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We are accustomed to relating to our bodies as physical, biological, mechanical things that assist us in our everyday functional activities. In our everyday existence, we take our bodies for granted and remain complacent about them until further notice. 


The intention of this article is to go beyond the everyday, taken-for-granted attitude towards our bodies and to allow the experience of our lived bodies to reveal itself to us as an access to the presence of God in our everyday lives. How we take up and inhabit our lived bodies is a formative process in our spiritual journey.l In this article I shall attempt to dwell on some themes about our lived bodies as formative dimensions of our unfolding spiritual lives. 

THE LIVED BODY AND THE SPIRITUAL LIFE 


In reviewing the literature in theology and spirituality, I am struck by the lack of material written on the body's relation to the spiritual life. This omission probably reflects the Greek influence on the emergence of philosophical thought in Western culture. In a Greek orientation, the emphasis was placed on the mind — the rational, the logical, and the analytical. From this perspective, the body seemed to be abandoned and gradually emerged as the corrupt, irrational, and evil dimension of one's existence. This tradition emphasized that the body was bad and less than human. As a result it was something to disregard, except when it was in need of control. 


St. Bonaventure, however, pointed out in The Mind's Road to God,2 that God enters our lives through the doors of our five senses. God is revealed not only through sensible things, but in them. The tracings of the Lord proclaim his presence. Our bodies become the vehicle for God to reach out to us. 


In the first chapter of this work, St. Bonaventure described that as we consider the sevenfold conditions of creatures (the origin, magnitude, multitude, beauty, plenitude, operation, and order of all things), we come to experience the power, wisdom, and goodness of God. But he also pointed out that: 

He, therefore, who is not illuminated by such great splendor of created things is blind; he who is not awakened by such great clamor is deaf; he who does not praise God because of all these effects is dumb; he who does not note the First Principle from such great signs is foolish. Open your eyes therefore, prick up your spiritual ears, open your lips and apply your heart, that you may see your God in all creatures, may hear Him, praise Him, love and adore Him, magnify and honor Him. . . who with the Prophet can say, . . . "How great are Thy works, 0 Lord; Thou hast made all things in wisdom; the earth is filled with Thy riches.,,3 


As St. Bonaventure clearly indicated, we need to open our senses in order to encounter the presence of God in our everyday lives. Through our bodies, the Lord imperceptibly stirs within us a desire to be in union with Him. St. Bonaventure implies that through the dialogue between our bodily senses and the tracings of God in the sensible signs of everyday life, God's inaccessibility is made accessible to us. All of creation echoes the goodness of God. All creatures are vestiges, footprints, and reflections of God. In and through our bodily interactions with creation and creatures, the presence of God reaches us. 


It is through our bodies that we come in touch with God as he reveals himself to us. Our bodies become the vehicle for the encounter with the sacred. Through our senses we are rooted in the here and now. With our senses alive, open, and available to the here and now, the reality of the Holy reveals itself to us. Our bodily engagement with what is around us is moved and stirred by the goodness of creation. The more vividly we can perceive, the more we can respond to the sacred before us. 


I remember an incident about three years ago that seems to demonstrate how I could be in touch with the sacred through my body. It was in the summer, and my family and I decided to go to the ocean for a few days. I was tired and needed to relax and gather myself together. From experience, I knew that the ocean melted my tensions and grounded me back into my body. The grounding that occurs as my body is in dialogue with the ocean is not a project I am out to accomplish or a thing I do or will. But as I walk along the ocean and feel the sand under my feet, I begin to let go of feeling shattered and am restored to the presence of the sacred around me. 


The night before we were about to leave for the ocean one of my daughters, who was about four years old at the time, became very sick. She vomited and had diarrhea all night. By the morning it was clear that we would not be able to go to the ocean. I was very disappointed and angry. My body needed to relax, to become grounded, to encounter the sacred through the ocean. I began to feel that Angeline's sickness would cover over this possibility of the sacred disclosing itself to me. My body was tired and it needed to be refreshed. Taking care of a sick child was not my idea of refreshment. I needed a retreat from work and with Angeline sick, I knew I would be working to nurture her back to health. 


About eighteen hours into the sickness, we took Angeline to the pediatrician. I remember his pinching Angie's stomach and saying to my wife and me that she was becoming dehydrated; he suggested that we bring her to the hospital. 


We asked our doctor if we could hold off for twelve more hours and try to nurse her at home in order to avoid traumatizing Angie with hospitalization. He consented, and gave us instructions for the next twelve hours. 


Here was a little girl who was dehydrated, her body limp, and her flesh burning with fever. The darkness of the night surrounded us as I tried to give Angie a sip of liquid every twenty minutes. The rocking chair in her room was comfortable. Angie's warm body pressed against mine as I rocked her in the silence of the night. As my body was engaged with Angie's fragility, I came in touch with my own fragility and vulnerability. The situation of caring for this sick child kept me in touch with how sacred the event was. All of a sudden I relaxed and realized, "Yes, Lord, I don't really need the ocean right now, do I?" 


This event became an experience in which I slowed down, became thoughtfully recollected, and gained access to a deeper dimension of life. Through my little girl's sick, fragile, vulnerable body, my consciousness was massaged in such a way that the situation went beyond a functional good-willed father who nurtured his child in her time of sickness. Because I was living in my body in such a way that I was open and listening to my experience, the situation became a sacramental for my life. Through the nurturing of my sick child an access was opened up where I encountered a deeper sense of the sacred in my life. 


This situation with my daughter, Angie, became a moment in which I was able to listen to my life and hear the tiny whisperings of the Lord. The sacred revealed itself to me in a way to which I was normally inattentive. Angie's sickness became a time for me to slow my body down. In the quieting down of my body I was able to tune into my experience. There in listening to my experience through my bodily senses, I was reawakened through those senses to my own fragility. Angie's fragility captured my attention. Her vulnerability spoke to me. It lit up an aspect of my existence that I tended to cover over in my everyday life. Her sickness engaged me in such a way that I became alive to my poverty. 


The situation called me to respond with gentleness, compassion, and reverence for my sick child. Through this dialogue with the situation I was reawakened to my fundamental truth. Angie's dependency upon my caring for her in her sickness spoke to me about how really dependent I am upon God for my existence. He holds me in the palm of his hand. 


I was taught again a fundamental truth that is very easy to forget. My little girl's inhabitation of her sick body was an instrument for me in that moment to rediscover the basic truth that I am dependent, I am poor, I am fragile, and I am vulnerable. 

BODY AS DIALOGUE 


As I held Angie in my arms while she was sick, our bodies were in dialogue. Our bodies spoke to each other on a prepersonal, preobjective, preconscious level. 4 My body intuited directly and immediately Angie's pain, fragility, and vulnerability. It knew this before I could reflect on it. My body was highly attuned to Angie's presence. 


In identifying with my body, in coming home to my body, in being grounded in my body, I was able to intuit and perceive Angie's world. In the sight of her sickly flesh, I was able to respond in a deep way to her pain. Becoming alive to my body, I was able to be more available to the tracings of the Lord in this situation. 


The human body seems to have a life of its own. It feels, knows, and understands. As I walk around in a room, my body knows where to go and what to do. Our bodies understand the world in a lived manner.5  Its lived logic is grounded in the practical and the familiar. When we walk into a room and meet people our bodies read the presence of the others. We know more about these people in a bodily sense than we could articulate in a thematic awareness. In everyday life we describe this process of tuning into people as "having a sense of them." Our bodies in this situation develop a precognitive, prereflective knowledge of these people. Vibrations are picked up by our bodies and processed within a marginal level of our consciousness. This body knowledge process is invisible, hidden, and latent. 


Our bodies exchange, encounter, and interplay with the world around us in a kind of dialogue. Our bodies speak to the world and the world speaks back. We pose questions to the world through our bodies, and the world responds. The lake invites me to swim, the chair to sit, the bed to lie down, and the car to drive. The cup of coffee invites me to pick it up and take a sip. Our bodies respond without thinking about how to pick up the cup and sip it. 


In ballet we see people living out in a beautiful manner how the music is stirring them. Dancers concretize the body as dialogue. They incarnate the music by expressing it with their body. They interpret and express the music in such a way that one sees their spirits, their presence being stirred and moved by the music. Their bodies express what their spirits are feeling. 


If we are securely rooted in our bodies and in the dialogue between our bodies and the world, they become the field of expression for our spirits. St. Thomas Aquinas reminds us that our bodies are the splendor of our souls. Our bodies mediate our presence. When we take up the bodies that we are, relate to them, live in them, and make a fundamental home in them, our bodies mediate the life of our spirits. As we feel more secure, comfortable, and at home in our bodies, we shall feel more at home in expressing who we are with our bodies. 


Our bodies are the vehicles to others and the world around us. Through our bodies we become attuned to and engaged with what surrounds us. When Angie was sick my body became my pathway to Angie's pain. As my body anchored me in the here-and-now reality of Angie's sickness, I was able to relate to Angie through my body. My body became the fundamental ground for my deeply moving experience with Angie. It enabled me to be present, available, and responsive to Angie. 


The body makes visible the invisible.6 It mirrors our being. As language, it speaks our interior life. It reveals our subjectivity by witnessing outwardly what is within us. The body never lies. It transmits and expresses our inwardness — our human spirit. 


Our bodies are participating in the world in a way of which we are unaware. As you read these pages your body has already found and created space in the chair that you are sitting in at this moment. Initially, your body dialogued with the chair in such a way that it searched out and found the most comfortable position to inhabit. This is an example of how our bodies are constantly communicating, resonating, and reverberating with whatever is around us. 


Our bodies have intentionality; they are directed towards searching for meaning. As our center of coordination, they organize and structure our world. Our bodies explore, orient, appropriate, and bestow meaning. Through our bodies we are present and invested in the world. As a bridge our bodies create an access to what is around us. As you sat in the chair preparing yourself to read this article, your body went about the purposeful behavior of creating space in which to be at home. Our bodies are always up to something. They are constantly giving meaning, shaping meaning, and creating meaning as they try to find a sense of at-homeness in the world that surrounds them. 

BODILY KNOWING 


Our bodies make it possible for a certain kind of knowing. It is not the logical, rational, analytical knowing of the ego dimension of human existence but rather the prereflective, preconscious, preobjective level of bodily consciousness. Our bodies are our primary presence to reality. They know reality in a spontaneous lived manner. Bodily knowledge is the felt knowing of the heart through submerged participation in what is around us. By developing a refined sensibility of our bodies we are able to know the world as we sympathetically vibrate and intertwine with it. 


As we are engaged in our everyday activities, our bodily consciousness picks up many things that we are not yet in touch with explicitly. But later, in a leisurely moment, we suddenly become in touch with the dialogue that our bodies were engaged in earlier. A good example of this would be listening to and/or participating in a song at a liturgy. As we sing or listen, the music and its lyrics sends messages to our bodily senses. At the same time we may be caught up with something else on our mind, such as a daydream, the people attending the service, a previous reading, the humidity of the room, or the flicker of a candle. But hours later while leisurely washing the dishes, taking a walk, or soaking in the bathtub, we may begin to hum the music we heard at the liturgical service hours or days before. While we hum we begin to be more explicitly touched by the lyrics of a song. This inner stirring has been with our bodies since the liturgy but we have not had the time to allow it to reveal itself to us. It has been stored in our bodily consciousness waiting to disclose itself in a more explicit manner. Our bodies were in dialogue with the music at the liturgy but our consciousness was not. The message of the music, the teaching of the lyrics, was unable to touch our everyday consciousness. But fortunately our bodies were still in dialogue with the music, and the music made its impression within our bodily consciousness. Slowly the music and lyrics haunt us and gradually make their way to our ego consciousness where we may be surprised at how appropriate these lyrics are for our lives at this moment. 

THE BODY REVEALS CHILDHOOD RESIDUE 


As a way of concretizing what we have presented thus far about the human body and the spiritual life, I would like to share a few stories about how the body discloses formative truths. I remember one Saturday in the autumn when my friend and I were cutting firewood for my fireplace with a borrowed chain saw. My friend was feeding the logs across a sawhorse, but he was not feeding them fast enough. I began to be impatient and started to cut the logs next to me while I was waiting for my friend to feed in more logs across the sawhorse. My impatience began to emerge: I started to cut whatever logs I could reach with the chainsaw. 


When I returned the chainsaw to my neighbor across the street, he commented on how much power this machine offered and the various safety features it had on it for the operator's protection. Walking back to my house my body began to tremble. All of a sudden it dawned on me what I had been engaged in during the past two hours. In my impatience and haste, I had fallen asleep to the power of the chainsaw. Even though I thought I was being careful and mindful of the presence of my friend helping me, I was not wide awake to the power that I had in my hands. 


I listened to my body and how it behaved while cutting the wood with this power tool. I became in touch with my ego attitude of aggressiveness, impatience, and impetuosity. Trained well in the cultural value of efficiency, my body lived out aggression with this power tool. My conversation with my neighbor shocked my body into the realization of how I had become intoxicated by the power of the chainsaw. The situation drew out of my body a reaction from the past. My childhood residue of efficiency, impetuosity, and aggressiveness emerged in the dialogue between my body and the cutting of the firewood with the chainsaw. 


The realization that I had fallen asleep to my childhood residue while using the chain saw was a formative moment. It became an opportunity to remember my story. Due to the formative influence of the past I shall most likely for the rest of my life be caught in this childhood residue of aggressiveness, efficiency, and at times impetuosity. The saving grace is the ability to tune into my body and let it speak to me of what it is up to at the moment. In being able to listen and catch myself in this childhood residue, I can accept it at the moment and use it as an opportunity to call myself back to living a gentler lifestyle. By paying attention to my body and how it is reacting in a particular situation, I am given the freedom to become more aware of who I am at the moment. My childhood residue revealed through my body calls me back again to begin anew the trans formative process. The Christian story invites me to grow in gentleness 7 and compassion and not aggressiveness and impetuosity. 


Another time that I experienced how the body dialogues with people, events and things was one winter evening, when all of a sudden the flue in our fireplace closed. We were sitting in the living room, and within seconds smoke and soot covered the room. My body registered a sense of shame, of guilt, and of fear. 


Moments before the flue closed my wife had warned me not to build the fire so big. Part of my childhood residue is overdoing something good. There is the seduction of the bigger the better and more, more, more. In not listening to the senses of my body the aggressive building of a big fire took me over. After I put out the fire with an extinguisher and opened the flue again, I sat by myself in the living room covered with smoke and soot. I was reminded once again about my aggressiveness. Listening to my bodily experience of this aggressive gesture of a big fire opened me up to the need of letting go of the aggressive stance within me. Once again I was called in a deeper way to remember that my aggressiveness is an obstacle in my journey toward humanization and spiritualization. My aggressiveness manifested through my body speaks of my will to be done for my honor and glory. Listening to my experience of my body as it takes on an aggressive stance can become a sacrament in my life. Bodily gestures of aggressiveness are signs that my childhood residue is controlling my life again. In this situation my body proclaims who I am. Slowing down and listening to the experience of my body points clearly to the need for redemption. Without continuing to remain awake to the residual childlike behavior that takes over my body, I become lost in my ego attitude of "I will do it" and "I will make it happen." 


In the dialogue between our bodies and the world, we come to experience ourselves in action. We need to listen to this dialogue, for it reveals much about where we are along the way of our spiritual journey. In the simple pressing of an elevator button, one's stance towards the world is revealed. Some will press the button gently while others will push it aggressively. Some are patient as they wait for the elevator to arrive while others become angry that the elevator does not understand it should more quickly respond to the one who waits. 


Our gestures continue to manifest who we are. We need to listen to the inner stirrings in our bodies that speak to us about the concrete obstacles to growing deeper into the nearness of God in our everyday lives. How we get out of bed, how we walk, how we scratch our heads, wash the dishes, sweep the floor, and eat our meals point to our style of relating to people, events, and things. Our bodies tell us how we are in the world. They convey to us whether we are in touch with the sacredness that we are and the sacredness that surrounds us. In being in touch with our bodies we can see whether we are in touch with the fundamental truth of being limited, contingent, poor, and vulnerable creatures. As our bodily senses are open to our stances towards ourselves, people, events, and things, we are in a better position to perceive the tracings of God in our everyday lives. 


One last example of how I experienced the way the body reveals where we are in our spiritual journey was when I encountered an asparagus fern. One day I was giving a seminar in one of the beautiful large houses on the House of Affirmation property. When we took a break, several of us needed to go to the bathroom. A waiting line formed and I happened to be one of the last in line. 


While waiting I became caught up with a very delicate and gentle looking plant called an asparagus fern. The plant had been in that location for over a year, but I was never moved by its delicacy as I was on that day. 


On the way home that evening I began to think again about the delicacy of the asparagus fern. Remembering the fern reawakened me to my own fragile and delicate existence. The thought occurred to me that the asparagus fern depended upon its caretaker for its existence as I depend on God for my existence. Reflecting upon my encounter with the fern slowed my body down and helped me to give up my hectic stance at the moment. The fern spoke to my body that day and massaged my consciousness. In my body's dialogue with this delicate plant, I was challenged once again to remember the fundamental truth of who I am. The encounter with the fern helped me to remember my proper place in light of all that is. 


About two weeks later, I was in St. Louis giving a series of lectures. It was early morning, and I was shaving in a bathroom in a local rectory. My body revealed that I was a little anxious about the lectures. I was prepared, but I began to shave quickly so that I could go over my notes just for those last minutes of security. 


As I was shaving, blood began to find its way down my face: I had nicked my face in several places. In turning my face, I noticed an asparagus fern hanging in the bathroom window. Instantly my body was in dialogue with the asparagus fern. Its delicacy spoke to me about my aggressiveness in shaving. My encounter with the asparagus fern revealed that in shaving quickly and aggressively I was living out of my ego attitude of dealing with my insecurity of wanting to impress my audience. 


The fern was my saving grace. It became a sacramental. As a sacred sign it spoke loudly and clearly about my fragility and how I had forgotten my proper place in light of creation. This living reminder in the bathroom assisted me in coming back to who I am. My project was not my will to be done but His will to be done. 


This shaving event and my encounter with the asparagus fern formed a dialogue in which my body was reminded once again that the world is not my stage. My body became an access to a deeper dimension of reality. In listening to my body I discovered how I was living out the ego attitude of wanting to impress. My childhood residue of wanting to be successful, approved of and accepted, unfolded for me in the bathroom as I wiped the blood off my face. 

BEING AT HOME WITH OUR BODIES 


Our bodies are accesses to the mystery of the sacred around us. But we need to live in our bodies in such a way that we are at home with them. A positive attitude toward our bodies helps us to become more at home in them. With reverence, appreciation, and respect we inhabit our bodies. Accepting the bodies that we dwell in fosters a sense of being alive, vibrant, relaxed, and free. Self-acceptance of our bodies grounds us in building faith and trust in our feelings. Reconciled with our bodies, we are able to be spontaneous and graceful. Comfortable and at peace with each part of our bodies, we are confident, secure, and awake. With a good body image, our senses are able to remain alert, keen, and soft. 


In befriending and claiming our bodies as good, we acquire an intimacy with them. Being comfortable and at home in our bodies allows the Word made flesh to dwell among us. Our bodies reflect the splendor of God. They are masterpieces of his creation. 

BETRAYING OUR BODIES 


The path of the spiritual life is one of growing responsible to ourselves, others, and God for becoming who we are. To answer the call of who we are is to develop the gift of creation that we are. The spiritual life calls us to be whole selves, not fragmented selves. To betray the bodily dimension of our existence is to betray who we are. To abandon our bodies is to abandon the development of a rich and deep spiritual life. If we do not live in our bodies, we are unable to awaken to the nearness of God around us. 


In New Seeds of Contemplation, Thomas Merton discussed the importance of the body in the spiritual life. He wrote, “We all [our bodies] become doors and windows through which God shines back into His own House.”9 In St. Paul, we hear: "Your body, you know, is the temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you since you received Him from God" (1 Cor. 6:19).10 To be in touch with our bodies is to awaken to the fact that God is residing within us, and it is through our bodies that we discover God. It is through our bodies that we come in touch with God as he reveals himself to us from within and without. It is through our bodies that we love God. It is through our bodies that we extend the love of God to others. 


We were all given bodies at birth, but many parents took our bodies back by not allowing us to live in them, by relating the story that our bodies were evil, corrupt, irrational objects that were temptations and sources of sin. For others, the story was that we must develop an attitude that deplores the body's existence. Many related to their body as a selfish, unredeemed principle that was to be suspected as an enemy to be feared. As the location of vile animal passions, the body was not to be befriended. It was a prison that was dirty and should be covered. 


Many of us were told the story that emphasized the need to disregard, neglect, ignore, forget or take the body for granted. We were encouraged to refuse to accept it and to crush it into submission. In subduing, rejecting, fleeing from, and falling away from our bodies, it was hoped that we would be able to master and control our bodies by putting them under lock and key. The body was perceived by many as a tool, an instrument, an object to achieve some functional activity. It is a thing that they have or possess. 


Many people have been asked to trade in their bodies-to make believe that they do not have one. For years, people have been encouraged not to accept or to identify with their bodies, to do little with them, and to be at war with them. Their bodies have been strangers to them and objects of which they are ashamed. 


This process of forsaking the body is the process of betraying the body. The feelings associated with betrayal of our bodies could be described as separating, breaking off and away, mistrusting, moving against, selling out on, being unfaithful or dishonest, retreating, and being lost. 


But even if you were not a victim of this implicit cultural brainwashing process of betraying your body, how could you betray your body now? We may be betraying our bodies by not taking care of them, by mistreating them, by not listening to, or by not befriending them. 


Some evidences and examples of abusing our bodies would be obesity, overeating, eating junk food, pushing ourselves to exhaustion, not taking time for our bodies' physical needs, not getting proper physical exercise, and allowing tension and stress to riddle our bodies. Some people may be involved in self-abuse when they betray the affective dimension of their lives by ignoring or hiding their feelings, not having the courage to discover their feelings or to own them, swallowing anger, and holding back tears that need to be released. 


In betraying our bodies we are not at home in them. We become distant and aloof from them. No longer aware of our bodies, we feel uneasy and unfamiliar with them. In turning against our bodies we are no longer together with our senses, no longer participating in our senses. If we are strangers to our bodies and we experience our bodies as alien, radical otherness, we shall be unable to hear the dialogue that goes on between the world and our bodies. When our bodies are numb, wooden, mechanical, heavy, rigid, dense, it becomes very difficult to tune into the pre-reflective dialogue that our bodies have engaged in with the world. It is difficult to listen to the inner stirrings of our bodies because our senses may be clogged. We may not be able to be in touch with our senses and experience because we are lost in the living of our lives from the neck up, lost in hectic involvement with the doings of the day. 


A hectic life with its motivating force of insecurity, can easily suspend our bodies in a deep freeze. With frozen bodies, our hearts also become hardened. If we overdo anything in our everyday lives our bodies can easily become calloused. Hecticness and insecurity foster an atmosphere in which our bodies can become insensitive and unfeeling to what is around us. In living a high-accented, functional existence, totally absorbed in the work world our bodily senses become dim or dumb. It is very hard to be present to what is around us when our bodies are tired and uptight. If they are tense, stiff, and rigid, or if the doors of the senses are shut tight, or our pores are clogged, it becomes difficult to engage in the dialogue between our bodies and the world. 


In order to tune into the tracings of the Lord in our everyday lives, we cannot afford to become lost in tension, strain, fatigue, agitation, and stress. If we allow our bodies to be absorbed in hecticness and insecurity, we will radically affect our ability to experience the sacred in our lives. When we are exhausted it is very difficult to have a conversation with someone. It is almost impossible to be present in a vivid, vibrant manner. Chronic tension creates blockages in our bodies. With blocked senses our ability to tune into our experience is markedly decreased. Alienated from our experience, it becomes difficult to find God in our everyday lives. 


As St. Bonaventure pointed out, God enters our lives through the doors of our five senses. But in becoming so busy in our everyday lives or tense from our fears, hecticness and insecurity warp the doors of our senses. The doors of a hectic and insecure body are too swollen to open. Thus the experience of the divine presence is cut off because the doors of the bodily senses cannot be opened. 


The process of betraying our bodies and becoming immersed in hecticness emerges gradually in the flow of everyday living. Day in and day out, the world seems to rush in on us and calls us forth out of our bodies. The television, the newspapers, the radio, and the billboards on the highways all seem to be competing for our attention. Our minds become over-stimulated. The rational, the logical, the analytical seem to take over our lives. The world grabs us, chokes us, overtakes us, and claims our bodies. The noise, the traffic, the tension, and the speed pull us out of our bodies. 


The betrayal of our bodies is lived out more concretely in the experience of being in our heads. People who are living in their heads may be described as daydreamers, off in another world, up in the air, having their heads in the clouds, not having their feet on the ground, out of touch, not in tune, out of it, heady, and abstract. These people may also be described as spaced out, not accessible, floating away, fogged up, withdrawn, distant, unavailable, out of it, and not there. 


In the book Zorba the Greek, by Nikos Kazantzakis, the character named Boss describes this abandonment of the body well when he says: 

My life has gone on the wrong track, and my contact with men has now become a mere soliloquy. I had fallen so low that, if I had to choose between falling in love with a woman and reading a book, 1 should have chosen the book. 11 

Again in this novel, Zorba, speaking to the Boss, says: 

What are you thinking about? You keep a pair of scales, too, do you? You weigh everything to the nearest gram, don't you? Come on, friend, make up your mind. Take the plunge!12 

You may have met the little boy who discovered that he was not acceptable to his peers in the sports arena because he lacked physical coordination, so he took flight into his head by becoming the intellectual of the class. 


Other examples of being in your head would be your driving along a highway and almost hitting another car because you were in your head and not paying total attention to the bodily activity of driving safely. Many people eat their food but never taste it because their minds are busy about other, more important matters. 


Imagine yourself trying to pick up pieces of glass when you are in your head and not paying attention to what you are doing. Or you could be walking up a flight of stairs, and because you are not living in your feet, you trip and fall. Imagine trying to drive in a snowstorm on slippery icy roads with your mind somewhere else. Once your body loses touch with the road the car will probably begin to spin around, and you will lose control of it. 


I remember the trouble I got myself into when I was about ten years old, and I was just walking around in my head. It was a Thursday evening during the summer. My mother had dropped me off downtown to do a few errands for her. As I was walking along the sidewalk, I noticed a parade going by. It was the women in the town beauty pageant. I got so caught up in looking at these attractive women that I crashed into a parking meter as I was walking along. Blood began to cover my face. The reality of not paying attention to where I was going spoke loudly and clearly to me. How would I explain the gash on my forehead to my mother? How could I tell her that I was fantasizing about these women and that I became out of touch with the reality of doing her errands? 


Many people betray their bodies by getting lost in their private, inner selves. Their minds become filled with the noise of figuring, analyzing, and calculating the world and people around them. Their heads are buzzing with a jumble of words, ideas, and questions. They become observers of themselves, spectators of life, and not livers of it. These introspective persons seem to use up their psychic energy in trying to control what is around them. 


When I was in the Air Force and stationed at a command headquarters, I became familiar with the command post, where people are on top of everything that is going on in their command. This particular command was in charge of the world airlift. With a large map of the world facing them, all day and all night men would plot out the exact location of every single airplane that was part of their airlift command. 


People who are walled up within their own little world of their private selves are living behind their head in their own particular command post. Their mind is like a radar set that scans the outer reality before them. This outer reality has to be constantly watched, constantly controlled. The command post, the control tower, must always be on alert, ready to defend itself in case of attack. So there we are, hidden in our command post and vigilantly guarding ourselves from being seen as we are. Locked up in our heads, we become withdrawn from the flow of daily life so that we can be in constant charge and control of what others are able to see of who we are. We must always protect ourselves from being seen as we really are. We are afraid to let people enter our lives. No one is allowed to see our imperfect selves. 


I am ashamed of the limited person I am. People will definitely reject me if they see how impoverished I really am. In my command post, I become lost in the dark recesses of worrying about what people think of me. I am anxious that they will discover my fragile humanity. I am afraid that my imperfect real self will be exposed; then I shall be rejected as not good enough. 


This style of living in my head, living behind my head in my command post, fosters a split from being present to the greater whole of reality. The command post experience is very narrowing and limiting. While I am in my command post stance, I am unable to be in my body and to be open through the senses of my body to all that is around me. It is like seeing and experiencing life through a peephole. I can experience only what is directly in front of me. In my command post, I am so busy vigilantly protecting myself that I get lost in my head as I watch the radar set and build barriers that will prevent my real self from being exposed. 


Betraying our bodies is like being on a DC-10. Many of us tend to be flying around at a speed of four hundred miles per hour and at a height of 39,000 feet. This, indeed, is living in our heads. Traveling in our everyday lives at this speed and this altitude, we cannot help being out of touch with what is occurring on the ground and inside of us on a feeling level. Moving too fast and being in the clouds become obstacles to being aware of our bodies in our lives. Under these circumstances, we cannot hear our bodies speak because we have successfully silenced them. 


In flying so high and so fast, we lose touch with our bodies. We are no longer able to respond to what is on the ground. While seated in the cabin of a DC-10, we are in our own little worlds above the clouds. We may be flying high in striving for success, in striving to be approved by others, and in avoiding failure and insecurity. But our bodies are no longer rooted in the earth. We are ungrounded and disembodied. The DC-10 experience means being split from the everyday reality of our lives. While we are in our DC-10, the reality that is going on below us cannot inform us as to what is happening. The DC-10 experience is a protection from hearing, seeing, and tasting the world below. We are not aware of what is happening on the ground. We are drifting along on top of the world. From this safe perspective of 39,000 feet, we cannot feel what is happening below. We are living in our heads, living from the neck up, and, as a result, we are unable to feel our bodies. We are no longer connected to the real world. In flight at four hundred miles an hour and 39,000 feet off the ground, we are able to evade and to escape what is happening on the ground in our bodies. 

INSECURITY OF OUR BODIES 


In his book, Dynamics of Spiritual Self Direction, Adrian van Kaam points out: 

The truly human self is a self that is emergent under the inspiration of the spirit. The self, however, is not necessarily emergent; it may be instead a diminishing, dying or paralyzed self. 1 may fall away from the spirit and begin to live routinely an uninspired life of quiet desperation. 1 may close myself off from the light of my spirit and that of the Holy Spirit illuminating my spirit as graced by Christ.13 

The spiritual dimension of our personality may be covered over, stunted, or blocked when our bodies are inhibited from having a sense of at homeness. Insecurity toward our bodies may arise that cuts us off from integrating the spirit dimension of our lives. Our truly human selves could become dormant. The process of being insecure with our bodies could derail us from being able to grow into the name that the Lord calls us to be. 


We all yearn for the security of being accepted for who we are. It is this sense of security in who we are that allows us to welcome others and the Lord into our everyday lives. If we feel self-conscious, inferior and/or inadequate about the body that we are, our sense of at homeness in ourselves is disrupted. This fundamental insecurity in the body that we are may close us off from being open to all that is. This deficient sense of our bodily selves may resist the call of the transcendent. This sense of insecurity in the bodily dimension of who we are becomes an obstacle to growing into an intimate relationship with myself, others, and God. 


In order to be who we are and meet ourselves, others and God, we need to take up the bodies that we are, to relate to them, to live in them, and to make a fundamental home in them. As we feel more secure and at home in our bodies, our senses are more available to perceive the tracings of the Lord around us. The more alive we are in our bodies and the more comfortable we feel about our story as the bodily beings that we are, the more we shall be able comfortably to meet and greet others and the Lord and welcome them into our lives. If we do not feel at home in our bodies it will be difficult to enter into an intimate relationship with others and God. 


When our bodies lose their vitality, as when we are physically exhausted or psychologically depressed or fatigued, we may tend to withdraw from ourselves, others, and God. Our sense of presence is unable to be mediated to others through our bodies. It is as if our pores are blocked. When our bodies are anxious, sluggish, tired, numb, heavy or apathetic, our ability to sense is highly decreased. With our sensibilities dimmed, the world becomes grey, gloomy, monotonous, stale, and without life. A stiff, overworked, overfed, and under-exercised body will not be open to the inner stirrings of the tracings of the Lord in our everyday lives. 


Our bodies reveal us to the world and to others. Our sensibilities are our fundamental access to the nearness of God. Imagine yourself late at night trying to be polite and attempting to listen to someone. Your eyelids become heavy. You seem to be in and out of the conversation as your body surrenders to the fact that you need sleep. Under these conditions, it is very difficult to be fully present to yourself and others. Your body is unable to actively mediate your presence to others. If we do not feel comfortable and rested in our bodies, then we shall be unable to be present to others and God in a way that will cultivate an intimate relationship. 

CULTURAL OBSTACLES TO BODILY EMERGENCE 


Many obstacles may arise that could hinder the emergence of the bodily dimension of our name. These cultural obstacles may cover over or repress the bodily story of who we are called to be or foster an insecurity about the vital bodily being that we are. Problems with feeling at home with who we are as bodily beings will become obstacles to the emergence of our spirit and our spiritual lives. We may become preoccupied and self-conscious of our bodily story and as a result not have the time or the energy to grow into the presence of God who is near. 


Society, through significant others and the mass media, teaches children deceptive myths and illusions of what it means to live in their bodies. Society invisibly communicates to children how and what their bodies have to be in order to be accepted as preponderantly masculine males and feminine females. 


Slowly an unspoken bodily insecurity begins to weave its way into the unconsciousness of children. Instead of growing into free, spontaneous, vibrant, graceful, coordinated, unique original persons that they are called to be, they may become rigid persons with chronic muscular tension that develops from trying to hold in their feelings. This process of bodily insecurity can easily derail them from feeling comfortable in who they are and become an obstacle to their growing into an intimate relationship with themselves, others, and God. 


Imagine a group of third-grade boys picking sides for a baseball game. Those boys consistently chosen last begin to develop a self-consciousness. Athletic skills are an important criterion of masculinity in some playgrounds. If a boy does not know how to throw the ball the right way, he will run the risk of being proclaimed a sissy. Being labeled as unmasculine in childhood becomes for a boy an overwhelming obstacle to his personality integration as a bodily being. 


Some children become self-conscious about their posture, gestures, or manner of walk. It seems that for some children, if their body parts fail to live up to a certain standard, they may begin to suffer chronic anxiety. Buckteeth, big noses, crossed eyes, bowed legs, big ears, knobby knees, begin to spin a story of being different, unattractive or ugly. Being too fat, too thin, too short, too tall, and having a poor complexion can foster feelings of inadequacy and inferiority in children. 


The advertising media are very much aware of the vulnerability that people feel in relationship to their bodily stories. Advertising uses the public's bodily insecurity and vulnerability to sell its products. It plays on people's fear of being declared bodily unattractive. As an example, I remember when one of our daughters was four. She came running up to my wife yelling, "Mommy, Mommy, where is the hand cream? I don't want my hands to get old." We laughed and enjoyed the spontaneity of our little girl. But upon reflection, I became saddened. I could see how the culture was seeping into our little girl's consciousness and was subtly creating a bodily story of who she has to be as a feminine female in this society. 


In order to be recognizable, desirable, acceptable, and to be spoken well of by others, people have been encouraged to camouflage their real selves. A great quantity of time, money, and effort is devoted to converting our bodies in a certain way that will be perceived and proclaimed as attractive. There is a standard or criterion for acceptability of eyes, hair, breasts, teeth, legs, and breath. Women's legs should be silky smooth, lips thirst quenching, and faces always soft, beautiful, and youthful. Bodily appearance is still a prime definer of a woman's worth. Some women with small breasts tend to doubt their own femininity. Lost in their own inner world of self-consciousness, people are willing to undergo plastic surgery for the size and shape of their nose, ears, breasts, and facial wrinkles. 


Women in our culture are subtly instructed that they should be blonde, thin, well proportioned, beautiful, delicate, and have a nice smile. To be a lumpy, wrinkled, undeveloped, old woman with grey hair, dry skin, and a protruding stomach is to be avoided at all costs for fear of being exiled forever. Women cannot be ordinary; they have to be special. Large flabby legs and hips, age spots, "turkey calves," not being pretty, and being too heavy on the bottom are material for the development of self-consciousness. 


Men in our culture are supposed to be tall, aggressive, strong, athletic, active, virile, and coordinated. Being well shaped, well groomed, controlled, and in charge is greatly valued. The Marlboro cowboy cultivated the image of men as hard, tough, competitive, rugged individualists. Baldness, grey hair, smallness, shortness, and fatness are not attractive for some. Men are encouraged to use a certain after-shave lotion and deodorant. They are told that smoking these cigarettes, driving this particular car, drinking this special wine or that beer will rescue them and help them to be seen as masculine males. 


Having to measure up to a certain body image fosters self-consciousness. This self-conscious sense gives people feelings of shame, insecurity, fearfulness, embarrassment, not being good enough, being lacking, uncomfortable, anxious or disconnected. Self-consciousness for others may be felt as being on display, everyone is looking at me, I look ridiculous and stupid, being judged, evaluated, deficient or inferior. When we are self-conscious, we become preoccupied with ourselves, withdraw, become aloof, cold, awkward, inadequate, incomplete and may feel we are just barely being tolerated. We may feel different, odd or peculiar. In the experience of being self-conscious, the other has power over us and we fear being criticized, unaccepted, and rejected by the other. 


Many people's bodily stories keep them invisibly tense and unable to really be who they are. Their bodily insecurity and anxiety make them feel out of place, out of touch, and insufficient. They withdraw their presence and freeze it and then close themselves off from the light of their own spirit. Their anxious preoccupation with their physical attractiveness and presentability tends to destroy their ability to remain open to all that is. 

CONCLUSION 


In order to grow into the spiritual life, we need to inhabit our bodies in such a way that the sacred will be able to touch us and communicate to us. If we lead hectic lives, if we are tied up inside ourselves with feelings of self-consciousness and insecurity, it becomes very difficult to remain open to the sacred around us. People who inhabit their bodies as strange, foreign, alien things will not be able to experience with their hearts the sacredness around them and in them. 
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