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This is dedicated to Logan and Ronan and to all those who are captured by living the sacred mystery.
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Truly, we live with mysteries too marvelous to be understood.

MARY OLIVER



EMBODYING THE MYSTERY
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“Richard shares his journey through healing, learning, and growth into awareness and appreciation of the sacred interconnected web of life. Part memoir, part inquiry, part transmission, it is a beautiful reflection about living consciously in a human body.”

ELIZABETH A. STANLEY, 
PH.D., PROFESSOR OF SECURITY STUDIES AT 
GEORGETOWN UNIVERSITY AND AUTHOR 
WIDEN THE WINDOW

“Embodying the Mystery is a gift of bone-deep wisdom and spirit springing; you’ll find yourself celebrating the wonder and possibility of living in a human body. It is the kind of book that only comes out of a life as deeply lived as Richard’s has been—wonderful to read!”

GINNY WHITELAW, AUTHOR OF 
RESONATE AND FOUNDER AND ROSHI OF THE 
INSTITUTE FOR ZEN LEADERSHIP

“Richard Strozzi-Heckler shares his life’s journey with us with inspiring vulnerability and grace. Story after moving story, exquisitely written, reveals the powerful experiences, personal struggles, and healing practices that have shaped him since childhood. How wonderful, how refreshing it is to read the honest questions he continues to ask, as he offers clear wisdom from a life of deep practice. He encourages us all to dig deep, find the treasure within, practice courageously, and share our gifts with the world.”

LINDA HOLIDAY, 7TH 
DEGREE AIKIDO SHIHAN AND AUTHOR OF
JOURNEY TO THE HEART OF AIKIDO

“This book is a gift of love from Richard. A true artist of embodied spirituality, he helps us explore every experience and transition as sacred moments to awaken the divine spark within us. This is a heartfelt book of empowering purpose for the soul in times of crisis and transformation.”

RICHARD LEIDER, AUTHOR OF 
THE POWER OF PURPOSE

“Do you seek to have a stronger leadership presence? You must become more fully present. Richard Strozzi-Heckler embodies presence, and he generously shares it. This wonderful book traces his fifty-year quest for full presence through the practice of meditation, aikido, and somatics. Embodying the Mystery shows the struggle and growth of one of our great teachers. It will stay with me for years to come.”

SALLY HELGESEN, AUTHOR OF
THE FEMALE ADVANTAGE 
AND COAUTHOR OF HOW WOMEN 
RISE

“Perhaps the most profound and valuable teaching in this book is the importance of being fully present in our bodies in order to reify our spirit. This presence nourishes and enables the spirit to be expressed in our lives in very profound ways. StrozziHeckler came to this path through his macho upbringing in working-class neighborhoods as a military brat, leading him to explore the martial arts, meditation, and somatics. The mastery of aikido allowed him to find the vulnerability of being fully present. And, in so doing, he discovered the spiritual way of the body.”

NANCY J. HUTSON, PH.D.,
FORMER SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT OF PFIZER 
GLOBAL RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT

“There isn’t a better teacher for this human moment, amid climate change and pandemic mourning, than Richard Strozzi-Heckler. This book is a guide to awareness and gratitude through seasons of grief and loss. He helps dignify our fear and trains us to live ‘in the mystery’ of all we don’t know.”

SAKET SONI, FOUNDER OF 
RESILIENCE FORCE

“What an honor to watch a man who has worked on himself his entire life make his harvest of wisdom. How generous of Richard to share this abundance of insights with us and to share himself so openly through Embodying the Mystery.”

ARKAN LUSHWALA, AUTHOR OF
THE TIME OF THE BLACK JAGUAR

“In his beautiful prose, Richard shares his personal stories of longing, grief, vulnerability, and 50 years of spiritual practice that took him deeply into the world. Reading it, I found myself welcomed home, invited into the unknown I, too, long for.”

STACI K. HAINES, AUTHOR OF 
THE POLITICS OF TRAUMA 
AND FOUNDER OF GENERATIONFIVE

“Strozzi-Heckler offers us timeless anchors to ground ourselves, adapt, and fully meet our challenges with heartfelt strength and dignity. This life-changing book invites us to pause, take a relaxed breath, and embody our lives to the absolute fullest. Reading this awe-inspiring work will leave you feeling excited and alive. Fortunate are those explorers who venture into Richard’s doorway of wonder and pragmatic wisdom.”

FRED KRAWCHUK, COLONEL 
(RETIRED), ARMY SPECIAL 
FORCES

“Embodying the Mystery is an eloquently crafted guidebook for exploring human existence. Richard’s stories illustrate an infectious curiosity and teach that with continued practice my world-changing ideas become reality. This is a deeply empowering book. I had to fully exhale to feel it, to be it.”

LISA PICARD, FORMER 
PRESIDENT AND CEO OF EQ



[image: image]

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

As this book was about the shaping and ripening of a life there are innumerable people who have contributed, in large and small ways, and some whose influence continues to this moment. I thank you all, and if your name is not here, accept my apologies and know that despite the oversight, you are remembered.

Deep bows to my formal spiritual teachers Maharaj Charan Singh, Babaji Gurinder Singh, Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche, Rina Sircar. Also to Robert Hall, and George Leonard, who were mentors, guides, friends, and scouts on the path ten and twenty years ahead of me who would send reports about what it was like out there on point. Dr. Randolph Stone, Doris Breyer, Magda Proskauer, Al Bauman, and Michael Smith were instrumental in my understanding of somatics. My grandmother, Alba Renstrom, who early on planted seeds of compassion, wisdom, and the power of love in my formative years. Arkan Lushwala and Jaspar Redrobe for opening up their indigenous communities and practices to me. Fernando Flores for opening up new vistas in the area of language and leadership, trust and power. Senseis Mitsugi Saotome, Frank Doran, and Robert Nadeau for their guidance on the aiki way, and the innumerable training partners I’ve had over fifty years of mat time.

Many thanks to the Two Rock Aikido, Tamalpais Aikido, Lomi School, and Strozzi Institute communities, as well as the tens of thousands of people I’ve worked with for your trust in sharing your intimate reflections and feelings with me. I have learned much from you.

I have much gratitude for my children Tiphani, Django, Wesley, Paloma, Jack, and their children Rain, Jaden, Chance, Ronan, Cameron, and Logan, who have influenced me in so many ways that they don’t even know. Know that I love all of you and am thankful to you for how you have enriched my life.

Appreciation and love to Staci K. Haines for her ongoing care, support, and counsel during the writing of this book . . . and for her partnership. To Soto and Tom Lutes, whom I started with in the teenage years, and whose friendship continues to deepen through all the valleys and peaks. Gratitude to Lisa P. Allen for her keen eye and allegiance to detail in shaping this book. Many thanks to Richard Grossinger for being an extraordinary editor and publisher for forty years and for believing in me and encouraging me to continue writing and sharing my learning with the world.



[image: image]

INTRODUCTION

My quest to understand the mystery that is human life began with the influence of my grandmother’s early teachings on the nature of Spirit. Along the way, there were a number of significant teachers and events that opened a view into a way of being that had no previous location in my life. These occurrences were signposts and confirmations of a landscape, both inner and outer, that pointed to an ineffable mystery that was alive and potent. They pointed to a life of deep questing and reflection, a life that would be filled with purpose, struggle and meaning, of peace and belonging. I was drawn to this state even though I had neither language to express it nor a historical lineage that gave it standing. But what evolved was a longing that became a force unto itself. A deep impulse that inexplicably moved me to seek the answers to what it means to be in a human body with one’s feet firmly on the ground, while reaching for the heavens. Along the way it became more evident that the heaven I was being pulled toward was within me. As Henry David Thoreau said, “It is in vain to dream of a wilderness distant from ourselves.”

This book was initiated by a marveling, an adventurer’s longing to explore, and follows a shifting thread of continuity rather than any pedagogical urge to tell. It is not meant to instruct or distill something into a lesson but to leave a lingering presence of what an embodied reality offers. It provides no formulas or prescriptions, only an explorer’s insistence to go over the next hill, literally, metaphorically, and physically.

This is an inquiry that doesn’t assume there is a final answer. It does not attempt to prove something or validate the underpinning of a practice or philosophy. It’s about committing to looking straight into what it means to be a complete human being and what lens affords the best view. At times there is a look around that connects meaning to the mystery, but the intent is to consent to the complexity of the unraveling to see if it forms a pattern, either of a trajectory of inevitability or of the mystery forever asserting itself.

The signposts along this journey were mystery, energy, Spirit, and embodiment. Mining these themes was at times the summoning of something out of nothing; yet at other times something gave itself up, relinquished from the odd mix of familiarity and the unknown, as if a speck of light from a distant star landed on my hand like a f ly. Then there was always the question of the veracity of memory. Pieces formed into wholes, a gestalt gave way under the weight of particulars, colors made themselves into voices that served the moment, one after another. Wise counsel told me not to be concerned with making circles and spirals into straight lines but to just let it have its voice. Still I would fret but not enough to keep the memories from becoming thoughts, the thoughts from becoming sensations, the sensations from becoming words, and words from morphing into an unexpected insight. When I hobbled myself with self-consciousness, it would feel like a crime against nature.

This journey is taken from over fifty years of working with a wide range of individuals, teams, and organizations in embodied leadership, somatic coaching, martial arts, body-oriented therapy, and meditation. The infrastructure underneath these practices comprises the disciplines of meditation, somatics, and aikido. The foundation beneath the infrastructure is made up of a legion of exemplary, quirky, ordinary, extraordinary, and otherworldly teachers. Beloved all.

My wish is that these stories become seeds that germinate and blossom in the rich soil of your living heart.
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LIFE FASTENED TO DEATH

When I was eight years old I would routinely explore the woods that were on the perimeter of the navy base that was my home. I would travel with a group of friends, and on one particular day we decided to go to a creek far away from our usual haunts. As we cleared the thick hardwood forest we saw something lying in the gravelly shallows. It was a large yellow dog, yet even at a distance I could tell there was something untoward about it. It was completely still, unlike anything I had ever seen before and nearly indescribable. There was a profound silence emanating from it that utterly disregarded my reality of what I knew a dog to be. The stillness was full of import and something entirely unknown to me.

We walked slowly forward and saw that it was dead; freshly dead. There were no marks on it, no trauma, nothing to indicate that it was either sick or old or had died violently. Some of the other boys poked at it with a stick or threw pebbles at it. I was fully mesmerized. It looked like a dog sleeping, but something was missing. It was what was missing that captured me.

That evening, when I told my mother and grandmother what I had seen, my mother immediately went into a germ story: “You shouldn’t go near it. It might be diseased. You don’t want to touch it. Did you touch it?”

“It looked like it was sleeping, but it wasn’t. What was that?” I asked.

My grandmother nodded, “Its spirit was gone.”

“It might have germs. Don’t go back,” my mother interrupted, ignoring my grandmother. “Promise me you won’t go back. I don’t want you to get a disease.”

I went back the next day.

This revealed a characteristic of my nature that bucks authority. It also foreshadowed a tendency to refrain from fully disclosing my intentions so I could do what I wanted. This became a standard way for me to navigate the complexities of my family dynamic and supported my penchant for adventure, but later it matured into a psychological liability that created numerous breakdowns and required hours of therapy.

I gently touched the dog first with a stick and then with my finger. It felt intimate, yet impersonal. It looked like a dog, but what made it a dog was no longer present. It was a house without a resident; a vacant body and a doorway to the unknown.

What is a spirit? Where is a spirit? When my grandmother spoke of it, it seemed so tangible and commonsensical, no more mysterious than taking off a shoe. Yet it was ineffable; it had no real location but existed everywhere. Her response ignited something in me like a second heartbeat, a distinctive pulse that permeated everything. A mystery had been presented that was enigmatic, seemingly unsolvable, yet as tangible as the next breath. These questions I would wonder about for the rest of my life. Right up to this moment of tapping these keys.

As if in a spell I went back to the creek every day, often alone. I was captivated; my curiosity was like magnetic filings embedded in my marrow, and the dog was pulling me forward to something formless, unknown. This was an urge that was larger than me; a flood of sensation that had its own way with me apart from any conscious choice. This was not a hankering after a simple desire, like a candy bar, but something I now know was a spiritual hunger, a charge of aliveness that began at the center of my chest and seemed to usurp the “me” that was accustomed to making mental choices. This feeling, this longing, pulled me as a river would and formed a new reality composed of the intimate connection between life and death. A great circle of change and transformation played out before me in real time. And I was enthralled by the mystery of it.

I began to see that what looked like a dog began to sag and was eventually reduced to an unnameable mass that repealed everything it had ever been. A dark premonition sharpened my senses and silhouetted the depth and granularity of my longing. What began to take shape in the core of my being was an understanding that the covenant of spirit was intimately matched with the vulnerability of the incarnate life. Death, loss, change, and birth were deeply woven into the fabric of Spirit and mystery. What came to form would pass.

In my daily treks to what I called Dog Creek, I was shown how endings were accompanied by new beginnings. There was something perpetually wanting to come to form out of the ending I was witnessing at the creek. As the days passed the stillness of the dog was replaced by a relentless shimmering laced into the very animal itself: hordes of ants, spiders, maggots, and things that looked like spastic black apostrophes were colonizing the dog. Then gaping holes in the hide appeared, showing putrefaction and rib. The fluted sound of the creek folded into the song of the crickets, tree frogs, and whip-poor-wills; a background symphony to the theater of change. Ravens sat watching in the gloom of overhead boughs, waiting to return to their task once I left.

I was alone in the sense of not being with another human, but I was never lonely. There is aliveness, too, in these exacting moments of ending. Movement became stillness, which became movement in the unending wheel of life expressed. By week’s end the dog was only a suggestion of what it once was, becoming a ripple in the current itself. The smell was bracing; the reek of death, caught in my nose, insisting on its place in every breath.

Life fastened to death. Instead of calling it living and dying should it be termed livingdying, just as in China they don’t say yin and yang but yinyang? Is Spirit the thread that unifies death and birth?

A peculiar entropy now appeared everywhere I looked; everything dissolved back into a larger preexisting order that was without nostalgia or sentimentality. There was an unnameable darkness that I couldn’t touch orbiting around me. This ceremony of ruin and renovation is best viewed at a distance; up close it’s difficult to see its dark gift. Deep in my tissues, where this primal opening to life, to Spirit, was twined with death, a central theme about existence appeared: there is a polarity endlessly acting on itself and the world, opening and closing, receiving and giving, living and dying, f lexing and extending, lighting and shading, making and unmaking. As Ovid said, “Everything is changing into something else.”

Is the interacting of these polarities the engine that creates the whole, the direct, unmediated experience of unity? Is this the womb out of which there is a ground of being that holds this polarity? Is there something deeper and wider that has the space to hold opposites, contradictions, paradoxes?

The in-your-face actuality of decay revealed a shadow that hovered over everything that accompanied me as I walked the trail home. Every opening was preceded by a contraction. There was an animating principle, a spirit, that invoked a metamorphosis, a constantly changing fabric that included disintegration and renewal. Conspicuously, life feeds off life, life is Spirit, and in that tension there is a mystery that calls for surrender to something larger than the duality of subject and object.

As I stood in the clearing I wondered if the horizon, gigantic as it seemed, was big enough to hold these seeming opposites. Something massed at the edge of my skin that reached for the depthless sky, an inexplicable quality of relentless loss felt and known deeply, and of relentless life that surges in widening circles where thought cannot follow. Life is not a pouch of gold coins that we must spend prudently and not all at once. Life is infinite; it doesn’t run out. Yes, I will run out of life just as we all will, but the world will never run out of life. As the poet Mary Oliver so elegantly states, “These are the woods you love, / where the secret name / of every death is life again.” The shadow side of love is loss.

I studied our dog Bailey as he slept, looking intently for signs of a spirit and what was the same as or different from the dog in the creek. When Bailey slept his ears would twitch, and he’d scrabble his feet on the floor in the ancient dream of the hunt. His chest would rise and fall without interruption. Even when sleeping an animation flowed through him like water over cobblestones. Thousands of tiny creatures snacked and lived on the dog in the creek without the slightest tremor from him, only a final quiet that conveyed an unfathomable emptiness.

I brought the same curiosity to the guppies in our small aquarium with their unhesitating darts to the food sprinkled on the surface of the water. Occasionally I was offered the contrast of a single guppy floating lifeless on the surface as the others continued their random dashing. Yes, the theme of movement certainly repeated itself as a differentiation between spirit and no spirit, but it was not always reliable. When I scrutinized the flowers in the kitchen vase I looked for spirit in the flush of the rhododendron as well as the petals that fell from the stem to the yellow linoleum table. There was no movement in either of them, yet something radiated from them that whirred with aliveness. When I asked my grandmother about the where and how of spirit she would say emphatically, “Spirit is everywhere. Just look!”

Spirit is not a thing, a concept, a symbol, or a good idea. Spirit is a process in which the dynamics of polarities acting in concert with each other produce a life force that is emergent, evolutionary, transformative, and embodied, organizing itself toward the affirmation of life. In this process there is the potential to be touched by pragmatic wisdom, grounded compassion, and skillful action. Spirit is a feeling that has texture, intent, and force; a gravitas that constantly feeds on itself and replenishes itself. Life saying yes to itself.

∞

Eight years later I again experienced life fastening itself to death. During a calving operation on the family ranch in Montana, I helped pull a calf from a struggling mother with my Uncle Sonny. We attached a rope from the calf ’s protruding foot to a saddle horn, and I heeled the horse slowly forward as Uncle Sonny maneuvered the rope until first the hind legs, then the torso and fore legs, and finally the bloodied calf came free. The mother bled out; the calf lived.

I watched in bafflement as one life ended and another life began. After a few wobbly moments the calf stood by its mother on shaky legs peering expectantly at the lifeless form of which she had been a part just moments before. While my uncle had seen many animals perish, by his hand and by the force of nature, and was normally stoic and stalwart, he was shaken in a way that disoriented me, as if the spinning world was having its way with him.

The dogs sniffed at the lifeless heifer and then began licking the blood pooling on the hardpan, quarreling and snapping, the hair on their backs bristling. Uncle Sonny hazed them off with his hat, and they shied away, the continuity of their world endured as if nothing untoward had occurred at all. My uncle pulled a Pall Mall out of his shirt pocket and lit it with his Zippo lighter imprinted with “USMC 1st Division.” He held me in his gaze, cigarette dangling from his lip, turned both hands up empty, shrugged, and began wiping the calf down. “Shit,” he said. Something raw and tender passed between us, but as I was learning what he already knew, men don’t linger with their feelings, especially with each other, so I undid the kerchief from my neck and joined him wiping off the afterbirth, steaming and warm. “Shit,” he said again.

Like a small sharp splinter caught under the skin, the memory of the lifeless dog unexpectedly pierced my thoughts. There was a sacred confirmation in this ancient ritual of bringing life to term: dog, cow, calf, horse, man, blood darkening the ground, vultures swimming overhead in the thermals, and the earth seething with heat. Under the impossibly blue sky, we were a frank symmetry of life begetting death; or was it death begetting life? My breath was urgent; something was pressed against my chest, demanding release.

What does it mean to have a life, to be in a body, to have thoughts, to be someone? What does it mean to die, to lose a life, to no longer be in a body?

But there was no time for reflection. New life called. We tied and penned the calf, cut the umbilical cord, and dragged the dead heifer off behind our horses for the vultures and coyotes and all manner of things to transform it to another form of life.

At the conclusion of the complex calculations that science offers us about life is where the mystery begins. Just as when my grandmother pointed to life everywhere, I was entranced when my uncle mumbled, “Shit” in consternation and held up his hands helplessly, as if there was nothing to hold but the shining emptiness of the moment. I have wondered if his tender lament was part of his abiding healing from being gut shot at Peleliu where he almost bled out, but survived to witness death and birth again in a different form.

The transformation of the dog at death—and later the cow—was mirrored by a transformation in me that imprinted signposts to reflect on, wrestle with, try on, and eventually embody. Witnessing the radical transformation of something known and familiar to something utterly unrecognizable revealed not only the mystery of an animating principle called Spirit but the intersecting alliances of change, loss, and renewal.

A central question lodged in me: How is Spirit embodied, how do we live from this deeper wisdom?
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BABA

The first person to hold the mysteries of Spirit, energy, and metamorphosis was my grandmother. Her name was Alba Renstrom, and she arrived in this country with her sister Alma at the age of fifteen by boat from Oland, Sweden, making it through Ellis Island with a few coins in her pocket and eventually settling in Montana where there was a growing Swedish community. I was her first grandchild and I pronounced her name Baba, which stuck, as even now my sister’s grandchildren call her Baba.

Baba married Gustav Anderson, another Swedish immigrant, and they raised three children. While he worked on the Union Pacific Railroad as a mechanic, she cleaned houses, took in laundry, and later had a job as an orderly at a hospital where she mopped floors and cleaned patients and their bedpans. I vaguely remember that her job at the hospital was a point of celebration. Was this because of the immigrant story that said being employed by a respectful institution with a steady paycheck elevated one’s working class identity to the next tier? Maybe, but I think it was more the perception that she had a real job that brought her into the folds of the American dream.

When her work at the local hospital was done for the day, Baba led séances and held psychic readings for her community of Swedish immigrants. On Friday nights I would stand by her side as she sat at a round table with the others in a darkened room, a single candle throwing shadows against the stolid figures and the bare walls. She would ask aloud the questions put forth by the petitioners to their ancestors and the relatives who had passed over, and the table leg would knock once for no and twice for yes in answer to the questions. The candle flame would twist and right itself as the table moved, and the shadows would then settle down in the stillness of the uncomplicated response. It was as straightforward as the darkness itself; this simple interaction with the unseen was the norm.

There were no pretensions about it at all; it was simply what we did while others watched The Jackie Gleason Show. It was like gathering around a two-way radio or a conference call and having a conversation with someone you never saw, except in this case they were dead; certainly they no longer resided in a human body. Yet something was present. When we dialed into a certain frequency, suddenly something arose out of nothing. What was inoculated into me is that life can be present in forms that are far from the norm. Later in college, when I was seeking identity and belonging through intellectual pursuits, I would question how the table had moved and be suspicious of the entire ceremony. But the notion of invisible worlds that are both near and far away, intimate yet impersonal, found a place in me. This became an eternal guidepost that was made plausible by practices of meditation and aikido and learning to listen closely to the space between the stimulus and the response.

After the séance, the communicants would file into the small living room in their formal Old World way and drink sweet coffee from saucers and eat svenska bullar, the Swedish bread spiced with cardamom and raisins and sprinkled with sugar, while they sat around and gossiped. My mother would put me to bed on the fold-out couch, and I would listen to them talk in Swedish until I fell asleep, remembering the filaments of light and shadow the guttering candle threw in the room.

Once my grandmother took me on a trip to the zoo. It was just the two of us, which made it a very special event. When we stopped in front of the bear cages, a large brown bear that was lying down lifted its massive head to us. He deliberately ambled toward us, stood up on two feet, and began to move its paw, as if he were waving to us. She squeezed my hand and whispered, “Oh my God, it’s Gus!” Gus was my grandfather who had died some years before. She was very still, almost rapt, as she took in the bear’s greeting. There was something flowing between them, like a vapor that was the very air itself, yet distinct from it. The bear finally returned to all fours and began to do what bears do, but my grandmother continued to watch him in her quiet concentrated way. She nodded and looked down at me, smiling sweetly, and we turned and walked to the next cage.

On another outing, while we were sitting on a rocky beach at the Spokane River, my grandmother held out her hands with fingers spread toward the flowing current, the wind billowing in the trees, our dog Bailey snuffling at the driftwood, an osprey cutting paths in the air, and the clouds scudding through the sky and then bent toward me whispering, “Look! It’s alive. It’s all alive.” Her eyes resting on me as if tapping a tuning fork; then she smiled her very sweet, knowing smile.

I looked out and yes, all of it was moving, and all of it was alive, all of it. Everything seemed to liquefy. It was all trembling, a rolling sheet of quicksilver, blazing with a radiance that fused the parts into a whole that would abide with me far into the future. I was shown that there is an aliveness that is inseparable from how we see or listen or feel, and there is nothing apart from it; not even the moments of fury or sorrow or jealousy are separate from this aliveness. I was also shown the terrible equanimity of its power to instantly take any of us, or restore us, at any moment.

At another time she fished a small plastic magnifier from a Cracker Jack box, and through it we viewed the geography of her skin and then mine, the ribs of a potato bug, and the lichen on a stone. With awe, she marveled at the mystery in the natural world declaring, “This is alive, this is the world God made too. There are universes in here!” She looked at me intently, finally asking in an almost whisper, “Do you see it? Look closely, feel what’s there. Yes, that’s right. See it.”

Her affirmation planted in me a reality of a vast interconnected web which I could view, participate in, and was never apart from; a billion cells vibrating in me, in her, in the dark hairs of the dog, in the solar winds across the fields and across time.

Is what we call the mystery, or the divine, our genetic aspiration toward those unnamed truths that we long to live, to embody, that we reach for even in our dreams? There is a nonempirical phenomenon that is as present as the unfolding rose, and with us all the time. Rudolph Steiner, whose books were on my grandmother’s bedside, said, “Just as in the body, eye and ear develop as organs of perception . . . so does a man develop in himself soul and spiritual organs of perception through which the soul and spiritual world are opened to him.”

Baba also introduced me to many of the ways the body reflects back to us the mysteries of our life. One day she took my hand and showed me how the pale crescent on my fingernails could tell if I was healthy or not. It was called the “lunula” she explained, after the moon, luna, and if I looked at the moon at a certain time I could see its crescent like a faint smile in the night sky. She told me that the crease above the corner of the mouth lifting upward next to the nose was called the zygomatic, and that a Chinese face reader had explained to her that that line could tell them if a person was happy or not. She turned my palm over and studied it silently, her broad, worn fingers carefully tracing the lines as she explained how they represented life span, health, intelligence, transitions, how many children I would have, and the themes of life, love, and loss. I saw none of these things but was mesmerized by her touch mapping a life to be traveled.

When she returned from work each day, she would sit in a frayed recliner and call me over and tell me how she had been on her feet all day and asked if I would massage them. Following her instructions I would remove her flesh-colored compression stockings to reveal a tangle of plum-colored varicose veins, small and large like vines climbing up her legs. Her toes were squeezed together from wearing shoes that were too tight, and a sweet-sour smell came up from her feet. I was at first repelled, and as I recoiled away a wash of shame came over me when I realized that she could feel this.

In her kind but firm voice she began to tell me what to do, and I let my hands follow her guidance about where to press, where to smooth, where to hold while thinking positive thoughts. “Bring your energy into it; don’t be afraid to press harder; use both hands together,” she would instruct in her thick Swedish accent. She would tell me to visualize the Rosicrucian cross, with the rose in the intersection of the horizontal and vertical beams that was at her bedside. I would hold her feet with both hands trying to do what she said, and we were silent. This was my first teaching in how to touch, an introduction to the fundamental elements necessary for a healing presence. Be quiet inside, feel, and reside in something larger than yourself.
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