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INTRODUCTION


This paper is one in a series that addresses a preliminary theme basic to a foundational approach to the formative process of human unfolding. 


This series takes up in a systematic manner, basic taken-for-granted realities of our being human, raising them to the level of conscious awareness and inviting us to take them seriously. Among these are the themes described in these preliminary papers: energy, breathing, grounding, character, armor, pleasure, stress. 


These papers serve as an important background to our articulation of the anthropological understanding of the human person that underlies our formative approach to the process of human unfolding. It is our intention to describe and elaborate upon our understanding of the human person as body, ego and spirit throughout the several papers that will follow this series. 


We invite you, the reader, to accompany us throughout this journey, taking up this paper in a dwelling reflective manner that will enable you to make sense of breathing as it evokes your personal experience and as it is embodied in your life. 

BREATHING


As newborn infants, most of us began life by being rubbed on the back or the belly in order to induce the crying that would enable us to begin breathing on our own. From that time,  breathing has become a taken-for-granted, unreflected-upon,  automatic process. We inhale and exhale spontaneously thousands of times each day and millions and billions of times throughout our lifetime. We seem to become aware of our breathing when we experience it as being out of the ordinary, of “holding our breath,” of “losing our breath,” of “being breathless,” of a “breath-taking” experience,  of “gasping for air,” of “breathing a sigh of relief.” 


We also use such expressions as needing “breathing space” when we feel hemmed in or smothered by someone “breathing down our neck.” We speak of “breathing new life” into a group, a parish, a community. We may ask a friend "not to breathe a word" of what we have shared. 


If we are engaged in athletic activities such as running, swimming or aerobics, we are aware of the importance of proper breathing. 


We may also suffer from breathing disorders such as asthma, emphysema, pleurisy, pneumonia, bronchitis. All of us have experienced being congested with a cold and having difficulty breathing, especially when we are lying down trying to sleep. Our breathing passages may be so blocked that we feel as though we may suffocate or choke. We may find ourselves gasping for air in any way we can. For the most part, the vital importance of breathing seems to hit home in a conscious way when our normal breathing pattern has been restricted to a noticeable degree. 


Breathing is so vital to human life, that when a person is not taking in enough oxygen for his or her body needs, s/he is often put on a respirator. Open heart surgery patients, for example, are routinely put on a respirator for the first twenty-four hours after surgery, and are gradually weaned off it as their body begins to resume normal breathing. Respirators are often associated with life and death situations. We are somewhat familiar with the controversial Karen Quinlan case, which gained national attention some years ago. The family went to court asking that the respirator be removed from their daughter who had been in a comatose, vegetative state for some years, with no hope of recovery. She had been kept alive through artificial respiration, as are many like her today. Since there was no hope of recovery, her family wanted her to die a natural death rather than to be kept alive by machines. 


Breathing is so vital to life that the respirator has been designed to take over the natural function of breathing for the patient when this function has been impaired through surgery or through serious illness. The respirator forces oxygen in and out of the patient in order to maintain the proper balance of oxygen within the body. 


All of the above examples point to the reality that breath and breathing are intimately associated with life, living and the spirit of life: we begin life with our first breath and we will end it with our last one. In Latin and Hebrew the words for breath and spirit are the same: “ruah” in Hebrew, “animus” in Latin. Just as our spirit is the strong yet sensitive life force at the heart of who we are as humans, so too breathing is the fine and delicate, yet strong and tenacious thread that imperceptibly holds together our fragile physical life. 


Because breathing is spontaneous, automatic and taken-for-granted, we commonly tend to dismiss its importance. Generally, we do not pay attention to our breathing, nor do we notice how we are breathing. In recent years, however, we have witnessed the development of a variety of relaxation techniques based upon the rhythm of one's breathing. As Westerners we have attempted to integrate through techniques and methods, the Eastern awareness of the importance of breathing. Yoga and Zen have become popularized. Transcendental Meditation has evolved as a Western method of relaxation based upon a conscious awareness of the rhythm of one's breathing. 


Centering as a means of quieting for prayer through a conscious awareness of one's breathing, was first described in such spiritual classics as The Cloud of Unknowing and The Way of the Pilgrim. Throughout recent years, this method of contemplative prayer has been rediscovered and reemphasized. Centering prayer week-ends and retreats have become rather common. 


While pointing to the urgent need we all have to be in touch with ourselves, all of these methods emphasize the importance of breathing as a concrete means of in-touchness. Through their use of breathing techniques, all of the above methods explicitly recognize the life-giving properties of breathing, not only on the physical level, but on all other levels as well. Thus, by learning to relax and to breathe more deeply through various breathing techniques, we become more effective on the ego level: we are less stressed; we can be more present to the task at hand; we are more energetic and alive. Similarly, through the regular practice of centering and centering prayer, we discover the life forces at the heart of our being. We nourish the life of our spirit. We glimpse the truth of who we are and find there the strength to live our truth. We come to discover the God who invites us into fuller life. 


Despite the contemporary interest in breathing and breathing techniques, most of us do not breathe freely and fully. Generally, our breathing is shallow and limited to our chest. When we inhale or inspire, we do not fill our body. We do not feel the air moving through our chest, into our abdomen and genitals. The air is generally restricted to the area of our chest. 


As a culture, we idealize certain body forms that promote such restricted breathing. The ideal body has a narrow waist and a flat belly. Since we must keep our belly flat, the air has no place to go beyond our chest. Consequently, our chest is inflated, our belly muscles are tightly sucked in and drawn in, and our diaphragm barely moves at all in the act of inhaling and exhaling. I remember my high-school gym teacher emphasizing throughout every class that we were to stand with shoulders back, chest out and belly in. She presented this tight, rigid stance as being the ideal posture, and reprimanded anyone who did not stand “correctly.” 


We are all familiar with the posture fostered among military personnel, which is similar to that described above: the chest is held high and the abdomen is sucked in. When witnessing the changing of the guard at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier at Arlington Cemetery, I was struck by the machine-like and mannequin-like movements of the military men: they were stiff, rigid and uniform. These men were all of a similar height, weight and build. There seemed to be no obvious sense of individuality among them while they were on duty. They seemed to have been poured into their uniforms. Given these external rigidities, we can only guess at the quality of their breathing. 


We may do well at this point in our reading to reflect upon what was imposed upon us as children as the “correct” posture. What was it like for us to have to sit or stand in a certain way, according to the dictates of our parents or teachers? What did we experience in our body as a result of having to sit or stand in the “right” way? Did we feel restricted, tight, and sore in our shoulders, chest or abdomen? Did our spontaneous hand, arm or head movements become unfree and controlled? To what degree was the imposed posture congenial or uncongenial to our small growing body? 


From a characterological perspective, breathing is intimately associated with our emotional state. The more emotionally healthy we are, the freer and fuller is our breathing. Conversely, the more “hung up” we are on the emotional level, the more shallow and restricted is our breathing. As children for example, we perhaps all remember at one time or another, holding our breath when we felt frightened or anxious. Holding our breath was an unconscious way of controlling our feelings of fear and anxiety, of not being overwhelmed by them. In holding our breath, certain muscles became constricted and tightened, thus preventing the normal process of inhaling and exhaling freely. 


Since we experience considerable fear and anxiety throughout our lives, the body tensions used to control these feelings tend to become permanently structured within us as muscular rigidity. To a greater or lesser degree such rigidity inhibits our respiratory movements of inhaling and exhaling, thus restricting our breathing. Over time, we experience a decrease of energy; we feel tired; we feel somewhat lifeless; our emotional life is dulled. 


Holding our breath is our body's spontaneous way of protecting us from pain or from overwhelming feelings. A recent situation comes to mind. In an experiential exercise in a training session, I found myself feeling somewhat anxious. Since the day's focus had been on breathing, I was quite aware of my breathing. As my anxiety heightened, I was aware that my breathing was becoming increasingly shallow: my abdominal muscles tightened spontaneously, and breathing became limited to my chest. In my attempts to continue to breathe as fully as possible, I found myself willfully trying to breathe into my belly, to no avail. My body's way of dealing with the anxiety was to tighten my belly muscles. Despite my conscious attempts to break through this barrier of tightness, I was unable to. My breathing remained shallow and restricted until the anxiety-provoking situation had passed. My belly had become armored as a spontaneous way of protecting me from more anxiety than I could handle. (Refer to Formation Consultation Services, Inc. paper, “Foundational Approach to Human Unfolding, Preliminary Theme: Character Armor”) Thus our breathing is restricted through muscular tightness. Restricted breathing in turn limits our ability to feel. The more deeply and freely we are able to breathe, the more deeply we feel. Breathing and feeling are thus intimately connected. 


Furthermore, as this example points out, although we may want to breathe more freely and deeply, we cannot will ourselves to do so. Our body spontaneously takes in as much air as it can, given its muscular tensions and rigidities. We cannot will ourselves to breathe in the way we would like. We cannot consciously control our breathing. It is controlled by the stresses and tensions we experience or by their lack; by the degree of our protective muscular armor; by our ability or inability to tolerate intense feelings. 


The story of our way of being in the world, of dealing with the situations and circumstances of life, and of feeling is written in our body and is expressed in the quality of our breathing. From a characterological perspective, there are general ways of being in the world with which each of us can identify, to a greater or lesser degree. As these are briefly described, we invite you, the reader, to be attentive to whatever resonates within you as providing clues into the breathing patterns that have become structured into your body as a way of dealing with painful feelings and experiences. 


Perhaps as a result of our experience as infants, our breathing is characteristic of someone struggling to be born. Our early experience has been so terrifying and harsh, that we are not sure whether we want to be born. We may be reluctant or unable to be born. We hardly seem to be breathing. Our breathing is imperceptible, interior and invisible, just as we feel we are at times. We are incapable of breathing out confidently into the world, for we are convinced that the world is a terrifying place to be. 


Or because of our early experience of considerable emotional deprivation, our breathing seems to have a sucking quality. As infants, we have been disappointed by significant others who were not there for us emotionally. As a result, we feel empty and unfulfilled. Our energy level is low. We are left feeling hungry. Our breathing, then, is characterized by a need to suck in all the air we can in order to fill our emptiness and to satisfy our hunger. We experience a sense of never being able to get enough air, of our lungs never being sufficiently filled. 


Or our way of being in the world may be dominated by a sense of holding in. Our neck, chest and rib cage are stiff, rigid, tight and armored. Our breathing is muscle-bound; that is, it is characterized by self-control, restraint and tension. The expansion-ability of our chest is restricted as is the motility of our diaphragm. Consequently, we are unable to inhale and to exhale freely and deeply. 


Or we may live a style of being cut off from our feelings as a result of early pain and rejection. Our upper chest is markedly raised, blown-up, overfilled and over-controlled. Our posture resembles the military posture described above — inflated chest and sucked in belly. Our breathing is “unfeeling breathing”; that is, it is mechanical, as if detached from who we really are. 


What has resonated within us as we have read these descriptions? What words and phrases characterize our way of being in the world and the quality of our breathing? The quality of our breathing becomes a concrete clue regarding the chronic muscular tensions and rigidities that have been structured into our body as our way of surviving the pain of our story. 


The restricted breathing characteristic of each of the styles described above has developed over time as a way of protecting ourselves from feeling further pain and hurt. Our limited breathing represents our compromise with life: our natural openness to life as infants has been restricted and limited as a result of the various pains and hurts we have experienced. Consequently, our body has armored itself in order to survive. Just as breathing through a suit of armor is tedious and perhaps somewhat difficult, so too breathing through the armor of our protective muscular tensions is restrictive and constrictive. We breathe enough to survive, but the quality of our life is impoverished as regards our lowered energy level, our physical health and our ability to feel deeply. 


As noted above, the Latin and Hebrew word for “spirit” and “breath” is the same. Considering the intimate relationship between the quality of our physical life and the life of our spirit, restricted and limited physical breathing has important implications for the life of our spirit. To the extent that our body is constricted, restricted, stiff and rigid resulting in limited breathing, to that extent is our spirit held captive. If we cannot breathe fully and deeply because of protective armoring, we cannot be fully and freely open to being touched and awakened on the level of our spirit. Our spirit and our heart are, to a greater or lesser degree, encapsulated in our armor. 


Just as we armor ourselves against feeling through limited breathing or through holding our breath, so too we armor ourselves against the letting down and surrender characteristic' of an authentic life of the spirit. 


We seek to control the life of our spirit and our relationship with God. We become excessively attached to certain methods of prayer and/or certain practices, viewing these as the only way or the right way. We remain excessively busy, unable to let down into silence, solitude or reflection for fear of what we might come in touch with. We cut off any sense of being called forth and touched by an ordinary daily event, situation or encounter, afraid of where it might lead. We nurture a restless, agitated and preoccupied style in which we are constantly on the go. Thus, through these and other forms of control, we armor ourselves against connecting with our life forces and with Life itself. 


It becomes vitally important therefore, for all of us committed to living the life of the spirit and to growing in intimacy with God, to work through those unresolved aspects of our story that are written in the tensions and rigidities we experience in our body. Thus, the breath of life within us is gradually freed up and becomes an authentic expression of who we most deeply are as individuals. 
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