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Foundational Approach to Human Unfolding

Preliminary Theme: Pleasure
Vincent M. Bilotta, Ph.D.   

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. It will enable you to make sense of pleasure as it evokes your personal experience and as it is embodied in your life.

PLEASURE


The word pleasure conjures up a variety of associations.  For some, pleasure means having fun, being excited, being on a high, laughing and partying.  For others, pleasure consists in gratifying their immediate needs, alleviating frustration, experiencing a tension-free and anxiety-free state.  For others still, pleasure is associated with a job well done, with the approval of others, with the support of others, with being well thought of by others.  Still others experience pleasure in connecting with another person, in a moment of intimacy with a close friend or a spouse, in the experience of oneness with a loved one. Some experience pleasure as a sense of well-being, as an ability to live at peace with themselves, as the experience of inner harmony and contentment, as being true to themselves.


Some people seek pleasure exclusively outside themselves, as a way of remaining distanced from themselves and of distracting themselves from the reality of their life and/or of their situation.  For some people, seeking pleasure outside themselves is their way of being comforted, of attempting to satisfy their insatiable need to be nurtured and cared for.  They believe that this thing or this person will satisfy them completely.


On the other hand, some people fear pleasure and unconsciously seek to avoid pleasurable experiences.  For some, life is associated with survival.  For them, controlling as many aspects of life as possible is essential.  Consequently, they are unable to give themselves over to pleasure for fear of losing control.


Others have developed a style of holding back from pleasurable experiences for fear of “losing it”, of “bursting”, of “exploding”, of “going crazy”.  Ultimately, they fear that pleasure will destroy them.


Some have developed such a rigid style, that to give themselves over to pleasure seems lax, permissive, even sinful.  The slightest pleasurable sensation or experience makes them feel guilty.  Pleasure remains outside the range of their narrow and rigid perception of life. It is a life limited to hard work, duty, obligation.


Others defend themselves against the letting down of pleasure by living in their head, by living a workaholic style, or by an obsessive need to worry about some one or some thing.


A common image associated with pleasure is that of the small child living fully in his/her body, exploring the world, delighting in the discovery of his/her growing abilities as well as being present to every flower, insect, leaf, mound of sand, and so on.  I am reminded of a fifteen month old nephew whose entire body and facial expression betrayed delight and pleasure as he realized he could reach a door knob, and discovered that the door knob could move around and around until the door opened.  His entire little body was involved in the pleasure of discovering the movement of the door knob.


We experience both moments of pleasure and states of pleasure.  Common moments of pleasure occur in the satisfaction we experience at the end of a good meal; in moments of total relaxation when we are able to let our hair down; in the experience of success in ministry; in connecting with another person on a personal level; in giving of ourselves.  We are in a state of pleasure when we experience a general sense of well-being, when we are true to ourselves, when we experience an inner sense of harmony and connectedness with ourselves, when we are at peace with ourselves and with our world.


For many of us, particularly Catholic Christians, the word “pleasure” also conjures up a host of feelings.  We feel hesitant, apprehensive, confused, uncertain about the notion of pleasure.  We tend to perceive pleasure as something negative, something about which we must be cautious.  Many of us have grown up with a sense that the more difficult and the more personally demanding something is, the more pleasing it is to God.  Since pleasure is enjoyable, it is to be avoided.


In order to grasp some sense of the notion of pleasure from a foundational perspective, it is important to allow ourselves to dwell with the various descriptions of pleasure presented below.  While reading each of these, we invite you, the reader, to be attentive to whatever resonates within you.  What stirs negative reactions?  What makes your body become tense and tight?  What do you experience as freeing?  What evokes feelings of aliveness and harmony with yourself?


Throughout his book, Pleasure: A Creative Approach to Life, Alexander Lowen, M.D. describes pleasure in a variety of ways.

Pleasure is not within the province of man to command or control.  It is, in Goethe’s opinion, God’s gift to those who are identified with life and rejoice in its splendor and beauty.  In turn, life endows them with love and grace. (p. 13)

Pleasure is the creative force in life.  ...Pleasure is the key to a creative life.  (p. 15)

Referring to the Puritan way of life, Lowen writes, “Their pleasures, however, were simple; they consisted of the good feeling one has when one’s life flows smoothly and in harmony with the environment.”  (p. 24)

One can have pleasure in the ordinary circumstances of life, for pleasure is a mode of being.  A person is in a state of pleasure when the movements of his body flow freely, rhythmically and in harmony with his surroundings.  (p. 28)

When one is identified with an activity, one flows out to it freely and spontaneously.  The pleasure is this flow of feeling in response to the environment.  (p. 29)

Pleasure depends greatly on one’s mood.  ...Pleasure requires a concurrence between the inner state and the outer situation.  (p. 31)

To have pleasure one has to ‘let go’, that is, allow the body to respond freely.  A person who is inhibited cannot easily experience pleasure because unconscious restraints restrict the flow of feeling in his body and block his natural body motility. (p. 32)

Pleasure is the perception of being fully alive in the here and now ( which means to be fully alive in the bodily sense. (p. 35)

Pleasure may be defined as the sensation that develops from the smooth operation of the ongoing process of life.  (p. 64)

In pleasure the person feels soft, vibrant and buoyant; his eyes are bright and his skin warm.  It can be said that the body purrs with pleasure.  (p. 69)

We are not accustomed to thinking of pleasure as the foundation of individuality.  (p. 89)

Pleasure is a rhythmic vibration of the body which communicates itself to the atmosphere and effects others in the immediate environment.  (p. 90)

Pleasure is experienced when a total commitment of mind and body is made to any activity.  It is the result of a total surrender to impulse and feeling coupled with the awareness that the aim and timing of the action are right.  (p. 113)

A perfect harmony was attained between the self and the world, which made the action appear effortless and the result inevitable.  ...The feeling of complete harmony with the environment.  (p. 114)

...pleasure is a state of harmony with the natural and human environment.  (p. 122)

Pleasure denotes a state of healthy functioning in an organism.  (p. 142)

Pleasure is the inner or subjective experience of health. (p.144)

The roots of pleasure go deep into man’s connections with nature.  At the deepest level we are part of nature; at the highest we are unique organisms consciously experiencing the pleasure and the pain, the joy and the sorrow of our relationship to nature.  (p. 207)

This harmony between the inner rhythms of a person and the outer rhythms of nature is the basis for one’s sense of identification with the cosmos, the deepest root of pleasure and joy.  (p. 211)


What words and phrases have spoken to us through these quotes?  What feelings have been stirred?  What do we feel now as we linger gently with the above descriptions of pleasure?


Beneath each of the above descriptions lies a fundamental attitude and disposition of letting go of our everyday control over life, of giving ourselves over to the experience of the moment, of being present to the everydayness of life as it unfolds, of surrendering to the flow of our everyday life and experience, of living the present moment and experience as fully as possible, of being in harmony with ourselves, with others and with our environment.  According to Lowen, living from these dispositions results in our living in a state of pleasure.


Let us consider, for example, the disposition of letting go as it relates to pleasure.  We live in a culture in which control is encouraged and in which our ability to be in control and to control ourselves is extolled.  We are encouraged to “compete”, to “make things happen”, to “remain on top of situations”, to “handle ourselves professionally”, to “maintain control over our sphere of responsibility”.  We are warned against “letting down our guard” lest our lack of vigilance and control result in failure, loss of reputation, loss of face.  We pride ourselves in “having everything under control”.


Since control dominates so many aspects of our lives, we come to believe that we can make pleasures happen, that we can control people, events, situations and circumstances in such a way that certain situations or certain parts of our life are pleasurable ( and to some extent, we do experience pleasure.  From our controlling stance, we have also come to believe that having many possessions, doing many things, travelling, taking vacations all guarantee pleasure.  We attempt to plan pleasure in order to assure ourselves that it will happen.  We attempt to make ourselves happy.  Though we do experience some pleasure in all of our attempts to create pleasure for ourselves, in the end, we remain somewhat empty and disappointed.


This happens because the kind of pleasure we are seeking is a pleasure limited to our ego ( an ego-created and ego-controlled kind of pleasure, which for the most part, is momentary and fleeting.


Pleasure as described by Lowen, and as understood from a foundational perspective, involves our entire being flowing in harmony with the rhythm and movement of our uniqueness and of life.  It is rooted in the ordinary everyday events and situations of our life.  We experience this kind of pleasure when we are involved in a task, activity or project that is congenial to who we most deeply are.  For example, most of my work involves reading, research, writing, and doing therapy.  Often when I describe this to others, I receive comments such as “How can you do that all day?”, accompanied by a puzzled look.  

What these people perceive as difficult and tedious is creative, life-giving, exciting and congenial to me.  It does not seem like work.  Rather, it is pleasurable.  My entire self is given over to my work.  Generally, my body is relatively relaxed; my senses are alert, open and receptive to much of what comes within their range.  My mind reads, plans, thinks, makes associations and organizes the material.  My spirit is open to receive whatever might touch me deeply ( something I read, an experience someone shares, a memory that surfaces, nature ( and generally, is able to dwell there, to learn, to grow and to integrate.


This does not mean that work is always easy or without struggle.  Nor does it mean that I am never tired, pressured, tense or wishing that some project were completed yesterday.  What it does mean, however, is that despite these natural occasional feelings, my fundamental experience of my work is one of harmony and of congeniality with my deepest self.  Within this framework, the normal fatigue and tension I experience are considered to be part and parcel of everyday life.


The situation would be different, however, if my overriding work experience were one of consistent struggle, fatigue, pressure, tension and pushing myself.  All of these feelings and experiences would then be signals possibly pointing to my work as being uncongenial to my deepest self.


We experience the harmony of pleasure when we can give ourselves over to the experience at hand.  For example, earlier today, as I was reflecting on what I had read as background for this paper, I was eating an apple.  In the process of eating the apple, I found my focus of attention shifting spontaneously from being with my thoughts to being present to eating my apple.  I was able to give myself over to the apple, and found myself experiencing the pleasure of being fully present to eating my apple.  My body, mind and spirit were engaged in enjoying the apple.  Had I forced myself willfully to enjoy the apple, I perhaps would have been disappointed.  Pleasurable moments, then, simply happen as we remain open to the flow and rhythm of life.


What actually happened in the experience of eating my apple that made it pleasurable?  In the spontaneous letting go of my thoughts, preoccupations, and attempts to organize this paper, the inner space was created to enable me to be present to eating my apple.  The more fully I was able to be present to eating my apple, the more pleasurable was the experience.  I found myself slowing down to take in the smell of the apple, to enjoy its crispness, to chew it slowly, to taste it fully.  As a result, I experienced a certain harmony within myself: I was able to give myself over to eating the apple, that is, my entire being was involved in eating the apple.


From this perspective, pleasure is closely related to our ability to be fully present to whatever we are experiencing, from the most mundane life experience, such as eating an apple, to the most serious, such as making a career or life decision or being present to a client as a therapist.  Pleasure results from the harmony created by a disposition of flowing with rather than against the experiences of life; from embracing whatever life offers us rather than fighting it; from being receptive to the people, events, situations and circumstances of our life rather than closed to them; from allowing our life to unfold at its own pace and according to its own rhythm rather than forcing it to happen.  Pleasure results from trusting and flowing with the process of living.


However, despite our attempts to flow with life, we can only do so to the extent that we are inwardly free.  As described elsewhere  (See Formation Consultation Services, papers  Foundational Approach to Human Unfolding, Preliminary Themes ‘Breathing’ and ‘Character Armor’) all of us have learned early on to steel ourselves against the pain of our story.  To the extent that we have become blocked and armored, to that extent are we unable to surrender to the flow and rhythm of life and to experience genuine pleasure.  For all of us, letting down is, to a greater or lesser degree, threatening.  To this effect, Lowen writes:

To have pleasure one has to “let go”, that is, allow the body to respond freely.  A person who is inhabited cannot easily experience pleasure because unconscious restraints restrict the flow of feeling in his body and block his natural body motility.  (p. 32)


Our body responds to experience in varying degrees, to the extent that it is free of the muscular rigidities structured within it in order to protect us from pain.  Experiencing the harmony of pleasure, then, requires that we have the courage to enter into and to work through the pain embodied in the muscular tensions throughout our body.


Unlike the small child who still lives in his/her body, and who spontaneously makes his/her needs, we have become alienated from our natural rhythms and from our legitimate body needs.  We have lost touch with who we are on the fundamental level of our body.  Our capacity for pleasure then, is diminished to varying degrees.  The goal of a characterological approach to healing and growth is to increase our capacity for pleasure by working through the blocks that have been structured in our body and by reclaiming the life of our body.  Thus, we are freed to flow naturally and gracefully with the rhythm of our life experience.


We often associate pleasure with the absence of or the avoidance of pain.  However, as described above, from a characterological perspective, pleasure in its deepest sense, results from our ability to flow freely with the rhythm of life.  To the extent that we are able to give ourselves over to the free and spontaneous flow of our life experience, to that extent, sadness can be pleasurable, as can conflicting states of being.


For when we experience pain, hurt, loss, failure, sickness, or any form of internal or external crisis, the lived disposition of letting go and surrendering to life enables us to move toward flowing with rather than fighting or resisting the reality that is ours.  Such a disposition does not mean that we sit back passively and do nothing to alleviate our pain.  Rather the disposition of letting go motivates us to do all we can to resolve our situation to the extent that it can be resolved.  When we have done all we can, which may include grieving the reality that has become ours, we gradually move toward embracing that which cannot be changed.


To the extent that we are committed to our personal process of awareness and growth, embracing what cannot be changed includes our willingness to enter into and work through the pain of our story, to whatever degree this is possible.  For us Christians, the mystery of Jesus’ passion, death and resurrection is the prototype of our own journey into life. In order to be the fully alive persons Jesus calls us to be, we too must enter into the passion and death of the freeing process.  Lowen writes:

We cannot recover the capacity for joy without re-experiencing our sorrow.  And we cannot feel pleasure without going through the pain of rebirth.  And we are reborn again when we have the courage to face the pains of our lives without recourse to illusion.  There is a dual aspect to pain.  Although it is a danger signal and represents a threat to the integrity of the organism, it also represents the body’s attempt to repair the effect of an injury and to restore the integrity of the organism.

If we are afraid of pain, we will be afraid of pleasure.  This is not to say that one must seek pain to find pleasure, as the masochist does.  ...It is to say that we must not run away from the pain of facing ourselves honestly if we wish to have joy in our lives.  (p. 78-79)


Pleasure is not only associated with immediate gratification and satisfaction.  Nor is it limited to the ego ways in which we create pleasurable experiences for ourselves.  Rather, pleasure is a spiritual phenomenon involving our total surrender to the rhythm of life.  It results from our willingness and ability to be “all there”, that is to be totally present to the ordinary mundane everyday experiences as well as to the more important and serious aspects of our life.  Pleasure is the disposition of giving ourselves over to living in harmony with who we are and with our environment.  Pleasure is the experience of being fully alive and of living our life to the fullest.

Pleasure is not within the province of man to command or control.  It is...God’s gift to those who are identified with life and rejoice in its splendor and beauty.  In turn, life endows them with love and grace.  (Lowen, p. 13)

*****

________________________________________________________________________________________________

Pleasure       Page -8- 
Formation Consultation Services   Web: www.fcs-bilotta.com  E-mail:  formation@fcs-bilotta.com  

©Copyright Formation Consultation Services, Inc., 1989, Rev. 2004 ALL RIGHTS RESERVED


