














Praise for The Space in Between


“In her beautifully thoughtful and insightful book, Signe Myers Hovem guides us to reflect on what it really means to be an ‘energy-aware empath’ and how to understand and honor our personal sensitivities. What a valuable resource for anyone searching for truly meaningful information about the empath experience!”


—JEAN HANER, author of Clear Home, Clear Heart: Learn to Clear the Energy of People and Places


“The line by ancient Greek poet Pindar that appears on the first and last page of The Space in Between—‘Know who you are and be such’—captures the essence of this fearless memoir and valuable guide into what it means to be an empath. This deep dive into the places that tell you who you are promises to be an empowering read for all who seek to know and love themselves.”


—DOROTHY VAN SOEST, award-winning author of Nuclear Option and Death, Unchartered


“The Space in Between is an invaluable addition to the consciousness of our time. Signe Myers Hovem explores the essential questions for all who experience the ‘in between’ spaces and places of connection. The book is beautifully crafted, born out of deep personal experience and perception, and each page guides the reader toward rich understandings applicable to the everyday.”


—PRUNE HARRIS, energy expert, educator, and author


“This field guide will help everyone who picks it up to identify and clarify their empathic nature and understand how to create boundaries as needed and tap into our gifts. If you’ve been labeled as an empath or a highly sensitive person, this book will help you discern, redefine where necessary, and ground into who you truly are to harness your truth and your power.”


—JENN PERELL BUSH, strategy consultant and wellness coach


“I believe that energy is the new language of the future and Signe Myers Hovem is a master guide for navigating a path for sensitive people through her own personal story. The Space in Between offers a safe space to explore our personal sensitivities and open up to our natural intuition. As an empath, I recommend this book to anyone wanting to explore their own intuition and embrace their own unique energy.”


—TITANYA MONIQUE DAHLIN, energy medicine practitioner and author of the Energy Medicine for Kids series


“Once I began to read The Space in Between, I found myself picking it up at every spare moment that I had. The content of this brilliantly written book is delivered by Signe Myers Hovem with such clarity and poise and is very relatable and easy to digest. It is very clear to me that many people in our world will benefit from reading this book—may it be read and loved widely and receive the glowing accolades that it deserves!”


—MELANEY RYAN, founder and director of the Melaney Ryan Institute of Applied Consciousness


“In this book Signe Hovem expertly outlines the distinctions between being highly sensitive, having the capacity for empathy, and being an empath. We learn the value and gifts inherent in each, and their unique challenges. But maybe the strongest lesson Signe brings to us in this highly readable book is how to live within our sensitive natures with balance and functionality.”


—ROSA GLENN REILLY, counselor and founder of Spectrum Center
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Learn who you are and be such.
—PINDAR, ANCIENT GREEK POET





Introduction


A burning acid sensation instantly hit the back of my hand when the guard at the Luanda, Angola, airport returned my passport to me. I’d felt this particular sting before. It was a combination of malaria and strong medicines as they battled it out inside his body.


When I arrived in Angola in the spring of 2014, my first driver, Miguel, had malaria. Sitting beside him as he drove me on various errands, I became familiar with the combination of parasites and medicines that took possession of his health. I experienced a heaviness in the air around him, a stinging sensation nipping at my skin, and a fogginess coating my mind.


I looked at the airport guard kindly, smiled, and wished him a good evening in my limited Portuguese: “Boa Noite.”


I took notice of the long line of passengers snaking around the security hall behind us, waiting to get through the initial passport and ticket control. The guard had a long night ahead of him. I touched the back of my hand where the acid sensation lingered and brushed my other hand over it, soothing it with an acceptance of what I felt and knew to be true—he was at work even though he wasn’t well. I silently acknowledged what I sensed would bring him balance in that moment: the healing and fortification of his immune system and the rest his body craved. I thanked my hand for witnessing. My body was simply the messenger; it didn’t need to hold on to the energy or the sensations once I had received the message.


This is one of the many experiences I’ve had over the years as an empath. This book is my account of how I traversed the arc of being an overly sensitive person at odds with my environment and culture to become an engaged and functional empath, comfortable in my own skin and all the sensations that come with that authority. My hope is that through communicating the essence of my life as an empath, you’ll find a framework on these pages to better understand your own sensitivities. My goal is to help you manage these impressions and how they influence your relationship with yourself, others, and your environment.


I chose the story from Angola to illustrate what it’s like to be both empathic and an empath, or what I call a functional empath. On the surface, my interaction with the guard may have seemed brief (a thirty-second encounter at most), but from my perspective, my succinct discernment and response to the acid-like sensation is the culmination of having traversed this arc.


The moment is brief and succinct precisely because both aspects of me (the empath and the empathic) were present and engaged, operating together in a balanced manner from the center of who I know I am. If we take a closer look, like a director’s cut, it was my empathic sensitivities that registered the guard’s compromised health through the shared space of passing my passport back and forth. Because I had past experience with that particular sensation, it was easy to discern the source. But how I processed the information—not taking it on as my own energy and staying present in the moment, while offering compassion and goodwill for him—was a pure expression of being an empath.


I haven’t always been both empathic and an empath. A younger, less experienced, and less developed version of me would have wobbled or freaked out at feeling the acid sensation on the back of my hand. Long after the interaction, I would have spent time and energy worrying that something was wrong with me. I would have been quick to conclude that if I was feeling the sensation, it must have originated with me. Or if I did recognize that the sensation had something to do with the guard, I’d have had no understanding of the context. I might even have perceived it as a negative assessment of him, as in “he made me feel this way.” Perhaps, regrettably, I might have even carelessly projected negative thoughts his way as a defense to distance myself from him. You see, being empathic doesn’t instantly elevate you to being a spiritual, empathetic, or compassionate person.


No One Is Born an Empath


We might be born sensitive and empathic, but no one is born an empath. I evolved into one, and so can you. It’s the by-product of being transformed by your empathic nature, which feels deeply and profoundly, entering spaces in an immersive manner rather than just viewing them flatly. A nature that continually promotes awareness, inclusion, and heart-centered intelligence. That recognizes fundamental truths about the world we live in: that we are sensory, energetic, creative, and multidimensional beings, and we are all connected.


Being empathic is a personal journey that challenges what you sense and feel, as well as your sense of belonging. For a large portion of my life, I have silently experienced some aspect of the life of other people—strangers and family members alike—through my body, my thoughts, and my emotions. This is an empathic trait—to experience or mirror another person’s feelings and emotions.


Likewise, I have also entered empty spaces and been met by impressions that used my senses to determine there’s more in the space than what can be physically touched or seen. This is also an empathic trait—to have an expanded relationship to, and conversation with, the environment.


I was slow in recognizing my empathic traits when I was younger because the culture in which I was raised didn’t consider such possibilities. I struggled to feel comfortable in my own skin. I didn’t trust my own experiences that were difficult to explain to others. I felt isolated and alone, and I survived by creating barriers in social settings rather than healthy boundaries.


I’m often asked when I knew I was an empath. I liken this to asking a caterpillar when it knew it was a butterfly. Truthfully, hindsight grants me a lot of insight into why I struggled in certain environments in my past and why I preferred nature over social gatherings as a child. I had the temperament of a quiet, sensitive child, as well as being preternaturally empathetic. But it wasn’t until I started recognizing and accepting my empathic traits as a young adult that I began to understand the source of my sensitivities and my expanded relationship with my environment.


Though this acceptance was a relief initially, once the reality took hold, I was quickly overwhelmed. It was like opening a door to what you think is just another room and experiencing a deluge of formless, intangible sensations to be deciphered. This isn’t a room, you discover, but another realm—a layer of energy that nevertheless correlates to the physical world.


Over time, I’ve learned to tune into my body and honor its service in bringing me a larger awareness of what’s going on around and within me. I have spent many years establishing a baseline of my own natural rhythms—physical, emotional, and mental—based on my life experiences. An established baseline makes it easier to register when I’m personally out of balance, when I’m empathically receiving an impression from the environment, and when I’m guided by an internal wisdom toward a different path. At various points within this book, you’ll read how each of these situations has helped me accept my expanded relationship with my body’s sensory nature.


My empathic receptivity also expanded my reality. It conjoined the physical with the nonphysical like the wings of my cliché butterfly—each one equally important to the mechanics of flight. There are dimensions in the space around and within us, but we tend to think of the physical and nonphysical as separate from each other. We assume that our emotions and thoughts are contained within our physical body. They are . . . and they aren’t. Our sensory system doesn’t make this distinction. It’s designed to receive impressions from the environment to aid perception whether the signal is internal or external. And this is where functional empaths balance in the space between these two realms. Hence, the title of this book: The Space in Between.


As empaths, we share the same intuitive mechanism for empathic reception, but how we process the information and what reaction/response we take is based on our individual life experiences. Our reception is customized to our sensibilities and our field of awareness.


As you think of your own empathic sensitivities, do you know your primary channels of receptivity? Have you considered how your life experiences fuel empathy? Do you recognize that trauma can impact your sense of safety and overall perception of your environment, creating hypersensitivity? These are questions you’ll explore for yourself as you continue reading.


Function and Purpose


I have spent my life making sense of these heightened sensory experiences in pursuit of understanding their function and purpose. What does this level of sensitivity teach me about myself and humanity? What is the difference between having empathic traits and sensitivities and having the skills and abilities of an empath?


It became important for me to understand what purpose these sensitivities serve in my life. To feel and sense what’s in a room, in the land, or emanating from a person, and to understand why those feelings are present in the first place—these are important questions we need to ask ourselves as empaths. We also need to ask ourselves what to do with the information we feel and sense.


We’ve been given little definition or understanding from society and external cultural authorities as to what it means to be empathic and/or an empath. This confusion is partly because there are too many unaware empathic people and partly because empathic abilities are usually labeled “paranormal,” as if being an empath were a hobby or a sideshow in a traveling circus. And it certainly doesn’t help that the dictionary gives it a narrow glance, placing its origin in science fiction and fantasy.


Connection


As an ordained spiritual counselor who began my practice in 2003, I’ve discovered that there’s a spectrum of sensitivities that can impact our perception of how we fit into the world. In 1997, Dr. Elaine Aron introduced the label of Highly Sensitive Person (HSP), which researchers have gone on to identify as a genetic trait expressed in an estimated 15 to 20 percent of the population.


Sensitive people of all variations flocked to this label, finally feeling seen and given a voice of advocacy in counseling and society. But not everyone with empathic receptivity is an HSP, at least not exclusively. And the HSP brand doesn’t address the non-ordinary receptivity that unaware empaths receive from their environment and accept as their own thoughts and feelings.


From my experience, there’s an evolutionary arc from being an overly sensitive person who tries to survive in their environment by feeling separate, to that of being an engaged and functional empath who witnesses what’s out of balance and honors that connection.


Admittedly, the awareness that we’re all connected takes cultivation, and for some, it remains theoretical. For empathic people, however, its application is very much a part of our reality, which is poignantly ironic considering that many of us relish time alone. It’s exactly why we sometimes struggle to feel comfortable in our own skin. The boundary between the external and internal can certainly be hard to define when you’re able to feel so much. It’s also why we continually question if our sensitivities are a blessing or a curse.


In 2006, I created a presentation that became the seed for this book: “Sponge or Empath: Consciously Evolving Your Sensitivity.” On these pages, I want to contribute to and expand the conversation about sensitivity, empathic nature, and intuition, which is only going to continue to grow.


In the last twenty years, we’ve seen greater awareness and promotion of empathy as a healthy expression of mental and emotional health. The benefits of nature, sustainability, and conscious living have also been promoted in the last ten years, gaining advocacy in mainstream society. What’s emerging now is how to bridge these two aspects of inside (empathy) and outside (nature). How are we connected to the environment around us, to communities, and to ourselves? Being an empath, I sense, is one of those active bridges living in the space between the two.


A Guide to Carry into the Field of Life


As you navigate the questions that come up for you, as well as examine your own evolutionary arc, I would like to be your guide to help you step into your authentic, empowered, and empathic self. While it may be complex and challenging, it will also be creative, expansive, and empowering. It’s the ultimate paradox of discovering yourself inside a mystery.


This book is for anyone who has questioned their own sensitivities, particularly their empathic ones, or for anyone curious about how to manage boundaries and develop self-awareness. I hope that by sharing my awareness of energy flow, I can clarify the difference between empath and empathy, empathic and empathetic, and how it’s possible to be sensitive and not be able to experience empathy. I will also explain how you can be empathic yet not fully an empath. This is more than mere semantics—it’s about understanding your own unique sensory sensitivities and how you relate to, interact with, and perceive your environment.


I will share personal stories from my life as a child, adult, mother, wife, and spiritual counselor, as well as stories from the world around us. Therefore, in some parts, it will read more like a teaching memoir, reflecting the truth that our life is embedded with guidance and helps us become more centered in our own wisdom and empowerment. I speak from the authority of what I’ve found to be true for myself, my students, and my clients. Read with discernment, as my experiences and insights are not absolutes. What may be true for me may not be a reflection of your path and knowingness.


If you’re asking why I’ve called the book a “field guide,” it’s because I’m an active outdoors person. Topography maps and field guides are part of the resources I carry with me to orient myself in a new landscape. The concept of “field” is used in many disciplines, such as the spiritual understanding that we’re collectively part of a unified field. In psychology, there’s the field of trauma, where different therapeutic modalities work specifically to help people heal traumatic events holistically, looking at body, mind, and spirit.


There are “fields” of study, disciplines, ecosystems, and so on. Essentially, a “field” narrows the view to a specific component that can be investigated independently or jointly in conjunction with other elements in the field. Most importantly, there are energy fields that are part of the foundation of our physical bodies, known as bioenergetics, which we’ll discuss, as well as how our empathic nature emanates from these fields.


Throughout these pages, I have created field guides for five different landscapes of consciousness. These provided me with insight and movement in my own journey toward a balanced perception of the world and my place in it. They are the Field of Reflection, the Field of Definition, the Field of Sensing, the Field of Experience and Awareness, and the Field of Mystery.


Each field in the book helped me find my center and better understand energetic boundaries and relationships. Ultimately, they grounded and expanded my perception of myself as an empath. I have included an introduction to each field to present the central themes of its chapters, as well as a page of “Questions for Reflection” at the end of each chapter. These introspective tools are designed to prompt your own self-discovery. My advice is to take your time with each section. By design, this isn’t a quick read.


I suggest you have a journal, your curiosity, and self-compassion at hand. Bless your journal, as a blessing lifts something into service. When I bless my meal, it’s to add presence to the experience, extend gratitude for the nourishment, and affirm that it serves my body well. In the same way, when you bless your journal with the intention to create a safe space to explore in honest self-awareness, it helps you integrate wisdom and trust in your life.


I may provide my services as a guide, but your own life’s tests, challenges, and joys are your most effective teachers. Let your journal be a source of connection to yourself and your environment—a place to explore, experience, and witness any truths that emerge on your journey.


I invite you to dig deep, as I have, and examine your relationship with cultural authorities (for me, it was science and religion), nature, trauma, mystery, and ultimately, your senses. I ask you to look at what makes you more fully human.


Honor your wisdom, and embrace a wholeness that only comes from being comfortable in your own skin.


With kindness and compassion,
Signe Myers Hovem




Important Guide Points


[image: Images] Being empathic is not a power, so there’s no reason to be afraid of it. If you do consider it a power that can be abused or that you aren’t entitled to, reflect on where this belief comes from. Remember that it’s just information from your environment. It may not be a power, but it can empower authenticity.


[image: Images] You are safe. Even though your body may feel physical sensations or emotional and mental impressions, you aren’t being occupied. Repeat “I am safe,” and breathe deeply with a calming rhythm. Any extrasensory reception is just information, so what does it feel like? What is it communicating? What is the counter-emotion or feeling to bring balance or a neutral state? An empathic person generally experiences the information as sensations and impressions.


[image: Images] Intuition is part of what I call the “Knowing Network.” Empathic sensitivity is part of your intuition, but it’s only one feature. Intuition provides a higher level of awareness to your own wisdom and creative intelligence.


[image: Images] Contrary states create layers in an empath’s emotional registry. You can experience moments of discomfort and pain and still know peace. Likewise, you can feel great joy and still know despair. An empath simultaneously samples many emotions and feelings, and this can seem manic and confusing until you develop the skills to support your nature.










Part One



The FIELD of Reflection
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The FIELD of Reflection


The world is a looking-glass, and gives back to every man the reflection of his own face.


—WILLIAM MAKEPEACE THACKERAY, Vanity Fair


I have chosen to start our journey here—in front of society and culture, in front of family and friends, and in front of the natural world. The Field of Reflection is where I want you to examine and understand what may be blocking or limiting your view of your sensitive and empathic nature. Where do you currently see yourself reflected? Which environments or groups resonate with you and support your self-image?


From the moment we’re born, our eyes look outward and try to make sense of our world. We continually update our unique perception of how we fit in based on how our environment responds or reacts to us, and we do this before we ever get a look at ourselves in a mirror.


Can you remember the first time you saw your own reflection? Our parents undoubtedly introduce us to our image while we’re babies. Perhaps we were mildly curious and surprised by our goofy, drooling mini-selves, but I can’t imagine we were critical of what we saw.


As we develop, we begin to identify ourselves with features and traits, likes and dislikes, passions and hobbies, sensibilities and leanings. When we feel ourselves reflected in society or feel represented by authorities, we feel safe and perhaps even harmonious with our relationships and ourselves. Yet, for most of us, a distortion starts to take hold of how we see ourselves internally and in the world. It’s a gradual slide, starting with the first inklings that we’re different from others. We begin to compare and judge others and ourselves.


Society and culture reflect what are considered social norms or a consensus of the majority—acceptable behavior. Though this may be more about safeguards than outright intentional suppression, this standardized approach to life influences the collective perception of what’s true and possible for a human experience. Society can create a box that you either feel safe within or suffocated by. Any person who envisions or experiences a contrary reality to the mainstream version will undoubtedly be pushed to question personal truths. At the very least, they will be challenged to be authentic in a world of conformity.


Each of us encounters social conditioning at some point in our childhood. I was quickly cast as the quiet bookworm kid, aloof but aware. I tepidly accepted the worldview that was taught at school, endorsed at home, or preached at church—basically, that trust was to be placed in authorities outside of ourselves. These included teachers, parents, government, doctors, and any official who presumably knew more about the world than just a mere individual, let alone a child.


This dynamic always troubled me and gave me a sense of a truncated and prescribed reality. I have never been comfortable as a conformist—I didn’t even join the Brownies, the precursor to Girl Scouts, because I couldn’t fathom someone telling me I had to wear a uniform to belong. Can you relate to this struggle against conformity in your own life?


I was born in the mid-1960s, the third and youngest child to parents who were striving for the American dream with the sheer determination that all they had to do was put in enough work hours. This is what was reflected to them and their generation, and it’s fair to say that I’m a product of my generation. I was among the youngest viewers in front of the television to watch Apollo 11 land on the moon. Astronauts were instantly rocketed to idol status, and science was touted as the marvel that took our nation into space. Who wouldn’t be star struck? My father certainly was, and I quickly declared that I would be an astronaut when I grew up. I built my childhood dream on the reflection of those inspired astronauts and my father’s pride at what I could be.


My family lived in a remote, small Colorado mountain town, far away from any relatives. We didn’t have strong connections to cultural traditions, but we did have a reverence and appreciation for nature. We enjoyed Sunday chicken dinners followed by family viewing of Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom, The Wonderful World of Disney, and Masterpiece Theatre. I grew up looking for my reflection in nature and books, TV series, and later movies. This is how I tried to make sense of my experiences and my placement in the world, alternating between observing, witnessing, and waiting to see where I belonged.


Science and religion were presented to me as default authorities that presumably knew more about life than I could possibly know about my own nature. As a result, I wrestled internally with my empathic sensitivities.


The Field of Reflection section that follows will examine how science, religion, and nature simultaneously confused and comforted me as I looked for a reflection of my empathic experiences and a guide to others like myself. I suspect many of you may identify with my struggles with what I was told to believe and what I knew to be true for myself.


Let’s imagine we can see behind the “looking glass,” past the reflections that dim our view of our true selves. We’re certainly not the first to do this. Dorothy followed the yellow brick road to Oz only to look behind the curtain and discover a wizard of ordinary origins. In the movie The Matrix, a curious and soul-seeking Neo chose the red pill and watched the mirror of his false world melt away and expose another reality. I may not have special transcendent props of ruby red shoes or red pills, but if a default authority like science or religion can seemingly usurp personal development and self-awareness, it’s time to be brave and honest as we look within and know ourselves.





Chapter One



No Longer Science Fiction


When I was a young girl growing up in the mountain ranchlands of Colorado, one of my first Hollywood crushes was Mr. Spock, the character played by the late Leonard Nimoy in the popular TV series Star Trek. He was unlike anyone I’d encountered on TV or in books. His magnetism captivated my imagination—his wit and logic, his loyalty and discipline, the way he lifted his pointed eyebrows in bemusement, and his alien mystique.


Spock was confident and made no apologies for his nature. But thanks to his human half, he was still vulnerable and struggled to accept himself fully. This dilemma is perhaps what made me identify most with the character. Like him, I have spent a fair amount of my life feeling confused yet filled with wonder at the intensity and subtleties of emotions—both mine and others’.


Riveted, I watched him as he wrestled with human relationships and focused on facts to transcend ego-based dramas. Embedded in the message of his personal journey was a simple truth: emotions offer a depth that reason alone cannot. He was learning how to understand the intrinsic power of human empathy and integrate the head with the heart.


Spock was a reprieve and a treat for me as a young girl who felt alienated from others, particularly from my peers. I didn’t know who to trust or what to trust—including myself. Star Trek opened my imagination to genres that examined the human condition outside of conventional literary forms. Sometimes, placing humanity outside Earth’s realm lets us see our own shadows and light more clearly. Sometimes, allowing a half-alien character to personify humanity’s struggles allows us to glimpse our own challenges in becoming whole.


In the late 1960s, creator Gene Roddenberry’s vision for Star Trek “was to show humanity what it might develop into, if it would learn from the lessons of the past, most specifically by ending violence.” Spock’s Vulcan nature ultimately held the wisdom that responding rather than reacting brings less drama to a situation, but many viewers also learned about empathy and deeper connections from Spock’s human half.


In 1987, the first episode of Star Trek: The Next Generation introduced viewers to the character of Deanna Troi, a half-Betazoid and half-human crew member who is an empath, which she naturally gets from her Betazoid half. Even in the year 2355 when the storyline is set, the writers didn’t imagine a human with empathic capabilities. Instead, humans were portrayed as unique specimens, viewed as weak by alien races because of our emotional nature or as endearing due to childlike sensitivities we were unable to master.


As I grew up, Spock became a pop culture figure, proving I wasn’t alone in my adoration of the pointy-eared half alien. My relationship with science fiction and fantasy genres became more complicated as I aged, particularly after gaining self-awareness of my own sensitive empathic abilities and in raising my four uniquely sensitive children.


On one hand, I enjoyed transitioning from fairy tales and fables to romping through countless series of young adult books with my children at bedtime: from Jules Verne’s journeys to Lois Lowry’s The Giver, J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series, and on to Tolkien’s The Hobbit. These are grand stories rich in fantasy that undeniably relate to our real world of human conditions and challenges. But on the other hand, all of the special intuitive traits and extrasensory features were confined to the fantasy portion of these tales.


It was a comfort to recognize myself and identify with some of these characters, but I was conflicted that I felt more akin to fictional characters than I did to the society in which I lived. Furthermore, it’s specifically these traits and features that aid the characters in learning about themselves and their environment, which ultimately progresses the plot toward some self-realization or authentic embodiment. This is the reality that intuitive and sensitive people can offer to society now—it no longer needs to be confined to the pages of fantasy novels.


A Line in the Sand


Like no other genres, science fiction and fantasy place a line in the sand between what is and is not real. No one argues with a science fiction or fantasy writer about the reality they create. By the time the book or movie is marketed as part of these genres and costumed fans across the globe appear at cosplay conventions, there’s little room to lend credibility in mainstream consciousness to what are very real heightened sensory traits—like being an empath. The fertile playground for extraordinary plots and characters is also exactly what limits people from accepting that such traits exist, at least without being deemed miraculous or freakish.


If we’re lucky in our young lives, we’re encouraged to sense and feel the world around us, to engage with our imagination, and to question absolutes. But that isn’t the case for most of us. From a very young age, we’re told what to believe and given the standards of normal conduct for our culture. This is its own form of storytelling—an oral tradition of sorts that provides the guidelines for belonging and fitting in, as it shovels doubt on any views or experiences that don’t fit the norm.


Perhaps as a counter to this pervasively rigid status quo mentality, fantasy and science fiction genres are more prolific than ever. Worlds and universes are created that honor intuition and higher sensory perception in races that are pitted against militant and rigid colonizing republics or corporations—Avatar, for example, or The Word for World is Forest by Ursula K. Le Guin.


The duality of us versus them—the cold calculating opportunist against the sentimental and creative naturalist—is projected onto other worlds. I believe this is to satisfy some internal longing that seeks resolution in our own lives as a result of feeling fractured and disempowered from our authentic selves. We hope, as an audience, that some race (alien or not) is capable of consciously evolving to honor what’s truly in our human nature—a thinking, feeling, sensing, intuitive, creative life capable of harmony and peace with each other and our world.


My Unrequited Love for Science


It isn’t just science fiction with which I have a conflicted relationship. I also feel conflicted about science itself, and I suspect, if you are an empath, you probably have questioned your sensitivities against a perceived normal, too. After all, science informs policies and carries the weight of an authority that guides and informs our collective consciousness.


I grew up loving science, but I was like a schoolgirl who didn’t understand why her crush couldn’t see her. I had a sense there was a place for me in the world when I read biographies of women in science—Madame Curie, Elizabeth Blackwell, and Florence Nightingale. But our society seemingly has an unwritten social contract in which anything observed or experienced must be confirmed as true by science and then baptized as fact. Since anything science can’t confirm or explain is considered suspect, dubious, and paranormal, it seemed to outwardly deny what I came to know about myself.


Despite my conflicting feelings, science is one of the pillars of truth that I respect and revere because it provides traversing and intersecting road maps of study. It helps our collective understanding that nature is more than one thing—it is a unified field of multidisciplinary components and systems. There is a continuum of endless derivatives to any question, which is awe-inspiring and showcases that mystery is as much a muse to the scientist as it is to the mystic.


Therefore, science isn’t infallible, as history reveals. Past scientific views have been amended and simply discarded as new revelations and advancements are made. Elements have been added to the periodic table. New galaxies have been mapped. New medicinal remedies have been found in the natural world. New understandings of our psyche and physiology have helped us discover how one impacts the other.


Yes, I’ve been waiting for science to catch up with what my body experiences and already knows about the energetic world around us. The convergence of science with science fiction lends some hope for those of us who are empaths, as does the convergence of science and spirituality.



Crossing Over: Science Fiction to Human Reality


Science fiction has certainly proven to be prophetic in many ways, and researchers have often turned the ideas of these writers into reality. Here are but a few science fiction technologies that are now part of our real lives: artificial intelligence, planes, video recorders, drones, satellite communication, space travel, virtual gaming, and driverless cars.


But perhaps the most iconic Star Trek technology that later became reality is the handheld communicator, which manifested in today’s relic of the mobile flip phone. In a poignant tip of the hat, Martin Cooper, working for Motorola, cited Captain Kirk’s communicator on Star Trek as an inspiration when he created the first personal cell phone.


Today’s successful IT and digital companies encourage employees to explore and envision future applications, thinking outside the box to power their innovations with creativity along with scientific principles. Yet, while functional technology has a relatively free pass to cross the line from science fiction to reality via science and engineering, functional heightened sensory reception and intuition have been, for the most part, left on the side of fiction, the supernatural, or the mystical.


As a culture, we have a bias in favor of technology over biological function and human potential. Even dictionaries place the origin of the word “empath” in science fiction. (Oddly, the same isn’t true for “rocket ship,” though the term was first mentioned in J. J. Astor’s science fiction novel, A Journey in Other Worlds, in 1894, nearly seventy years before the first rocket was launched into space.)


Science fiction is where I’ve felt my sensitivities most reflected as a reality that can exist, but it’s also where I’ve felt hemmed in. Ironically, when science and technology manage to cross over from fiction to reality, the writers are praised for being intuitive and knowing—ahead of their time. Yet it’s too abstract for pure science to recognize that intuition and heightened sensory reception inform our sense of connection to our world.


This awareness has been slow in coming, and even the academics who venture into the nebulous arena of intuition are careful not to sound too “woo-woo.” CUNY professor of philosophy Massimo Pigliucci highlights this caution in his chapter on intuition in Answers for Aristotle: How Science and Philosophy Can Lead Us to a More Meaningful Life:


Until recently, intuition, like consciousness, was the sort of thing that self-respecting scientists stayed clear of, on penalty of being accused of engaging in New Age woo-woo rather than serious science. Heck, even most philosophers—who historically had been very happy to talk about consciousness, far ahead of the rise of neurobiology—found themselves with not much to say about intuition.


Why is this? What trips up academics and the scientific communities when looking at this field of intuition and empathic traits? Usually, the mere mention of a sixth sense or intuition conjures up images of seeing ghosts and paranormal activity, which then inevitably enters into a field of perception between heaven and hell and/or good and evil. I suspect this is why science steers clear of endorsing such studies—because too many other cultural authorities lay claim to examining the human spirit and conscience (i.e., religion and morality, history and humanities, and so on).


When it comes to the human experience, we simply don’t seem so eager to move beyond the standard five senses of smell, sight, touch, hearing, and taste to understand our world or ourselves. Aristotle is credited with classifying these five sense organs more than two thousand years ago, and even today, that’s all most people care to know about their senses.



Mirror Neurons: Monkey See, Monkey Do


Fortunately, scientific research is now promoting the relationship between the mind and body, including the revolutionary understanding that organ function can include perception. The awareness that both the heart and the gut have neural cells redefines the conventional wisdom that our “mind” is exclusively housed in our brain. The research on mirror neurons has also brought a flurry of scientific inquiry into how we understand others through not just thinking but also feeling.


In the early 1990s, while examining the brain activity of monkeys as they grasped an object, Italian researchers discovered that a non-grasping monkey’s brain was activated by merely watching the action performed by another. These neurons “mirror” the behavior of the other, as though the observer is performing the same action. I propose that this is one of the biological components to the Field of Reflection, which hardwires us to be intrinsically connected to our environment.


Scientists have since discovered that humans, as well as some birds, also have mirror neurons. According to science writer Susan Perry, this discovery “radically altered the way we think about our brains and ourselves, particularly our social selves.” Researchers are busy contemplating and researching if mirror neurons are the key to empathy and conformity. V. S. Ramachandran, a distinguished professor of neuroscience at the University of California, San Diego, has even called them “the basis of civilization.”


Monkeys aren’t the only animals that are assisting researchers to understand sensory capabilities. Dogs are able to detect cancer in people through smelling what have been termed volatile organic compounds found in samples such as breath, plasma, urine, and sputum (saliva). InSitu Foundation, a leading nonprofit organization training cancer detection dogs, explains on its website that it takes over three hundred samples to train one dog. The awareness that a disease has a molecular presence that can be detected through odor has prompted investigations in how to create early detection devices, such as an electronic nose.


According to InSitu, a dog has three hundred million scent receptors, while a human only has five million. The part of the dog’s brain dedicated to analyzing these odors is also forty times larger than ours. Surely, humans don’t have such abilities. Or do we?


Joy Milne, a retired nurse from Perth, Scotland, has been made an honorary lecturer at Manchester University because of her ability to smell and detect Parkinson’s disease. She registered a change in her husband’s body odor—a musky smell—that preceded his diagnosis with the disease by nearly a decade.


To develop an early detection test, Milne worked for three years with researchers to identify the “volatile biomarkers” that are secreted in greater quantities by Parkinson’s patients. The hope is that with earlier diagnosis, treatments can be offered before the symptoms appear.


As an empath, I had an experience with scent, too. I became aware of a very specific smell around certain cancers, along with an intense denseness that interacted with my hands. This awareness developed after I volunteered at a hospice in Houston during the mid-2000s. The proximity to late-stage terminal disease exposed me to many sensations I had to decipher.


I suspect many hospice workers and volunteers register the different smells associated with a declining body full of pharmaceuticals and disease. But when I detected it on an undiagnosed client in a session, it was, nonetheless, surreal. That client followed up with doctors and discovered she had breast cancer.


Exactly what are our human sensory capabilities and potentials? Do we limit ourselves because of outdated cultural programming that defers to Aristotle’s five senses model?


The Emergence of Empathy in Scientific Inquiry


I’m pleased that empathy is finally a legitimate area of study that crosses between the cognitive sciences of psychology, neuroscience, and social sciences. We are at last experiencing a movement in our popular culture’s tolerance and inclusion of emotional sensitivity and vulnerability. Disney and Pixar even dedicated their award-winning 2015 animated movie Inside Out to the importance of having a balanced spectrum of emotions from joy to sadness if we are to experience life fully.


The importance of empathy is now embedded in educational and social welfare programs, as they recognize that the well-being of the individual impacts the whole. Denmark has implemented a mandatory program called Step by Step, starting with children as young as preschool-age, that has been lauded as an example for other countries. It reduces bullying and creates an environment of sharing and support. In my home state of Colorado, some school districts have created Peacekeeping Circles, implementing programs designed to reduce stress and promote communication and tolerance.


Empathy is even touted as a desirable trait in corporate leadership, providing a different strength and connection for executives to conduct business. Vulnerability, which is necessary for empathy, took center stage in 2019 in social science scholar Brené Brown’s highly successful Netflix documentary, A Call to Courage.


Mr. Spock would undoubtedly be surprised by the scientific validation of this human trait and its fuller function in developing emotional intelligence and healthy social networks. But maybe these developments are a precursor to more mainstream acceptance of the empath and empathic abilities.


The Age of the Empath


I applaud the open-mindedness of discovery. My hope is that as progress is made in understanding the mechanics of intuition and the receptors that aid these sensitivities, our higher sensory perception will be included as part of “common sense.” It’s time to retrieve this part of our human nature from science fiction and fantasy domains and learn who we truly are: as a species, we’re equipped with heightened intuitive channels that connect us to each other and to our environment.


Those of us who are empathic may not yet have identified the physiological mechanism that accounts for what we experience via the nervous system, but I sense that breakthroughs are emerging. A growing number of us will hopefully shape conversations to guide science, religion, and other cultural authorities to finally reflect a full image of the human experience. We can unmask ourselves from fear and ignorance, as we untangle our experience from the occult or paranormal.


How do I sense this? Look at what’s popular in general society and what has magnetism and pull. Look long enough at the registry of subtle shifts and movements, and you can witness long-held beliefs being broken up and dismantled. You can curiously watch who or what steps forward to present a new form of expression. For example, look at the more recent contemporary fantasy series—Heroes and Divergent, for example—that now include humans with heightened sensory traits. The inclusion of humans and not half-breed aliens or technically enhanced humans reflects a movement toward bringing these abilities closer to home—to Earth as we know it.


As I write this, there are more resources available for inquiry into human connections and the nature of consciousness than at any time in my life, indicating that more and more people like me are collecting mutual interests and support. Two organizations stand out that offer research, education, and development for growing understanding of our human capacity for connection and emotional resilience: The HeartMath Organization and The Science and Non-Duality organization. There are also collaborations between researchers and skilled intuitive professionals who are working to bridge the two fields of study and create cohesion and mutual awareness for the public, such as Carolyn Myss and Dr. Norman Shealy, and Donna Eden and David Feinstein. In addition to these notable collaborations, many energy intuitives including Myss, Eden, Dr. Sue Morter, Barbara Brennan, and Melaney Ryan are among a growing field that offers extensive training programs for individuals. (Please review the resources page at the back of the book.)


I hope, like me, you no longer need to wait for science or society to validate what you experience as an innate, hardwired feature of your physical reality. I’m sure you’re also eager for the next age, and I don’t mean the age of Deanna Troi. We no longer need science fiction and fantasy to use our human potential to enhance storylines. Instead, I hope you’ll join me in holding space for the age of empowered and embodied human sensitivity, as well as the wisdom and intelligence that guide this larger receptivity.


Spock and the Enterprise still symbolize the quest “to boldly go where no man has gone before”—the final frontier. For me, uncovering the potential of our authentic human nature may be the final frontier, but it isn’t finite. Self-discovery is a process to ultimately embody a consciousness of acceptance and authenticity. That, my friends, is an infinite and timeless journey.




Questions for Reflection


Take some time with your journal to write down your impressions and feelings in response to these questions. Then, reflect on how your experience in your answers may have affected you emotionally or affected your development as an empath.


1. Have you judged your empathic abilities and sensitivities based on what you’ve been taught by your family and society? How has this judgment affected the development of your heightened sensory abilities? How have your attempts to belong affected your abilities?
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