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Praise for Jacob Watson and
Essence: The Emotional Path to Spirit


In Essence, Rev. Jacob Watson reveals ways we can attune to the spiritual side of life, and gain greater serenity, joy and fulfillment. This is a beautiful, gentle, and wise book – a marvelous gift to a world that is in great need of its message. I know it will make the world a better place.


Larry Dossey, MD, author of Prayer is Good Medicine


Jacob’s writing soars with holiness.


Gus Jaccaci, MAT, MFA, social architect


Essence is powerful and poignant. Jacob’s subject matter is compelling: the link between our emotional and spiritual lives. I appreciate his sweet and user-friendly tone. It’s very appealing.


Gregg Levoy, author of Callings: Finding and Following an Authentic Life


Masterful, with wonderful distillations of experiences. Powerful writing, as in such phrases as “painted this communion”.


Arthur Fink, photographer and writer


In Essence Jacob Watson synthesizes and brings into soulful unity all of who we are, giving grounded and practical methods and examples to realize our innate being. I love all the examples he uses and also his own prayers – lovely! It is a work that will speak to many, being relevant to all spiritual traditions, or no tradition at all.


Megan Don, author of Meditations with Teresa of Avila: A Journey into the Sacred


Jacob’s new book, which I highly recommend, shows how we can claim complete responsibility for our own spiritual development. Guiding questions offer focus; insight into establishing a time and place for spiritual practice offers inspiration; and powerful personal stories offer confirmation that crisis is a catalyst for spiritual progress.


Robert Atkinson, author of Mystic Journey: Getting to the Heart of Your Soul’s Story


Wonderful book! His stories are fascinating, amazing and instructive, and provide a lightness as well as a groundedness to the material he presents. He opens the book with falling into the water and getting caught with his pants down.


Robert Zucker, author of The Journey Through Grief and Loss: Helping Yourself and Your Child When Grief Is Shared


I have full confidence and trust in Jacob, who is one of my most beloved workshop leaders. If anyone can help, it is him.


Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, MD


A vital, valuable and important book; clear, simple and compelling. His message is unmistakable and moving: he describes ‘catching fire’ in both literal and physical ways. His feelings blaze with authenticity and passion, some painful, some humble with grace.


Rev. Cindy Castleman, Hospice Chaplain


Jacob gets meditation just right: something that was already there. Most people are ‘lost in thought’ while meditation is about being ‘found in silence’. He does a good job describing meditation as marvelous preparation for the activities of the day: that silence will tag along with us, especially after repeated practice. And I very much respond to the idea about one’s emotional life leading naturally to one’s spiritual life.


Dana Sawyer, professor of religion and philosophy at the Maine College of Art, author of Huston Smith: Wisdomkeeper


Essence is a gentle, sensitive, well-organized approach to communication with the divine that includes important but sometimes ignored elements of human emotions and the embodied self as expressions of prayer.


Rev. Corinne Martin


Jacob has drawn upon a lifetime of study and practice of wisdom traditions to synthesize, integrate, and present spiritual truths in a clear and useful manner. A wise and compassionate guide to novice and experienced seekers alike. A master teacher, Jacob offers gentle, direct, and understandable guidance on the path. There is a place of confluence of wisdom teachings and traditions. Jacob stands and speaks from that place.


Ron Feintech, PhD, Psychotherapist


His writing flows as gently as his voice, such a help for the heart! It takes us into another sphere where the dear heart is seduced into melting into Soul.


Phyllida Anam-Áire, author of Let Love Heal: A New Consciousness for a New Age


Part memoir, part learned treatise, part practical manual, Essence captures the considerable wisdom that Jacob Watson has absorbed in his many years as a spiritual seeker, practitioner, teacher and mentor. It is deeply felt, gracefully expressed and pragmatically structured to enrich the hearts, minds and souls of readers. A worthy addition to every spiritual aspirant’s library of treasured books.


Philip Goldberg, author of American Veda: From Emerson and the Beatles to Yoga and Meditation: How Indian Spirituality Changed the West
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Preface




The knowing of essence is love’s secret.


– Rumi





Essence gets to the heart of things right away, just like poets. The Persian poet Jelaluddin Rumi is America’s best-selling poet, and the reason goes beyond the immense appeal of his ecstatic poetry of love and passion. Rumi was born in 1207 in what is now Afghanistan, and later lived in Iraq. He walked the streets of Baghdad. Surely as the Western powers, at great cost, have poured immense resources into this anguished region for nearly two decades, we can harvest fruits of a different kind than regional influence, opium and oil. Rumi’s vast writings – in fact they were dictations – shine forth profound teachings of love, forgiveness, wisdom and mercy. His passionate words shower us with permission to be free of rational restraints and encourage us to plunge into exuberance and ecstasy. The insanity of tribal and national warfare, and the greed and false promise of drug-induced ecstasy will fade into the past when we take up Rumi’s challenge to admit the Friend – the Divine Presence – knocking at our door, here and now. This book begins with Rumi because he infuses wisdom into such few words, and these words describe precisely my intention for writing this book.


The word essence gradually emerged as the title of this book because it kept appearing both in my mind and on the pages of what I was reading. Essence signifies purification, a distillation; it stands for the core of things, the bottom line, the meat – or tofu – of things, the primary. It is a word that needs no adjectives; it has enough substance on its own. Once I decided on Essence for the title, it appeared even more in my reading. I did not know when I started to write this book that it would turn into the story of me finding my own essence, but it has.


As accurate as the word essence is to describe my subject and intention for this book, as we move from the world of emotion to the realm of spirit, language becomes a challenge. Choosing words to describe the material world, even the world of emotion, is easy. Our five senses give us ample information. But the spiritual world is unseen, and difficult to describe in words. Our attempts to do so bring forth uncountable names and symbols for what we call the divine and manifestations of the spiritual realm. In fact reciting them is a spiritual practice itself. This is notably true in the Muslim tradition of meditating on the ninety-nine “most beautiful names for God”, and in St. Thomas Aquinas describing a litany of names for God from the Christian scriptures. In this book, I use a few of the more common names to describe the Holy One and the Holy Many or God. I wish to be inclusive, and expansive. I use words such as Divine, Creator, Holy Spirit, Nature herself, and, eventually, Essence. My hope is that the reader will find a name that resonates with his or her understanding, and that will inspire spiritual companionship. Also, I use the words emotion and feeling interchangeably, as they are used in the culture.


Though it is common for authors to search the literature to find appropriate quotations to place at the beginning of every chapter, I have not followed that form here. While the ideas in this book are grounded in both psychological and spiritual tradition, making ample quotations available, I want my words to stand on their own. Further, I see it as the reader’s job and privilege to create his or her own references; this seems more beneficial. I encourage the reader to follow his or her own path to books, articles and Internet resources. Indeed, may the reader be inspired to write their own. To facilitate this, I suggest the reader keep a journal, or mark up the margins here to make these words relevant and remembered. Lastly, each chapter begins with a meditation, to set a tone of reverent inquiry, and ends with a brief Spiritual Practice that uses the theme from that chapter.





Foreword


In the stream of life we often focus on the rocks and miss the water flowing all around them.


One sunny spring day I was driving to give a workshop on end of life care to the staff of a rural nursing home. I found it right away and had time to spare. I drove past the home and came to a quiet bridge where I stopped the car. I got out to enjoy the peaceful stream flowing under the bridge. I looked down at the water tumbling over the rocks, and was reminded of the saying quoted above. I remembered that I happened to have my camera with me. I climbed down the embankment with my camera in hand and stood in the shallow water at the edge of the stream. The scene was just as I had imagined when I wrote the above words. I took several photographs then stepped further into the stream to get a better shot. Suddenly my foot slipped and I fell into the water up to my knees. I scrambled back to the bank. My camera was wet, but the most immediate problem was that I was due back at the nursing home to teach a workshop in a few minutes and my pants were dripping wet and muddy. I climbed back up to my car, got in and turned on the heater. I took my pants off and held them up to the heater vents. Just when my pants seemed to be getting dry, I saw a big orange school bus drive up right behind me. The doors opened and some kids began to get out. I scrunched down in my car seat hoping they wouldn’t see me without my pants. I could just imagine trying to explain myself to the school bus driver, or worse, a county sheriff. Luckily the kids walked across the road, and the bus drove off. I pulled on my pants, which were still damp, but wearable. Soon, I was at the nursing home to start the workshop. I’m sure I looked disheveled, but no one said anything. Later, I salvaged the film from the camera and used the image of the stream flowing around the rocks on my Web site. I realized I needed to fall into the river to get the message that the spiritual life is all around me. In fact, I am soaked in it.





Introduction




Meditation:


Precious, precious time;


Oasis for the thirsty soul.


Drink this deeply.





When I was twenty-two, I saved up some money from my first teaching job and bought an old 21’ wooden cruising sailboat in Connecticut. I named it Wandoo, a child’s version of ‘I want to’, in honor of my passion to sail and my grandfather who had a boat named Wanderer. The name was also in celebration of finally owning my own boat, something I’d wanted to do ever since I began crewing sailboats for my cousins as a little boy. With my girlfriend along as crew, I sailed my new boat down the Connecticut River, and east to Buzzards Bay where I had grown up sailing. It was a rough trip: the cotton sails were stretched out of shape, and the engine was old and unreliable. But I was young and ecstatic to have my own boat, and to sail it home to the harbor and shore-side house where I grew up in the summer. For days we sailed along the coast and came in every night to a sheltered harbor. Then, feeling triumphant, my girlfriend and I finally anchored the boat off my parents’ house. When we rowed ashore, I saw the ‘big rock’ on the beach. It had for years been a favorite place for a local blue heron to stand and fish in the shallow water. My cousins and I spent countless hours wading out to it at low tide when it was fully exposed. At high tide it was completely covered and we would swim out to it and climb up on the slippery top. Other childhood memories swirled around me as we walked up the dock. My parents welcomed us, sort of, and after supper we rowed back out to the boat at anchor. A few hours later after we had crawled down into the cramped berth and gone to bed, I heard someone approaching in a rowboat. Then I heard my father calling to us. “I think you’d better come in for the night.” Reluctantly, we rowed ashore and my mother invited us to sleep in separate bedrooms. I hardly slept. The next morning after breakfast when my girlfriend and I started down the lawn to re-board my sailboat, my mother started screaming at us. I’d never seen her like this. All her rage about us living together without being married came pouring out, mostly at my girlfriend. My mother told her she couldn’t walk across the family property. I was stunned into silence. I was hurt, embarrassed and ashamed. I ignored my mother, and pointed to a neighbor’s dock. I told my girlfriend to walk over there, and told her I’d pick her up with the boat. I had no words to say to my mother; I just walked away. We sailed out of the harbor, eventually to Maine. About a year later, still feeling protective of our relationship, my girlfriend and I were married by a Justice of the Peace. I did not go home again for almost three years. During that time I came to understand that my path led away from the sheltered harbor where I grew up. Even though I did not yet have the language to describe what I felt, I could take the actions necessary to lead my own life, to steer my own ship.


This book is the story of how I have been healing from this and other wounds, and how I have come to understand and celebrate the ways in which my natural emotional life led to my natural spiritual life. It is a chronicle of my personal journey from WASP, White-Anglo-Saxon Protestant, to Blue Heron – yes, that heron standing on the ‘big rock’ of my childhood. A wasp is small, brittle, a nest-dweller, buzzing erratically in flight, and has a nasty stinger. A blue heron is large, tall, a shore-wanderer, a creature who is at home where boundaries meet. It is thin and ungainly, but at the same time graceful, especially in flight. It is mostly quiet, but occasionally erupts with a ragged squawk. Familiar with these qualities, I have long identified with Great Blue Herons. They show up in my life in auspicious moments, arcing over the road in front of me, or tracing a silent low swoop through a marshy shore. Over the years, Great Blue Herons serve as accurate symbols of my journey from a shy, sheltered, uptight, privileged youth into a grateful, if not always graceful, independent adult. My feet are still sometimes stuck in the mud, yet I seek flight and transcendence. In an early awkward attempt to fly solo, I signed up for a Gestalt therapy personal growth weekend. The opening exercise required each of us to go around the group and describe briefly to each of the ten participants a childhood wound. I did so, but I had a difficult time looking at anyone directly. When I finished, I was shocked to see that they all still sat there, looking at me, and with their calm gazes offered me acceptance and love.


I have been able to work to heal my wounds – a lifelong process – with life experience, therapy, workshops and trainings, and from the many insights of workshop leaders, teachers, authors, grieving clients, my students and friends. I remember years ago my embarrassment, sitting at lunch with a fellow college student, when I shared that I did not have any friends. His face crumpled and he said, “Well, I thought I was your friend.” My reassurance did little to change his hurt, and I knew I had a lot to learn about friendship. Yes, I wanted friends to do things with, but increasingly I sought friends and teachers who appreciated and would explore the mysteries of life, the ‘being’ side of life, the spiritual dimension of things. This, then, has become my life’s work: to work with emotional and spiritual growth, my own and others’, counseling, creating schools, workshops and trainings. This is the realm of essence, to live in the present, to acknowledge and then express natural emotions and therefore one’s natural spirit. The results are authenticity, personal growth and development, and contributions to the healing of a suffering world.


When I began to write this book I asked myself: Why am I writing it? Why would anyone pick this book up and read it? Can a book change a life, many lives? And why do I want to change a life? Don’t I think that a person’s life is good enough for them? And who am I to want to change another person’s life, and what business is it of mine, anyway? Why isn’t their life good enough, right now? The answers came slowly, as if out of the Maine fog (see the Fog visualization in the Afterword). But they came powerfully, and with grace and emerging clarity: I want to share my experiences and what I have learned, to make a difference, maybe to ease someone’s suffering. Even if my words comfort only one person, that makes it worth it. Faith and trust are called for.


Spiritual teachers tell us that in our brief existence here on earth all we have is now, this precious moment. Here and now, you have the courage to pick up this book. Be aware of your fingers holding this book, your eyes reading each word, perhaps a taste in your mouth, a smell in the air. This is it, life experienced as consciously as possible in this moment. Our consciousness and what flows from it are so abundant that you might even be thinking a separate thought while you are reading. As Deepak Chopra reminds us, our body can at the same time track multiple rhythms, heal from a disease, grow a baby, mend from a bruise, grow new cells, digest food, plan a lunch date, feel sad over a recent loss. This is the principle of simultaneity. Here you are right now, unconscious and conscious. But who is it, really, that is holding this book, noting the information being delivered by your five senses and your intuition? We will move through these chapters with the goal of answering that question. I seek to facilitate your healing and conscious evolution into the deeper and deeper realization of your consciousness, your natural emotions and how they awaken your spiritual state of being, your essence.


It is 3am and suddenly I am wide-awake, and for a moment I have brought my essential self back from dreamland. My mind is not yet cluttered by everyday life. On the very last page of Michael Ventura’s book Shadow Dancing in the USA he writes, “At 3am sometimes in the darkened house across the street, one light goes on. Someone else is tired of being asleep. We are each other’s answers. We always have been and always will be.” I’ve used those words over and over in my workshops. Many is the time, especially because my usual side of the bed is nearest the window, that I have been awakened by the moon, full or close to full, shining its warm light down through the window onto my face, gently touching my skin with its sweet caress. The sudden otherworldly touch of creation – of enlightenment – wakes me up, infusing me with a familiar memory of being an integral part of all this, in here, the warm bed, out there, the cool night. This is a precious moment-to-moment experience of consciousness. I am tired of being asleep – in the many variations of asleep.


Often I get up and write, or mediate, or pray. This is how I connect: “We are each other’s answers,” and how I reinforce my sense of belonging to the Divine. Breathing softly in and out, I am reminded that I need not do anything but accept and receive this special graceful illumination and encouragement. In this silent moment that encompasses eternity I know from my depths that this glowing moon and I myself are one and the same creation of the Universe.


May you harvest the teachings and ideas in this book for your own growth, understanding, healing and enlightenment. May you use this book as your personal workshop manual, to harvest in your own way, in your own time, and for your own purpose. My earnest hope and my passionate wish is that you begin – and continue – to intuit, recognize and value above all else who you really are, your unique authentic natural emotions, your spiritual presence and the special gift of your unique essence. May you, a spiritual being in human form for now, give this gift of essence first to yourself, and then to all Creation. May you wake up to the fact of your conscious existence, the fact that you are consciousness, that you are spirit. May you join me, as I join you. Let us be companions on this journey to essence.



Spiritual Practice: “Enough”



Find a safe and quiet space to inhabit. Introduce yourself to who you are at this time and in this place. Speak your name out loud. Then say, “Who I am and what I’m doing – or not doing – is enough.” If you’d like a word to focus on, a mantra, that word can be ‘enough’. “I am enough.” This practice is to do nothing, not even meditate, not even sit in a particular way nor breathe in a particular fashion. This practice is not to change a thing, only to bring a quiet, soft, relaxed acceptance to exactly how you are at this moment in time, reading these words, wherever you are in your life right now. Say it again, “I am enough.” That’s all, no change, simply being enough.
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Part I
Doing Our Work





Chapter 1



The Four Quadrants: A Healthy Balance




Meditation:


I sit with my body.


I sit with my feelings.


I sit with my mind.


I sit with my spirit.


Such fine companions!





I first saw the diagram describing the Four Quadrants when Elisabeth Kübler-Ross drew it up on the wide green chalkboard in the main conference room at the Notre Dame Spiritual Center in Alfred, Maine. I was attending her “Life, Death and Transition” workshop, eager to improve my skills as a grief counselor. Set on a rural road, the Center used to be a Shaker community and now was a retirement residence for Catholic priests who had served as schoolteachers around the world. The brothers maintain the buildings and grounds and grow much of the food they serve to retreat guests. A gentle spiritual aura surrounds the rustic buildings, fields and apple orchards. Though I was nervous about the workshop, I felt at home walking in to the comfortable spaces. Little did I know I’d be returning there for 30 years!


To see the diagram of the Four Quadrants on the chalkboard gave me a needed visual picture of ideas that helped me understand my life. It also was useful to use in my counseling practice as my clients worked through their grief and other natural emotions. In that first day of her Life, Death and Transition workshop, Elisabeth, with her Swiss accent, presented the Four Quadrants as a model of health: the Physical (Body), the Emotional (Heart), the Intellectual (Mind) and the Spiritual (Soul). She explained that this is similar to the Four Elements of Earth, Air, Fire and Water, and the Four Directions used by various Native traditions. Elisabeth made it clear that this model is not to be used as a rigid formula, but rather as a gentle diagnostic tool to clarify the relative balance of our different parts, and thus identify how we might regain the health of equilibrium. She said we consider these parts in order to better understand and support the whole person. Holistic health demands and seeks balance. To create balance creates health.
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Health


According to this idea, in response to what life gives us our Four Quadrants get out of balance – voluntarily or involuntarily. We can voluntarily choose to concentrate on one quadrant, for example the physical. To care for our bodies, we might exercise more, get more sleep, and eat a more healthy diet. We might decide to concentrate energy on the emotional quadrant to care for our heart, to heal an emotional wound from years ago, or from yesterday. We might feel and express our outrage and anger at being somehow mistreated. To care for our mind, we can choose to activate the intellectual quadrant. We might research a topic that intrigues us, or learn to solve a problem, or enroll in an educational class or school program. To care for our soul, we might choose to expand our spiritual quadrant. We could seek spiritual experiences, read scripture or mystical teachings, go on pilgrimage, or engage in practices such as meditation, prayer, or worship in a temple, church or mosque.


Then again, life happens, events take place whether we like it or not: we lose our job, our partner ends our relationship, or we get sick. Or perhaps we experience an unexpected moment of ecstasy. Involuntarily we lose our balance. One quadrant demands attention. Then we try to adjust in order to handle the immediate mystery, stress or crisis. That’s OK short term; it takes time to return to our balanced state. For a while we find ourselves off center, confused, out of balance. We can use this model of the Four Quadrants to explore these four major parts of our being, and develop a deeper and more practical understanding of them, their function and relation to the whole, and move towards a balanced and healthy self. Now we will consider their developmental flow. We will look at how each quadrant originates, and how, with self-forgiveness, we can return to a more organic and balanced state to be whole. Which quadrant is calling for more attention and energy? How can we give it what it is calling for? How will we create more balance and wholeness?


Body – The Physical Quadrant


When we are conceived, a sperm meets an egg, and we begin our physical journey here on this planet at this time and in this place: the miracle of conception and birth. Suddenly we are physical, the first of the Four Quadrants. Spirit has become matter. We have a body. Unconsciousness has become Consciousness. We have incarnated, embodied, become flesh. In uteri, and during the first few months of life after birth, the developmental emphasis is on the physical quadrant. The developing function centers on the five senses, sensation itself, and the purpose is physical growth and security. Because we are human we have fleshly needs. Our body needs to be protected from danger. The basic need is survival. The helpless newborn infant must be sheltered, clothed, fed, changed and nurtured. If this happens, then we thrive, grow and mature. We develop security about having a body, and about being here on the planet in physical form. Ideally we learn that our bodies are sacred: a temple to be respected and cared for. We learn to listen to our bodies, to hear and feel what they require for health and well-being. But if we are not sheltered, not cared for or not respected physically, then we experience wounds, painful wounds that our bodies remember. Fears and phobias arise from physical harm. As infants, some of us were hurt, abused, and damaged physically. Some of us were abused sexually, inflicting physical, emotional and spiritual wounds. Perhaps we found ourselves in the care of adults who hurt us and it took us years to recover. Though we cannot erase our history that includes physical wounding, some of the effects of physical wounds can heal. Most physical wounds leave an emotional scar. It is important to learn that with the support and expertise of friends, therapists, healers, workshops, books – our own hard work – we can revisit old wounds later in our lives and provide ourselves with healing and forgiveness. Here lies the relief of inner security, to know and trust that we – our physical bodies – have a rightful place in the world.
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