughts pertinent to this narrative. I’m aware of the chosen background music of a woman chanting and my belly sated by my recent lunch. When I take a step back, my awareness shifts to the placement of my feet on the floor, the angle (just corrected) of my body on the chair, and the stack of student papers awaiting grades. A few more minutes reveals heat at my neck, concern about a friend in the hospital, and a desire to check in on him. By necessity we focus on minimal consciously selected details to avoid bombarding the nervous system with sensory input, feeling overwhelmed, and getting little done. Even then, distractions continually get in the way.

Utilized filters not only influence our perceptions but also consequent conclusions and decisions. I am not singing, for instance. I am not phoning the hospital. Nor am I mothering unless my nurturing of words is considered motherly. I don’t know which pen I’ll use to grade. Yet to be determined, too, is knowing if the ink of my chosen pen has dried up, which would cause me to riffle through the drawer for a replacement or dash to the store and the appropriate aisle. Cause-effect-cause-effect ad infinitum.

It’s challenging to go filter-free, to perceive from a place of neutrality or clear seeing, to watch what arises in each moment. This means regarding as equal a circumstance typically considered positive (receiving a tender text from a beloved) from a negative (a bill collector knocking at the door). However, it is worth suspending one or two attachments to experiment with what else comes into view.

 

Try This

Commit to a finite manageable period, perhaps an hour or a day, to experiment. Choose to approach all situations neutrally. Greet whatever presents itself—a flat tire, a one-hundred-dollar bill on the sidewalk, endless waiting for a technician on the phone, an email from a close friend—as if the incident is neither welcome nor unwelcome. Consider it neutral information that is neither good nor bad. Let go of expectation. Respond from your highest self with integrity and authenticity. Welcome curiosity. Watch how the incident unfolds. How does your response and the outcome differ from having an attached attitude?

 

Any perception is bound to be incomplete, which means that our take or someone else’s perception, including those that run counter to ours, may be as true as our own, the glass both half full and half empty. It’s easy to entertain me being right and you being wrong, the preferred arrangement, the ego often skewing details of a situation to situate us having the upper hand. It takes maturity to recognize and admit to being mistaken. It takes a broadened perspective to recognize how we may both be right—or wrong. Imagination is needed to see how we both have a handle on truth, despite another’s unfamiliar angle. Here lies an area of growth and potential, an area of exploration, if we choose to regard it as such.




BIAS

The episode in the painter’s apartment resembles traits of a life review, what frequently coincides with a near-death experience, when events of one’s life are evaluated, oftentimes providing access to new perspectives. A near-death experience is usually provoked by a sudden accident or prolonged illness. Many who return from death’s door share accounts of accessing the library of their existence, meeting deceased relatives, approaching a supernal light or godlike figure, and revising their attitude or life purpose. For me, there was no illness, death, light, ancestors and, for those wondering, no alcohol or drugs. There was a dramatic scene change, an all-knowing voice, and access to a vast storehouse of knowledge.

In my narrative of this episode, notice my previous avoidance of common terms such as life review and near-death experience. This is not an example of coyness but of seeking appropriate terms as does any writer who rolls word after word on her tongue in search of the right one. But my quest for the mot juste goes further than literary craft. Words, especially nouns, are powerful filters. They imply a settled notion. Their very presence on the line, or from the mouth, slants our thinking, some inclinations more incendiary than others. It’s hard to unsee written words or unhear what’s been said. Word choice contains associated ideas and—this is the part to watch for—our judgments about them. Consider donut, which we know is a small ring-shaped fried cake of sweetened dough. That’s the neutral information. Here’s where it gets interesting. Reading the word donut may have prompted some of us to salivate. Oh, we think happily, there’s that donut shop with our favorite chocolate one with raspberry frosting near the bank that we’re going to later. Why not indulge our sweet tooth? Mentioning a donut to the health and weight conscious among us may conjure condemnation because these sweet cakes are caloric, sugary, and lack nutrition. Some may be irritated at me for mentioning the doughy delight because of a shortage of willpower to avoid what is now craved. My apology if you’re among the latter.

Let me throw out several more words unrelated to dessert and watch the lights of your filters flicker: telepathy, psychic, ESP, precognition, soul, psi, remote viewing, hyperreal, paranormal, New Age, transcendent. Here are some others: whimsy, direct, pointed, futuristic, mystical, presence. By now your senses are in a spin, your judgments fanned, the lights of your filter in slow or quick strobe.

Obviously words are effective in communication. They’re necessary for sharing information. They’re the messengers that deliver a bounty of goods from one mind to another. The sender intends us to receive the message fully intact, free of the dents, dings, and tears of misunderstanding. 
If we do discover damage, we can ask a follow-up question for clarity. For the 
sake of broadening understanding, my intent is to convey the details of my story as accurately as possible with a minimum of misleading filters. Too many of the words associated with this event and others to be shared in the following pages are susceptible to judgment, and I want to open minds, not close them, to increase ability and potential, and get us to perceive what was previously imperceptible. Says poet William Blake, “If the doors of perception were cleansed every thing would appear to man as it is, Infinite. For man has closed himself up, till he sees all things thro’ narrow chinks of his cavern.”1

Among the filters in play that many of us rely upon are dualism and binary thinking. We say dark or light, confusing or clear, happy or sad, and so on. This filter of dualism is pervasive in the language used in describing something as this or that, a language pattern you’ll find ample examples of in these pages because they effectively hone an idea. In many cases, their presence is benign enough. It gets more complicated when used to address more complex, nuanced ideas. Consider ideas related to consciousness and modes of knowing, commonly framed oppositionally as, for instance, science versus religion, intellect versus imagination, reality versus delusion, or the pros and the cons, to name several. Where is both or a third or a plenitude of possibility? Where is a more comprehensive frame? What gets lost perceptually because our choices are limited? Comparative religion professor and writer Joseph Campbell refers to dualism cloaked in the myth of Adam and Eve as our prime fall. He says, “Male and female, life and death, good and evil: problems of opposites. The trouble that began was the discovery of duality. That was the Fall. There was no recognition of duality before this.”2

Among other rules, language guidelines encourage minimizing the size of a list. For the sake of clear communication, writing manuals recommend limiting a list to about three items, to write this, that, and another, and then to stop. Such manuals also recommend sentence length be about twenty-five words to avoid confusing a reader. Of course there are many exceptions by writers who eloquently defy the recommendation. James Joyce’s Molly Bloom’s dreamy soliloquy in Ulysses comes in at 3,687 words, and a sentence in Martin Luther King’s moving “Letter from Birmingham Jail” comes in at 345 words.

Unless going for literary effect, we are often discouraged from writing a sentence like the following: I spend the afternoon sitting back, pondering with, then without a cup of coffee, crossing my left leg over the right, one foot on the floor, the left foot dangling like a question mark while I grab my journal, whose pages await the ink of my words and doodles, and I peer out the window at a car pulling into a tight spot, a poor fit for an untrained parker, and only later do I walk in the garden, step on a twig from the ailanthus tree, its snap underfoot reverberating up my spine as I consider making dinner, wonder about the freshness of garlic, turmeric, and chives in the cabinet and whether a trip to the store needs to happen this afternoon or what needs to happen in the big picture, this sentence an example of my preference for streams of details, lushness with twists and rhythmic patterns more common to poetry, also a sentence that a prose or newspaper editor would likely recommend I cut into bite-size morsels. Do not task the reader, the editor would likely suggest. Don’t make us work hard. Get to the point. What happens when getting to the point and making it easy for the reader also biases the reader, when you know that what gets written implies and occludes the unwritten? Writing is, after all, often a translation of experience one step removed from the actual event, the essence of the original hopefully contained within the scatter of letters and words crafted on the page.

Bias is inevitable, of course. The words chosen and those left off the line influence what we perceive or don’t. Reading between or beyond the lines isn’t a common practice, except for the poetically and syntactically dexterous among us whose hermeneutic eye and mind simultaneously hold the word, symbol, essence, rhythm, overlays, underpinnings, and multiple meanings without being knocked off balance and spilling any of it. Sometimes a fish is just a fish. Other times the connotations and effort are exactly what is needed to spark learning, the wriggling, scaly, inscribed creature creating a mental squirm. Difficulty can spur new ability. Confusion can stimulate new understanding. Challenge can break us open. Obviously details and careful word choice matter greatly, along with associated words that generate an additional loop of meaning. While reading, I sometimes wonder what edited story lines and rejected words litter the writer’s floor.




THE POWER OF WITNESSING

How do we get to what’s really happening, to what’s really there, whatever There may be? Sometimes we reach it through poetry. Says poet and Zen priest Wendy Lewis in her poem “It’s Like This,” “There’s this bird/And you catch it in your hands/You feel its softness, warmth, its heart/rapidly beating/But if you keep holding it it’s no/longer a bird/So you open your hands/(Catch it and let it go/again and again).”3

Perhaps we reach it through silence.

Just this:

Or through slight motion.

Yet we’re used to moving from one word to the next, one conversation or thought or task to the next, one hour or week or month to the next, and the categories any of them fall into. What gets overlooked are the experiences and perceptions that do not fit. These are the outliers, the anomalies, the exceptions, the seemingly empty moments in between. These are the Not Yet Known, the As Yet to Be Defined, the pause or gap, the contradictory and paradoxical, the undeveloped areas of potential. These spaces may make us uncomfortable given our preference for knowing and the security that comes with it. These areas challenge us to think outside familiar categories and beyond a dualistic frame. They may be neither this nor that but something else altogether. There awaits a neutral space, an emergent space, the moment between that is neither the exhale nor the inhale. Perhaps both and something more.

Just this.

We sense. We witness.

The experience at the painter’s apartment was not my first experience that showed a shortfall of understanding. Many years earlier while I was in grade school, a curious incident occurred with my aunt Corrine, my grandmother’s beloved sister.

From the kitchen on the ground floor, my parents and grandparents murmured. They likely conversed in words with separate voices but the stairs and hallway formed a buffer from me silently clutching the edge of the daybed upstairs. My fingers pressed the lip of the cover, a rounded seam that yielded to my constant squeezes. In the next room, my grandfather’s study doubling as a guest room, my aunt moaned with guttural resonance. She voiced no words, the effort to form them no longer at her command.

I did not understand what was going on, not fully. She was sick, breast cancer having spread to her lymph glands. She had no energy to interact.

Aunt Corrine had no children or husband. She worked as a secretary in the Empire State Building in Manhattan. I sometimes visited her in her studio apartment with a bed that folded up astonishingly to become wall, a Murphy bed, a name as yet unknown to me. We sometimes sat at the counter at the Chock full o’Nuts diner, my legs too short to reach the footrest, so she could drink coffee and I could gulp milk for our shared apple pie. Before visiting my parents, brothers, and me in Connecticut, she’d phone to see if I wanted her to visit, always yes. I’d stand expectantly at the station, my eyes straining to glimpse the train arriving from the bend on the northbound track.

We played Scrabble, an activity contributing to my interest in language. She introduced me to peculiar words like id and demonstrated how the I and D tiles fit adjacent to other words already on the board to increase her score. As we took turns placing tiles on the board, she’d ask about school or friends, her presence in the house filling me with joy.

The night at my grandparents’ New York home as she lay in bed, my joy leaked away, replaced by confusion and fear. From the room beside hers, I listened to wave after wave of her moans echoing throughout my torso. I wanted to enter her room and sit on the bed as I might have done when she was healthy, but a heaviness held me back. When I finally gathered enough nerve, I slipped off the bed, tiptoed to the doorway of her room, and perched at the threshold looking but not wanting to look, wanting to sit beside her but unable to take another step. Her body puddled under the blanket; her head turned toward the wall. A gray-blue fog filled the room despite a soft, warm light from the lamp at the bedside table. Unable to press past the doorway, I retreated back to the daybed. An hour later my parents, brothers, and I got into the car for the ninety-minute ride home.

Her kiss on the cheek woke me up. She woke me to say goodbye. She stroked my head. I glanced at the clock: 2:00 a.m. Then I fell back asleep.

At breakfast my grandmother phoned to say Aunt Corrine died at two in the morning. “I know,” I said to my mom. “She visited me last night.”

No response.

Grief is like that. We don’t know what to say. Numbness acts as an unhappy filler in the face of loss. The pained heart cracks and out tumbles shards and rubble. But this was another type of silence, an ignoring. My mentioning her early morning visit to a few others the following weeks led to a similar response. It was as if I’d said nothing. As if I never stood in the doorway or awoke in bed. As if no such illness can take a life. Or perhaps it was the usual dismissal of the experiences of a young girl.




GREETING DISCOMFORT

This was my first encounter with death. I learned that cancer stops the body from functioning and a grieving family makes phone calls to talk slowly and sometimes not at all. I learned that biting the inside of my cheek, a habit I adopted from my aunt, upset my mother who yelled at me to stop. It did not occur to me to question whether Aunt Corrine’s appearance at my bedside was normal in the same way I did not question the funeral arrangements.

I had yet to understand death or loss or possibility. I grappled with the absence of her phone calls, the loss of my Scrabble partner, but mostly I missed the gleam in her eyes. I had yet to encounter a study by researcher W. D. Rees who interviewed nearly three hundred widows and widowers and found that nearly half of them were visited by their spouse after death, love strong enough to bridge the gap between the living and the deceased.4

About the same time, a friend’s father died from a massive heart attack. Her mom told me he was now “peacefully up in the clouds.” I didn’t ask how he got there: by ladder, escalator, or another form of transport. When I took my first flight soon after, I plastered my face to the airplane window eager to wave to my aunt, my friend’s father, and whoever else floated peacefully above, unsure if they’d be sitting in rocking chairs or lounging on their side pillowed by a small cumulus cloud.

The airplane pierced the clouds, which, as you know and my young mind did not, revealed none of the peacefully passed doing whatever one does upon migrating to the billows of condensed watery vapors. I sank disappointedly into my seat and did not look out the window again until landing.

I took the words of my neighbor’s mom literally. How many other mistruths and lies did adults tell, my young mind wondered. I had yet to understand figurative talk, euphemisms, mistakes, white lies, and deceit. I had yet to recognize the influence of beliefs and what the body can or cannot do.

Life happens. We reflect, categorize, and draw conclusions about events that sit well enough at the table beside other beliefs. Most of us want security, acceptance by a group, respect, and a decent paycheck. We may welcome challenging experiences that turn our thinking upside down and reveal truth in its shimmering glory or reject such fissures that rupture our heart and thought. Isn’t there enough to focus on with work, family, and the day’s demands?

A settled mind provides comfort. It’s nothing to be scoffed at. It provides a welcome consistency and predictability. We can maneuver through the day with a minimum of strain. As does a closed mind, especially since a closed mind doesn’t see itself as such. Even those of us who complain repeatedly about a situation may not question any underlying problematic belief nor recognize our power to alter our response or situation.

Ignorance is bliss until it isn’t, until the coddling belief and conditioning intended as comfort is shown to be a prison. Some prisoners don’t recognize the bars or don’t identify the key holders as themselves. Besides, who needs to look if we have sufficient food, shelter, and margarita mix? Effort is, well, effortful. Complacency is easy.
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