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Foundational Formative Understanding of the Human Person 
The Spirit Dimension of the Self

Vincent M. Bilotta, Ph.D.   

INTRODUCTION


The word spirit may evoke a variety of meanings and associations.  We speak of a football team having spirit.  Groups of students are sometimes described as having "good spirit" or "bad spirit."  We speak of getting caught up in the spirit of a group or in the spirit of the moment.  TV commercials invite us to "Catch the spirit."  We may sometimes speak of "the spirit of the times."  We may refer to works of art as expressions of the artist's spirit.  The works of poets and novelists are sometimes described as depicting the struggles of the human spirit.  We may listen to a symphony and feel that our spirit has been touched.  We sometimes get away from it all to nourish the life of our spirit.  When a loved one dies, we often have a sense that their spirit remains with us.  


These varied uses of the word spirit seem to point to a sense of life and aliveness, to something deep within us that is evoked and called forth by certain circumstances and in certain situations.  When we are caught up in the spirit of a group for example, we generally experience a sense of oneness with others in the group.  While we maintain our separateness and individuality, our individual differences seem to fade into the background. We experience the deeper bonds of our shared humanness and of our connectedness to other group members. 


When we describe a football team as having spirit, we generally mean that individual team members are able to transcend their differences for the sake of the team.  They attempt to play as one unit, bound by the common goal of winning the game. 


When we describe the spirit of a deceased person as being alive, we generally mean that throughout the time we knew that person, we were deeply touched by him/her.  We felt connected with him/her on the level of being.  We may have been "kindred spirits."  Our shared oneness has not ended with death.  Rather, the deceased person continues to live in our heart through the bonds that united us in life.


In his book Man's Search for Meaning, Viktor Frankl describes surviving his concentration camp experience because in the midst of an intolerable situation, he found meaning for his life.  By transcending his deprivation and suffering, he found something to live for.  Although his body was tortured, his spirit remained alive with meaning.


When we talk about spirit, the human spirit, our spirit, we refer to the deepest part of who we are, the heart of our being, that something within us that is occasionally touched and called forth.  Consider for example, the following ordinary situations, some of which we have perhaps experienced at one time or another.
We stand in awe before the gloriously setting sun.


We experience our insignificance as we drive through the mountains.


We feel our powerlessness before the power of the roaring sea.


We are inspired by the words of a poet.


We are touched and spurred to action by another's generous response to a crisis.


We empathize with victims of a hurricane or a tornado.


We stand in hushed reverence before a newborn infant.


Deep peace overtakes us as we sit in the quiet of a church.


We experience a sense of our own finiteness in face of the death of someone we know.


We experience a sense of inner expansiveness as we stand on the top of a mountain.


We feel our own fragility before the height, strength and age of a giant Sequoia tree.


We are filled with a sense of gratitude as we come in touch with God's bounty in our lives.


We experience a sense of God's care for us as we behold the lavish  harvest from our garden.


We come in touch with the preciousness of water as we wash our hands.


We experience a sense of our creatureliness as we visit the cemetery.


We experience a sense of our oneness with all humans as we join with others in supporting a common cause.


We are carried beyond ourselves as we listen to our favorite symphony.


We experience our connectedness with all who have gone before us and all who will come after us as we walk along a country road.


We are caught up in wonder at the creative power of the human mind as news reports show us pictures of Neptune transmitted to earth by Voyager II.


We experience our smallness and littleness as we gain new information about the vastness of our solar system.


We are filled with love as we share intimately with a loved one.


We experience the depths of our inner strength as we live through  a personal crisis. 


 In these and similar ordinary experiences, we may be called forth beyond ourselves, and plunged into a reality that is greater, broader and larger than ourselves.  We may touch something deep within us and find ourselves caught up in mystery.  We may touch our human spirit.  Adrian van Kaam considers the human spirit to be the core of who we are:

The core of man's self is his spirit...not only spirit as graced by the Holy Spirit, but the human spirit as it manifests and unfolds itself even before its elevation by grace.  (The Dynamics of Spiritual Self Direction, p. 9)

   Unlike our body, our spirit cannot be seen or touched.  It can only be experienced.  van Kaam believes that such natural experiences as awe, wonder, respect and reverence attest to the existence of the human spirit.  Our human spirit enables us to be called forth beyond our immediate vital and functional concerns.  While remaining grounded in the here and now of our everyday reality, we have the power to be called forth by our human spirit, to transcend our everyday concerns, and to come in touch with their deeper meaning for our life.  Through our human spirit, we touch mystery.  Our spirit gives meaning and direction to our life.  It pushes us beyond the limited meaning of our story.  It enables us to place in their proper perspective the various events and situations of our everyday life.  It connects us with each other, with the world around us and with the mysterious source of all that is.  It inspires, harmonizes, tranquillizes and mellows us. 


The word spirit is derived from the Latin meaning breath.  Just as breathing is indispensable to our physical life, so too, the breath of our spirit is essential to living a fully human life.  Unfortunately, we live in a functional culture which promotes the rational, the logical, the technological and the practical.  Great emphasis is placed on finding answers, proving and solving.  Since the human spirit does not lie in the realm of the logical and practical, it is unwittingly devalued.  The life of the spirit is not generally nourished within our culture.  Consequently, our spirit generally lies dormant within us.  The life of our spirit remains impoverished and undernourished.  We tend to live our lives on the level of our functional self.  We tend to derive our value as humans from what and how much we do, from how successful we are, from our ego control and power.   We may live out our life immersed in ego values, remaining experientially unaware of the existence of our spirit.  We seem to derive our ultimate meaning from the completion and/or success of our ego projects, from our reputation, from the position we hold, from our popularity, or from our image.  We live in the fast lane, with little or no time to reflect upon the quality of our life.


Or, in the midst of our fast-lane living, we may at one time or another, find ourselves stopped in our tracks through a business failure, through the mediocre success of a ministry project in which we had invested all of our energy, through the confrontation of a colleague, through illness, through the experience of our intellectual limits, through physical exhaustion, through the loss of our popularity, or through bumping in to the reality that we have most probably lived more than half our life.  We may find ourselves attempting to push aside these disturbing realities.  However, they tend to seep back into our awareness at the most unexpected or inopportune times.


At such times, we may touch not only the concrete reality of our situation; we may be haunted by our spirit seeking to break through our busy lives.  We may begin to feel empty, restless, agitated, dissatisfied.  Unaware of the voice of our spirit, we may attempt to silence our inner turmoil with more doing, producing and controlling.  However, our familiar ego resources no longer seem to work as well as they once did.  Consequently, we can no longer dismiss the voice of our spirit that cries out for attention and nourishment.


Adrian van Kaam believes that we become fully human only in and through the inspiration and influence of our spirit.  However, the life of our spirit does not develop on its own.  Like a delicate plant, it needs to be tended to, nurtured and nourished:

The truly human self is a self that is emergent under the inspiration of the spirit.  The self, however, is not necessarily emergent; it may be instead a diminishing, dying or paralyzed self.  I may fall away from spirit and begin to live routinely an uninspired life of quiet desperation.  I may close myself off from the light of my spirit and that of the Holy Spirit illumining my spirit as graced by Christ.  This closure may give rise to a certain hysteria, on the one hand, or to fanaticism, compulsiveness, rigidity, or perfectionism on the other.  (The Dynamics of Spiritual Self Direction, pp. 14-15)


To the extent that we have become closed off to our human spirit, we tend to totalize or idolize certain people, events or things, such as status, possessions, power, friends, loved ones, social or ministerial causes, or our own image and reputation.  When this happens, these finite realities tend to take on an ultimate character.  They tend to become the end all and be all of our life.  Much of our energy becomes directed toward these limited finite realities.  They tend to become substitutes for the life of our spirit.


Occasionally, we may experience spirit-moments such as a retreat.  As we take the time and space to step aside from our busy life, we may begin to let down gradually into where we really are.  In quiet reflection, we may feel the imbalance in our life: our body is tired and exhausted; our level of energy is diminished; our mind is constantly preoccupied; we feel driven; we do not know how to relax.  We may begin to experience our spiritual hunger.  We may resolve to attempt to live a more balanced life in very specific ways that open up for us during our retreat.  As a result, we may come away feeling more whole and inwardly satisfied.  However, as we return to our everyday obligations and commitments, the pull of our over-developed ego may lead us away from our resolve.  Rather than allow ourselves to dwell with what opened up for us during our retreat, we generally tend to return to our everyday hecticness and busy-ness.  The spirit experience that made us feel more alive just as quickly recedes into the background.  


In our quiet moments, we may find ourselves unwittingly drifting back to our retreat experience attempting to recapture the sense of wholeness, aliveness and harmony which felt so real at the time.  We may wonder what happened, why it happened and how it happened. 

DYNAMICS OF SPIRIT EXPERIENCES


We cannot make or force spirit experiences to happen.  Rather, we can only live our everyday lives in a way that facilitates our being open and attuned to ordinary spirit experiences.  Such moments and experiences are gift.  To the degree that we remain receptive and sensitive to spirit experiences, these gradually evolve into a spirit disposition.  We develop a way of life in which we are naturally open to our spirit.  We live a spirit-inspired life in which our spirit permeates our entire being.  


Our spirit is the humanizing force within each of us.  That is, our spirit enables us to let down into the reality of our humanness, and of our being creature.  This is possible only to the extent that we allow our spirit to make us experientially aware that there is more to life than our limited selves.  While our ego would have us believe that as humans we can control our life and our world, our spirit opens us to the uncontrollable reality of all that is, to the realm of mystery and of the unknown. 


We may wonder how we come in touch with our spirit in the midst of our busy and hectic lives. In reflecting upon spirit experiences, certain foundational dynamics emerge as essential to awakening and nourishing the life of our spirit.  These can be identified as follows:


1. Our reality: we sleep the Great Sleep of the everyday


2. Our attention is grabbed


3. We create the space to be present to what has grabbed us


4. Our spirit is awakened


5. We return to our everyday life


In the reality of our experience, these dynamics flow into and blend with one another.  Consequently, they may not be clear cut and readily identifiable.  We list them here to facilitate our reflection upon the life of our spirit. 

Our Reality: We Sleep The Great Sleep of the Everyday


We are all familiar with the experience of sleep.  When we are asleep, we are no longer aware of what is going on within or around us.  In sleep, we let go of our everyday preoccupations, concerns, anxieties, projects.  At the end of a very full day, we welcome sleep as a natural way of restoring our vital energy.


The etymology of the word sleep means to slip or slide.  When we are tired, we slip or slide naturally into sleep.  While we create the conditions for falling asleep, such as relaxing our body by lying down and eliminating the stimuli of lights and noise, no one of us can make ourselves fall asleep.  We are not aware of the moment we move from being awake to being asleep.  We fall asleep.  We drift into sleep.  We slip and slide into the unawareness of sleep.


The way we generally live through our everyday life may also be described as slipping and sliding into a state of unawareness: we become so comfortable and secure with our everyday routine, that the familiar persons, situations, events and things of our everyday life tend to lose their freshness and appeal.  For example, we may no longer experience waking up as the alarm goes off; we moan and groan as we go through the all too familiar experience of getting out of bed.  We may no longer feel the refreshing warmth of the water on our body as we take a shower; we are too busy trying to wake up.  We may no longer taste the bread or the apple we eat, or the juice or coffee we drink; we gobble them down, preoccupied with what we must do next.  We may no longer notice the trees and buildings along our way to work; we race by them preoccupied by the day's agenda.  We may no longer be fully present to the individuals with whom we live and work; we anticipate their familiar reactions and can almost predict their behavior.


We tend to live through our everyday life in a manner similar to the way we walk through the house when we get up in the middle of the night.  We do not put on any lights, for we do not want to be more awake than we have to be.  We make our way along the familiar route to the bathroom, aware of where the furniture is, and perhaps awake enough to notice and avoid any other obstacle along our way.  Our movements indicate that we are not interested in waking up fully.  We are simply awake enough to get to and from the bathroom without any mishap.  


Perhaps we walk through our everyday life simply awake enough to function adequately and to avoid any disaster.  Throughout our lives, we are taught to value being comfortable and secure.  We are taught not to rock the boat.  We are taught to avoid any discomfort.  We may take pills to relieve our pain.  We may keep busy in order not to feel our human vulnerability.  We may seek temporary pleasure to distract ourselves.  Such an approach to life may unwittingly close us off to the voice of our spirit which invites us to grow to our full potential.    


Furthermore, as we settle into adult life, the sameness of our daily routine begins to overtake us in much the same way that the rolling fog quickly envelops us as we walk the beach.  The morning alarm gets us going for the day.  We get up and go through our morning routine somewhat like a robot, so accustomed to our ritual that we simply go through the motions.  Similarly, we tend to move through our day somewhat thoughtlessly, and more or less present to what we are living and doing.  We tend to take our everyday life for granted, settling for what is obvious, without looking for or expecting anything more than what already is.  Our senses have become dulled, numbed and blinded through the empty repetition of our daily routine.  We no longer see, hear and touch the freshness of the persons, events, situations and things of our daily life.  Rather we slip and slide into a state of unawareness.  We walk around in our half-awake-middle-of-the-night state.  Everyday life has become monotonous.  We feel bored.  Our life feels empty and somewhat meaningless.  We are caught in the rut of the sameness of repetition.  The ways in which we describe our life betray our belief that there is nothing more to life than routine, repetition, boredom. monotony: we are "sick of it"; we've "had enough"; we "can't take it anymore"; we are "tired of it all"; we "can't stand it".  We have become blinded to anything beyond our monotonous here and now.  We cannot seem to find any meaning beyond our boring present.


We have become encapsulated in our way of doing things, closing ourselves off to the freshness and the challenge of change.  We tend to become hardened in our views, believing that our values are the only ones worth having; that our perceptions are the only accurate ones; that our way of doing is the only right one.  We tend to patronize others or dismiss them as being less experienced, not as sharp, and generally less "with it" than we are.


We become victims of functionalism, simply doing the same things over and over without stopping long enough to reflect upon what we are doing or to question our excessive functional orientation.  We have become somewhat like a machine, programmed to repeat the same functions over and over.  Although we may be bored with our excessive functionalism, it seems to be the only thing that gives us any meaning and value.  Consequently we become stuck in our taken-for-granted routine.  We sleep the Great Sleep of the everyday.


Walking through life in our sleepy state may also be a way of dealing with the stresses in our life.  We live in a stress-inducing culture.  Day in and day out, we experience the stresses of living with others; of succeeding in our job; of making both ends meet financially; of deadlines; of competition; of maintaining a certain image.  We come to believe that we must remain on top of all of these areas of our life; otherwise some disaster may befall us.  We may become somewhat anxious and vigilant.  Life then loses its freshness and may become a matter of survival.   We tend to slip and slide into the Great Sleep.  We feel stressed out and overloaded.  We cannot take in more than what we are already dealing with.  We shut down. 


We may, for example, remember the excitement we experienced when we passed our driving test and received our driver's license.  During the first weeks and months of driving, the experience was new to us.  We were fully aware of starting the car, of shifting and braking as we drove along.  Nothing seemed to escape our attention.  We were aware of our own driving, and alert to drivers and pedestrians around us.  We were extremely attentive to lights and stop signs.  We made a conscious effort to observe speed limits.  We felt excited each time we got behind the wheel.  We were particularly attentive to the condition of our car.  We kept it clean inside and out.  We assured ourselves that the oil and fluid levels were adequate.  We kept a good supply of gas in the tank.  We felt proud of driving and equally proud of the car we drove whether it was ours or belonged to our parents.


As we became accustomed to driving, the newness, freshness and excitement of the experience gradually wore off.  Driving became part of our familiar taken-for-granted routine.  Starting the car, accelerating and braking became natural to us.  Perhaps we became accustomed to simply slowing down at some familiar stop signs, rather than coming to a full stop.  Perhaps we often risked going through the yellow light, hoping it would not turn red as we proceeded.  Perhaps we became less attentive to speed limits.  We tended to be less attentive and alert to the quality of our driving as well as to other drivers and pedestrians.  We tended to drive in a more or less awake state.  Perhaps we became less concerned with the fluid levels in the car or with its cleanliness.  As long as it ran, we did not give it much attention.  Driving became second nature to us.  Thus, driving slipped and slid imperceptibly into the Great Sleep of the familiar.  Perhaps we continue to drive in a sleepy manner even today.


We may be awakened when we find ourselves in the back-up of an accident and drive slowly by the scene or if we ourselves have been involved in an accident.  At such times, we may find ourselves being more conscious of the quality of our driving, being more alert and attentive.  However, such alertness tends to be temporary.  When the impact of the accident has worn off, we return to our sleepy taken-for-granted state.


As we reflect upon this common, everyday example, the dynamics of slipping and sliding into the Great Sleep become clearer.  New life experiences, events and situations, such as driving, a new job, a new living situation, appeal to us.  They have the power to call us forth.  We are fully present to them.  However, as these new aspects of our life become familiar to us, we feel increasingly comfortable.  We become accustomed to them.  They become second nature to us.  They become part of who we are and an integral part of our world.   They gradually become incorporated into our everyday routine.  They become part of our ordinary world.  To the extent that we feel secure with and in charge and in control of these new aspects, they lose their power of appeal.  They fail to call us forth in the same fresh and dynamic way they did originally.  The quality of our presence is diminished.  We slip and slide imperceptibly into the Great Sleep.  We begin to feel bored.  Life is more or less reduced  to the monotonous repetition of what has become all too familiar to us.  We walk through our everyday life in our half-awake-middle-of-the-night state.


In our search to feel more alive, we may seek to escape the ordinariness of our daily life.  We may look to the spectacular, the unusual and the extraordinary as ways of pulling us out of our meaningless rut.  We may look primarily outside ourselves, with the hope that some one or some thing may break our boredom or monotony.  We may become addicted to alcohol, drugs, nicotine, sex, food, gambling, work, exercise--all in an attempt to feel more alive.  As Mary Mester points out, such escapes are simply further manifestations of the Great Sleep:

The Great Sleep has many faces.  It may come disguised as The Great Pleasure Hunt, The Great Cause, The Great Work-In, The Great Belief. ...Whatever its specific guise, The Great Sleep is always an escape into a closed artificial world in the face of a much larger reality that is "too much" for me to bear.  The Great Sleep is the anesthetizing of my spirit to the Mystery-dimension of Reality.  ("Spiritual Awakening and a Sense of Wonder", pp. 55-56)


We unwittingly fall prey to the Great Sleep as a way of making sense of our life.  Since we cannot control the mystery-dimension of life, we put it to sleep, so to speak.  We specialize in what we can manage, control, remain on top of.  We seek ego security and certainty.  The only way open to us is to become engaged in the Great Sleep of a robot-like existence in which our life is more or less programmed from morning to night.


The sleep of complacency is, to a certain extent, necessary for all of us.  Imagine, for example, the useless expense of energy if we had to be consciously present to every aspect of our everyday life.  We would become exhausted very quickly if we could not count on our car starting in the morning, or if we had to worry about whether or not there will be food on the supermarket shelves, or whether or not water will come from the faucet when we open it.   In a certain sense, these taken-for-granted dimensions of everyday life free us up to engage in more important activities and obligations.  However, the functional culture in which we live promotes the Great Sleep as a way of life rather than as one dimension of life.  As a result, we lead deadened and half-alive lives.  We feel unfulfilled.  We wonder why there is no spark to our life. 


In the midst of our taken-for-granted rut and of our sleepy existence, the haunting barely-perceptible voice of our spirit seeks to be heard and tended to.

Our Attention is Grabbed


Thomas Merton writes:

Every moment and every event of every man's life on earth plants something in his soul.  For just as the wind carries thousands of winged seeds, so each moment brings with it germs of vitality that come to rest imperceptibly in the minds and wills of men.  Most of these unnumbered seeds perish and are lost, because men are not prepared to receive them.  (New Seeds of Contemplation, p. 14)

 

Merton implies that as we walk through life sleeping the Great Sleep, we miss countless opportunities for experiencing the freshness of life simply because we are asleep.  We live encapsulated in our little world, out of touch with what lies beyond our familiar, comfortable routine.  In fact, fearing the disruption of our routine, we may become closed in upon ourselves, unable to see, hear, sense or become attuned to anything beyond our taken-for-granted life and world. 


However, by its very nature, our dormant spirit continually seeks to break through our sleepiness and our taken-for-grantedness.  It seeks to awaken us to the "more than" dimension of ourselves and of our life.  The "germs of vitality" which Merton describes can come in a variety of ways in the very midst of our familiar everyday life.  The examples described earlier in this paper are concrete ways in which our spirit breaks through our closed encapsulation.  These moments simply happen.  They grab our attention, inviting us to stay with them.  


Such moments represent ruptures in our ordinary taken-for-granted ways of doing, thinking and being.  They invite us to wake up and to pay attention, not in a hypervigilant manner, but rather in a gently relaxed way that is congenial to us at the moment.  Depending upon the nature of the rupture as well as our receptivity at this particular time in our life, we may choose to respond in a variety of ways.  We may move with or against the invitation to wake up and be present.  We may reject or accept it.  We may tune into it or tune it out.  We may be present to our experience or dismiss it.


We may for example, simply be walking along the beach as we have done many times before.  Suddenly, without any warning, we may find ourselves caught up in the beauty, the vastness and the power of the sea stretched out before us.  We are caught off guard.  We find ourselves stopping in our tracks, grabbed and fascinated by the sea and by our experience of the moment.  Our dulled and numbed senses suddenly awaken.  Our eyes may see more clearly the sun dancing on the water.  We may take in the blueness of the sea and begin to notice the sea gulls flying overhead or riding the waves.  Our ears may hear more keenly the crashing of the waves upon the shore.  We may hear the sounds of life around us--people talking and laughing, dogs barking, the sea gulls calling out.  We may allow ourselves to feel the wind blowing against our face and through our hair.  We may feel the sand beneath our feet.  We may experience the heat of the sun wrapping itself around our body.  We may taste as if for the first time, the salt that settles upon our lips.  


Perhaps we have experienced all of this before.  However, this time, it seems different: we are grabbed by the experience in a  way we haven't been in the past.  We experience its freshness and its seeming newness.  Why now?  Why today?  Why here in this particular setting?


In her thesis, "Spiritual Awakening and a Sense of Wonder", Mary Mester maintains that the coming together of certain elements fosters our awakening.  She identifies these elements as our surroundings and our attitude toward them; a reflective mode of presence; the personal history we bring to the situation; an unexpected shift in perception. 


In the experience of walking the beach for example, we may have felt more relaxed than usual.  Our many preoccupations may have faded into the background.  We may have felt free of pressures and deadlines, of worries and concerns.  In our relaxed state, we may have been more able to let ourselves be.  We found ourselves gradually letting down and becoming attuned to our surroundings.  Our hardened armor of control and busy-ness began to soften in this refreshing and relaxed space.  We felt somewhat more vulnerable.  We may have found ourselves breathing more fully, freely and deeply.   We may have felt more connected with ourselves and with life around us.  We felt comfortable, at peace and relaxed.  


In this more relaxed space, we found ourselves becoming reflectively present to ourselves and to our experience of walking the beach.  Rather than escaping into our preoccupations and busy-ness in our usual manner, we may have found ourselves staying with ourselves and our experience.  We may have felt more open, more receptive, more attuned to what was going on within and around us.


Perhaps the sea was familiar to us from childhood.  Perhaps as children, our parents often brought us to the beach.  We felt at home there.  The attraction may have remained with us throughout our life.  We naturally feel drawn to the beach as a place to relax, to let ourselves be, to be refreshed and re-energized.  Over the years, the familiarity of the beach has maintained its freshness for us.  It has become that place to which we come home to ourselves and to our experience.


In our familiar experience of walking the beach, we may suddenly find ourselves in another space.  We may have been grabbed.  The sea that we usually take for granted may suddenly come alive for us.  We may be captivated by its beauty, its power and its vastness.  Our dulled senses may become attuned to our surroundings which begin to speak to us in new ways.  We may feel alive in our body.  We find ourselves no longer walking along the same familiar beach in our usual sleepy way.  Rather,  because our attention has been grabbed, we walk along feeling awake, alive, aware and attuned.  The "germs of vitality" described by Merton  have found a home in our heart. 


Our attention may be grabbed in a number of ways through ordinary everyday experiences.  A conversation with a friend,   visiting a loved one in a hospital, driving a car, reading the newspaper, eating a meal, taking a shower, drinking a glass of juice, working on a project, cleaning house--any person, event or thing may become the opportunity for being grabbed.  Something in any of these ordinary experiences may find an opening in the closed circle of our familiar taken-for-granted world.  


Once our attention has been grabbed, we face a choice.  If we feel too threatened or fear being overwhelmed by the unknown of where the experience might lead us, we may dismiss what has grabbed us, only to return to our familiar world of preoccupations and concerns.  If on the other hand, we have developed a reflective approach to our everyday life, we may move naturally toward being present to what has grabbed us.  To the extent that we are  in touch with and invested in nurturing the life of our spirit, we will attempt to create the space necessary to be present to our experience.

Creating the Space of Presence


Small children offer us a wonderful example of creating the space to be present to whatever has captured our attention.  They can be playing and racing around the yard.  Suddenly, their attention is grabbed by a chirping bird on a branch, by a flower, by a falling leaf or by another toy.  They immediately stop, and become very still and quiet.  Their attention becomes focused on whatever has captured their attention.  For a few moments, they are entirely present to that experience.  They may be oblivious to everything else around them.  All that seems to matter is the bird, the flower, the falling leaf or the new toy.  To the onlooker, children may seem involved in a world of their own.  However, they are actually caught up in the natural wonder and awe that are natural to  children for whom the world is a new and exciting place filled with all kinds of surprises.


Unfortunately, as we have grown into adulthood, we have lost our natural ability to be grabbed by the ordinary persons, events, situations and things of our everyday life.  Or if that ability remains alive within us, we may often choose not to be present to our experience, for our adult responsibilities call us to attend to more important matters.


However, in those moments in which we allow ourselves to be grabbed by an experience, we may begin in a natural way to create the space to be present to whatever has captured our attention.  For example, as our attention was grabbed by the vastness of the sea, our tense body may have begun to relax and to let down into being present to the sea.  Our inner agitation may have given way to a sense of peace, thus enabling us to tune into what fascinates us.  Our racing mind may have gradually slowed down.  


 To the extent that we allowed ourselves to move with the experience of being captured by the vastness and power of the sea, we found ourselves naturally slowing down, pausing and halting to be present to it.  The slowed-down space enabled us to to take in our experience of the sea, to be with it and to dwell with it without attempting to make sense of what we were sensing, feeling or experiencing.  We allowed meaning to emerge rather than imposing meaning.  Slowing down enabled us to allow the experience to unfold at its pace without seeking to bring it to premature closure.  In slowing down we gradually sank into our experience of the sea, allowing ourselves to be filled by it, to be nourished and nurtured. 


Mester believes that spontaneous halting interrupts and breaks our normal rhythm of being in the world as planner, worker or mover:

In the halt, there is a cessation of both thought and movement.  In the halt, the pause, the silence, I gather myself together, open and receptive to the "other" that impinges upon me.  Halting is not contrived or willed.  It is an involuntary break in the usual rhythm of existence.  ("Spiritual Awakening and a Sense of Wonder", p. 116)


Just as children become naturally still and silent when their attention is grabbed, so too, as we slowed down to be present to ourselves and to the sea, we became inwardly and outwardly silent.  In silence, we created space to hear the vastness and power of the sea speak to us and reveal its hidden meanings.  In the inner stillness of silence, we began to see, hear and sense more clearly.  We touched the truth of our being.  We created space for the awakening of our dormant spirit. 

Our Spirit is Awakened


To be awake is to be aware of ourselves and of life around us.  When we are awake, we are fully conscious, active and alert. We are touched, stirred, aroused and called forth by the persons, events, situations and things that come into our daily life.  We are alive.  Our gestures and movements betray an energetic quality that was not present as we walked to and from the bathroom in the middle of the night.  


Waking up happens gradually.  We know through experience that generally we cannot move immediately from being fully asleep to being wide-awake.  Although we may wake up when the alarm goes off, we rarely jump out of bed immediately.  We may take a few moments to wake up our body by stretching, moaning and groaning.  We may slowly and naturally open and close our eyes, becoming gradually accustomed to daylight and familiarizing ourselves once again with our surroundings.  Our sleepy mind may gradually awaken to the reality that today is Thursday.  Our day's agenda floods our awakening consciousness, moving us out of the comfortable warmth of our bed to our immediate preparation to meet the day's demands.


  Spirit-experiences and moments come as gifts which can neither be forced nor made to happen.  We can only dispose ourselves to remain open to the gift when and in the manner in which it  reveals itself.  In slowing down for example, we create the space to dwell with our experience, to be with it.  We allow it to seep into our awareness, to touch the recesses of our being.  We refrain from analyzing, trying to figure out or making sense of.  We give ourselves the time and the space to be as fully present as possible to what we are experiencing without judging, dismissing or bringing to premature closure.


For example, in the experience of walking the beach described throughout the preceding pages, our attention was grabbed by the beauty, power and vastness of the sea.  We slowed ourselves down to be present to what had captured our attention.  Thus we  created the conditions necessary to facilitate the awakening of our spirit.  Having let down into the reflective setting of the beach, we may experience a sense of inner awakening.  While remaining grounded in our concrete reality and situation, we may experience a sense of moving beyond ourselves and of transcending the everydayness of our life.  As this begins to happen, our everyday concerns, projects and agenda seem to recede into the background of our awareness.  They no longer preoccupy us in their usual anxious way.  They no longer carry the weight of being the ultimate realities of our life.  We are opened to the something-more-than- myself-and-my-world dimension of life.  It is as though the sea gradually enters into our being.  We may experience a sense of inner space and expansiveness.  We may feel as though the core and heart of our being have suddenly awakened and surfaced.  Our entire being may feel alive in a deeper-than-usual way.  We may experience a sense of being touched and stirred to our very core.  We may feel filled and satisfied.  We may simply want to be still, letting down increasingly into the depths of our being.  Our spirit has been touched and awakened.  We may feel connected with ourselves on a deeper level.  We may feel whole.  We may have a sense of being able to breathe more freely and deeply.  We may feel more relaxed and at home in our body.  We may experience a sense of oneness with the sea and with all of creation around us.


In our expanding space, the sea may begin to speak to our heart.  We may become caught up in its vastness, feeling our smallness and  insignificance: "I feel so small before this vast sea."   We may experience keenly a sense of our proper place in creation: "I can become so easily preoccupied with my many plans and  projects.  At times, they mean everything to me.  I often find myself caught up in a sense of my own importance.  I walk around wanting to be noticed, sometimes acting as though I am the center of the world, and that life should revolve around my needs, wants and desires.  Here I feel so small and so vulnerable.  I am but one small creature standing before the vast sea which stretches for miles and miles, from one continent to another."  We may feel humbled before the vastness of the sea.  We may experience ourselves as small, as limited, as creature.


We may be grabbed by the timelessness of the sea: "The sea has been here forever--long before I ever was.  And it will be here long after I'm gone.  The waves come and go.  They have come and gone for centuries, making rough rocks smooth, changing the shape of the shoreline, providing a means of travel, serving as a source of refreshment.  I wonder what story it holds within itself.  Since the beginning of humankind, it has been here..."    We may find ourselves caught up in the mystery of the sea, in the mystery of creation, in the mystery of God's creative power.  We may experience a sense of our human finitude--the sea will continue to exist long after we are gone; the waves will continue to roll in far beyond our lifetime.  


Perhaps we are taken up by the power of the sea: "The sea has so many life-giving and restorative powers"--and memories of being restored and re-energized by the sea stir up within us.  We may notice snails and a variety of shells along the shoreline as well as   seaweed being washed up with the tide.  We may be grabbed by the sea as a source of life: "So many creatures live in the sea...an entire world of plant and animal life"--and memories of the fish and shellfish we enjoy may come to mind.  We may experience a sense of deep appreciation and gratitude for the gift of the sea and for the life that lives within it.  We may find ourselves filled with a sense of our God's care for us through the creation and existence of the sea.  


We may also become aware of the destructive power of the sea, as memories of hurricanes and floods  rush into our awareness, perhaps personal memories of having lived through such disasters.  We may remember how anxious and frightened we felt.  In face of the forces of nature, we experience a sense of our human powerlessness and helplessness: we cannot control the winds and tides.  We cannot hold back the destructive forces of the sea.  


At the heart of all spirit experiences lies a sense of awe and wonder.  As we touch our human creatureliness and finitude, our  powerlessness and helplessness, our frailty and vulnerability, we move back and forth between awe and wonder.   In The Idea of the Holy, Rudolf Otto states that almost any experience of the unknown or of the immeasurable and uncontrollable may have the paradoxical effect of being, at one and the same time, both fascinating and repelling.  In face of mystery, we experience both the appeal of wonder and the reverential dread of awe. 


The experience of wonder is characterized by astonishment, admiration, excitement, amazement and rapt attention.  Caught up in wonder, we feel attracted to the mystery that is revealing itself as we contemplate the sea.  We allow ourselves to enter into this mystery, to experience deeply our human reality of being creature, of our rightful place in creation, and of our inability to control the universe.  In wonder, we come home to the fundamental truth about ourselves; we feel comfortable there.  In the experience of wonder there is no need for pretense, no need to hold up an image, no need to deny the reality of our human condition.  We feel safe enough to feel our human frailty and vulnerability.  We feel secure enough to be ourselves.  We feel comfortable enough to be drawn into our spirit experience and to surrender to its flow and rhythm.  


The experience of wonder draws us into oneness with ourselves and with all of creation.  We feel connected.  We experience a sense of harmony.  We feel comfortable with not knowing and not having all the answers.  In wonder we are free to dwell with mystery.   We allow ourselves to be.  We allow the experience to unfold in all its fullness.  


 Describing the experience of wonder, Vincent Bilotta writes:

Through wonder we begin to apprehend reality from a larger perspective.  Our perception of reality is fresher and clearer.  From within ourselves we begin to long, yearn, crave or desire something greater than ourselves.  Wonder becomes a gift that invites us to go beyond ourselves, to move more deeply into ourselves so that we may connect in a firmer way with the thread of the Infinite, the Sacred, the Holy that seems to permeate all of existence. ("A Re-Searching of the Sacred in Everyday Life", p. 18)


The natural experience of wonder then, opens us to the possibility of experiencing a deep sense of intimacy with God.  We may become experientially aware of the power and constancy of God's presence in our life.  Our heart may be filled with appreciation and gratitude for God's many wonders in our life. 


The experience of awe on the other hand is characterized by dread, terror, veneration, fearful reverence, submissive and admiring fear.  As we enter into the mystery of contemplating the sea for example, and experience the depths of our creatureliness, we may sense dread in face of the uncontrollable nature of our experience.  We may feel terrified as we experience a sense of the great beyond.  Our protective ego boundaries have been penetrated by the experiential sense of mystery--the mystery of our own creatureliness as well as the mystery of the great beyond.  We find ourselves plunged into the unfamiliar and unknown world that lies beyond our own encapsulation.  We become opened to a dimension of reality that is larger and broader than our limited life.   We may feel overwhelmed by our own powerlessness in face of the mystery of all that is.  We cannot explain this mystery.  It makes no logical sense to us.  We cannot analyze or control what is happening.  We fear surrendering to the flow of our experience, for it may take us too far into the unknown.  We may be engulfed by it.  It may be more than we can handle. 


Within our heart, we may feel a certain reverential fear and awe as we touch the depths of our creatureliness and experience our human vulnerability and frailty.  We may sink into our powerlessness and helplessness in face of the countless uncontrollable dimensions of our life.  


This natural experience of awe opens us to the possibility of becoming experientially aware of our powerful God who sustains our existence and who cares for us.  We may feel humbled.  within ourselves, we may bow down in awe before the mystery of God's involvement with us who are weak and finite creatures.  


While we feel comfortable and at home in the experience of wonder, the experience of awe makes us uncomfortable and fearful.  While wonder moves us toward a sense of oneness with ourselves, with our spirit experience and with God, awe moves us to stand back in respect and reverence and to bow down in humility before the all-powerful and infinite Holy.  While wonder helps us to enter into the mystery of all that is, awe stirs up within us a sense of dread in face of the great beyond of our existence.


As we live through a spirit experience, we find ourselves moving back and forth between wonder and awe.  In the face of mystery, we experience both closeness and distance; an invitation to surrender  as well as a need to control; a desire to enter into as well as repulsion.  We feel both at home and uncomfortable.  Mester writes:

   In the experience of the numinous as in the experience of wonder, man knows, at one and the same time, both dread and fascination.  Even as he recoils in terror from the awesome face of the Holy, he finds himself strangely attracted and drawn to it. ...

  When dread does not play a disproportionate role, the fascinating power of the numinous prompts a desire, on man's part, to surrender himself to the Holy.  This very desire to surrender gives birth to religious feelings of longing; leads to states of calm as well as to transport; and is a mighty propulsion to the good.  ("Spiritual Awakening and a Sense of Wonder", p. 254)


Immersed in a controlling and technologically oriented culture, is it any wonder that we tend to ward off spirit experiences and moments?  Is it any wonder that our spirit tends to remain dormant within us?  Our culture seeks to control; spirit experiences invite us to surrender.  Our culture leads us to believe that we are all-powerful; spirit experiences put us in touch with our powerlessness.  Our culture has little tolerance for what it cannot understand; spirit experiences invite us into the realm of mystery.  Our culture lives in the fast lane; spirit experiences are nurtured in a slowed-down space.  Our culture keeps the reality of aging and death at a distance; spirit experiences confront us with the reality of our human finitude.  Our culture tends to see nothing beyond itself; spirit experiences open us to the great beyond.  Our culture tends to deny its need for the Holy; spirit experiences immerse us in the Holy.


While our spirit is able to let down into and to surrender to these deeper realities, our ego experiences fear, terror and dread. 


Although we have used the example of walking along the beach to describe the dynamics of spirit experiences, we wish to emphasize that such experiences may occur in the midst of our ordinary everyday activities, such as eating a meal, taking a bath or shower, working at the computer, mowing the lawn, working in our garden, doing house work.  The spirit breaks through in our life in and through the ordinary, the routine, the repetitious.  Our responsibility then, is to live in a disposition of relaxed presence to the various dimensions of our everyday life.  Thus we remain attuned to however our spirit may choose to reveal itself.

Return to the Everyday


As humans, we are embodied spirit.  We are a body-mind-spirit- self.  Our vital needs and our personal and professional obligations and responsibilities ground us in the world of the everyday.  Our spirit on the other hand, calls us beyond the everyday, and brings perspective to our vital needs, wants and desires as well as to our functional projects and plans.  Becoming fully human means moving toward balance and harmony among these various dimensions of our self.  We do this by living in a disposition of openness and response to spirit experiences as they break through in our life.  


Our embodied condition prevents us from living our lives on the level of the spirit.  Jesus reminds us of this in the Gospel as he tells Peter, James and John that they cannot remain on the mountain of the Transfiguration.  They cannot set their tents there.  Rather, he tells them that they must descend the mountain.  They must return to the reality of their everyday life. 


In the same way, we too must return to the ordinariness of our everyday life after a spirit-experience.  In the Interior Castle, Teresa of Avila constantly reminds her readers of this fact.  She states repeatedly that no matter what the depth and intensity of our spirit experiences, we must return to the ordinary tasks of everyday living.  Throughout his writings, van Kaam echoes a similar theme.  He maintains that the test of an authentic life of the spirit lies in the manner in which we live our daily life.  The ordinariness of our daily obligations and responsibilities help us to keep our feet on the ground.  According to Mester, "Without a return to the everyday, wonder degenerates into forced emotionalism or floating sentimentality." (Spiritual Awakening and a Sense of Wonder", p. 118)


Spirit experiences can be described as pauses that refresh us in the midst of our everyday.  They lead us to the depths of our being, to the core of who we are.  They awaken our heart to the more-than mystery-dimension of our routine existence.  They help us to remember our rightful place as finite and limited creatures.  They enable us to gain perspective on ourselves, our projects and our life:  what may have seemed overwhelming and insurmountable may seem less so as a result of the breaking through of our spirit.  


As we return to our everyday obligations after the refreshing pause of a spirit experience,  the experience itself recedes into the background of our awareness. The needs, demands, obligations and responsibilities we left behind return into conscious awareness.  It is as though we stopped to visit a friend or to take in the quiet and silence of a church on our way home from shopping.  We leave our bundles in the car or at the door.  We become fully present to our friend.  Or we allow the quiet and silence of the church to  fill and refresh us.  As we leave our friend or the church, we must once again pick up our bundles and resume our journey home.  We return to our daily routine.  However, we tend to resume our journey feeling somewhat different because of our fulfilling experience.   The effects of our experience linger with us.  We may feel more whole, more connected with ourselves.  We may feel full and satisfied, energized and revitalized.  


Maslow's studies and writings on peak experiences indicate that often the after-effects of such an experience change our perception of ourselves, others and the world in a healthy direction.  Because our heart has been deeply touched, stirred and awakened, we may find ourselves resuming our activities at a more slowed-down pace.  We may feel softened, gentled and more tender.  We may find ourselves being more receptive.  Our senses may be keener and more alive.  We may feel more grounded within ourselves and in the task at hand.  We may feel somewhat more energetic, more creative, spontaneous and expressive.  We may experience increased self-confidence, moving with increased determination and decisiveness tempered by the gentleness of our spirit.  We may be more disposed to move with the flow and rhythm of our unfolding experience, and less prone to ego control and power.


To the extent that we can remain opened to however our spirit experience has affected us, we gradually begin to allow our spirit to take flesh in our everyday life, to become incarnated in our attitudes and dispositions, in our perceptions, in our way of thinking, being and doing.  Although the immediate effects of the experience may linger only briefly, we have been imperceptibly changed and transformed by our spirit experience.   Although we may feel the effects of a spirit experience for only a brief time, its influence remains with us in barely perceptible ways.  Over time as we remain receptive to spirit experiences and to the influence of our spirit, we gradually begin to move from a way of life rooted in our functional-ego self to a way of life grounded in our spirit.  Such movement is never fully complete, for we remain limited, weak, finite and sinful.


At times, we may experience living  from our spirit experience as somewhat frightening.  The terror and dread of awe may be too much for us to handle.  Then we tend to abort the spirit experience through an attempt to make rational sense of it, through a somewhat compulsive return to our busy-ness, or through any other distraction. 
Or we may specialize in a compartmentalized approach to life in which our experiences remain somewhat separate from one another rather than flowing with and into one another.  When this happens, we may live through the spirit experience.  However, as soon as it is over, it is over.  We do not allow it to linger.  We cut ourselves off from its influence.  We return to the next thing on our agenda, as though our spirit had never been touched.  Life goes on in our usual taken-for-granted manner.  We slip and slide back into the Great Sleep of the everyday.  


What we do with our spirit experiences and the extent to which they influence our everyday life depends upon our ability to flow and move with the organic rhythm of our life.  
As we journey through life, we are challenged in and through spirit experiences to allow ourselves to be transformed into the mystery of who we most deeply are.  Sprit experiences are constant reminders that we are on the way, growing imperceptibly into a spirt-inspired disposition toward life.  Bilotta writes:

Through experiences of awe, wonder, mystery and transcendence we are invited to become more reflective about the human condition...bending back upon our experience and gently, patiently, simply, mindfully, humbly, slowly dwelling with the experience.  In leisurely musing, surrendering, listening, waiting, harkening we move to a deeper dimension of reality.  In this reflective, naturally contemplative stance toward our experience a powerful force begins to draw us toward seeing the deeper meaning of ourselves, others and the world.  This reflective stance may open up an intuition that all that is around us is founded, grounded and sustained by an Other.  ("A Re-Searching of the Sacred in Everyday Life", pp. 22-23)



Although we may live our life attempting to remain open to spirit experiences, we may bump into the limits of our own story which may unwittingly foster within us an unhealthy approach to the life of our spirit. 

OUR SPIRIT UNFOLDS


Adrian van Kaam maintains that the spirit of small children is dormant, but not totally.  According to van Kaam, the  primitive opening up of the spirit leads children to an intuitive glimpse of the great and unknown beyond.  When this happens, they feel powerless and experience a primitive sense of dread.  The "great beyond" may be revealed to children as they become aware that they are not the center of the world, that the world is bigger than their needs, wants and desires, that mother, father and significant others do not exist solely to meet their needs.  Such an experience can be terrifying for children.  They may fear being engulfed by the greatness of what surrounds them.  They may fear being abandoned by mother, father and/or siblings.   While they feel safe in their familiar surroundings, they may be frightened by the unknown world that lies beyond the safe haven of their home.  We may  for example, have heard children scream with terror in a large airport or in the midst of an unknown crowd.  The largeness of the unknown is too much for them.  They feel insecure and lost.
A year ago, for example, one of my brothers and his wife were home from California with their two year old son.  Although Branden was surrounded by the entire family's loving attention  throughout his stay, he was miserable.  He had been taken out of his familiar surroundings.  He recognized no-one or no-thing.  He clung to his parents as his only security.  He was overwhelmed by so many new people as well as by an unfamiliar physical space.  It is possible that during this time, he experienced the primitive opening up of his spirit.  In his own two-year-old-way, he became aware that there was more to life than his parents and the familiar space of his California home.  He found himself immersed in the great beyond of the unknown and the unfamiliar.


The spirit of small children is also awakened as they sense their own uniqueness and begin to separate from mother and father.  van Kaam maintains that although the push of their spirit impels children to move beyond mother and father, they are frightened.  They experience the spiritual anxiety of lostness, powerlessness and vulnerability.  In order not to be overwhelmed by the frightening call of their spirit to be themselves, small children develop a protective life style.  However, anxiety continues to seep through their weak defenses.  According to van Kaam

It comes out in the dreams of infants, in their terror of being alone in the vast darkness that seems to engulf them, in their need for hair raising fairy tales, replete with witches and malicious animals.  They need the concreteness of the horror story to focus their free floating anxiety on some recognizable object.  To a degree, infants can manage their fear of what is depicted concretely better than their vague spiritual anxiety about the transcendent vastness to which the spirit opens them.  It is difficult for an infant to come to terms with the spiritual anxiety inspired by the tentative opening up of the human spirit to the great beyond.  Without his armor to protect him he might be torn to pieces by anxiety. (The Dynamics of Spiritual Self Direction, p. 24) 


In face of such frightening experiences, we may wonder about the quality of our parents' support during our own growing up years.  What happened for example, when we cried because we were afraid of the dark or of the thunder and lightening?  Were our parents able to acknowledge our fear and provide us with the safety, support and protection we needed?  Was our fear quickly dismissed with "There's nothing to be afraid of"; "Big boys and big girls are not afraid"; "You're being a baby"?  Did we have to keep our fear to ourselves because we knew that we would be laughed at and shamed for being afraid?


Recently, I was playing with my four year old nephew in his yard.  Suddenly he spotted a bird standing very still on the branch of a bush.  We went over to watch the bird.  After being quiet for a time, he wanted to startle the bird so that it would fly away and he could resume playing.   I remarked that it might not be such a good idea to scare the bird because birds like little boys, do not like to be scared.  He said, "When I feel scared, I get mad at myself because I'm not supposed to be scared."  I was saddened as I listened to him, for already at the age of four, he had learned that there is something wrong about feeling afraid.  What messages were communicated to us when we expressed our small-child fears and anxieties?


To the extent that our fears were acknowledged by our parents by their providing us with the security and protection we needed, we were able to better tolerate the fear and terror associated with the awakening of our spirit.  Our spirit was given the necessary space to continue its natural, organic unfolding.  On the other hand, if we did not receive the necessary support and protection in face of the fears associated with the awakening of our spirit, chances are that our small developing spirit already began to shut down: walking alone through our spiritual anxiety may have proven to be too much for us.


As we grew, the unfolding of our spirit was facilitated by the physical space of our home, by the nature of our family environment, by the emotional atmosphere that prevailed within our family, and by various opportunities provided by our parents. 


What was the nature of the physical space in which we were raised? 


We may have lived in a crowded city, surrounded by traffic noise, by the constant motion of many people, by polluted air.  Or we may have grown up in a small city or town, or away from the city, surrounded by the natural setting of grass, trees and flowers. 


 We may have lived in a small, crowded tenement, apartment or house in which we had to share a bedroom and had no space of our own.  Or we may have lived in a comfortable home in which we had our own room and space.  


We may have lived in a space that tended to be cluttered, messy and rarely in order, or in one that was generally uncluttered and naturally ordered.


What stirs within us as we reflect upon the physical space in which we were raised?  


What was the nature of our family environment throughout our growing up years?  


We may have been surrounded by constant noise or by a healthy rhythm of noise and quiet.  


We may have lived in chaos or in relative stability.   


We may have lived in a conflictual environment or in one that was more or less peaceful.  


We may have lived in an environment in which family members generally rushed around or in one in which family members lived a natural slowed-down pace.


We may have lived in a tense anxious environment, or in one characterized by relative calm.


We may have moved frequently throughout our childhood or we may have lived in the same stable environment.


What stands out for us as we reflect upon the environment in which we grew up?


How would we describe the prevailing emotional atmosphere in our family?


We may have lived in an atmosphere characterized by excessive functionalism in which priority was given to completing tasks, doing almost for the sake of doing, keeping busy.  Or we may have grown up in an atmosphere in which doing and being were somewhat balanced, in which our parents' priority was spending quality time with one another and with us.


We may have lived in a rigid, controlling atmosphere in which our life was rigidly structured by endless do's and don'ts, or in a flexible atmosphere in which rules and structures were adapted to the situation.


We may have lived in an atmosphere in which the prevailing belief was that children should be seen and not heard, or in one that encouraged spontaneity and self-expression.


We may have lived in a power-oriented atmosphere in which our parents continually sought to prove to us that they were in charge, or in one characterized by a felt sense that what we had to say was valued.


We may have been raised in a family dominated by status, success, image and making it to the top, or in a family in which we were able to be ourselves and felt accepted as were were.


Whatever the atmosphere in which we were raised, it influenced the development of our spirit.


What opportunities did our parents provide to nourish and nurture the life of our spirt?  In his paper, "A Re-Searching of the Sacred in Everyday Life", Bilotta incorporates the following response to his question, "Describe an experience of the sacred in the first twelve years of your life."  The description is written by a male adult who relates an experience that happened when he was four years old:

My earliest recollection of a sacred experience was when my mother brought me to Church.  It was evening and somewhat dark and fairly cold outside.  Inside, the seemingly massive gothic church was warm; it smelled faintly of incense, burning wax and radiator steam and I remember the silence only lightly disturbed by the hammering of the pipes and the high pitched "s" of the steam.  Red and blue vigil lights flickered their bright tones against the egg shell colored marble statues.  Shadows danced about the Sacred Heart statue and St. Anthony.  We clicked our feet down the marble aisle; it was the right aisle.  We went up to the communion rail.  Mom lit a red candle and then we went back about three or four pews and sat in front of the Sacred Heart statue.  Mom remarked how peaceful it was here.  I somehow felt that peace and all my sense confirmed it.  I remembered wanting to be part of that peace. (p. 1)


In this description, physical space, environment, atmosphere, as well as personal receptivity blended to facilitate the awakening of this child's spirit: he was deeply touched by the quiet of the church, by its darkness and flickering candles, by its gothic structure, by what he heard and smelled.  In this sacred space, he experienced deep peace.


We may wonder what we were exposed to in order to facilitate the unfolding of our spirit.  Our parents may have often brought us to the beach, or walked with us through the woods.  They may have exposed us to music and art at a young age.  They may have often read to us.  They may have brought us to church, or we may have prayed together as a family.  There may have been religious symbols around the house such as a crucifix, or statues of the saints; mother or father may have explained the meaning of these symbols.  


These varied experiences became so many opportunities to nourish the life of our unfolding spirit.  We may have found ourselves caught up in wonder at the beach or in the woods.  Music may have stirred the depths of our being.  Our attention may have been grabbed by a painting or a picture.  We may have been carried beyond ourselves as we listened to mother or father reading us a story.  We may have felt our littleness as we walked down the aisle of our big parish church.


We may wonder in what ways we have continued to nourish our spirit over the years.  Perhaps we do have a favorite place or space to which we retreat in order to be present to our deepest self, to our experience and to our God.   


Perhaps we have been deeply hurt along the way and cannot tolerate being still and quiet because we touch the pain of our broken heart.


Perhaps we struggle to maintain a sense of balance between being and doing because we value the life of our spirit.


Perhaps over the years we have become caught up in functionalism and no longer take time to nourish our spirit.


Perhaps our spirit remains dormant because it has been poorly nurtured throughout our lifetime.


Perhaps we struggle to find meaning in our life by subscribing to the ego values of our culture.


Perhaps we look forward to the slowed-down pace of retreat to reconnect with ourselves and with our heart.


Perhaps we do not know where to turn to still the yearnings and longings of our spirit.


Perhaps we have not taken the life of our spirit seriously because it is elusive, intangible and cannot be grasped by our senses.


Whatever our life style, our spirit seeks to break through our sleepiness, our defensiveness and our busy-ness.  Are we willing to stop and listen to our deepest self?  Are we willing to be present to our heart?

OUR BODY AS ACCESS TO OUR SPIRIT


Let us for a moment dwell with the image of a fountain whose source is an underground spring.  We may enjoy standing within view of the fountain watching the water flow freely and gracefully from its structure.  The network of pipes and tubes through which the water flows is clear.  There are no blockages.  The water does not have to force its way out of the pipes.  Rather, its flow is natural and uninhibited.  Consequently, water gushes from every tube in the fountain, forming as it does so, a graceful design that is pleasing to the eyes.


When the pipes and tubes are completely clogged, the water cannot work its way through.  It remains trapped in the pipes.   If the pipes are partially clogged, the water may try to force its way through, but it simply trickles out.  It does not gush or rise up.  


Pipes and tubes that are either totally or partially clogged prevent the water from gushing out of the fountain in the intended manner.  As a result, we perceive a distorted flow of water which lacks grace, fullness and coordination.  Although we cannot see the pipes and tubes, we know that some of them are either totally or partially clogged somewhere along the route from the underground spring.   We see the effects of the blockages in the distorted ways in which the water flows from the fountain.


The relationship between our body and our spirit can be likened to the image of the fountain.  Our body is like the fountain which we can see, feel and touch.  Our spirit is similar to the underground spring, which we can neither see nor touch.  Just as the fountain provides form and structure for the graceful flowing of the underground spring, so too our body is the vehicle through which our spirit is expressed.


If our body is relatively free of physical and emotional stress, strain and trauma, then the influence of our spirit radiates rather freely through our body.  We feel connected with our deepest self.  We attempt to live our life from the level of our core self.  The inspiration of our spirit radiates through our movements and gestures, our actions and behavior, our thoughts and perceptions.  We live a spirit-inspired life.  We experience glimpses of living on this level as we live through the spirit moments that break through our life.


Most of us however walk through life with a more or less clogged and blocked body.  We live in a more or less amored state.  (See Formation Consultation Services, Inc. paper,  "Foundational Approach to Human Unfolding  Preliminary Theme: Character Armor")   As a result, access to our spirit is blocked.  The pipes and tubes of receptivity, openness, readiness, willingness, reflection are clogged, thus preventing us from touching the core of who we are and living from our spirit.


As described in the paper on the vital dimension of the self, our body is our primary access to the world.  (See Formation Consultation Services, Inc. paper, "Foundational Formative Understanding of the Human Person: The Vital Dimension of the Self")  Through our body we see, hear, touch, feel and become aware of the world around us.   Our spirit is nourished and nurtured by what we take in through our senses.  To the extent that our body is clogged, blocked or shut down, our spirit remains more or less impoverished, undernourished and dormant.


For example, we may sleep the Great Sleep of the everyday, so embedded in our routine that we simply go through its motions.  As a result, our senses are dulled and numbed, clogged and blocked to the freshness of life.  In our dulled sleepy state, we lose our ability to be touched and called forth by life.  


We may live emotionally armored in one or the other way described in the paper on the vital dimension of the personality.  As a result, our openness to reality may be partially blocked and perhaps more or less distorted.  


We may experience muscular tensions throughout our body, leading us to approach everyday life with undue tension and anxiety.  We may fear being touched too deeply, afraid that what is awakened might be more than we can handle.


We may be physically exhausted and burnt out.  In order to conserve our energy, we may focus on the task at hand, unable to take in anything more. 


In each of these situations, our access to the world through our body is limited and restricted.  The pipes and tubes that connect us to our spirit are blocked, clogged and restricted.  Thus the life of our spirit is diminished and impoverished.  


Similarly, our presence to the world is affected.  Because of the blockages and restrictions throughout our body, the influence of our spirit upon our vital and ego dimensions is limited.  Rather than living the relaxed openness to everyday life fostered by our spirit, we may live with excessive tension, vigilance, nervousness and anxiety.  Rather than surrendering to the rhythm and flow of everyday life, we may live an excessively controlling ego style.  Rather than entering into the mystery of the unknown, we may limit ourselves to what we can understand, predict and know.  The inspiration, softness, receptivity and surrender of our spirit cannot force its way through our clogged body.  Our life then is lived primarily on the level of our vital and ego self.


 The quality of the life of our spirit, then, depends upon our groundedness in our body as well as the quality of our vital life.  In light of this, freeing our body from undue tension, stress and armoring is essential to a healthy life of the spirit.  

CONCLUSION


Our human spirit is an integral dimension of who we are.   It is the core and heart of our being.  Just as we take our physical heart for granted because "it is always there, doing its thing," so too we may tend to take our spirit for granted, believing that it too is "doing its thing" independently of us.  Yet, as our physical heart requires our cooperation in order to remain healthy, so too our spirit needs to be nourished in order to radiate its influence in our life.  

  
This paper is offered as an invitation to tune in to and to become attentive to our human spirit.  In so doing, we move toward a greater degree of openness to our heart.  We touch the gradually unfolding mystery of our being.  We begin to hear the name by which our God calls us.  We slowly allow that name to take flesh in  our everyday life...we become engaged in becoming who we have been most deeply called to be.
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