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To the memory of my uncle, Lester Conner, my first great teacher of the common ground that binds all religions together as one.


Breathing 

as 
Spiritual Practice
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“Will Johnson sounds a clarion call for integration to a fragmented world. Ever the quintessential body and breath awareness teacher, Johnson skillfully brings together the three monotheistic religions by way of a spiritual practice common to all. Interwoven with his own candid, sometimes poignant, personal experience, Johnson offers a message of hope to all of us, wherever we find ourselves in our desire to be present to what is.”

ANTOINETTE VOÛTE ROEDER, SPIRITUAL DIRECTOR, POET, AND AUTHOR OF  
POEMS FOR MEDITATION AND THE SPACE BETWEEN
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Blowing through heaven and earth, and in our hearts and the heart of every living thing, is a gigantic breath—a great Cry—which we call God.

NIKOS KATZANZAKIS, REPORT TO GRECO



Introduction

Several years ago, while surveying the participants at a Buddhist meditation retreat I was teaching in Victoria, British Columbia, I became aware of something that struck me as unusual. In addition to what I playfully refer to as “the usual Buddhist suspects” who regularly attend my retreats—largely middle-class, educated, bighearted folks, most of whom had been raised as Christian, Muslim, or Jew but had left the fold of the religion of their birth to probe the interior space of their bodies and minds through Buddhist meditational practices—there were also a number of people from the Christian Contemplative Movement in attendance. This was new for me, and I found the presence of this group—and the suggestion of an intersection between belief and direct experience—both intriguing and exhilarating, if a bit puzzling at first.

Over the course of the retreat I came to understand that these folks, deeply and traditionally Christian in their faith and outlook, were—much like their Buddhist brothers and sisters—exploring breath as their primary vehicle for coming closer to a direct experience of what they used the word God to represent. Still very much drawn to the story and teachings of Christ, they had apparently become dissatisfied with faith and belief alone and wanted to experience God in a more visceral, direct way, and they spoke of how becoming more acutely aware of the eternal cycle of breath created in them glimmerings of the palpable, felt presence of God.

I very much enjoyed the participation of these people, and by the end of the retreat, I’d befriended an Anglican minister among them. A few weeks after the retreat ended, I went to visit him, and over coffee at a neighborhood shop, we dove into a fascinating conversation about the connection between God and breath.

“God is the breath of life,” he would say. “God is what happens to you when you submit to your breath.”

Although I’ve never couched my perceptions of the spiritual path in such overtly theistic language, I’d come to much the same conclusions over the many decades I’ve been practicing breath awareness from the Buddhist traditions. Becoming aware of the breath, and then surrendering to its impulse, the primal urgency to breathe, has always led me into a dimension of experience that feels so much richer, and frankly far more satisfying, than the more conventional condition of consciousness—primarily lost in thought and unaware of bodily presence and the cyclic motions of breath—that passes as normal in the world at large and from where I began my inquiry so many decades ago. I’ve mostly used terms like the Great Wide Open, the ground of being, the source of all things to describe the transformation that would occur. I have even, on occasion, echoed his words almost exactly through such statements as, “The Great Wide Open is what happens to you when you surrender completely to your breath.” Call it what you will. Breath is the common denominator beneath the words, and breath has the ability to take you to the place that all the words—voiced so differently but so similar in intention—point directly to: the source, the ground state, the wide-open dimension, the God.

As we continued our conversation, I thought back to a passage from the Book of Genesis (2:7) that had always fascinated me as a child:

And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and man became a living being.

Dust and breath. I remember as a child pondering the relationship between these two qualities that couldn’t be more different from each other: the one visible and concrete, the other invisible and formless. Although we’re made from the elements of Earth, we’re also clearly different from the dust and particles of our planet and solar system. We live, we breathe, our hearts pound, blood courses through our veins, we strive to love and live and spend productive lives. Life comes from somewhere, and the explanation that God blew that life into us has always held a good deal of appeal to me, and this was especially true once I’d experienced in the world of Buddhist meditation how the initial awareness of the breath and the subsequent surrender to it can slowly, but radically, alter consciousness over time in a way that leaves me feeling so refreshed as to feel reborn.

As we spoke long into the afternoon, an idea took hold in my mind that this passage from the Old Testament was more than story, that it was not just an account of human creation but could be read as secret instruction for an esoteric breathing practice capable of taking us into the presence of God. Yes, God blew into Adam and brought him to life, but what about the breath I draw into my body right now? Am I breathing in the breath of God, recreating that seminal moment, that first breath, when humanity came alive through the grace of God’s breath? Or something altogether different and compromised? And might there exist for every one of us the possibility to recreate that moment, to feel the presence of God blowing life into us, to bring the dynamic fullness of that presence directly into our body as lived experience in every breath we consciously take?
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The reality, however, is that we don’t breathe very deeply at all. We restrain our breath. We hold it back. We tense our bodies to form a kind of armoring wall that keeps the breath contained, shallow, held in. We take in just the amount of air we need for our body’s physical survival but not enough to experience the felt presence of what I believe God to be. Clearly, if we’re to recreate the original breath through which God created Adam, and to experience God’s life-giving presence through that breath, we would need to relax the containment, soften the constrictions, and bring breath back to vibrant and dynamic life. By resisting our impulse to breathe deeply and fully, we resist the felt presence of God in our lives.

In the teaching I do in the Buddhist world, I have mostly focused on a single passage of instruction from the Satipatthana Sutta, a very early text whose words were supposedly spoken by the historical Buddha himself. This passage expresses the Buddha’s culminating instructions on the awakening of the awareness of breath, and he tells us that as you breathe in, breathe in through the whole body; as you breathe out, breathe out through the whole body.

Now, every tenth-grade high school student who’s ever successfully completed a course in human biology knows that we don’t breathe through the whole body. We breathe through our nose and often our mouth as well, not through the whole body. The air we breathe goes only as far as the lungs, where it undergoes a transformation that, while it then does spread itself through the whole body, does so in a form that can no longer be viewed or understood as breath.

But the Buddha knew nothing about oxygen in the air and the exchange of gases in the lungs. He wasn’t speaking of what we now view as anatomical fact. He was pointing to spiritual reality and a strategy by which you can alter your consciousness through experiencing breath come so alive that it can be felt to stimulate sensation in every little part of the body. With this understanding, the notion of breathing God into your body with every inhalation you take sounded like a reasonable theistic possibility. Even though the Buddha never embraced the concept of God, the experience he was pointing to, and the shift in consciousness that it requires and elicits, amounts to much the same thing.

So much of our chronic discomfort comes from turning our back on our highest potential, sheepishly holding ourselves back from stepping out from the herd into the fullness of our life. We’re like caged animals who’ve been kept captive for so long that they’ve forgotten that the door to their cage has actually always been open. If the winds of breath, the agent of the healing power of God, might have the power literally to blow away the pain and suffering we so often feel in our body, our mind, our emotions, why not surrender to its highest potential?
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The Old Testament is one of the earliest books that binds us all together as a human species before the divisions and enmity of religion began to raise their tragic, and sometimes downright ugly, heads. The primary text of the Jewish people, the Old Testament, introduces us to the patriarch Abraham, but it’s not just Jews who claim and celebrate him. Christians look to Abraham as the seminal founder of a lineage that would mature into the extraordinary personage of Jesus. And Muslims, too, look to the Old Testament and to the patriarch Abraham as a germinal figure whose teachings would eventually ripen into the revelations of the Prophet Muhammad. How is it possible that these three great religions, all of whom look to and claim the same figure as the founder of their faiths, behave so badly toward one another? And like brothers and sisters who squabble and bicker and fight among themselves and make everyone around them crazy in the process, I started to think of Christianity, Judaism, and Islam as the sibling rivals of the Abrahamic faith, which expressed belief in one all-consuming and pervasive presence, which each of these religions refers to as God. From Abraham comes our understanding of the unified substratum of which everything is an integral part and out of which everything was originally brought into being. Directly from Abraham comes the notion of the one, not the many. In spite of this commonality, however, each of the religions behaves like a child fighting for the mantle of his father, viewing itself as the sole, legitimate heir, denying its siblings any say or rights in the matter.

Suddenly, the passage from Genesis began to take on a whole different and larger implication. The notion of honoring scripture through breathing God in every inhalation you take, the action of moving beyond faith and belief into a direct experience of God’s felt presence in each and every cell of your body, was not just something for a Jew to explore, for a Christian to practice, for a Muslim to enter into. It was for everyone. And if a Jew were to experience a transformation of his or her own body and mind into the felt presence of God, and so were a Christian and a Muslim, how could there possibly be any difference between what they were feeling and how could there possibly remain any enmity among the three? The siblings would have to put down their differences and embrace one another as brothers and sisters of the one same God. Underneath the competing stories is the life-giving current that edits out the superficial differences and speaks of this shared heritage through the language not of words but of felt experience.

So I decided that the next time I went into retreat, I’d take the theistic orientation of this practice with me and explore it as deeply as I possibly could. How can I breathe God into my body, into my being, on every breath I take? And what will release itself on the accompanying exhalation? If I give myself permission to look on breath as not just sustaining the life of my body, but as opening me to a direct experience of the presence of God, what will that breath have to be like, and what will I have to do to allow such a transforming breath to occur? This book is a journal, as faithful as possible an accounting of what happened to me and, more importantly, what might happen to you if you could give yourself a few days of your life to experience breathing and being breathed by God. Sometimes the entries into my journal read like instructions, other times observations, sometimes thought streams, other times like little poems. The feeling presence of God is always with us, but more often than not it’s like the psychic itch of a phantom limb that we’ve cut off from ourselves. It’s my intention in this book to show how that limb can be restored and reattached, indeed to show that it’s always been here.
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My uncle Lester, to whom this book is dedicated, preached to me from an early age the gospel of ecumenism. “All religions, all paths of spiritual endeavor, lead ultimately to the same goal, union with the one and same God, or whatever word you wish to use to describe the ultimate source from which everything springs. No religion is any better or truer than another. They’re all just different attempts to make sense of it all, of how there can be so many billions of people and stars, but how everything is still connected to a single underlying source.”

He was certainly a great lover of words. He devoted his life to the study of the Irish poet William Butler Yeats and taught at universities in both the United States and Ireland. During his summers he would travel to Sligo, Ireland, where he ran a school whose sole purpose was the immersed study and enjoyment of the profoundly mystical poetry of Yeats. Like me he’d been born a Jew, but in one intensely cathartic moment in his twenties he had converted to Catholicism and held true to that religion for the rest of his life.

“What happened?” I would ask him. “Why did you decide to leave the religion of your birth and embrace the Christian faith?”

“Well, for starters,” he would tell me, “remember that one isn’t any better or worse than the other. But for me it wasn’t so much a choice I made but a choice that was made for me.” He would go on to tell me about his service during World War II. It was a terrible time, he would say, and he hoped in his deepest heart that I would never have to be drawn into what he would describe as “man’s worst aptitudes.” He’d been part of the Allied Army that had crossed the English Channel on D-Day, June 6, 1944, and his unit had slowly begun advancing across France toward Germany. One day, while resting with his company in a large tent outside a French village, he’d suddenly felt an urgency to walk into and explore the town. “We were all exhausted,” he would recount, “but still something in me drew me off my cot, laced up my boots, and off I went, in search of what I had no idea.” When he got to the center of the town, he felt inexplicably drawn to the Catholic church, quite badly damaged from the ravages of the conflict but still somehow standing tall amid the rubble. He decided to enter the church, and at the very moment he walked through the doors and gazed at the colored windows and the austere figure of the crucified Jesus, he heard an enormous explosion that came from the direction of his regiment. He ran out the door and back to his tent and company only to find that a munitions cache had exploded very near the compound where all his companions lay resting. There were serious injuries and even deaths. “What would you have done, Will, had that been your experience? I became a Catholic on the spot, and its story continues to save and nourish me.”

As the years go by and my body gets ever older, I sometimes think of myself as a kind of a poster child (well, all right, a poster elder) for the spirit of ecumenism. Born a Jew, but with a number of my mother’s family converts to Catholicism, I teach in the Buddhist and Sufi worlds. As far as religions go, I have them all fairly well covered. They’re each a part of me, and I love the truths that all of them, in their own way, express and represent. I don’t feel more one than the other.

Uncle Lester would not infrequently engage me in conversations about religion. “Choose the one you feel the most at home in but know that they’re all pointing in an identical direction.” He would also express his sadness at the horrific history of conflict among the major religions. “So foolish. So sad. Like best friends who love each other, fighting amongst themselves for no good reason. So choose one over the others if it feels right to you. In my case, the choice was made for me. Maybe it’ll be made for you, maybe it won’t. But know this: at heart you’re either all of them or none of them.”

I’ve always liked that. If I’m one of them, I’m all of them, even though I may be viewing my life at any given moment more through one of their doctrinal lenses than the others’. Beneath the stories we were born to and largely identify ourselves with lie the body and the breath, our body formed from the common elements of Earth, our breath shared with everyone on the planet. Beneath the stories is the common source from which all the stories originally sprung. There may be a Jewish story, a Christian gospel, a Muslim narrative, but there isn’t a Jewish breath distinct from a Christian breath different from a Muslim breath. The elements of Earth and the air we breathe are our common heritage, not the subsequent tales that divide us into tribes that view “the other” as threatening. The practice of Breathing God is for all those devout Christians, Muslims, and Jews (and for everyone else as well) for whom rites and rituals, systems of faith and belief, are not in themselves enough to satisfy their spiritual hunger, but who thirst for something more, something more direct and immediate, who long to experience firsthand, indeed, first body, the felt presence of God.

ABIQUIU, NEW MEXICO
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