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  Preface

  Wisdom in Desire?

  There is wisdom in desire.

  It sounds too good to be true. Too self-serving and too easy. It isn’t.

  Desire wells in us as a felt sense of yearning for something we lack. It fills our hearts and minds and bodies to the point of overwhelming other concerns, impelling us towards whatever we believe will grant us the pleasure we seek. We want to move with it.

  Yet nearly every aspect of our lives in modern western culture teaches us to distrust our desires. Desires, we learn, are unruly forces — animal instincts and unknowing urges — driving us to act against our better judgment in ways that threaten the very happiness we seek. Simply by participating in our social, economic, and religious systems, we learn to think and feel and act as if we were minds living in and over bodies whose responsibility it is to bring our desires in line with what our minds know to be right. The more thoroughly we absorb this education, the more we actively override what our bodies know.

  There is wisdom in desire. It is wisdom guiding us to move in ways that will grant us health, pleasure, and well being. Nevertheless, if we are to find this wisdom, we must learn to experience our bodies differently. Our bodies are not material vessels in which we dwell. They are movement – the dynamic and self-creating source of our ability to think and feel and act at all. Once we cultivate a sensory awareness of our bodies as the movement that is making us, we have what we need to find, trust, and move with the wisdom in our desires.
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  What a Body Knows inspires readers to this task by focusing on the wisdom in three desires that are fundamental to human living— our desires for food, for sex, and for spirit. We desire food—the calories, vitamins, and minerals we need to build our bodies. We desire sex—a life enabling physical intimacy. We desire spirit— the sense of vitality, direction, and belonging that allows us to affirm our lives as worthwhile.

  Not only are these desires basic to human life, they are each under fire in contemporary culture for causing or contributing to a societal crisis—obesity, divorce, and depression, respectively. In each case the controversies over diagnosis and cure provide us with a ready grasp of the attitudes towards desire that we have imbibed. In the salvos launched daily in these debates, we find dramas writ large that play out to a greater or lesser extent in our personal lives. If we can understand why the proposed strategies for handling these crises are not proving as effective as predicted, we have what we need to realize why our best move as individuals is to find wisdom in the very desires we are taught to blame for our social and psychological ills.

  What a Body Knows begins its discussion of each desire by laying out the contemporary case against it. The arguments are familiar to all. As social scientists, media outlets, and cultural authorities tell us, our desire for food is making us fat: two-thirds of all Americans are overweight, half of those are obese, and the numbers, especially among children, are rising. Our desire for sex is wrecking havoc on our marriages: nearly half of all marriages end in divorce and the number of married couples is at an all time low. Our desire for spirit is weighing us down: levels of depression, suicide, and social disorders are high, among young adults in particular. The message across the board is clear: we are not getting what we want, and our desires are to blame. We want too much.

  After surveying this landscape, What a Body Knows proceeds to interrogate the most highly promoted solutions. Our best recourse, as we are advised in all realms, is to establish a surer mastery over our desire. The controversies that rage over each crisis concern the manner of establishing that mastery. Should we exercise greater will power by going on a diet, sticking to our vows, or choosing a self-help program? Or should we rely on external and expert means, such as surgery or drugs, religious traditions or changes in public policy, to bolster the control over our behavior that we cannot ourselves muster? Despite the intensity of the debates, little progress has yet been made in any realm to reverse the societal trends.

  Analyzing this situation, What a Body Knows makes its case. Desire is not the problem. The problem is that we make desire the problem. In doing so we perpetuate the cause of the issues we are trying to address. We are so thoroughly trained to think and feel and act as if we were minds over bodies that we have lost the ability to know what our living breathing bodies need in order to thrive. Our attempts as individuals and communities to override our desires for food, sex, and spirit are perpetuating our dissatisfaction.

  Although it might not appear so at first, this knot of insights carries threads of hope. For once we grasp it, we can also sense possibilities for response. New ideas are not enough. What we need is to dislodge the sense of ourselves as minds over bodies, and cultivate an alternative. We need to learn how to discern what our living breathing bodies know.

  Here What a Body Knows makes its unique and most important contribution: it fleshes out such an alternative. We can cultivate a sensory awareness of our bodies as the movement that is making us. When we do, we learn to pay attention to what we are sensing— whether boundless hunger, chronic cravings, or sinking depression—and welcome what we are sensing as vital information about how to move in ways that will not recreate these same feelings of discomfort. We learn to find the wisdom in our desires for food, sex, and spirit.

  For each desire, this book describes what this wisdom is, how to find it, and why it works. We learn that our desire for food is guiding us to follow the arc of eating pleasure to a sense of enough. Our desire for sex is guiding us to ask our partners for what we need in order to give and receive a life enabling touch. And our desire for spirit is guiding us in how to name and make real the network of relations that will support us in becoming who we are.

  Our sensations of disappointed desire are not problems to numb, override, or cover up. Our desires and disappointments are who we are. They are what our ways of living are creating in us. To find their wisdom, we must unlearn, in each realm of desire, our tendency to think and feel and act as if we were minds over bodies. We must cultivate a sensory awareness of ourselves as bodies whose movements are making us. When we do, we find play in the moment—the freedom to move differently, and the creativity to discern how.
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  Doing so is as easy, and as difficult, as remembering to breathe.

  Breathing. A rhythm of two movements. Inhaling. Exhaling. The diaphragm presses down, creating a vacuum. Air rushes in, filling our lungs. The diaphragm releases and bounds back, expelling air, returning the pressure inside the body to equilibrium with the pressure outside the body. The wave begins again. In and out, empty and full. We are never not inhaling, exhaling, or pivoting in between. We breathe to move and move to breathe, over and again.

  Inhale, exhale. As air rushes in, our bodies sift what we need to build tissue and bone, emotion and idea. As air rushes out, our bodies release what we don’t need back to the earth, waste and excess, tension and stress. In every moment of our lives, the breathing movements we are making are making us. Our breathing is creating us; it is enabling us to sense, feel, think, and act — to be and become who we are. With every breath, we make it so. We make us so.

  Inhaling, exhaling. Every breath we take in passes through the heart. The oxygen absorbed through our lungs into our blood flows first into the chambers of our heart, where it is pumped in rhythmic time to the far reaches of our sensory awareness and deep into the tissues of the heart itself. We breathe to beat and beat to breath. The heart-propelled stream carries earth, warmth, and water too — the elements comprising every cell of our bodies. Its cadences sound out our ongoing connection with the wider universe in which we swim.

  Trained as we are to think and feel and act as if we were minds over bodies, we forget that we are breathing. We take breathing for granted as what our bodies do without our conscious involvement.

  When we forget to breathe, we forget to feel. When we forget to feel, our inner sense of self pales. Without this internal bodily sense, we fall prey more easily to the barrage of stimuli and boisterous voices telling us who we are, what we should do, and how we should manage our desires. We experience our own bodies as objects whose logic is foreign to us.

  We can remember to breathe. When we breathe we sense. When we sense we know. We open up a space of sensory awareness inside ourselves, and in this space, we can greet our desires, turn them over and inside out. We are able to recognize our desires as shapes of our own making, and to learn from them about potentials for our pleasure — our own health and well being — that we have yet to discover.
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  We cannot change ourselves. The notion that we can change ourselves is a product of our mind over body training: apply five principles, follow ten steps, practice four exercises, and achieve the success, wealth, figure, sex, or happiness you deserve. Presto!

  Nevertheless, once we cultivate a sensory awareness of the movement making us, we also realize that we are never not changing at every level of our being. For every movement we make — every thought, feeling, and action — is changing us, making us into the person who made that thought, had that feeling, or accomplished that action. Every movement we make educates our senses in one direction and not another. We are constantly creating the patterns of sensation and response that become us — that characterize our being in the world. Even though we can’t change ourselves we can learn to participate more or less consciously in the rhythms of our own bodily becoming.

  This book is designed to support this process — not to tell you how you should change but to help you become more aware of life enabling trajectories in your own living that are already happening in you, in the movement of your desires.

  There is no formula for living life well that works for everyone. There is only a process of learning to discern, trust, and move with the wisdom of our desires. There is only the work of learning to participate in our bodily becoming with greater degrees of sensory awareness.

  All we have to offer the world is the work that the satisfaction of our desires demands.
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  I wrote this book on a farm. I moved here with my partner Geoff, and our children, Jordan, Jessica, and Kyra (then aged nine, seven, and three), in July 2005. I was nine months pregnant with our son Kai. Our plan was to create a center for arts and ideas, a place where Geoff could make his music and I could dance and write, in closer contact with the natural world. After fifteen years in the academic world, as a graduate student and then professor, I was eager to take what I had learned from my studies of religion and philosophy and apply it to a study of contemporary culture.

  I have always been interested in how the big questions of who we humans are get worked out in the small decisions we make day in and day out regarding the most basic elements of our lives. As Nietzsche says, it is “precisely here one must begin to relearn.”

  Moving, I had this book in mind, and our experiences of finding our way in this new place provided me, again and again, with the opportunities I needed to learn what I needed to relearn to write the book I wanted to write. Stories of these experiences and others before them weave through this book as what has enabled it to be. I share my own process of finding, trusting, and moving with the wisdom in desire, not as proof of the theories offered, nor as examples of how to do it right. Rather, I seek to portray as honestly as possible the complex process of working with ideas and experiences that has given rise to this book in me. Writing is a bodily process. It can never not be so.

  Here at Hebron Hollow Farm, we now have a duck, a rooster, two cats, three cows, four hens, four children, and a horse named Marvin. We are in cooperative ventures with local farmers to hay our fields, tap our maple trees, and raise bees for honey. Our center, Vital Arts Media (www.vitalartsmedia.com) is coming to life, as the fruit of our efforts to live in ways that remain faithful to the earth in us and around us.

  While our path is not for everyone, my hope is that sharing it will inspire others to carry out similar explorations in their own lives. Perhaps others will discover in their own way what is also true for me: It is time to move.
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  Experience

  Shift
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  1

  A Walk

  ‘The sedentary life is the very sin against the Holy Spirit. Only thoughts reached by walking have value.’

  Nietzsche — Twilight of Idols, 471

  I am having a lovely morning. Our son Jordan, home sick from school, is not too sick, and I am enjoying my time with him. I allow him to watch a movie. Kai falls asleep. I sit down to write. Reading back over the previous day’s catch, I make corrections, clarify some rough passages, and print out the pages. I draft some new ideas. Kai wakes up. Jordan returns from screen land. I feel play in the moment, loving work, loving family, in a mutually enabling spiral.

  A few hours later, everything starts to feel less fun. I am no longer moved as I had been just an hour before by the intricate web of vessels visible beneath my infant’s tender skin, or by the half-smile of a child finding comfort in my embrace. My senses are withering. My ideas stop flowing. I want sugar, caffeine — something sharp. I want adult company, some spark or spur. I want some vital touch. Life weighs heavily.

  I have been here before. I know what I need. To move. I need to feed my body, stir up my sensory awareness, replenish love. A walk, the easiest thing. Of course, I do not want to go for a walk. I want to stuff myself into forgetful oblivion and lose consciousness of this dragging dullness. But I must. My desires, tousled, knotted, and confused, are pointing the way.

  Geoff comes home and takes over. I bundle up. My mind is complaining bitterly. It is cold and snowy. Kai will need to nurse. The kitchen is a mess. There are other things I should be doing. Carrying my screaming mind out through the door, my body propels me forward.

  I walk vigorously, pumping my arms and legs, sending blood rushing through my limbs, feeling the pull of air into my lungs. My head lightens and begins to clear. I feel brightness opening.

  I walk hard and start to feel again. Hunger stabs. I want to turn back and eat. But then the hunger slips sideways. I know that the energy I want is not of the caloric kind. I feel a deep gnawing ache for the return of my senses, for what my body knows. This hunger is the first sign that it is beginning to return.

  I trudge up the mountain. Crunch, crunch, crunch. Each step plunges through a crusty surface into powdery fluff. I follow tracks I left earlier in the week, sometimes sticking my foot into an old hole and sometimes stepping sideways, taking cues from the past and honoring my new gait. My hands start to warm up.

  I begin to notice things. There are prints in the tracks I made two days ago. Deer hooves. I follow the deer, who followed me. Perhaps I saved the deer some wear and tear on its shins. A thrill passes lightly through me at the thought of our meeting this way.

  I keep walking, puffing, crunching up the hill, up and around the field. Ten then twenty minutes pass, half an hour. Gold and silver sparks of snow catch my eye. The rhythmic breaking of the snow echoes in my chest. A pale sun peeps through the soft splotchy clouds. Down by the pond I find the tracks of a snow mobile. An intruder. Anger and dismay rush through. I place a branch across the tracks. Keep out. Will they even notice?

  Keep walking. My body propels me along, beside the pond and up to the crest of the hill where we first stood in awe of this beautiful land. I feel an impulse to run, to empty myself into space. A surge of energy wells, lifting my arms to the horizons, breathing me deeply. I want, I want, I want… to play. I run down the hill on the other side, pulling my legs straight out of each crusty hole so as not to fall. I laugh with my awkward strides. My left leg plunges thigh-deep into a gulley and I tumble to the ground. Without hesitating, I start to get up. Time to move.

  Then I lie back. Wait. What can I see from here? What is it that this fall is enabling me to see?

  I watch the clouds, drifting wisps of white and blue and gray. Their mottled layers pass through one another, thinning into translucent floss. I feel the icy cold of the snow seeping through my jacket and snow pants, cooling my lower back where an echo of an old back pain lingers, offering a healing touch. What do I look like splayed out here on the snow. Would someone find me if I couldn’t move?

  I see the stalks of dead flowers and grasses poking up around me. I want to make something. An ornament. An angel from Hebron Hollow. A beating sound interrupts the thought. A crow. Will he see me and think I am food? A pressure squeezes my heart. Sadness seeps out. My friend. Her baby girl. It was Downs. She ended the pregnancy. The pain, a month later, is palpable. Breathing empties the sensation into the colors of the clouds, the cold of the snow, the still silence of the land. I see the beauty unfolding around me.

  I sit up. My body sits up, stands, moves forward. I feel softened, revived. I breathe and plunge on.

  Before me is Moon Rock. Around the shoulder and up the face I hike. I want to feel alive. An impulse to run surges again — something pressing forward and in and out and through me, a desire to touch what is. I run. Blood screams through my limbs. The horizon, the edge, opens before me. I rise to meet it, wider than before. It occurs to me: I need this place, this walk, to walk in this place. I need this land to open me to my self, my life, again and again and again. I see dry plants for my ornament. I pick them. Buttons. Milkweed. Thistles.

  I plow my way back to Moon Rock and lean into its arc. I feel its weight, and my weight on it. In the meeting of the two, I sink into myself where I am alive, becoming more body. Tremors of love vibrate through me. It is time to go. The sun, a soft yellow ball, sits atop the tree tufts. The snow glitters blue and gold. Sparkles of light beckon. Again I follow the deer who followed me. Thoughts skitter through. I will need to write about this walk. To reflect on it, remember it, press it through my thinking so that it rearranges my ideas and holds them accountable to this experience of moving, to what is, here and now.

  My movements, walking, breathing, feeling, thinking, are making me. My movements are opening me to sense and respond, making me into someone who witnesses this beauty. Someone who is sensing, who can sense, who wants to sense this wakeful vitality. This is who I am.

  I enter the house. My dead bouquet is large. I lay it on a newspaper. Needs press in. I am hungry and tired. I need to eat, to write, to make something, to connect with Geoff, to nurse Kai. The kids are home from school. It is dinnertime. I breathe into the sensory spaces opened by my walking. Happy and elastic, I find play in the moment. Grabbing a snack, I nurse my son, hear stories of the day, and then dump my thoughts onto the page. After dinner I help Jessica and Kyra make milkweed angels. They are beautiful. Bits of Hebron Hollow come to life. Like me.
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  A simple walk, but as I write it down, as I know I must, I find it has all the elements of the experience shift that enables us to find wisdom in our desires for food, sex, and spirit. If we can name such an experience shift, recognize it in ourselves, and cultivate it in our thinking and feeling and acting, then we can develop a powerful resource for participating consciously in becoming the people we are and want to be.

  What is this shift in our experience of our own bodies?

  For one, it involves opening our sensory awareness. The walk did not just give me an idea about myself, it enabled a lived experience of myself, of my bodily immersion in this particular time and place. It was not an awareness that I have a body or that I live inside a body, but that I am a body, actively alive in my senses, ever engaged in the world.

  Further, it was a sensory awareness that this body that I am is movement. I am ceaseless movement — beating, breathing, flowing, and crackling— even in moments of greatest stillness. Simply sensing, I move — an eye scans, a finger brushes, thoughts dart. Responding I move — turning toward and away, moving with and against what appears to me. And on that walk I experienced how this sensing and responding that my body is always doing is what was generating my thoughts and feelings, desires and actions. I knew in my body, from my body, on my walk: my movement is making me. “I” was not making the movement as much as the action of my walking was making me into a person who walks, who thinks those thoughts and feels those feelings while walking, and who relies on walking to help unfold her sensory awareness of the bodily movement she is.

  This sensory awareness of the movement that is making me is an awareness of a process that is always at work in every instant of our lives. Whether we are conscious of it or not, every movement we make represents a pattern whose shape is given by the parts of ourselves we mobilize in order to make that movement. Each pattern requires a particular articulation of our senses and a unique expression of our ability to respond. As a result, every movement we make creates in us the pattern of sensation and response that making that movement entails. Over time, the patterns of sensing and responding we mobilize most frequently become us. These patterns come to define our way of being in the world, what we notice and how we react, on any and every register of our awareness — physical, emotional, intellectual, and spiritual.

  This process of creating and becoming patterns of sensation and response is what I call the rhythm of bodily becoming. Once we develop a sensory awareness of ourselves as this rhythmic process of creating and becoming ourselves, we have what we need to discern the wisdom of our desires. We can sense that and how every desire itself is a movement we are making that is making us. Every desire represents particular patterns of sensation and response that we have learned to make. When our experience shifts in this way, we can begin to welcome our knots of frustration, disappointment, and despair—the tangled shapes of our desires—as guiding us to move in ways that will not recreate those knots, but instead, promote healing, freedom, and pleasure.

  This is what happened to me on my walk. I left the house stuck in patterns of thinking and feeling and acting that were dividing me against myself, mind over body. The signs were clear: dwindling sensations and flagging energy; gentle depression and longing for a quick fix.

  I knew I couldn’t mentally will myself out of the moment. It wasn’t a matter of copping a good attitude, or reframing my perspective. I needed to move (my body) differently — to invite an experience shift from a mind over body sense of self to a sensory awareness of the bodily movements that were making me. I needed to find wisdom in my feelings of discomfort—impulses to move in ways that would not recreate these sensations. So it was. My walking recreated me into a person able to sense and respond to myself and others from a growing reservoir of self-respecting love.
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  How can this sensory awareness help us find wisdom in our desires for food, sex, and spirit?

  To understand, we need another example.

  Take the case of learning to ride a bike. I learn to ride as I learn to coordinate my arms and legs in the patterns of sensation and response needed to hold, propel, and steer the bicycle. Each time I animate this coordination of nerves, muscles, and limbs, the patterns of riding grow stronger, clearer, and more precise in me. I change; the body I am changes. I become someone who can pedal, steer, and balance, and not only that. I also grow more able to sense and respond to nuances in the movement of my body and the bicycle. I sense the tilt of a tight turn and respond with a shift in weight that allows me to stay upright. I anticipate the slowing action of pulling on the brake by sinking back into my seat and holding on tightly. In this way, the movements I make in learning to ride make me into a bike rider. I become someone who can bike, who is apt to notice bikes, and who can respond to any object that appears as like-a-bike by straddling it, whether horse or motorcycle. I become someone who feels the feelings and thinks the thoughts that riding a bicycle stirs in me — the spike of fear, the press of determination, and the release of relief that accompanies a sweep through a turn. Every bike-riding movement I make, then, makes me into someone who can respond to challenges that feel similar by animating these patterns.

  Of course, I can engage in this process of becoming a bike rider without cultivating a sensory awareness of what is happening, just as I can go on a walk without even noticing the experience shift whose effects I enjoy.

  However, when I tune in to how my movements are making me, something shifts. I become aware of any pain or discomfort that my movements are creating. Sometimes how I am riding is creating a pinched feeling in my neck, or a tension in my shoulder. As I become aware of this connection, the pain itself suggests to me a possibility for moving differently. My body spontaneously adjusts, and I find myself making micro-movements on all registers of awareness. My right shoulder twists, my chin stretches forward, my lower back softens, and the thought of last week’s embarrassment lets go. Of course, “I” am making these movements, but in another sense, these movements are making me. I am merely inviting their possibility by attending respectfully to my sensations of displeasure. As I do, I find myself riding with greater ease and strength, in ways that are freer, faster, and more precise. It is intoxicating.

  This is what I mean by the wisdom in our desires. The wisdom is this knowledge of how to move in ways that coordinate our pleasure, our health and well being, and the context within which we find ourselves. Such wisdom emerges in the moment, for the moment, as an impulse to move through the moment. It appears in the form of play. We find the freedom not to react through patterns of sensation and response forged in the past; we find the creativity to make new patterns, and re-create ourselves. Often, once we develop our sensory awareness, we find our bodily selves spontaneously adjusting, generating the thought, feeling, or physical gesture that coordinates our pleasure and our health in that moment. Yet this wisdom cannot and will not dawn in us if we are not both in touch with our discomfort and willing to trust and move with our body’s response.

  It can happen when we ride a bicycle. It happened when I was walking in the fields. It happens when we cultivate a sensory awareness of our desires for food, sex, and spirit. As we do, we learn more and more to experience these desires as expressions of movements we ourselves are making. We begin to notice that our sensations of frustration, disappointment, and despair are more often than not caused by our attempts to think and feel and act as if we were minds over bodies. We see how our mind over body movements are making us into people who feel our desire as a problem.

  In this discovery, lies hope. For once we see that our movements make us, and how our mind over body movements are making us, we can interpret the shapes of our dissatisfaction as calling us to move in ways that will not recreate this mind over body sense of ourselves.

  The implication: if we can find ways to move that honor our bodily movement, we will draw closer to the nourishment, touch, and affirmation we seek.
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  The challenge of taking this path is not insignificant. What I am describing runs counter to nearly everything we learn about desires and bodies from our participation in modern culture. The scope of this relentless education is worth pondering.

  Think of our systems of mandatory education. Remember back to days in elementary school. From a young age, you were asked to sit for hours each day, holding a pencil, pen, or crayon, making marks on a book or piece of paper. Ostensibly you were learning to read, write, and compute — tasks we all must master in order to function as citizens. Really you were learning to sit, and not only sit. You were learning to sit in order to think; you were training your thinking movements away from your bodily sensations. It is likely that you regularly practiced deferring hunger and thirst, ignoring aches and pains, and channeling restlessness into mental gymnastics in order to think. You were rewarded for the effort. Even the short blocks of “physical” education you enjoyed reinforced the idea that the rest of school was about the more important “mental” education that would predict your chances for achievement. Those who had trouble learning to stay still were labeled as problems. They required special education, even drugs, to help them fit and sit.

  Thus you learned to drive a wedge between your sense of yourself as a thinking, computing mind, or “I,” and your sense of yourself as a “body” whose desires your “I” could and should override as the condition for your satisfaction, maturity, and success within contemporary society. You exercised repeatedly, over long periods of time, a pattern of sensing and responding to yourself as if you were a mind acting in and over a body. Your teachers reveled in the power of it, and eventually you did too.

  This mind over body training extends beyond the classroom. It is ubiquitous in contemporary culture. Think about the movements we make to live through an ordinary day. We wake up in a bed lifted off the floor, and roll out, literally, without needing to bend our knees. We stand up in the shower or while brushing and grooming. We sit to eat, to commute to work; we stand to ride escalators and elevators; we sit in an office, at a desk, before a computer. When our energy flags, we go for a cup of coffee, doughnut, or candy bar. After work, we feel tired and want to be entertained, some stimulant to compensate for the day. We sit some more to eat, watch television, talk. We stand to wash dishes, fold laundry, and get ready for bed.

  Sitting and standing all the day long, we are rarely called to mobilize a full range of bodily movement. We have little need to engage the core muscles of our backs and bellies. Our labor saving devices and technologies, our furniture and media, our modes of travel, entertainment, and work, all encourage us to think and feel and act as if the movements of our bodies were irrelevant to the thoughts we think, the problems we solve, the care and attention we have to offer our friends and family. Even when we engage in work that requires us to move constantly, in the trades, childcare, or on the hospital floor, we treat our bodies like machines, relying on them to get the job done without breaking down. Nor do we seriously challenge this sense of ourselves when we manage to get up out of our chairs and go to the gym to “work out.” At the health club we fit our bodies to machines. We pedal, row, or stride while reading a magazine or watching the news. On the road, we use tunes to distance us from our own exertion.

  Given how pervasive this mind over body training is it is not surprising that when it comes to dealing with sensations of discomfort — whether physical pain or frustrated desires — our first response is to mobilize the mind over body sense of ourselves we have been practicing. It is who we think we are. It is who we think we should be. It is the resource we imagine is our strongest.

  Think about the last time you felt the pressure of a building headache. You are sitting at a desk or in a car, in front of some kind of machine. A pain throbs behind your temples. You try to ignore it. You don’t want to stop what you are doing. It is important. You hope the pain will just go away. People are depending upon you, your corporation, co-workers, bosses, partner, or children.

  When denial fails you look for a distraction. A burst of comfort. You surf the web, glance through a paper. You look for a quick fix. Who has some painkillers? You ask a colleague or friend, or stop by the local store. At home you turn on the computer, a movie, or the evening news. When it is time for bed, you finally feel better, and don’t want to go. You stay up later than you should before giving yourself a dose of something to help you sleep. The next morning, eyelids heavy, you down a cup of coffee. Later your headache returns. The cycle begins again.

  Deny. Distract. Isolate. Anesthetize. Whether the trigger is fear or doubt, anxiety or sadness, a jilted romance or a family crisis, we rely on our most familiar patterns of sensation and response as our first line of defense. We do not intentionally ignore our bodies. It is not our goal to do so. We just want to make the pain stop.

  What happens then, when faced with the troubling realities of an expanding waistline, a rocky relationship, or a spirit-sucking depression? The cultural messages echoing through us, and rehearsed in chapters to come, are not surprising. We mobilize the sense of ourselves we have been practicing. We vow to rid ourselves of our pesky desires and their insatiable dissatisfaction so that we can live in a place of constant peace and contentment. It never arrives.

  We have come to a point in history where the strategies and technologies we have invented for enhancing our lives are compromising our health. Despite awesome advances in science and knowledge, the movements we are making in our daily lives, as we think and feel and act as if we were minds over bodies, are making us sick, frustrated, and unhappy. Our attempts to alleviate our dissatisfaction are perpetuating its causes.

  It is time to find other ways to move.
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  I am sitting at the kitchen table. We have been here at the farm for almost six months. We are remembering our friends in Boston.

  Kyra, now four, pipes up. “My mind is a world.”

  “Oh?” I respond.

  “Boston is in my mind,” she continues. “But there is a piece of the puzzle that is missing, that is not attached to my mind. And that is me, my self. My self is not in my mind. My self is outside my mind.” I gasp as the foundations of western philosophy crumble before me.

  “What happens when you are in Boston?” I ask.

  “Then my mind is here,” Kyra replies. “I miss both places.”

  I ponder her words. She has not yet learned to sit and read and write. She has not yet learned to identify her “self” with what goes on between her ears. And for her, her self is not in her mind, but outside her mind. Her self is her body. Her self is the body that she can see, touch, feel and feel with. What goes on inside her mind strikes her as something else, somewhere else, looking forward or back to what was or may be. Boston or New York. But not her.
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  We can imagine it both ways. We can identify our “self” with our bodies or with the pictures in our minds. We can also identify our “self” with the rhythms of bodily becoming that give rise to a sense of ourselves as one or the other. We can, and, if we are to find the wisdom in our desires, we must.


  2

  Cycle of Breaths

  ‘Lead back to the earth the virtue that flew away, as I do—back to the body, back to life, that it may give the earth a meaning, a human meaning.’

  – Zarathustra, 188

  It seems mysterious. Even if we are willing to consider that there is wisdom in our desires, even if we are ready for a shift in our experience that will help us find it, what can we do to make it happen?

  Nothing, really. We can’t make it happen.

  We can, however, invite it to happen by moving in ways that open our senses and draw our awareness into our bodies. We can bring our senses to life.

  While there may be infinite ways to invite such a shift, I offer one simple exercise that weaves through this book—a cycle of breaths.

  When we practice the cycle of breaths, we attend to a movement that is making us — the movement of our breathing. As we move through the four moments of the cycle, we open four distinct sensory perspectives on our breathing movement: we experience our breathing as connecting us with the elements of earth, air, fire, and water. The process inevitably shifts our sense of breathing. Regardless of where we are or what we are doing, we find ourselves breathing differently, with greater ease, depth, and pleasure, more in sync with the challenges and opportunities at hand. Patterns of tightness and tension appear and fall away. It is as if the opened span of sensory awareness releases the potential of our breathing for supporting our health and well being.

  In this way, by inviting a fourfold sensory awareness of a movement we are always making that is always making us, the cycle of breaths helps us discover what is true for us in every moment of our lives. We can then use this sensory awareness to find life enabling, life-enhancing ways to move whatever we are feeling, wherever we find ourselves. We can learn to discern the wisdom in our desires.
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  I am swimming in a mountain lake. It is green and sweet, shallow enough to warm quickly in the summer sun, and deep enough to hide the sandy depths. There is not too much vegetation to snarl ankles and wrists, and the bottom drops quickly enough that its squishy texture is soon left behind. Then there is nothing to do but swim for miles, in clear open water ringed with mountains. Dazzled blue air floats overhead. The wind picks up in the afternoons, but mornings, when I swim, the mirror surface is glassy flat.

  There is a small island not far from shore. I swim around it. Coming around the far bend, I am swimming well, hard, and my thoughts ride up and down in the currents of my stirred energy. I am thinking loosely about being in this water and its magic, about our connection to the earth.

  Why is swimming in this gorgeous eye-of-the-soul-opening lake any different than swimming anywhere else? It is. It is.

  I am doing the crawl. I breathe in, and as I exhale, I allow my moving body to drop into the water. I release the tension of effort and exertion, still moving, but without the force of added will. I breathe out through the length of my body into the water, allowing it to support me. The water is holding me up, as solid as the earth, carrying my weight. Every increment of skin is touched and held, gently. I feel my shoulders release and my arms reach forward a bit further. My neck unfolds. I move my head side to side. My back lengthens and my hips spread outwards. My kick intensifies.

  The thought enters my mind. What if I allowed each breath to relate me to an element? What if I breathed each breath using that breath to explore my relationship to that element as it exists in me and in the world around me?

  Air, I need air. I turn my head to breathe and imagine the waves of air breaking into my body. It is never so delicious as when it is needed. The air is light, it makes me feel light. I find myself filling with light—a light that releases again into the supportive weight of the water. I experiment with this breath some more. My arms seem to float up and around my head. I can feel an added stretch through my lower back, all the way down to the source of my energy, the fire in my belly.

  Fire. I breathe again, this time sending the breath to that fire. I contract the muscles of my lower abdomen — squeezing up from the pelvic floor, pressing in with the lower belly. Hollowing out. I am hollow. Empty. Dissolved into the pure flame of my efforts.

  As I pull at my center, my body lengthens again. The top of my head presses forward, my toes reach back, my lower back opens a notch more. I gather strength, preparing to launch myself forward. My shoulders round to protect the flickering. I am about to burst.

  I breathe again. Water I think, water. The flames in my belly turn liquid and flow out through my churning limbs. Power. I feel power. My body surges. I am moving faster, gliding on top of the water. I chuckle. I must be leaving a wake.

  I can’t hold the sensation for long. I fall back again into a slightly disorganized paddling. Why don’t I start back at the beginning?

  I try again. With one breath I release my body into the earth weight of the waves. With the next I fill my body with airy light. With the next I squeeze sensation into the cauldron at the base of my spine. With the next I allow that kindled flame to flow, as molten lava, rolling out through my torso, back, arms, legs, and head. Again I find that moment of extended release and joy shimmers through me.

  My heart is full. I never knew I could swim this way, with this sensory awareness, with this level of engagement.

  What a gift. Oh, this lake.

  Breathing to swim, swimming to breathe, my movement is making me — the universe is creating itself — a cycle of breaths.
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  To begin, don’t do anything. Just breathe. Allow yourself to be in your senses. Notice what is going on. Pay attention to the air entering through your nostrils. Feel the air pass through the back of your mouth, stream down your throat, and into your expanding chest. Every breath enters your heart, passes through your heart, and picks up whatever is there on the way to the rest of your body. Our sensations and desires, our feelings about them and attitudes to them.

  Sense your ribs lift and lower, your belly softly open and release. Notice that as you pay attention to your breathing, it changes. Your body changes. Your exhalations grow longer, trailing into infinity. Your forehead releases, shoulders drop, chest opens, even as you continue reading. (And even as I am writing.) Your legs relax, your lower back eases, currents of air swirl around you, through you.

  
[image: ]  Earth breath  [image: ]


  Breathe in. Breath out.

  Take another breath into your bright white heart, and as you release the air out again, open your sensory awareness to notice the points where your body is connecting with the earth, or at least with the chair or bed or floor that is between you and the earth. Where do you touch down?

  As you follow the movement of the air through your heart and into your body down to your points of contact with the ground, rest your consciousness around those sites.

  If you are sitting, feel your sit bones pressing on the chair. Feel the chair pressing back. Feel your feet on the floor, or tucked under you. Feel one leg pressing across the other. Feel the small of your back against the chair. Scan through your body, as you breathe, and allow the breath to swirl around and settle into those points of contact.

  Take a breath into your heart, and again, as you exhale, send the breath down to the ground. Feel the points of contact together, all at once, as an image of your connection to the earth— as a picture of your dependence upon the earth, a picture of the earth supporting you. As you breathe into this matrix of points, allow yourself to melt into it. Feel how the earth presses up to keep you up. Surrender.
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