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Foundational Formative Understanding of the Human Person 

Vincent M. Bilotta, Ph.D.   

Introduction to the Series


Underlying our thoughts, actions and behavior as human is an implicit understanding of the human person.  For example, the increasing consideration in our culture of the possibility of euthanasia points to a functional understanding of the human person in which being human is reduced almost exclusively to doing, producing, achieving, functioning.  Human life and living are valued to the extent that one is a productive member of society.  When individuals can no longer produce, they feel useless.  Life and living then lose their value and meaning.  Similarly, modern day advertising points to an understanding of the human person that is rooted in the pleasure principle.  From this perspective, being human is reduced to immediate self-gratification.  Desires and wants tend to become obsessive needs.  What we have been able to live without to this point in our lives is presented by advertisers as a necessity without which we can no longer live.  Also, the cultural focus on the importance of “the right image,” “making a good impression.” and “appearances” points to an understanding of the human person that betrays the belief that there is nothing deeper in humans than external image, superficial appearance and here-and-now impression.

Throughout the past century, schools of psychology have attempted to describe and articulate their particular understanding of the human person.  As a result, various aspects of being human have been made explicit as different approaches to the human personality have emerged:  psychosexual development (Freud); the process of individuation (Jung); psychosocial development (Erikson); cognitive development (Piaget); moral development (Kohlberg); behaviorism (Watson); self-actualization (Maslow).


Although each of these approaches to the human personality has made a significant contribution to our understanding of the human condition, no one approached or theory can claim to grasp the complexity of what being human is all about.  For at the heart of our human condition and of our human development, is an element of mystery that defies complete understanding and clear articulation.  


The mystery dimension of the human person lies at the heart of the Scriptural understanding of being human.  Throughout the Scriptures, we see humans struggling between their human needs and desires on the one hand and on the other, what they perceive to be God’s ways for them as experienced in their hearts and revealed through the situations and circumstances of their lives.  We witness the Chosen People allowing themselves to be led from Egypt through the desert and into the Promised Land.  Despite their resistance and grumbling, a mysterious something deep within them kept them engaged in their journey.  


We see Jesus touching and calling forth the best in each individual he encountered, inviting them to journey into their own hearts.  Jesus appealed to the mysterious something within people that defies rational understanding yet moved them to respond from the depths of their being.  It is significant that those who remained exclusively on the rational, intellectual level of attempting to understand Jesus’ message eventually rejected him.


Throughout the centuries, the Church has acknowledged this mysterious dimension of the human condition by describing the human person as body, mind and spirit.  However, the Church’s teaching in regard to being human has traditionally reflected the dualism characteristic of Western culture:  spirit and flesh, mind and body are perceived as mutually exclusive and at fundamental odds with one another.  Traditionally, the body has been considered to be the lower dimension of humans, while the spirit has been regarded as the higher dimension.  The body has been perceived as being weak, defective, suspect, unruly, rebellious and inclined to sin.  From this belief has evolved an unenlightened, rigid, severe and harsh asceticism in which we have been encouraged to conquer our human nature, to subdue our flesh, to stifle our surging life forces, to deny our legitimate needs and desires.  Consequently, our human body with its vital energy, drive, passion, needs, desires and affectivity has been disdained, mistreated, denied, rejected, repressed, and at best, tolerated.


This dualistic approach to our humanness is at fundamental odds with the essence of the mystery of the Incarnation.  God became human in Jesus, assuming the human condition in every aspect but human sinfulness.  By becoming human, God through Jesus affirmed the sacredness of the totality of our human body, mind and spirit.  He surrounded himself with disciples who were close to the earth and close to life--earthy fishermen, shrewd tax collectors and followers who vied for the first place in the Kingdom.  He respected his physical needs for rest and nourishment.  He recognized and owned his need for emotional comfort, friendship and companionship.  He could be sad, angry, fearful, annoyed, disappointed and frustrated.  To maintain a dualistic approach to our own humanness in face of Jesus’ embracing fully the human condition, is to distort and deny his respect and reverence for the human.


In order to heal the dualism which has permeated both Western culture and Church teaching, it is important to understand the human person from a foundational formative perspective.  From his perspective, humans are considered to be an integral whole of body, mind and spirit, in which each dimension makes a uniquely essential contribution to the fullness of who we are.  To deny any dimension is to become impoverished, thus less than human.  On the other hand, to glorify any dimension over any other is to totalize one aspect of our humanness, thus minimizing the fullness of who we are.


In reflecting upon our body-mind-spirit self that we are, it is important that we take up each dimension separately, dwelling with our body, our mind, and our spirit.  Such dwelling and being-with may foster a deeper appreciation for the fullness of who we are and awaken within us a desire to be the unique human our God has called us to become.


Throughout this series of papers, we take up each dimension from the foundational perspective of storytelling.  For our body, our mind and our spirit have their own story.  Written within our being is the story of the development of our unique body-mind-spirit self.  As you read through the pages of each of these papers, we invite you to connect with your own story, to dwell with the various influences that have formed you.  Only in this way will these pages come alive for you and foster your continued integrative process.


We wish to acknowledge the contributions of Rev. Adrian van Kaam, Ph.D., and of Alexander Lowen, M.D., whose thinking has significantly influenced our understanding of the human person.  Van Kaam has developed a personality theory rooted in a Christian understanding of the human person.  He describes the human person as an integrated whole of vital-functional-spirit-self and considers the spirit to be the core of the human person.  He describes in detail each dimension of the self, as well as the dynamics of interaction among these dimensions.  Lowen has developed a body-mind approach to personality grounded in the energetic processes of the body.  Through his study of the human personality as it is grounded in the body, Lowen has identified five character structures and has described in detail their etiology in infancy and early childhood; their characteristics; the holding patterns that have developed within the musculature as a way of coping with early pain; the effects of the holding patterns upon the energy flow throughout the body; the styles of living which result from each character structure.


As former students of both van Kaam and Lowen, we are grateful for their articulation of the dynamics of the human personality.  Their theories form the basis of our thinking and provide the fundamental framework from which we approach our work.  While remaining grounded in both van Kaam and Lowen’s approaches to personality, we have expanded upon this foundation by integrating into our thinking the contributions of other significant theorists.

The Vital Dimension of the Self

Introduction


We associate the word vital with whatever is essential and necessary for life and living.  Doctors and nurses, for example, are always concerned about the vital signs of their patients, particularly of those who are critically ill.  We speak of having to make vital decisions or of something being of vital importance to us.  Whatever we experience as vital is perceived as being crucial for our life or for our quality of life.


When we think of vital signs, blood pressure, temperature and pulse come to mind.  These give the medical experts clues about the general condition of our body.  When we speak of our vital life or of our vital dimension, we refer to everything that is related to the life and aliveness of our body:  the formation of every cell in our body; the functioning of our organs, glands and physiological systems; our metabolism; our nervous system; our motility; our sensations, drives, desires, passions; our feelings and emotions; our energy; our body itself.


For the most part, we tend to take for granted this fundamental physiological dimension of our selves.  Yet, our physiological make-up is the foundation of our uniqueness.  It accounts for the fact that some of us are morning persons while others are night persons; some of us can function well with five hours’ sleep, while others need a full eight hours; some of us have high energy while others have low energy; some of us are aggressive while others are more laid back; some of us prefer a warm climate while others prefer the cold.  Our physiological make-up predisposes us to certain illnesses and allergies, as well as to certain physical strengths. It accounts for the fact that we are attracted to certain foods and not to others.  It is the basis for our way of engaging with the world as vibrant, alive, intense, sluggish, apathetic, moving with, or moving against.


Our fundamental, vital uniqueness is further expressed in the shape of our body; in the pigmentation of our skin; in the unique sound and pitch of our voice; in the uniqueness of our facial features – the shape of our face, the texture of our hair, our height or low forehead, the clarity or dullness of our eyes, the shape of our nose and mouth, the tightness of our jaw; in the way our feet stand on the ground; in the strength or weakness of our legs; in the way we walk and run; in the way we hold and carry ourselves; in the gracefulness and coordination of our body movements; in our physical attractiveness, aliveness and vibrancy.


Our level of energy is also uniquely ours.  (See Formation Consultation Services, Inc. paper “Foundational Approach to Human Unfolding Preliminary Theme:  Energy”)  Our energy may flow freely or be clogged throughout our body.  It may contract or expand within us.  It may be stuck in our head or move throughout our body.  It may be bound up in chronic headaches, muscle spasms, gastro-intestinal problems, ulcers or heartburn.  It may be freely expressed and available for engaging creativity in everyday life.


Experience has taught us the importance of respecting our body.  We know we need proper rest, exercise and diet.  We know that our body feels best in the proper environment of flesh air and clean water.  Whenever we fail to respect these fundamental needs of our body, we pay a price.  We pay with sluggishness, fatigue, illness or irritability for living in polluted air, for a lack of rest, for insufficient exercise.  We pay with an underdeveloped weak body and with illness for consistently eating vitamin-deficient or pesticide-contaminated foods.  In order to maintain a healthy body, we need to tend to its needs, respecting and reverencing its uniqueness. 


Our vital life is the most fundamental dimension of who we are.  It is the foundation of our being.  It encompasses everything within us that is spontaneous and reactive, requiring no thought, reflection or conscious attention.  Our body has a mind and life of its own, independent of our thought processes.  Thus we describe the vital level as being preconscious, prereflective and prepersonal.  Whatever we experience on this level precedes consciousness, reflection and personal choice and decision.  For example, we breathe, our heart beats, our food is digested, and our blood circulates – all without our conscious awareness.  We react with fear, anger, anxiety, compassion, joy, excitement to events and situations that touch us personally.  These reactions occur spontaneously and without deliberate thought.  We button our shirt, go up and down the stairs, type, or play the piano all without thinking.  In fact, when we consciously focus upon our feet going up or down the stairs, we are likely to stumble.  When we go up and down the stairs in our habitual, spontaneous manner, we are living in our feet.  Similarly, when we play the piano or type, we are living in our fingers.  We live in our body, allowing our hands, fingers, legs, eyes and ears to take over.  Our vital life is rooted in our body, thus making our body integral to our being human.


When our body is healthy, we are spontaneously open to take in, receive and react to what is happening around us.  Our body has the energy to be present to and react to life.  We feel, we sense, we intuit, we experience, we are engaged in and through our body.  When we are physically or emotionally exhausted or when we are sick, our body spontaneously shuts down as a way of protecting us from becoming overwhelmed.  Our capacity to be present to our experience is diminished.  We may will ourselves to be attentive.  However, our sleepy, sluggish and/or sick body cannot rise to the occasion.  Eventually, our willfulness succumbs to our fatigue or our illness.  For example, a family member who has struggled with cancer for over seven years describes having to live through each day according to how her body feels.  Whatever plans she makes are tentative, depending on her level of energy.  She finds living with the limits of her body frustrating at times.  However, she has learned that she cannot push or will herself beyond those limits.  Over the years, her decreasing level of energy has taught her to live in her body.


The same is true for all of us.  To the extent that we value and reverence our vital life, we tend to listen to and respect its possibilities and limitations.  However, to the extent that we have become split from our vital life, we tend to push ourselves beyond our vital possibilities and limits.  Thus we live in a relationship of disrespect with our body.


Reflecting upon our body may evoke a variety of feelings: comfort and/or discomfort with various parts of our body; anxiety and disdain for this or that part of our body; a sense of well-being; a sense of living in our body or out of it; numbness or aliveness; feeling disconnected or connected.  Most of us feel some degree of ambiguity and insecurity about our body, for we did not choose it.  We tend to compare our body with an ideal we may have created.  We may consistently fall short, tending to focus on the peculiarities and shortcomings our body rather than on its sacredness and intrinsic value.


Our dualistic culture and religion have given us various messages about our body that may readily come to mind.  The body is not to be trusted.  We are to be vigilant with our body.  The body is evil and dirty.  The body needs to be disciplined.  The body is suspect.  The body is a source of pleasure.  The body is the prison of the soul.  The body is to be subordinated to our mind.


As a result of what we have taken in, we have established a certain relationship with our body.  We may relate to it as friend or foe; as detriment or help; as suspect or worthy of trust.  We may perceive our body as a machine to be pushed or as a tool to carry out the commands of our mind.  We may see it as a thing or an object which we control, a slave that submits to our bidding, or an unruly child in need of discipline.


We may reverence and respect our body, perceiving it as a sacred dimension of who we are.  Indeed in our contemporary culture, we witness healthy reactions to the stain of dualism.  The popularity of Centering prayer, of the Yoga and Zen movements, as well as of body massage and muscular therapy represents our recognized need to reconnect with our body.


Dancers remind us of the grace that results from living in our body.  Ballet dancers, for example, evoke in all of us a sense of grace, sensitivity and beauty.  Their entire body is stirred and called forth by the music.  Their gracefulness gives us a sense that they are in harmony with the organic rhythm of their body as it responds and flows with the music.


Our vital, reactive self is the ground of our being.  It is that fundamental part of ourselves that anchors and roots us in the world.  As humans we live our lives in and through our unique body.  Through our body, we can plant our feet on the ground of the world, and participate in the material world of nature, animals and things.  Our embodied condition enables us to be present to one another and to become engaged with the world in which we live.  We are called forth.  We are present to.  We take in.  We receive.  We sense.  We intuit.  We feel.  Through our body, we experience a sense of belonging in the world:  we are part of the bounty of creation.  


Written within our body is the story of our entire life.  The formative and deformative patterns we have developed, the stresses, strains and tensions we carry, the experiences through which we have lived, our calloused hands, the furrows in our brow – all tell the story that is contained within our body.  From a formative perspective, our story reveals in what manner our body has been taken up, reverenced and proclaimed.  It is within this frame that we invite you to journey through the story written in your own body as that story is stirred throughout these pages.

The Story Begins

We Are Conceived


The story of the formation of our vital self began in the womb with the moment of conception.  Our mother’s womb was our first home.  It was the home in which we were conceived and in which we grew and developed.  Throughout the nine months our mother carried us, every cell in our body took shape.  Every part of our body was formed; our organs and glands; our arteries and veins; our bones and joints; our spine and nerves; our eyes, ears, nose and mouth; our skin and hair; our arms and legs; our genitals.  As we grew, our heart began to beat.  Our blood began to circulate.  Our body began to function.  We began to move.  The quality of our first home had a significant impact upon our entire vital development.  We may well wonder about the formative and deformative quality of our first home.


How we were conceived may already have had an impact on the formation of our body.  Whether we were conceived in love or hate, violence or tenderness, mutual respect or force, anxiously or in a relaxed manner may have influenced how our mother felt about us as we grew in her womb.  The feelings that welled up within her as she reflected upon the moment of our conception may have lingered with her throughout her pregnancy.  Perhaps she felt happy and overjoyed.  Perhaps she felt depressed, nervous or anxious.  Perhaps she felt angry, hurt or violated.  It is possible that whatever she felt influenced our developing body in mysterious ways not yet understood by obstetricians, pediatricians or child psychologists.


Furthermore, our mother’s feelings about being pregnant may have affected the quality of our first home.  We may have experienced her womb as being warm and cold, hospitable or hostile, soft or hard.  

Whatever our primitive experience, this was the home in which we grew and developed.  In this home, we may have gained an initial sense of being wanted or unwanted, accepted or rejected, loved or hated.  For, just as we absorbed nourished from our mother as we developed within her womb, so too we absorbed whatever our mother was consistently feeling and experiencing.


The quality of our first home was further influenced by our mother’s sense of self-care.  Our home may have been damaged by our mother’s smoking or by her living or working in a smoked-filled environment.  Studies have shown that babies of mothers who smoke during pregnancy are generally underweight at birth.  Such an environment then, directly affected the growth of our developing vital life.


The house of our mother’s womb may also have been damaged by her drinking alcohol, taking drugs or taking strong medication.  If this was the case, we were forced to grow and develop in a home affected by various toxins.  We grew in a toxic environment.  Since we knew nothing else, this environment seemed normal.  However, it may have affected our vital development.  For from the beginning we found ourselves in a situation in which we had to brace ourselves to survive the unhealthy effects of overwhelming toxins.


Furthermore, our first home was influenced by mother’s physical and emotional health.  If mother was physically strong and emotionally healthy, we found ourselves in optimum conditions to grow.  We were able to draw on mother’s strength and energy without depleting her.  She may have been overjoyed and thrilled about being pregnant; giving us the attention and affection we needed even in her womb.


On the other hand, perhaps mother was generally in poor health or chronically ill.  Being pregnant, then, simply made her weaker.  As we grew, we not only drained her of the little energy she had, but we ourselves were most probably deprived of the energy necessary to grow to our full capacity.  Thus we may have been predisposed to certain physical weaknesses.  Moreover, she may have felt resentful that our development weakened her.  As a result, we may have absorbed her resentment of us even in the womb.  Thus the home in which we found ourselves was far from being hospitable and relaxed.  


Or perhaps our mother was chronically depressed or emotionally unstable.  We in turn, may have been influenced by her chronic depression, or her victim approach to life, or her living in a fantasy world, or her sense of entitlement, or her unexpressed anger and rage.


If our mother was in good health and engaged in taking care of herself through proper rest, nourishment and exercise, the home of her womb was a nurturing place for us.  We received the nourishment necessary to allow us to grow and develop in a natural, relaxed way without having to fight for survival or struggle to get what we needed.  We experienced an initial sense of being taken care of and of having our needs met.  We felt at home.


Mother’s relationship with her parents and her family of origin affected not only mother, but our developing vital self as well.  Perhaps one or both her parents were ill or died while she carried us.  The trauma she experienced depended upon the quality of her relationship with them.  Perhaps her parents moved away, no longer close enough to offer the support of their presence.  They may have reacted to mother’s pregnancy with varying degrees of joy or disappointment, thus calling forth certain reactions within her.  Mother may have experienced a sense of care or non-care from them.  They may have been supportive of her marriage or may have been interfering parents.  Mother may have been their favored child or the object of their indifference or hate.


Mother’s pregnancy was influenced not only by her present relationship to her parents and their reaction to her present relationship to her parents and their reaction to her present pregnancy, but by her entire history with them.  All of this had an impact upon the quality of the home mother provided for us while she carried us.


Another major influence upon our first home was the nature of our parents’ relationship and of their living situation.  It is important to be aware of what was going on in our parents’ life during our mother’s pregnancy.  Was father at war or working away from home for extended periods?  If so, mother may have been lonely, anxious, fearful, wondering – all of which may have affected our fundamental disposition toward life.  If our parents were living through a family crisis, or grieving the loss of a loved one, or disappointed with another pregnancy, or caring for an aging parent, or consumed with taking care of an older, physically or mentally handicapped child, or struggling with their relationship, we too were affected.  As early as the womb, we may have gained a primitive sense that there was no room for us, that we were a burden, that we were too much for our parents.  Such a sense may have affected the development of our basic vital orientation toward life and the world.


Perhaps our father was an alcoholic who abused mother physically, emotionally and/or verbally.  Mother may have lived with the daily anxiety of whether he would come home and/or in what state he would greet her.  She may have been the object of his abuse throughout her pregnancy.  She may have been consistently preoccupied with trying to survive a nearly impossible situation.  Her necessary preoccupation with her own survival may have diminished her ability to be present and attentive to us in the womb.


Or perhaps mother’s pregnancy occurred during a relatively stable time in her life and in her marriage.  She could then focus her attention upon the baby growing in her womb.  We absorbed her sense of well being.  Already then, we felt her support and care.  Father too may have been involved as much as he could be with mother’s pregnancy through his care, concern and sensitivity toward her as well as toward us in the womb.  Perhaps he spoke gently and tenderly to us, touching mother’s stomach as he did so.  In our primitive sensing way, we bathed in his care and love for us even in the womb.


Our ordinal place in our family may also have affected our fist home in our mother’s womb.  If we were our parents’ first child, chances are we were wanted, loved and accepted.  However, a first pregnancy often created anxiety and tension in a new mother.  She wants to do all the right things in the right way so that her child will grow in the best possible environment.  Perhaps our mother was so tense and anxious about providing the best possible home for us that along with absorbing her love and acceptance, we may have also absorbed her tension and anxiety.

Or we may be the last of several children.  Our mother may have been tired throughout her pregnancy – tired of being pregnant, tired of children, simply drained of her energy.  Because our mother had little energy to give, we received little energy as we grew in her womb.  Or because she was tired, she may have developed a negative approach to children and babies or to life in general.


Our parents’ dreams for us, their unborn child, affected us even in the womb.  They may have had their heart set on having a little boy or a little girl.  They may have spun dreams of us as little boy or a little girl.  They dreamt about our facial features, our physique, our personality, our growing up, our life choices, and our career.  They may have spun dreams about us as their prefect child who would live out their unfulfilled dreams, who would make them proud, who would be everything they could not be.  At some primitive level, we absorbed these dreams, perhaps sensing already in the womb that we had to live our life according to our parents’ dreams for us, that we had no right to our own life or destiny.


Our mother’s pregnancy may have interfered with her career or with her life plans.  Throughout her pregnancy, she may have been somewhat preoccupied with a sense of “I can’t wait for all of this to be over.” or “Why this pregnancy now?’  We got in the way of her ego projects and plans.  She may have been unable to dwell with what was going on within her body because she had so much to do.  Thus we found ourselves living in a home where there was little or no being, heart, or spirit.  There was only a doing-human.  As a result, we may have absorbed very little substance from our mother.


On the other hand, mother may have welcomed this pregnancy or moved with its flow and rhythm despite the disruption of her plans.  She tended to the reality of being pregnant, adjusting her life and ego plans accordingly.  Already then, we may have absorbed her dwelling-with and flowing-with approach to life.  We may have gained a primitive sense of being flexibly attuned to the rhythm of life.



Infants growing in their mother’s womb, sense, feel and experience.  They are somewhat like sponges, absorbing indiscriminately everything they are exposed to.  They cannot think, choose or decide.  They cannot sift out what is healthy or unhealthy.  Throughout the months of living in the womb, every cell of their developing body is shaped and formed in and through the complexity of what is going on with mother physically, emotionally, psychically, spiritually.  The formation of infants in the womb is mysteriously affected by the formative and deformative influences on mother’s life: the nature and quality of her relationships; her feelings about being pregnant; her general dispositions and attitudes toward life.  Whatever mother experiences somewhat consistently throughout pregnancy or whatever traumas she is subjected to while pregnant, impact upon the vital formation of infants in the womb.  Already then, infants experience a primitive sense of being taken up and proclaimed in a respectful or disrespectful, in a reverent or irreverent manner.


In the womb, the basic temperament of infants, as well as their fundamental orientation toward life and the world take shape, influenced by mother’s fundamental outlook and disposition toward herself, others, the world and life.  Their vital emotionality is formed and influenced by the quality of mother’s emotional life as well as by whatever emotions are called forth by the various significant events and situations she experiences during pregnancy.  Their fundamental level of vital energy evolves, also influenced by mother’s energy level.


Consequently, the complex constellation of our vital temperament, vital emotionality, vital energy, vital predispositions, with the totality of our biological development, makes us unique.  We are who we are not only because of heredity, but also through all that we have absorbed from mother while we developed in her womb.  Although we may have many siblings, no two of us are exactly alike because mother’s physical condition, life experience, level of energy, and ways of coping differed somewhat with each child she carried.  We do ourselves a disservice by limiting our understanding of our vital life to heredity.  While heredity plays an important role in the development of every aspect of our vital life, we cannot overlook the formative and deformative impact upon us of the significant events that occurred in mother’s life while she carried us.  The foundation for the continued development of our vital life was set during the months we grew in our mother’s womb.  What do we know about our mother’s life experience at the time she carried us?

We Are Born


It is generally agreed that the greatest trauma we have all experienced is that of being born. Although we do not remember our birth on an intellectual level, its story is written in and remembered by our body.


Perhaps certain facts surrounding our birth have been related to us by our parents over the years.  Perhaps we know something of the kind of labor our mother had – whether it was long and difficult, or rather short and somewhat easy; whether those who attended mother seemed worried and concerned or whether her labor proceeded normally.  Perhaps we know whether or not mother needed special medical attention during her labor.  We may have some idea of whether we were the focus of attention, whether we needed special monitoring because of our position in our mother’s womb or because the umbilical cord may have been wrapped around our neck.  We may know something about mother’s level of energy and her strength as she helped us through the birthing process.  We may know whether labor occurred naturally or was induced due to complications or to our parents’ ego needs.


What do we know about the birthing process itself?  Were we born prematurely, significantly later than our due date, or approximately at the time we were due?  Was our birth process natural, or were we born through a Caesarean section?  Was mother heavily medicated, unaware of what was going on?  Did she experience complications after our birth?  Does mother describe our birth as being difficult or somewhat easy?


What do we know about any trauma that surrounded our birth?  Perhaps we were born through the use of forceps which were the first foreign object to touch us as we attempted to emerge from our mother’s womb.  We moved from the total comfort and softness of the womb to sensing a hard object moving us along, perhaps not respecting the organic rhythm of our birthing.  We were welcomed into the world by forceps.


Perhaps the umbilical cord was wrapped around our neck, and became a source of concern for those around us.  As a result, we may have had difficulty getting the oxygen we needed as we moved through the birth canal and out into the world.  Or perhaps complications surrounded our birth.  We may have been whisked away as soon as we were born and further traumatized through the intrusion of tubes, needles and other life-saving equipment.  Although these may have saved our life, they represented a traumatic welcome into the world.  We moved from the total comfort of the womb to the physical and emotional pain of foreign intrusion.


Until recent years, fathers were not allowed to be part of the birthing process.  Newborn infants were taken away from their mothers immediately after birth, cleansed, wrapped in a blanket, brought into a brightly lit hospital nursery and placed in a crib.  No one of us can begin to imagine the traumatic effects of such a procedure.  We left the total warmth and comfort of our mother’s womb where all our needs were met and found ourselves in a foreign non-comforting and somewhat cold and intrusive environment.  For most of us, this was our welcome into the world.  Our probable primitive reaction may have been one of shock and loss.


What we know about our mother’s labor and our birth is most probably part of our taken-for-granted stock of knowledge, which we generally neither question nor think about.  However, the events immediately surrounding our birth as well as our birth itself have had a significant influence upon the formation of our vital self.  For through the birthing process, we moved from the security of the womb to the insecurity of bright lights, hard surfaces and unfamiliar noises.  We moved from the warmth and coziness of the womb to the coldness of a huge world.  We moved from having all of our vital needs met on demand to having to fit into the schedule of adults.  We moved from life in the womb, which revolved around our organic rhythm, to life outside the womb, which was frequently out of touch with our organic rhythm.  We moved from a physical oneness with our mother to being separated from her at birth.  With our birth began the process of living in and adjusting to a foreign world.  Being born was a shock to our system:

The process of birth represents a prolonged series of shocks which 
every infant experiences, and nothing exists more powerfully 
calculated to assuage the effect of those shocks than the fondling and nursing the mother is designed to give the child virtually immediately after its birth.  When afforded such reassurance through the skin, the effects of the shock of birth are gradually mitigated. But if the infant is not afforded such an alleviation of his shock, the effects of that experience will continue, and will more or less affect his subsequent growth and development. (Ashley Montagu, Touching, p. 245)


  Newborns are primarily a vital self.  From the moment of birth, their body intuits and senses directly and immediately what it needs.  The knowing of newborns is pre-personal, prereflective and preconscious: they simply know with their body what they need.  They make their needs known through crying, through agitated movement, through facial grimaces or through a sense of satisfaction.  Newborns seek nurturance, warmth, comfort, security and nourishment.  They need to be touched, held, cared for and spoken to tenderly and gently.  They need the reassuring warmth of their mother’s body.  New-borns need the comforting arms of their parents.  They need the nourishment of their mother’s milk. They need the security of the familiar voices of their parents and of the familiar sounds of their home environment.  Newborns need to feel that they are loved and that they are safe.  The only way they feel reassured is through being held, touched and cuddled by their parents.


Since, most of us may have been whisked away from our mother immediately after birth, we perhaps live with the scars of touch immediately after birth, we perhaps live with the scars of touch deprivation as well as with a basic insecurity that may gnaw at us and leave us feeling unsafe in an overwhelming world.  Perhaps we also live with a primitive sense of unmet needs.  For if we were placed at a distance from our mother in a hospital nursery, she was unable to hear our cries or see our grimaces or notice our agitation.  Our basic needs may have been frustrated as we were unwittingly placed in a position of having to fit into the arbitrary schedule of humans immediately after birth.  Thus our organic rhythm began to be violated with our birth.  Such violation let to the beginning of our distancing ourselves from our body.  For, already as newborns, we had to wait for our needs to be satisfied according to the time-table of those who cared for us in the hospital nursery.


The story of how we feel about our body began at birth as well.  We learned to befriend or to negate our body through how significant others responded to us.  As newborns, we were primarily body.  Our gender was determined on the basis of our physical body.  Our parents and significant others responded to us according to the body the saw:  our sex; our physical appearance; any deformities or discolorations we may have had; our healthiness or unhealthiness.  When they looked at us, certain feelings were evoked within them:  peace, satisfaction, anxiety, joy, worry, fear, displeasure, pleasure, hatred, love, rejection, and acceptance.  Whatever they felt was conveyed through the way they looked at us, held us, nursed us, spoke to us, cared for us and touched us.  In our primitive sensing, feeling way, we absorbed their feelings.


If for example, our parents had their heart set on having a girl and we are a boy, or vice-versa, we may have absorbed their disappointment.  In our primitive sensing way, we may have begun to experience a certain discomfort about our sex.  We may have felt a sense of not being what our parents wanted. From birth, then, we may have developed a sense of disrespect for our body because it was not respected by our parents. We may have begun to feel uncomfortable in our body. We may have been left hanging and wondering in our primitive way what was wrong. We may have begun to contract and to tense up, unable to live fully in our body, for we sensed, through the way we were held, touched, looked at and spoken to that we were a disappointment to our parents.  Already, we may have begun to have to support ourselves for we did not experience sufficient emotional support in our parents’ arms.

If, on the other hand, our parents affirmed our gender as male or female and accepted our body as it was, we may have experienced a primitive sense of okayness about our body.  We may have felt at home in our body and with our sexuality. In our preconscious way, we may have become grounded in our body because it had been proclaimed with respect and reverence by our parents. We may have felt their respect in the way they held us, looked at us, spoke to us, engaged with us.  We may have felt safe and secure.  We may have felt loved as we were.  Perhaps we could let down into our tiny body and sink into their arms with a primitive sense of being at home in ourselves and in their arms.

The Story Unfolds

We Are an Infant, a Toddler, a Preschooler

The first five years of life represent a period of major adjustment to human living and to the human world, as well as a period of tremendous vital energy and aliveness.  Small children experience a tremendous amount of vital energy which enables them to adjust to the world of their family, to reach out and grasp for objects, to move themselves, to roll over from their back onto their stomach, to sit up, to crawl, to stand on their feet, and eventually to walk.  This same vital energy moves small children to explore their surroundings, and helps them to gain a stronger foothold in the world.


This period of life is characterized by a tremendous sense-aliveness.  Children’s ability to see, hear, smell, taste and feel is keenly alive.  They are receptive to everything around them.  They are somewhat like sponges, absorbing whatever comes within the range of their experience.  They become fascinated by watching a moving ant, by the touch and feel of the grass, by the experience of feeling the wetness of water, by certain sounds that capture their attention, by smelling a flower, by the falling wet rain as well as by the falling white and cold snow that covers the ground.  They begin to discriminate between foods that have a pleasant taste and those that do not.  Small children seem to be attuned to all of life around them.  They live in their body.  They are their vibrantly alive body.  


During these years of tremendous vital aliveness, feelings begin to awaken within small children.  They cry when they are sad or hurt.  They have a temper tantrum when they are angry.  They cry in rage when mother or father is absent.  They are afraid of the dark.  At times they are so excited that they seem to want to jump out of their skin.  Their small body seems unable to contain their excitement.  They feel uncomfortable when they have done something wrong.


All of us experienced the tremendous vital energy of these first years of life.  As we gain a sense of our present disconnectedness from our body, of our alienation from our feelings, of our dulled and numbed senses and of our half-alive state, we may wonder what has happened to our vital energy and aliveness.  Let us attempt to walk through the story that, to varying degrees, may be ours.


As newborns, we came into the world in a state of total helplessness, powerlessness and vulnerability.  We began our human life primarily as a body needing to be nurtured and cared for.  We were totally dependent upon our parents who, considering their own stories, gave us the best they could.


Throughout our first weeks and months, our body experienced significant adjustments to life outside the womb.  For no longer were all of our needs being met upon demand.  No longer were we in the warm cozy space of our mother’s womb.  Nor were we with our mother in the symbiotic state of oneness we had enjoyed in her womb. Our body had to adjust to the state in which we now found ourselves – physically separate from mother yet totally dependent upon her.


With time we grew accustomed to having clothing on our body – a bulky diaper between our legs and clothing that covered our tiny limbs.  Yet, while the covering on our hands protected us from being hurt, it may have also prevented us from soothing ourselves by sucking our fingers or our tiny fists.  While the covering on our legs kept us warm, it may have impeded our kicking and moving.


We adjusted to the arbitrarily imposed feeding schedule.  In her anxiety, mother perhaps followed exactly the schedule suggested by the pediatrician rather than tuning in to our organic rhythm of nursing us when we were hungry.  Perhaps we developed colic or became constipated, or had diarrhea or vomited frequently as our tiny body adjusted to being nursed and as our digestive system began to function on its own.


We adjusted to the way we were held, touched, cuddled, nursed, talked to, looked at and cared for.  We became familiar with mother’s and father’s touch and smell.  We began to recognize their face and their voice.  We gained a primitive sense of the attention each would give us and of how each would respond to us.  Much to our parents’ relief, we gradually developed a pattern of being awake during the day and eventually sleeping through the night.


Gradually, we adjusted to life outside the womb.  Written in our body is the formative and deformative story of this adjustment.  To varying degrees, it is for all of us, a story of tension, anxiety, stress, and strain.


Being held and touched was crucial to offset the trauma of the many adjustments we had to make.  According to Ashley Montagu, “What the child requires if it is to prosper...is to be handled, and carried, and caressed, and cuddled, and cooed to, even if it isn’t breastfed.” (Touching, p. 99)  Most of us were perhaps raised according to the commonly accepted principles of “poisonous pedagogy” which maintain that if infants are picked up and held whenever they cry, they will be spoiled.  (Refer to the papers on Alice Miller’s books by Formation Consultation Services, Inc)  Consequently, we may have often been left to cry without mother or father attending to us.  The world then may have been experienced as an unwelcoming place in which we had to begin to soothe ourselves.


In regard to current child-rearing practices which foster premature physical separation from mother through the use of many conveniences, Montagu writes:


The impersonal childbearing practices that have long been the mode in the U.S., with the early severance of the mother-child tie, and the separation of mothers and children by the interposition of bottles, blankets, clothes, carriages, cribs and other physical objects, will produce individuals who are able to lead lonely, isolated lives in the crowded urban world, with its materialistic values and its addictions to things. (Touching, p. 391)


As described above, our body was a bundle of energy, fundamentally open to the world, taking in and absorbing whatever we were exposed to.  However, the story that has been written in our body from the time of our infancy is partially one of tightening and closing ourselves off from our fundamental openness to the world.  For each of us, tightening has occurred according to the way we were welcomed into the world and nurtured throughout our first five years of life.


In the following sections, we describe a variety of ways in which we were pro-claimed and welcomed into the world.  Each of these sections describes the extreme poles of a continuum.  Few of us have experienced these extremes as such.  However, our experience lies somewhere along the continuum, perhaps closer to one pole than to the other.  Our experience is most probably characterized by a mixture of elements from both extremes.  As you walk through these descriptions, we invite you to be attentive to whatever might resonate as being true for you, to acknowledge your experience, and to own it as being integral to your vital life.

The welcomed child – the hated child.  Perhaps our initial experience of being in the world was one of being welcomed by our parents.  They awaited our birth with joyful anticipation.  They received us with gladness and delight.  Our birth was a festive occasion, a family celebration.  Our parents, siblings, and extended family embraced us with a gracious sense of “Welcome, make yourself at home!  You are part of our family.  You belong here with us.”  We were welcomed with open arms.  Our tiny body sank in the cradle of mother’s and father’s arms.  We were content, satisfied, and peaceful.  We felt wanted and loved.  We sensed delight in their eyes and in their faces, in the way they held us, nursed us and spoke to us.  We had a sense of being precious to them.  We experienced their harmonious excitement that respected our boundaries and our organic rhythm.  They welcomed us into their home and into their hearts.  Here, our tiny body could let down and relax.  We could live in our body.  We felt safe and secure, energetic and alive.  Our eyes were bright and responsive to our environment.  Our tiny body was vibrant and alive.  Our arms and legs kicked freely and spontaneously.  We cooed and smiled at the approach of our parents.  Our energy could be fully directed toward adjusting to life outside the womb.  We could reach out and make demands on our parents, with a sense that they would respond to us and meet our needs.  Our vital thrive in the welcoming space created by our parents.  Their welcome provided the soothing we needed in the aftermath of the birth trauma.


This primitive sense of feeling welcomed in the life of our mother and father may have enabled us to walk through life with a sense of belonging:  we have a right to live; we have a right to exist.  Thus we may be able to make our way through life grounded in an innate sense that the world is a welcoming place, that we do have a place and a space in the world.  We may feel at home with ourselves, with others and in our world.


On the other hand, perhaps during the first six months of life we consistently experienced a cold hatred and hostility in our mother’s and father’s eyes which conveyed the sense of “I wish you had never been born.  You’re in my way.  There’s no room for you in my busy and already full life.  You’re intruding on us. We became the object of our mother’s and/or father’s wrath, rage, fury and hate.  In our primitive infant way, we felt they wanted to destroy us.  We were overwhelmed and terrorized.  The world was not a welcoming place.  Rather, we felt not wanted and hated.  We felt we had no right to be around.  We had no right to exist.  The world felt unsafe, unwelcoming and filled with emotional toxins capable of killing us.  The extreme negative response of our parents made us cringe.  Rather than having our vital energy called out and supported by our parents, it was pushed in and smashed.  In our primitive infant way, we began to withdraw deeply within ourselves as the only way to survive the onslaughts of overwhelming hatred and coldness.  Our body shrunk with tightness and tension in face of hate-filled assaults.  Our face was mask-like.  Our eyes were vacant and lifeless, unable to make contact with anyone lest we be further terrorized.  Our arms and legs hung like appendages with little movement or energy.  Our feet were contracted and cold.  Our breathing was barely perceptible.  Our tiny body slowed down, shut down, tightened up.  We stiffened.  We became numb.  Our energy became frozen and unavailable to us.  We pulled back and shriveled in terror, withdrawing to the core of our being.  We were terrified of reaching out, for we might be annihilated.  We were frozen in our steps, so to speak.  In our primitive way, we lived in a constant state of emergency preoccupied with survival.  We were vigilant and anxious.  We felt we had to make it on our own.  We felt unprotected, fragile, vulnerable, and alone.


Emotionally, we began to dry up and shrivel.  Our vital energy was withdrawn into the core of our being, protected by the armor of our tensed-up shriveled body.  Our existence felt so fragile that our vital energy was spontaneously directed toward holding ourselves together lest we be annihilated by the overwhelming nature of the cold hatred we were experiencing and by the emotional violence of our environment.


As a result of this primitive experience, we may walk through life terrified, feeling we do not have the right to exist, experiencing a primitive sense that we could be annihilated at any time and feeling the need to hold ourselves together.  In order to survive, we may have had to dissociate from our body with its vital energy and its feelings, which remain locked in our tight tense body.  We may live primarily in our head, unaware of our feelings.  As long as we can think clearly and remain in control, we will survive...we will continue to exist.

The fulfilled child – the deprived child.  Among our basic human needs are the needs for safety, security and nurturance.  Throughout our infancy, these needs are met primarily through the quality of the physical care we receive as well as through being held, touched, hugged and cuddled.  Montagu writes:


The infant’s need for body contact is compelling. If that need is not adequately satisfied, even through all other needs are adequately 
met, he will suffer.  (Touching, p. 243)


As satisfied infants we experienced the fulfillment of these needs.  We were a source of joy to our parents.  They took delight in us and willingly met our needs by providing a safe, secure and nurturing environment.  We felt safe and secure in mother’s and father’s arms.  They held us, looked at us, spoke to us, cuddled us in a way that let us know that is was OK to be a helpless and vulnerable infant.  We felt their strength.  We felt protected.  We could let down into our tiny body.  As a result of having been nurtured, our body became strong and vibrant.  Our breathing was deep, free and unrestricted.  Our muscles were well-developed.  Our small-child legs could hold us up; we felt solid on our feet.  Our small body conveyed the sense that we had been nurtured and nourished not only physically, but emotionally as well.  We had substance.


Having been nurtured themselves as infants; our parents had the emotional resources upon which we could draw.  They were willing to fill us from their bounty.  We were not a burden to them.  They did not feel oppressed by our need and our neediness.  Rather, they were with us, reassuring us that they would not abandon us.  We could count on them.  We felt their supportive arms and their nurturing heart that told us, “You have a right to need, to feel safe, to be secure, to be nurtured.  We are here to take care of you.  You have a right to long for us.  We are here to satisfy your longings.”


As a result of the early nurturance of our parents, we perhaps live with a sense of feeling safe and secure.  Having been sufficiently nurtured, we feel satisfied and filled.  Our body is perhaps strong and vibrant.  We may feel alive and energetic, able to become engaged in our world without the constant fear and anxiety of being abandoned.


It is possible, however, that during the first year of life our needs for safety, security and nurturance were not adequately met for a variety of reasons.  We may have been left to cry in our cribs.  Mothers may have been depressed or sick throughout our infancy.  She herself may have been a low-energy person, feeling rather consistently tired and exhausted.  Depleted of energy, she had little to give us.  A functional atmosphere my have permeated our family.  What mattered most was that we be fed, dry and clean.  There was little or no time for being held and cuddled.  Our primitive experience then, was one of feeling emotionally abandoned and empty.  We starved for attention and affection.  We experienced a deep and insatiable longing to be filled.  Our small body wanted to cling to our parents in the hope of being nurtured by them.  However, we received only crumbs of affection and scraps of nurturance, none of which could adequately fill us.  The sack of our emotional life remained empty.  We found ourselves in a desert – dry, empty, barren, with little or no sense of feeling safe and secure.  We felt abandoned.


We were unable to draw upon the already depleted life energy of our parents.  Consequently, we ourselves grew with a low energy level.  Our musculature remained underdeveloped and weak.  We developed long spindly legs that seemed unable to hold us up.  We seemed to be walking on stilts.  Our body had a tendency to slump, as though we lacked the energy to hold ourselves up.  It seemed to need someone to lean on or to hold it up.  Our eyes betrayed our inner emptiness, expressing a sense of longing and pleading, “Please fill me.” or “Let me hang on to you.”  We experienced persistent tensions in our feeding and digestive systems.  Our body was weak and somewhat fragile.  It appeared to lack substance, betraying the fact we had been emotionally undernourished.


Over time, our body gave up and collapsed as a result of not being adequately supported and nurtured.  As small children we tended to be consistently whiny and clingy, always hoping, in our primitive way, that we would eventually get what we needed, always hoping that our emptiness would be filled.


As a result of our primitive experience, we may walk through life with a tremendous fear of being abandoned.  We may feel empty.  We may live with the sense that whatever nurturance we receive is never enough.  The depths of our emptiness can never be filled.  Our interpersonal relationships are characterized by a need to cling and hold on to whoever gives us the least bit of attention.  At times, our neediness may be too much for others to handle.  They back away.  Once more we feel isolated and abandoned.  We may seek to fill our emptiness and numb and pain of our deep longing through food, alcohol, drugs, sex, caffeine, nicotine, material possessions and security, or any other addiction whose immediate effect is to soothe and fill us.  Despite the fact that such soothing is only momentary and temporary, our deep longing and insatiable hunger compel us to seek whatever will bring some relief.  We are not aware that we are driven by our emotional emptiness, for we learned early on to repress the intolerable pain of our abandonment, emptiness and longing.

The autonomous child – the submissive child.  During the second year of life, children begin to walk and talk.  This increased mobility and self-expression enable them to move out, to explore their surroundings and to assert their developing self.  Thus begins the battle of the wills: two-year-olds defy their parents by their rather consistent verbal and behavioral “no”.  Parents, on the other hand, are intent on teaching their toddlers to submit to them.  By moving against their parents, toddlers experiment with the power and limits of their growing autonomy.  They begin to separate from their parents.  The direction in which small children develop depends upon the quality of the space provided by their parents.


As growing toddlers, we needed to continue to experience our parents’ care.  However, the quality of this care was somewhat different from that experienced throughout our infancy.  We needed a care that encouraged us to be ourself:  “It’s OK to be you.  We won’t fence you in.  We’ll give you the space you need to grow into your separate self.  We’ll continue to care for you, to protect you, to help you to feel safe as you move off our lap and out of our arms.  It’s OK to be who you are – exploring and assertive.”  Our organic rhythm of exploring the world and of beginning to separate from our parents was respected and reverenced.  They provided the safety of structures and boundaries, while encouraging us to become autonomous.  They moved in a healthy manner with our developing will rather than against it.  The care we experienced was in service of developing a healthy self-sufficiency and independence.  Our developing self felt supported, affirmed and protected.


On the level of our body, our energy was directed toward exploring.  As our parents created the necessary space for our continued development, we were encouraged to be ourselves, to live in our exploring and self-asserting body, to move with the flow of our organic rhythm and self-asserting body, to move with the flow of our organic rhythm and of our vital energy.  Our small legs and feet supported us as we moved out to explore the entire physical space in which we found ourselves.  Our arms and hands reached out to touch, feel and hold whatever grabbed our attention.  Our eyes and ears were attentive and responsive to whatever came within our range.  Our vibrant, alive and energetic body made its presence known and felt through verbal articulation, self-assertion, exploration, and a general delight in our developing powers. 


Perhaps our experience was somewhat different.  As we developed during our second through fourth year of life, we may have experienced a sense of not belonging to ourselves.  Our developing, exploring and autonomous self may have been shamed, humiliated and squashed.  Our parents may have been determined to win the battle of wills.  We may have experienced a sense of being emotionally harnessed:  “We will control you. You will do what we say. You will be punished for saying ‘no;’ we are all knowing. You will submit to our wishes, desires and needs. You will be who we want you to be. You are our child. You belong to us. You have no rights.”  We felt restricted and constricted.  We could not be ourself.  We could not explore at our pace.  Our organic rhythm was disrupted and violated.  We had to be the boy or girl our parents wanted us to be.  We had to live up to the image they had carved out for us.  Whenever we were with extended family members or friends, we were consistently expected to perform, to point to the right part of the body named by our parents, to say the word they wanted us to say, or to behave in the way they expected of us.  We received a good deal of attention, but only insofar as it fostered the development of the image our parents wanted us to live out.  They tended to our false self while neglecting our real self.


Appearance was very important to our parents.  If we were a girl, we had to be pretty and presentable to the other – mommy and daddy’s darling.  If we were a boy, we had to be macho and strong – mommy and daddy’s big boy.  We could not have a hair out of place or a spot on our dress, or our shirt sloppily hanging out of our pants.  We were not allowed to be children.  Rather we were little adults almost always on stage.  


Through these consistent experiences, we may have gained a primitive sense that our body was not ours.  Rather it had become our parent’s possession.  It was their right to do with us whatever they wanted.  Our vital energy could not be freely and spontaneously expressed.  We constantly had to hold ourselves up, living according to our parents’ standards and image.  Our natural tending toward self-assertion and autonomy was stunted.  We could not be ourselves.  We became submissive and dependent.  We became an image and a role. 


In order to live up to our parents’ image and role, we had to deny our feeling, particularly any sexual excitement we may have experienced.  As a result, our vital energy was directed toward the upper part of our body in our head, shoulders and chest.  Our upper body conveyed the impression of being puffed up, blown up, held up, and inflated.  Our tightly held head kept the rest of our body tightly under its control.  Our limbs appeared weak:  our head, not our legs and feet, held us up.  Our breathing was restricted to our chest.  Our eyes were filled with an energy that sought to dominate and conquer; yet they also appeared watchful and distrustful, fearful and losing control.


We could not live in our lower body.  Its energy was too much for our parents to handle.  We had no choice but to betray our body by suppressing our vital energy and holding ourselves up – living out our parents’ image and role for us.  Consequently, we may walk through life with an inflated ego and a deflated emotional life.  For beneath the image that we show the world lies an impoverished sense of self, a deflated real self that we must hide not only from the world but from ourselves as well.  We are disconnected form our vital self with its feelings, spontaneity, aliveness and emotionality.  We are an empty, hollow shell.


Having been the focus of attention in an excessive and unhealthy way as children, we may experience feelings and grandiosity, believing ourselves to be better than anyone else.  We may feel entitled and believe that the world owes us.  Our style may be one of being the center of attention, of grabbing center stage in a continued effort to receive the adulation of others, and thus maintain our image.  We may become excessively dependent upon the approval of others in order to maintain our false self.  Perhaps we cannot separate from others in a healthy way.  We may come to be so disconnected from our real self that we believe our image to be our real self.

The self-expressive child — the compressed child.  Between the ages of eighteen months and three years, the range of children’s feelings begins to expand.  Small children are vitally alive and spontaneous. They are expansive.  To the extent that children have been sufficiently nurtured prior to this stage, they feel safe and secure.  To the extent that their organic rhythm has been respected, they experience a sense of autonomy.  They bubble over with life and energy. The world is their playground.


To the extent that our parents were in touch with their own feelings, they were able to provide us with the emotional space we needed to express our feelings.  Our excitement, joy, exuberance and aliveness were respected, as were our expressions of fear, sadness, hurt, disappointment, frustration and anger.  Our parents were not threatened or overwhelmed by our feelings.  Rather, they were able to receive them, take them in and offer us the emotional support we needed as we came in touch with our feelings and experimented with expressing ourselves.  Our parents provided us with space that continued to respect our organic rhythm and to tell us in a variety of ways “We love you as you are.  We love your developing self.  We want you to be alive, and to express what you feel.  We continue to give you the space you need, while providing you with safe structures to make you feel secure as you express your developing self.”


This supportive space helped us to become increasingly grounded in the vital energy of our feelings.  Rather than being dammed up, our energy was free to express itself.  We were free to begin to own, befriend and express our feelings without being punished, reprimanded, shamed or humiliated.  Our feelings were accepted as a natural, vital expression of who we are.  Rather than fit us into a mold of what is or is not permitted, our parents gave us the freedom to be ourselves.  Thus our vital energy flowed freely through our body, uninhibited by the tensions and strains of having to hold in what we felt.


However, we may have lived in an environment in which our expanding energy was too much for our parents to handle.  They may have felt threatened by our aliveness.  Their own lack of energy may have made it difficult for them to live with our unbounded energy.  We may have lived in a family in which feelings were not expressed, but rather suppressed.  Or only certain feelings may have been acceptable in our family.  Our parents sought to contain our energy with the restrictions of endless do’s and don’ts:  good boys and girls don’t get angry; big boys don’t cry; there’s nothing to be afraid of; don’t touch yourself there; don’t make so much noise; big girls don’t put their dress up; stop running around this house; there’s no need to be so excited.  We felt hemmed in, smothered and bound up.  We felt constricted and restricted.  We were put into a compacter, so to speak – the compacter of our parents’ rules regarding our self-expression.  It was as though our mother or father placed one hand on our head and the other on our crotch, and pressed down on us with a sense of “Don’t you dare...”  And so, we learned to hold in our feelings, for fear of losing our parents’ approval and love.  We became outwardly submissive, while harboring deep unconscious spite, negativity and hostility.


As a result of having had to hold in what we felt, we may now live in the armor of thick powerful muscles that restrict our self-expression and limit our vital emotionality.  Our ability to extend ourselves and to reach out is severely limited.  Our pelvic area is tucked in and flattened, resembling a beaten dog with its tail between its legs.  We feel shamed and humiliated into submission.  We live in an almost constant state of anxiety.  We feel as though we are going to burst or explode.  Our sensitive eyes betray the deep hurt of being smothered and crushed as well as our deep fear of losing control.


Having to hold in our vital emotionality may have resulted in our inability to express our feelings spontaneously, particularly our sexual and aggressive feelings.  We may live a style of holding in our feelings and vital urges.  We may feel as though we are living in a pressure cooker:  we become so compressed that we feel we will explode or burst.  Indeed our vital energy is locked in the armor of our tight body which has developed a survival mode of holding everything in.

Between the ages of three and six, small children begin to reach out more explicitly to their parents for love and affection.  They may climb on mother’s or father’s lap simply wanting to be held.  They may seek their parents’ attention and approval regarding their latest discovery, a picture they colored, a drawing, or their newest feat.  Small children may need a reassuring hug when they are hurt, confused or sad.  At this age, reaching out is generally sexually charged with vital energy, excitement and aliveness.


While reaching out to their parents to receive their love, small children also reach out to express their love for mother and father.  They may pick flowers for mother.  They may draw a card for mother or father.  They seek to have their love received and affirmed.


To the extent that our parents were comfortable with themselves, with their sexuality and with expressing love, they were able to receive our genuine expressions of love, taking them up with reverence, respect and sacredness.  They delighted in the card we made for them, placing it in a conspicuous place where it could be seen by others.  Mother was happy with the flowers we picked for her, putting them in water and telling us how much she loved us.  Our heart had been received by the heart of our parents.  We felt their love and affection.  We experienced their delights in us.  In this tender and gentle space, the tenderness and softness of our heart was nurtured and allowed to unfold.  Rather than becoming hardened, our heart remained soft and open to its self-expressive impulses.  The more accepted we felt, the more we could open our heart, and move with the flow of our organic rhythm.


Our vital energy then, was directed outward toward expressing our love, our tenderness and our care in our small-child way.  We felt free and open toward other people.  The world of our parents and family became the safe place where we could express our love without fear of being rejected or of being used by our parents to meet their unmet needs.  They simply accepted and cherished our expressions of love.  We did not need to hold back or stiffen.  We could be ourselves.  We could begin to live from our heart.  Thus our body continued to exude life.  Our eyes were bright.  Our skin color was healthy.  Our movements and gestures were alive and graceful.  We lived in our body.


If, on the other hand, our parents were not comfortable in their body or with their sexuality, they may have felt threatened by our own awakening sexuality.  They may have backed away, unable to handle our intense feelings.  In our small-child way, we experienced their rejection.  Our moving out to them in love was not taken up and received in a sacred fashion.  They may have laughed at the card we made them; we felt shamed and humiliated.  Mother may have thrown out the flowers we picked for her or handled them in a disrespectful manner; we felt that our gesture was not well received.  We were hurt and heart-broken.  Our parents may not have taken the time to listen to something that was important to us; we felt pushed aside and rejected.  We reacted by pulling back and holding back, afraid of being hurt again.  We developed a stiff upper lip.


Although our vital energy flowed through our body, its expression was limited.  We specialized in holding back our spontaneous reaching out, thus protecting our vulnerable heart.  Our body stiffened, afraid of surrendering to the softness and tenderness of our heart – afraid of letting down and being hurt again.  We were guarded, needing to control our feelings and behavior.  To a grater or lesser degree, depending upon the depth of our rigidity, our coordination and grace in movement and gesture were diminished.  Our eyes remained warm but lost their luster and brightness.  Our skin became pale or grayish.  Our stiff rigid body reflected our holding back.


As a result, we may walk through life with the attitude that we will make it on our own.  Our pulling back may be expressed through our stiff-upper-lip attitude, through our rigidity that betrays a sense of “I will never trust again and end up being betrayed.  I’ll make it without you.”  Our self-sufficient attitude may hide and mask our broken heart thus preventing us from taking in and receiving the genuine affection of other.  Our heart has been broken.  It has become hardened and armored.  We may never again move with the soft and tender flow of our heart.  Rather we may direct our energy toward defending against our softness.  Our vital energy is thus restricted in its ability to reach out.


All of us, to varying degrees, live along the continuum of one or the other of the above descriptions.  Whatever has resonated within us throughout these pages may provide us with clues into early emotional trauma as well as the defensive ways in which we have attempted to deal with the pain of our experience.  All of us, to varying degrees, live from one or more of the holding patterns described in these pages.  In order to survive, we may have learned to hold together our fragile self, to hold on to another person, to hold up the image into which we have been molded, to hold in our self-expression, or to hold back our softness and tenderness.


At the heart of all of these lived descriptions is a mixture of formative and deformative influences, of respect and disrespect for our organic rhythm.  Our early experience of both nurturance and lack of nurturance has made us who we are.  Our organic development was more or less disrupted, and the sacredness of our tiny vital self was more or less respected throughout our crucial early years.  Thus, our vital energy became more or less blocked and clogged through the armoring of our body.  (See Formation Consultation Services, Inc. paper “Foundational Approach to Human Unfolding preliminary Theme: Character Armor”)  Less energy was then available for our healthy growth and development.  To varying degrees, life and living have become a matter of vital survival rather than vital expansion.  The world and those in it may be more of less threatening to us.  We may live with varying degrees of anxiety, fear, emptiness, longing, terror, entitlement, shame and a poor sense of who we are – all of which are held in the muscular tensions structured throughout our body.


Using the example of suppression of the sexual drive, John Bradshaw describes graphically what, to varying degrees, has happened to all of us during our first five years of life:


A curious three-year-old will start finding parts of his body. I can envisage the following scenario:



One day little Farquahr finds his nose.  He calls it by name, and that greatly excites Mom. Mom calls Grandma over who promptly asks Farquahr to show her his nose. He proudly responds and receives beaucoup strokes. Later on he finds his ear and gets the same response. Likewise with his elbow, fingers, and navel...and then one Sunday with all the family in the living room (and maybe 
even with the preacher visiting) he finds his penis. To his little mind, “If the nose got ‘em, this is really going to get ‘em.” Not so. Never has little Farquahr been removed so fast from a room.  He has never seen such disdain on his mothers face (not even as bad as when he covered his bedroom wall with shit). He gets it, “There will be no genitals in this family.”  From that moment on his sexual feeling and drive will be shamed. His sexuality will have to live in secret. It certainly cannot be a part of an open spontaneous, vibrant family life. (Bradshaw On: the family, pp. 151-2)


What is true of sexual feelings may also be true of our anger, rage, fear, indeed of our very self.  In various ways, we have received the message that certain parts of our body, or certain feelings, or our vital energy and aliveness were not acceptable as they were.  As a result we have become more or less alienated from our body, from our vital energy and from our emotionality.


We do well to take a few moments to become aware of what has stirred within us as we read though these various descriptions of how our organic rhythm and vital energy have been both nurtured and betrayed though our experience of the significant others in our life.  To what extent have we been proclaimed as precious and sacred?  What is the story written in our body?  How has our vital energy been nourished and diminished?  What formative and deformative experiences have had an impact upon the unfolding of our vital self?

We Begin School


As we continue to reflect upon the story that is written in our body, we may come in touch with both anxiety and excitement about beginning school.  Although our parents may have prepared us for the big event, we perhaps felt insecure ands somewhat scared about leaving the familiarity of our family and home for and extended part of the day.


As we entered the world of school, we encountered other children.  We felt drawn toward some and not others.  Some were drawn to us.  The initial attraction we experienced was perhaps based on physical appearance – how another little boy or girl looked.  We began to know other children and they began to know us on the basis of appearance, behavior, and physical agility.  Perhaps they were or were not attracted to us according to how tall or short, fat or thin, attractive or unattractive, handsome or not so handsome we were.  Already as a small child entering kindergarten, we may have had a sense of what was and was not an acceptable physical appearance.  In our small-child way, we may already have had a sense of needing to live up to certain standards in order to be accepted.  Addressing this point, Vincent Bilotta writes:


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 Formative Dimension of the Lived Human Body in the Spiritual Life”, The Bulletin of the National Guild of Catholic Psychiatrists, vol. 29, p. 57)


Our physical agility may have also become important as we entered the world of school.  The competitiveness that characterizes children’s games and sports gave us certain messages about our body.  We may have befriended or become increasingly alienated from our body depending on whether or not we were picked first or last to be on a team; whether or not we won the race; whether we could run or whether we stumbled and fell over our own feet; whether or not we could throw a ball, or jump rope, or tag someone.  The praise or jeers of other children may have contributed to the story being written in our body.


Part of our vital energy then, may have been directed toward being accepted by our peers by doing everything we could to make our body accepted:  running faster; helping the team win a game through our physical abilities; wishing we did not have buck teeth, or bowed legs, or glasses.


Throughout our school years, our body grew and matured from the undeveloped body of a five-year-old to the fully developed body of an adolescent.  We may have felt comfortable to the extent that we felt accepted in our body.  Perhaps we could then allow ourselves to live in our body with a healthy sense of self-possession and self-expression.  However, to the extent that we felt unaccepted in our body, we may have spent our school years secretly wishing and hoping that as our body grew, it would meet the acceptable standard.  If this did not happen, we perhaps dissociated further from our body, perceiving it more as an unacceptable burden than as an ally.  It is possible that to this day, we have not accepted our body as it is because, in our eyes, it falls short of the ideal body with the ideal abilities.


The nature and structures of school life may unwittingly contribute to increased alienation from our body.  For as we began school, muscular holding patterns were already well-established.  We were already living somewhere along the continuums described in the previous section.  Our vital energy, as well as the natural openness of our body, was already more-or-less restricted through these chronic muscle tensions.  Consequently we could receive and absorb only to the degree of receptivity within our body.  We could become engaged and involved with our peers only according to the quality of our vital energy.


For example, if we were the welcomed child, experiencing the world as a welcoming place, we most probably felt welcomed in the world of school.  Our feet were firmly planted on the ground.  Within this welcoming space we could take in, receive and move with the newness of school life.


On the other hand, as the hated child, already dissociated from our body, from our feelings and from our vital energy, we most probably found a refuge in school academics.  Our energy may have been directed toward finding meaning for our life by being the best student we could be.  The praise, encouragement and approval we received from teachers may have spurred us on and given us a reason to exist.


If we were a fulfilled child, feeling relatively safe, secure and sufficiently nurtured, we were most probably able to take in the support we experienced from our teachers and peers.  We may have also been able to tolerate a lack of support without feeling that we would collapse or that we had to cling desperately to someone to meet our needs.  Our basic sense of security helped us to move with the flow of our academic and social experiences.


As a deprived child, however, we perhaps specialized in doing perfectly whatever we were told as a way of gaining acceptance and approval.  Because of our collapsed body structure, we were perhaps perceived as weak and fragile, thus gaining the attention we so desperately craved.  We most probably clung to our friends with a fierce sense of loyalty, out of a deep conscious fear of being abandoned once again.


As an autonomous child, we may have been able to stand on the ground of our developing self.  We generally felt good about ourself and were able to separate sufficiently from significant others to stand on our own developing values and beliefs.  Though we may have been influenced by peers, we could generally take in their thoughts and opinions without losing a sense of our autonomous self.


On the other hand, if we were a submissive child, our vital energy may have been directed toward seeking center stage.  Perhaps we did this by submitting indiscriminately to others.  Perhaps we sought to become the center of attention in the same way our parents made us their showpiece.  Whether we were praised or punished did not matter.  What mattered was being noticed, recognized, accepted and approved by others.


As the self-expressive child, we may have felt comfortable with our feelings.  We were generally in touch with our vital emotionality, aware of what stirred within us in reaction to specific persons, events and situations.  Rather than suppressing our reactions, we may have been able to own and express our feelings.  Our vital energy was directed toward being spontaneous.


If we were a compressed child, however, we perhaps specialized in being cautious and in weighing what we said.  We may have lived with the constant anxiety of never being quite sure that our feelings and spontaneity would be accepted.  Perhaps we feared being further restricted and even squashed.  We could not be ourselves with our peers or with our teachers.  We held everything in, sharing very little or nothing of ourselves.


If we were a loved, tender-hearted child, our energy was perhaps directed toward expressing our love and warmth.  Our tender heart could be present to our peers in a genuinely affectionate way.  We could reach out spontaneously to others.


On the other hand, as the rigid, broken hearted child, we may have lived in fear of reaching out and engaging with others, for we might once again be rejected.  Our heart might once again be broken.  As a result, our energy could have been directed toward academics.  Perhaps our success became a source of power over others.  We lived with the belief that if we maintained our power, we would not be hurt again.  Thus our heart became hardened against further hurt.


No one of us set out consciously to live through our school years in any of the above manners.  Rather, throughout our school life, we continued to live according to the patterns of receptivity and restriction already structured in our body.


As we began school, we learned to adjust to certain structural rhythms necessary for life, such as:  speaking and being silent; playing and concentrating; running around and sitting still; eating and going to the bathroom at certain times.  Ideally, these structures respected our organic rhythm and our phase-appropriate vital energy.  However, perhaps many of us felt somewhat forced into these rhythms through various forms of external discipline.  If we did not conform, we may have been punished in some way.  To the extent that our organic rhythm was consistently violated in the development of these necessary structures, we were further alienated from our body. Our patterns of holding together, holding on, holding up, holding in or holding back were further reinforced.  On the other hand, if our organic rhythm was respected through the gradual development of internal structures, we became increasingly grounded in our body.  Our energy continued to be directed toward flowing with the rhythm of our everyday life.

We Become Adolescents


For the most of us, adolescence represented a time of coming into our own and of establishing our own identity.  The rapid changes that occurred in our body throughout adolescence represented the basis of our identity.  According to Montagu, “The feeling of identity arises from a feeling of contact with the body.  To know who one is, the person must be aware of what he feels.”  (Touching, p. 261)  To the extent that we lived in our body, the awakening of adolescence was simply another phase of our development.  Our energy was directed toward living through the sexual awakening and maturation of our body.  To varying degrees, we could tolerate the intense feelings we experienced for we lived connected with our body.  We could own what was happening as being integral to our vital development.  However, if we were already alienated from our body, bound up and clogged by chronic muscular tensions and holding patterns, we may have experienced adolescence as a critical time of confusion and turmoil.


During adolescence, we experienced tremendous growth and energy spurts.  We suddenly found ourselves growing out of our clothing within months.  Our arms, legs and feet suddenly seemed too long.  Perhaps we found ourselves tripping over our feet.  Perhaps we felt tall, lanky and unattractive.  Or perhaps we were disappointed because we were not growing as quickly or as much as our friends were.  We felt generally awkward.


Our body experienced an increased secretion of hormones leading to sexual awakening and to the development of secondary sexual characteristics.  Hair began to grow under our arms and in our genital areas.  Boys began to develop a beard and experienced erections and ejaculations, while girls developed breasts and began to menstruate.  Along with these sexual characteristics, we experienced intense physical and genital desires to connect sexually with another person.  We experienced the awakening of our sex drive.  We felt physically attracted to the opposite sex or to the same sex.  We became infatuated.  We became romantically involved.  We experienced strong genital urges.  We wanted to experiment with our body.  For most of us, this was a confusing, frightening and exciting period.


Along with physical maturation, we also experienced spurts of vital energy.  Our energy seemed limitless.  We became involved in whatever interested us, often with little or no sense of our own limits.  We tended to over-extend ourselves.  We may have gone to bed late and gotten up early, often failing to respect our body’s need for rest.  We may have survived on junk food, or tried smoking cigarettes, drinking alcohol, and/or taking drugs.  The need for proper nourishment receded into the background of our awareness.  We may have acted out genitally.  The world was open before us.  We wanted to get as much of it as we could.  


Perhaps we learned our limits only gradually, as we bumped into them repeatedly.  Perhaps limits were imposed upon us by significant others, thus curtailing our exploration.  Perhaps we still have not learned our limits and, in some respects, we continue to live as adolescents.


How we experienced and lived through the intense physical awakenings of adolescence depended upon the already established messages we received from our parents throughout our childhood, as well as through the muscular holding patterns already sedimented in our body.


Stanley Keleman writes:


Moving toward more sexuality is moving toward being more alive.  
Being more alive really means being more sexual, in the largest sense of the word. Most of us try to discover life, or a greater 
appreciation for life, in cerebral terms. The first basic step, however, should be to restore that basic sexuality which is more aliveness. (1971, p.35)

For Keleman sexuality is synonymous with our aliveness as male or female.  He does not restrict it to genital activity.  Most of us may have grown up in an environment in which sexuality was identified with genital activity.  If our parents were uncomfortable with their own sexuality or sex life, the topic was perhaps not discussed in our family.  It may have been avoided, denied, or repressed.  We absorbed the sexual discomfort that existed around us.  In this environment, we perhaps felt guilty about and ashamed of the sexual awakening we were experiencing.  Thus we became further alienated from our body.  


Or our family environment may have been characterized by sexual improprieties, such as seeing our parents naked, witnessing intercourse, being fondled in the genital area.  Perhaps we were the victims of overt or convert sexual injury, such as incest, molestation or poor sex education.  Perhaps we have walked through life with our secret, for we were threatened of we said anything.  Or perhaps we did speak up only to be ignored.  We have walked through life with the wounds and the scars of having been violated and having no recourse.  We were not sufficiently protected by our parents.


Perhaps we grew up in a sexually healthy environment.  Our parents were comfortable with their own sexuality and with their sexual relationships.  We grew up in an environment characterized by a reverent openness toward our body.  We were able to talk about the physical changes occurring in our body as well as about the sensations and feelings we experienced.  We were able to share our interpersonal experiences.  What we shared was treated in a sacred manner and was taken up reverently.  Thus, we were provided with the space and the emotional support to continue living in our body.  


Whatever the nature of our family environment, it has had a tremendous influence upon the way we lived through the sexual awakening of adolescence.


The already established muscular holding patterns described throughout these pages also had an effect upon how we lived through our sexual awakening.


If our life was characterized by holding ourselves together, we may have panicked as we began to experience the aliveness of our body.  We may have retreated to the safe haven of our head where we did not have to feel.  Our sexual energy may have become frozen deep within our core.  Thus we became further alienated from our body.


If we lived in a holding-on mode, it is possible that we began acting out genitally as a way of being nurtured, of filling our deep inner emptiness and of assuaging our deep feelings of abandonment.  


If our style was one of holding ourselves up, we perhaps saw sexual awakening as an opportunity to enhance our image:  we would now become the great lover, having one affair after another as a way of being proclaimed sexually superior.


If we held in our spontaneity and aliveness, our sexual awakening was most probably held in as well.  We may have feared what might happen if we allowed ourselves to acknowledge what was occurring in our body or if we spoke about what was going on.  We may have resorted to our typical pattern of holding in and perhaps we felt like exploding or bursting – our sexual energy had no place to go.


If we specialized in holding back, we more than likely attempted to control what we felt.  We may have feared our awakening desires to connect with another person, for our heart might be broken once again.


Sexuality is related to energy and to aliveness.  To the extent that our sexual energy has been repressed because of our muscular holding patterns, our aliveness has been diminished.  On the other hand, if we have been fortunate enough to grow in an environment that respected the organic rhythm of our sexual development, our sexual energy has been available to us and is expressed through the genuine aliveness of our entire being.

Reclaiming our Body

The Current State of Affairs


The story written in our body is one of varying degrees of being proclaimed and of being betrayed.  Generally our relationship with our body is ambivalent.  We trust and mistrust our vital experience.  We flow with and move against our vital energy. We are faithful as well as unfaithful to the truth of our body.  We feel both at home and lost in our body.  At times we experience a sense of well being in our body.  At other times we feel insecure with and in our body.  


Throughout these pages, we have described some of the ways in which we have become alienated from our body in order to survive the various traumas of our life.  We live with chronic muscular tensions established early in life as ways of protecting ourselves from further hurt and pain.  We hold ourselves together.  We hold on desperately to whomever and whatever we have.  We hold up our false self believing it to be our real self.  We hold in our feelings, needs and desires.  We hold back from becoming engaged with others.  These tensions are so engrained within us that we do not even feel them.  They have become our basic orientation toward life, our taken-for-granted way of being, doing and coping.  Alienated from our body as the ground of our being, we are generally unaware of the half-alive state in which we live.


We may have betrayed our body by playing into the hands of advertisers who bombard us with all kinds of way in which we can make our body more attractive and appealing, and thus more acceptable to others.  The price we have paid is increased distance from our real selves and from the reality of “my body.”


We may have betrayed our body through various forms of abuse:  obesity; over-eating or not eating enough; eating junk food; pushing ourselves to exhaustion; ignoring our needs for rest, exercise and proper nourishment; living in a constant state of stress and tension; being addicted to nicotine, caffeine, sugar, alcohol, drugs; sexual acting out.


We may have betrayed the affective dimension of our body:  ignoring or hiding our feelings; not having the courage to discover and own our feelings; swallowing our anger; denying our sexual nature; holding back tears that need to be released; denying our fears; repressing our human vulnerability.

The Consequences


We have paid dearly for betraying our body:  physical exhaustion, psychological depression and fatigue, dimmed sensibility, general sluggishness and numbness, frequent headaches, gastro-intestinal problems, back pain, heartburn.  Our world seems grey, gloomy, monotonous, and lifeless.  Our body is stiff, overworked, overfed and under exercised.  We are unalive and lifeless:


If the body is relatively unalive, a person’s impressions and responses are dim-inished. The more alive the body is, the more vividly does he perceive reality and the more actively does he 
respond to it. We have all experienced the fact that when we feel particularly good and alive, we perceive the world more sharply. In states of depression the world appears colorless. The aliveness of the body denotes its capacity for feeling. In the absence of feeling, the body goes “dead” insofar as its ability to be impressed by or respond to situations is concerned. The emotionally dead person is 
turned inward:  thoughts and fantasies reality. He exaggerated mental activity substitutes for contact with the real world and can create a false impression of aliveness. (Alexander Lowen, ‘69, p. 5)


Another consequence of betraying our body is an impoverished life of the spirit. In The Mind’s Road to God, St. Bonaventure writes that God enters our life through sensible things but in them.  Other people, nature, the material world in which we live – all are God’s tracings within our life.  Our body is the vehicle through which our spirit opens to these tracings as they are present in and through the materiality of our everyday life:


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. If we do not live in our bodies we are unable to awaken to the nearness of God around us. (Vincent M. Bilotta, III, “The Formative Dimension of the Lived Human Body in the Spiritual Life”, p.48)


Access to our spirit is impeded through our unalive, clogged, armored, tense and tight body as well as through our dulled and numbed senses.  Thus, our spiritual life is impoverished.   For whatever might touch us in our everyday life – working in our garden, a walk by the water, a sunset, music, a conversation with a significant other, our everyday encounters and responsibilities, a reading, an infant, a moment of intimacy, the taste of our food, a news report, a movie – never reaches our spirit.  It is blocked through the restrictions and
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