
        
            
                
            
        

    
    
      Advance Praise for

      RADICAL WHOLENESS

      “Philip Shepherd shakes up our way of looking at ourselves and the world. He challenges the way we were taught to think, and offers us something that could radically change how we live. Reading Radical Wholeness offers us real hope, the kind of hope that sees a way out of the quagmire of living in a unsustainable way in our own lives and our shared world. If there was ever a time for this book—this is it! Read it. Breathe it in. Let it change how you see and live and love your life and the world.”

      —ORIAH “MOUNTAIN DREAMER” HOUSE, Author of The Invitation

      “With words of shimmering clarity, Philip Shepherd blows the door between body and mind off its hinges. Calling us with rigor, sensitivity, wisdom and imagination towards a future grounded in resurrected human capacities of awareness, he shows not only why but also how to develop those capacities, awakening intelligence we didn’t know we had. Radical Wholeness is sorely needed and sweet-tasting medicine for a fragmented world.”

      —AMNON BUCHBINDER, Author of Biology of Story, Professor of Screenwriting, York University

      “When Philip Shepherd asked me to look at his new manuscript, I was unprepared for the extraordinary experience that awaited me—within minutes I literally couldn’t put his book down. Radical Wholeness was not just talking about, but was literally speaking to—and invoking—a deeper, more whole and healed part of myself. While I was reading, I had the overwhelming feeling that it is as if this book is a multi-vitamin and mineral supplement—real medicine—secreted by the universe itself to help us heal our collective insanity. I can’t recommend Radical Wholeness highly enough.”

      —PAUL LEVY, Author of Dispelling Wetiko: Breaking the Curse of Evil

      “Radical Wholeness is a profound, ground-opening, stunning book—a true masterpiece. Philip illuminates the madness of our Western culture and entices the reader to drop into the wholeness that is always here with a powerful/urgent/gentle invitation to live from it. The radical wholeness that Philip embodies, in my experience, is the goal of all therapy and spiritual practice. This is one of the most profound books I have read in 25 years of practice and I will be recommending it to all my peers and clients.”

      —NATALIE LASCELLES, Integral psychotherapist and Mindfulness coach

      “Radical Wholeness is an important book. It’s a ‘deep dive’ into understanding our somatic experience of being and provides a path back to wholeness. And for students of the Enneagram, this is a book not to be missed. You’ll be amazed and delighted by how what Philip reveals so exquisitely adds to the exploration of the three centers of intelligence.”

      —CURT MICKA, President of the International Enneagram Association (The opinions expressed here are not an endorsement by the IEA.)

      “Philip Shepherd is a force of nature. Fully embodied and present in the world, he stands outside the most fundamental bias of Western culture and offers us nothing less than a new center to live from. In his hands, wholeness is no longer just an idea or a goal to strive for; it becomes a visceral experience, and one that can be accessed at will through brilliantly simple practices. Here you will find both the vision and the means to come home to your own wholeness. This luminous book is clearly a lifework. Don’t miss it. It will transform you.”

      —MORGAN FARLEY, PhD, Author of Name Yourself Feast

      “This wonderful book written with tremendous clarity and profound wisdom should be in the library or backpack of every spiritual seeker. Its advice on embodiment is the best around and the practices Philip has evolved are matchlessly effective.”

      —ANDREW HARVEY, Author of The Hope: A Guide to Sacred Activism

      “This very wise book shows why it is impossible and ultimately suicidal to attempt to secede from nature, as our culture has tried to do through denying our oneness and wholeness with the world. We are nature, and there is no ‘out there’ that exists independently from our consciousness, our knowing. As Max Planck, the founder of quantum physics, put it, ‘We cannot get behind consciousness. Everything that we talk about, everything that we regard as existing, postulates consciousness’—for consciousness, he said, is ‘fundamental.’ But do not think Radical Wholeness is merely a philosophical treatise. It is a practical blueprint for embodying information in the service of human welfare and survival. Our future depends on the vision Philip Shepherd powerfully and eloquently presents in Radical Wholeness.”

      —LARRY DOSSEY, MD, Author of One Mind: How Our Individual Mind Is Part of a Greater Consciousness and Why It Matters

      “In Radical Wholeness, Philip has given us an insight into what it really means to be human, and it could very well challenge our fundamental assumptions around this. Radical Wholeness is a profoundly personal message with truly global ramifications, written at a time of great need.”

      —MICHAEL ANDERSON, CEO, Mediaworks, NZ

      “Philip Shepherd has gifted us a book that reframes our basic understanding of getting the most out of body intelligence. It rearranges the familiar top-down authorship from cerebral brain to body and restores body presence to a borderless merging of intelligence that includes inside/outside and sensory awareness. Ingest this book and let it ruminate throughout your daily dance. Take Philip’s experiences to heart and practice the exercises he shares with us to reclaim our inheritance as fully functional breathing sensing alive awake beings.”

      —VINN ARJUNA MARTÍ, Designer of Soul Motion®, a conscious dance practice.

      “As a social ecologist I highly recommend this book as a valuable guide to a new way of being whole in our fragmented world.”

      —BEN-ZION WEISS, PhD, Author of The Creativity Revolution: Steps to an Ecology of Culture

      “In a culture as broken and fragmented as ours, this book is painfully overdue. Going beyond outdated notions of ‘holistic,’ Philip Shepherd has captured the essence of individual embodiment and its inextricable connection with everyone and everything. What our world desperately needs now are not more smart homo sapiens, but fully present and embodied holo sapiens who feel and live in grounded inter-relatedness. In this book, Shepherd has provided us with an extraordinary tool kit that tenderly and skillfully integrates mind, body, and soul with all life in the universe. If you long to reconnect with your deeper self, other living beings, and the Earth, you must read this book.”

      —CAROLYN BAKER, PhD, Co-author with Andrew Harvey of Return to Joy and author of Love in the Age of Ecological Apocalypse: Cultivating the Relationships We Need to Thrive

    
  
    
      RADICAL

      WHOLENESS

      The Embodied Present and the Ordinary Grace of Being

      PHILIP SHEPHERD

      Foreword by Jeff Brown

      Author of Soulshaping

      [image: ]

      North Atlantic Books

      Berkeley, California

    
  
    
      Copyright © 2017 by Philip Shepherd. All rights reserved. No portion of this book, except for brief review, may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the written permission of the publisher. For information contact North Atlantic Books.

      Published by

      North Atlantic Books

      Berkeley, California

      Cover art by Claire Humphreys, A Northern Light

      Cover design by Allyson Woodrooffe

      Author photograph by Allyson Woodrooffe

      
      Radical Wholeness: The Embodied Present and the Ordinary Grace of Being is sponsored and published by the Society for the Study of Native Arts and Sciences (dba North Atlantic Books), an educational nonprofit based in Berkeley, California, that collaborates with partners to develop cross-cultural perspectives, nurture holistic views of art, science, the humanities, and healing, and seed personal and global transformation by publishing work on the relationship of body, spirit, and nature.

      North Atlantic Books’ publications are available through most bookstores. For further information, visit our website at www.northatlanticbooks.com or call 800-733-3000.

      ISBN 9781623171780 (e-book)

      Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

      Names: Shepherd, Philip, 1953– author.

      Title: Radical wholeness : the embodied present and the ordinary grace of being / Philip Shepherd.

      Description: Berkeley, California : North Atlantic Books, 2017.

      Identifiers: LCCN 2017035660 | ISBN 9781623171773 (pbk.)

      Subjects: LCSH: Philosophical anthropology.

      Classification: LCC BD450 .S43585 2017 | DDC 128—dc23

      LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017035660

      
      
      
    
  
    
      To everyone who has helped me awaken to my wholeness,

      and to all who surrender to the call of that same

      ‘hero’s journey’ for themselves.

    
  
    
      Contents

      Foreword

      1. Feel-Feel-at-Flesh-Inside

      2. Our Disabled Sense

      3. Homo ex Machina

      4. Stepping Outside the Story

      5. The Grace of Being

      6. Recovering Holosapience

      7. When Wholeness Points the Way

      8. A Speleology of the Body’s Intelligence

      Acknowledgments

      Index

      About the Author

    
  
    
      Foreword

      I met Philip Shepherd many years ago, when he was pondering the ideas that he would so brilliantly communicate in his first masterpiece: New Self, New World. I was working on my first book, Soulshaping, and also trying to bring language to a vast array of ideas and experiences. We only spoke briefly, but I had the strongest sense that our meeting was no accident. We were traveling similar pathways. Years later, our manuscripts arrived on the same publisher’s desk on the same day. Both of us subsequently received and accepted an offer to publish. We were kinfolk, in the ways that matter.

      Some authors write only from their mind. Not Philip. He writes from a consciousness that bridges mind and body, from deep within the sacred dialogue between abstract intelligence and felt experience. It is a beautifully artful, co-creative dance that illumines and integrates his vision. And it ensures that his message comes through with a rare degree of genuineness, vibrationally congruent with the author’s own transformation. He writes from the wholeness he speaks of. His words carry a living resonance.

      I have always been particularly interested in what motivates an author’s message. Not just how a book was breathed into being, but why it came to be. Some authors are motivated by the hunger for egoic or financial glory. Philip isn’t. He writes in an effort to make sense of his own experience, and because he longs to help us make sense of our own. I think of him as a kind of authenticity-tracker, someone who has devoted his life to understanding where we took the wrong turn on the trailways of transformation, and to locating a way of being that will serve us going forward.

      In Radical Wholeness, we are blessed with the fruits of Philip’s impassioned labor and years of dedication. In his first book, he took us to the edge of a new frontier. In this book, we cross with him to the other side. There we find our seat of wholeness. Out of the dark ages of a bifurcated, head-down consciousness, we arrive at an inclusive consciousness, one that unites the abstract intelligence of the head with the sensory intelligence of the body, and especially the integrative genius of the pelvic bowl. No longer antagonistic entities, body and mind become one and we are awakened to the living pulse of reality. That reality includes all that we were unable to access in our previously fractured state: unintegrated perspectives, capacities, hopes, memories, emotions and energies. Through a fragmented lens, all we can experience is separation. Through a unified lens, we experience our wholeness. And once there, we find our sacred purpose, our partnership with the world. This is the great gift of Philip’s offering. So many of us are lost on the path, not knowing why we are here. It’s little wonder—in a state of division, we cannot see our place in the world. Philip brings us back to the whole, and from the place of freedom that wholeness offers us, we finally recognize our reasons for being. We discover our place in the world. What greater gift is there?

      This book couldn’t have come at a better time, as our unintegrated and divisive ways of being threaten our very existence as a species. If we continue to experience the world as something distinct from us, we will continue to destroy it. In Philip’s words, “When our thinking unmoors itself from the body . . . we come to feel and believe that we are superior to the world and distinct from it and that the fate of humanity is somehow sealed and independent from that of life on Earth.” This emphasis on superiority—rather than inclusivity—is fundamental to the cultural story that most of us have been fed. At its root is the patriarchal obsession with mastery, which shows up everywhere we look. We see it in the single-minded focus of the unconscious capitalist—who seeks to accumulate at the expense of all else. On his endless quest for more, he perpetually confuses fragmentation with self-actualization. We also see it in the cultural fixation with perfection, a ridiculous notion that compels those who seek it to over-develop one aspect, while neglecting all others. And we even see it in the spiritual movement, where a vast cadre of pseudo non-dualists seeks to master a unified field of consciousness while bypassing the very stuff of their humanness—their memories, unresolved emotional issues, personal identifications, egos, stories, the body itself. Although they would appear to have a growthful intention, these spiritual seekers are, in fact, no less fragmented and dangerous than the unconscious capitalists. The latter turn us into head-tripping accumulators, entirely unaware of the relational field and the earth that houses us. And the former turn us into self-avoidant automatons, bereft of feeling. Too much unhealthy ego, or no ego at all—both leave us oblivious to what really matters. And oblivious won’t get us anywhere good. It’s integration that we need. Not rarefied, but realified—available to and within all. The holy wholly. This is the place Philip brings us to: that critical point of integration. From there, a new vista opens before and within us. Radical wholeness.

      Perhaps the most personally satisfying aspect of this book is the way that it invites the reader to reconcile his own relationship to reality. It doesn’t simply articulate wisdom—it hearticulates a palpable experience that calls out to your own quest for wholeness. As I read through its pages, I found myself stopping time and again to reflect on my own journey and the struggle to integrate my aspects into a harmonious whole. As an adolescent and young adult, I too survived by my wits. I too sought to master particular threads of consciousness at the exclusion of all else. These ways of being served me for a time, and yet I would move through my days with the agonizing sense that I was living a fragmented life. That sense soon blossomed into a visceral knowing, a deep cry arising in the middle of the night, words demanding to be written on my bedroom wall: “Excessive analysis perpetuates emotional paralysis.” The longing to be whole was awakening. Thereafter, I spent many years questing for it, making slow, steady strides both within my body, and within my various spiritual practices. But I couldn’t quite get all the way there, despite my best efforts. Something has been missing, not wholeness itself, for it is always present, but a living experience of it. In braving this journey and writing this book, Philip has handed me the blueprint for that next step. He has not only validated my intuitive knowing as to the direction to take home—towards the body, deeper within the body—but he also provided me with practices to support that deepening. I am grateful.

      Some books are brilliantly wise, but don’t leave us any the wiser. This book is truly different. The bell of truth chimes throughout it, calling us into alignment, celebrating us home. As you read it and apply the exercises, you are not only energized by its wisdom, you are left different than when you started—both divinely inspired, and more fully human. Many will find the next steps on their heroic quest for wholeness in its pages.

      In Philip’s words, “whatever else I have done in my life, I have focused on one issue: to understand the nature of the Story of our culture, to discern how it shows up in my body, and to acquire freedom of choice in the matter.” In so doing—and particularly with this book—he offers us freedom of choice as well. The freedom at the heart of wholeness. May we seize it with everything we are.

      —Jeff Brown

      Toronto, Canada

    
  
    
      
        Logos is the thought that steers all things through all things.

        Listening not to me, but to the Logos, it is wise to acknowledge that all things are one.

        Man, who is an organic continuation of the Logos, thinks he can sever that continuity and exist apart from it.

        How can you hide from what never goes away?

        —Heraclitus, circa 500 BC

      

    
  

      Chapter 1

      Feel-Feel-at-Flesh-Inside

      A fork in the road

      At the age of eighteen I found myself pondering a fork in the road of my life. I needed to make a truly life-changing, either/or decision—and the diverging paths headed in opposite directions.

      I could see with some clarity down one of them: I’d been accepted at the University of Toronto to study physics. Certain steps along that journey seemed neatly laid out for me—complete university, maybe do some post-graduate study, secure a job, get married, buy a home, maybe have kids, raise them … I knew none of the details, but the way stations along that journey were situated with a certain conventional inevitability.

      And then there was the other path, which veered from convention into the dark unknown. I was drawn to it in part by my love of theater. For a couple of years I’d been training with a theater company in downtown Toronto run by John Herbert, a director and playwright who is best known for penning Fortune and Men’s Eyes. Working with his company, I’d been bitten by the theater bug. It had ignited a fever in my veins. I loved it. I loved the way theater places life under a magnifying glass. When you are performing, the sacred space of the stage, the attention of the audience, and the world of the play you inhabit all conspire to act like a lens that reveals and heightens every impulse running through you. When it’s at its best, theater taps into a rare magic that can hold the whole of a character’s life there and illuminate it for all to share. To experience this as an actor is to experience a special freedom of being.

      Hungry to understand theater, I trained and wrote and read whenever I could, and along the way I discovered the work of Zeami Motokiyo. Born in Japan in 1363, he had, with his father, developed a timeless style of theater called Noh. Reading his secret treatises on the art of the Noh, I was transfixed. With allusion, metaphor, and poetry, they illuminated the very essence of the actor’s art. Zeami wrote of “the underlying spiritual strength of the actor,” which enables him to enter a “state of mindlessness in which the actor conceals even from himself his own intent.”1 Without entering that mindless state, the actor is a mere pup-peteer, manipulating his own responses.

      
        Life and death, past and present—

        Marionettes on a toy stage.

        When the strings are broken,

        Behold the broken pieces!2

      

      I was sixteen when I encountered those words, and I was hooked. I found Zeami’s writings incendiary. They not only scorched themselves into my mind—they lit up whole new possibilities for me. So when I heard that a Noh play was being performed in Montreal, I hopped on a Greyhound bus for a six-hour ride to see it firsthand.

      The play I saw, Sumidagawa, was about a mother whose young son had been abducted by slave traders and killed beside a river. Driven mad by this, she returns to the river on the anniversary of his death. Lingering, she sees him appear repeatedly, only to watch him disappear each time she reaches to embrace him.

      I was overwhelmed by the restrained power of the performance, shaken to my core, and utterly mystified by how this formal, austere, six-hundred-year-old art form had unlocked such deep-welling emotions in me. Her longing and her grief live in me still.

      Lingering at that fork in the road, I looked down the path to university physics and beyond, dotted into the distance with its various way stations; and down the other path, engulfed in a darkness that dared me to defy expectation and go to Japan and probe the beauty of Noh theater. I think, when all is said and done, I felt more deeply baffled by the mystery of Noh than by the mysteries of quantum mechanics, which says a lot.

      The most obvious impediment to my taking the road less traveled was money. I didn’t have any to speak of—but I was equipped with the reasoning capacity of an eighteen-year-old, which suggested that if I could get to London and buy a bicycle, and if I started pedaling and was heading in the right direction, and if I didn’t stop pedaling . . . if I simply did that, I would eventually arrive in Japan, with only a sea or two to navigate along the way.

      And just to be clear, I wasn’t naïve about the risks. I didn’t really expect to make my way unscathed alone on my bike through Europe, the Middle East, India, and wherever else it took me. A part of me truly didn’t expect to come back alive. But I knew that if I didn’t venture down that path into the dark unknown—if I remained within my culture—I would succumb to a more certain sort of death.

      I felt the specter of that different death very specifically as a teenager. I felt that my being was tangled in a web strung with values, habits of behavior and ways of understanding that I had inherited from my culture. That web bound my very thinking, such that I could feel it being pulled into staunchly established patterns. A bias for adhering to those patterns had been seeded into my being before I was old enough to question them, which meant that I myself was the carrier. Within me hid prohibitions against my own freedom of being and against the experience of my own wholeness. I was compromised by inner structures that interpreted reality for me. Those structures, part of my flesh and my neurology, defined what felt ‘normal’ to me. I knew myself and my world only through the prism of my blinkered culture; and I knew I would suffocate if I remained within it.

      Every human culture communicates its own story about reality and our proper relationship to it. Each story communicates what it means to be human. The Story of a culture is as authoritative to its members as a sacred text is to its adherents. But the Story isn’t written in words—it’s written in the myriad particulars of the culture’s architecture, language, hierarchies, customs, values, markets, child-rearing practices, modes of transport, penal systems—everything. The Story of Western culture asserts through those particulars a range of messages: that humans stand as independent of nature as our skyscrapers do; that the head should be in charge of the body, just as a CEO is in charge of a corporation; that we can own trees, land and animals; that self-mastery is the means to success; that what we feel as ‘the self’ lies within the boundary of the skin; that the pursuit of happiness is the primary goal of our lives; and that money buys security.

      A culture’s Story shapes its artifacts and structures, as well as the thoughts and experiences of its members. Every culture’s Story about what it means to be human is unique, and every Story hides in the background of its culture, disguising itself as reality so that it remains almost invisible to its members, even as it firmly establishes what ‘feels right’ to them.

      And here’s the rub: organizing our lives in accord with the Story ‘feels right’ to us, even when it makes us feel bad. Joseph Campbell referred to such a state as an “organized inadequacy.” And its ‘rightness’ is no more than a feeling. The instructions of the Story aren’t reasonable. They aren’t accountable. They are largely hidden. And they often have nothing to do with the truth of the world. Why, for instance, should wearing a necktie betoken respectability or competence? It’s just a piece of cloth around the neck. It’s a custom we made up. And yet for all its arbitrariness, it directly upholds the Story of our culture: it represents the tacit assurance that the feelings of the body will be held in check, isolated from the thinking of the head by the knot of that symbolic tourniquet. A loosened tie is understood to weaken that assurance.

      Because the Story is largely invisible, its instructions rule us without our being aware of it. Nations, economies, scientists, religions and social movements are held in its sway. As the politics of our world amply demonstrate, what ‘feels right’ to voters is frequently contrary to their interests and immune to logic. The Story they have grown up with is their primary reality and they vote to perpetuate it. They too are prisoners of inner structures that started shaping them in infancy.

      Most readers of this book will likely have been raised in some variation of my culture: the consumer-based, patrifocal, reductionistic, technologically driven, information-obsessed, individualistic culture that has come to dominate the world across languages, belief systems and politics. Like me, most readers will feel the effects of that culture encoded in their nervous systems. For the purposes of this book, then, I will refer to that dominant culture as ‘our culture’—and, depending on your background, you can take ‘our’ to mean either ‘the culture you and I share’ or ‘the culture I and others are spreading across the world’.

      One of my blessings as a teenager was that what ‘felt right’ to others in my culture registered in my nervous system as a violation. The deepest impulses of my life—my curiosity, my body’s sense of truth, my love of the edges of life—clashed with the patterns into which I was being molded. I felt my aliveness to the world under assault by a Story I could feel but could not point to. I was a misfit. I felt trapped. And I truly felt my life was at stake. Not my continued biological existence, but my aliveness.

      Moreover, the adults of my world seemed utterly entranced by the fantasyland they were living in, playing their roles in the Story and inviting me to choose one for myself. None of them seemed free or fully awake. Their lives were contracted by compromises they seemed unaware of having made. And I saw in them the fate awaiting me: if I didn’t somehow wrench free from the harness of the Story, I would perish. But although I railed and fought against its power over me, I also realized I might as well be standing in the ocean like the Irish hero Cuchulain, doing battle with the waves. If I remained, I would succumb. My teenage heart resonated to the description of Tarzan penned by Edgar Rice Burroughs:

      
        In reality he had always held the outward evidences of so-called culture in deep contempt. Civilization meant to Tarzan of the Apes a curtailment of freedom in all its aspects—freedom of action, freedom of thought, freedom of love, freedom of hate.3

      

      So when I looked into the impenetrable dark of the road that held the mystery of Noh theater at its far end, I felt the thrill of possibility and a whispered question asking me what really mattered in my life, and did I dare put it on the line?

      The choice was made. I said good-bye to my family, caught an overnight bus to New York City, and found a flight to London in the Village Voice for sixty-six dollars. When I next saw my home, almost two years had elapsed.

      I don’t know how many miles I cycled, but I do know that each one still lives in me. During the countless hours I spent on the road, I was awake to the world around me—smelling it, listening, engaging, feeling. I spent day and night outside and alone—pedaling, eating, sleeping. I connected to my body as never before, but I also newly connected with the world. I attuned to it, because my life depended on that attunement. When I started off in the morning, I had no idea what I would encounter around the bend or where I would be sleeping that night—nor did that trouble me in the least. The sky was my constant companion, showing me its wonders every day; and as dusk began to draw back the curtain on the watchful universe, I was—I don’t know how else to say this—guided to a place under the stars where I could safely spend the night, no one knowing I was there.

      I passed through and interacted with cultures radically different from my own, each with its own Story—and I could feel those different Stories, and adapt to them for a time, and appreciate both the radiance and the limitations of each of them. I didn’t experience anything remotely like culture shock until the day I returned home. And suddenly a world familiar to me in its every detail appeared bizarre and arbitrary. What had ‘felt right’ by dint of my upbringing was thrown into disarray. The ‘normal’ espoused by my culture was suddenly untenable. I had returned home with the greatest gift of all—the ability to see the strands of the web that had bound me. And seeing them, I could begin to question them.

      Dr. Jonas Salk—who by discovering the polio vaccine saved thousands of children’s lives and never sought to profit financially from it—once remarked, “What people think of as a moment of discovery is really the discovery of a question.” When I felt stuck as a teenager in the structures of thought and perception of our culture, it wasn’t for a lack of answers—what I lacked were the crucial questions. The most difficult thing in the world is to question an assumption you’ve never consciously made—and the Story hides such assumptions in our language, our architecture, our customs, our institutions and our very neurology.4 How do you even begin to question something that is so normal it’s invisible?

      My favorite example of the ability of a question to penetrate the veneer of ‘normal’ is the anecdote of Isaac Newton sitting outside in a contemplative mood one late summer’s day and seeing an apple fall from a nearby tree. As he explained to William Stukeley, that incident prompted him to ask, “Why should that apple always descend perpendicularly to the ground?”5 I don’t know of a clearer example in history of someone questioning what pre-exists for everyone as a given of normal experience. Gravity never changes. It always just is. We never escape it: we are born into it, live in it all our lives, and die in it, as have all the generations before us. Newton may well have been the first person in history to ask, “Why do things fall?”—and it led him to name and formulate the force that holds the planets in their orbits.

      To me Newton’s true genius was being able to question gravity without ever experiencing anything else. I had it much easier—I could step beyond my culture. And because my bike trip took me so radically outside of it, and left me so open to the worlds through which I moved, I was able to appreciate how radically the Story lived within me. In the years and decades following that trip, whatever else I have done in life, I have focused on one issue: to understand the nature of the Story of our culture, to discern how it shows up in my body, and to acquire freedom of choice in the matter. The traction that enabled that mission to move forward was provided by questions I discovered, one by one—each directing a new light onto phenomena as familiar as gravity, or my own senses. And for me, one of the most provocative sources for sparking such questions continues to be the light afforded by cultures other than my own.

      
  

The sense of balance

      Our culture interprets all aspects of our reality. It teaches us that matter is made of atoms, which are like little solar systems. It teaches that our thinking happens in our heads and that our brains are essentially personal computers that process information. It helps us distinguish between a ‘thing’ and a ‘process’. It teaches that knowledge is communicated in bits and pieces, which we call ‘facts’. And it teaches us to identify human intelligence as the ability to reason in an abstract fashion—something we can measure with an IQ test.

      We also learn what to value. Knowledge is valuable, for instance, and ignorance is a flaw. Without necessarily being aware of it, we learn the value system that says ‘up’ is good and ‘down’ is bad, so that if we are told, “Things are looking up,” or “John is feeling a little low,” there is no ambiguity. Similarly we understand heaven to be above us in the ‘good’ realm, and we place hell beneath our feet in the ‘bad’ realm, which happens to be mother earth. In some circles, the ‘highest’ goal you might strive for is to ‘raise’ your consciousness—because, as we have learned to experience it, ‘up’ represents good.

      
        The senses are what activate our intelligence. If we had no senses, our intelligence would literally remain asleep.

      

      These facts and values are popularly considered self-evident in our culture—and that makes it difficult for us to step back and see that each of them is merely a part of the Story of what it means to be human in our culture. More crucially, each of these beliefs happens to be inconsistent with reality, and some of them are downright damaging—as we shall soon explore in some detail.

      For now, let’s start with one clear fact we learn from our culture: we have five senses, which pretty much everyone can name—touch, taste, smell, hearing and sight. As obvious as this seems to us, it is actually not a fact but a cultural construct. People in other cultures recognize different senses, and even have different concepts of what senses are. These differences matter enormously, because the senses are what activate our intelligence. If we had no senses, our intelligence would literally remain asleep. Imagine, if you can, a baby born without any touch, sight, hearing—without any senses at all. Lacking sensory stimulation of any sort, the baby’s intelligence would remain dormant and the world would not exist for it. In fact, its own body would not exist for it if there were no senses with which to feel it.

      If the senses activate our intelligence, though, it stands to reason that different senses would activate it differently. As children are being taught by their culture what their senses are, they are actually being taught how to pay attention to themselves and the world—which affects how they think about it and respond to it.

      The Anlo-Ewe6 culture of West Africa has an understanding and experience of the senses that differs radically from ours, and the contrast it provides helps us understand how our selection of five senses—the Chosen Five, we might call them—affects our very experience of the self and the world around us. For instance, the Anlo-Ewe consider balance a primary sense and they devote themselves to its cultivation and appreciation. This appreciation extends beyond the purely physical skills of balance to include what we might call a balanced deportment in the world, or a balanced personality. The emphasis on balance begins in infancy: before a baby can even stand up, she is held by siblings or relatives in a standing position and encouraged to “Balance, balance.”

      Kathryn Linn Geurts studied the senses of the Anlo-Ewe and wrote a book on the subject called Culture and the Senses: Bodily Ways of Knowing in an African Community. As she explains it, children growing up in this culture learn that balance is “an essential component of what it means to be human.”7 Someone’s balance shows up in the way she stands, the way she walks, and the way she carries something; and it expresses who she is in a fundamental way: “your character, your moral fortitude is embodied in the way you move, and the way you move embodies an essence of your nature.”8 When one woman declared that she couldn’t walk if she were carrying a baby in her arms, Geurts attempted to prove her wrong by picking up the woman’s granddaughter and carrying her across the room. But “walk” means something different in the Anlo-Ewe culture—it means moving in full-bodied grace; and that quality cannot be preserved while carrying a baby, or anything else of substance, in one’s arms.

      In the Anlo-Ewe culture, babies are traditionally carried on the back and loads are traditionally carried on the head. When you “head-load,” as it is called, as opposed to arm carrying, your balance is not merely preserved but is felt more keenly. Graceful movement is not only possible; it becomes necessary. Geurts relates that a group of children helped fill her water barrel by making numerous trips from the well, carrying buckets on their heads. And she remarks that even the youngest of them, two-year-old Peter, helped out on every trip by carrying a small pan of water on his head. How many two-year-olds in our culture could make six or seven trips from a well, balancing a pan of water on their heads? For that matter, how many adults could? Anlo-Ewe speakers consider it normal. Such examples illuminate Geurts’s claim that “culture does not only affect the mind. It changes the body.”9

      The Anlo-Ewe culture flushes out an oversight in ours. Why don’t we recognize balance as a sense? We speak about having a ‘sense of balance’; we have a sense organ for balance—the labyrinth of the inner ear. Why do we not consider it a sense?

      The answer to that points to something essential in our culture’s larger narrative—because the Chosen Five support the Story as surely as the necktie does. To call balance a sense, it turns out, would contravene its narrative. If you consider what is common among the senses we legitimize, you realize they all conform to the same model: a stimulus from the outside world crosses the boundary of the self and arrives at a receptor. For instance, light passes into the eye and stimulates the retinal cells. Food passes into the mouth and stimulates the taste buds. Heat and pressure from the outside world stimulate the sensory neurons of the skin. Sound passes into the ear and stimulates the eardrum. A scent passes into the nose and stimulates the olfactory receptors.

      What each of our senses supports is an aspect of the Story that is foundational to its message about what it means to be human: the self is contained within a boundary. As we define it, a sense receives stimuli from the outside world that traverse our personal boundary, and it then sends a signal to the brain for interpretation. As Geurts observes, we think of senses as “physical instruments used for assessing the external environment.”10

      But balance doesn’t work like that. It doesn’t impute a personal boundary. Balance relies on the felt relationship between your center of gravity and that of the earth. We maintain an aligned relationship between those centers or we fall over. We maintain it without thinking, but it’s actually a very sensitive relationship. If you stand still and upright, you can feel how even a slight shift in your body’s weight will take your center out of alignment with the earth’s. The earth itself is massive but its center is precisely located. To appreciate that, look sometime at a plumb bob wavering not a hair’s breadth to one side or the other but hanging dead still, pointing directly at the earth’s center.

      Your sense of balance similarly tells you where that center is and what your relationship with it is. No boundary is imputed; there is no stimulus delivering information to you from the outside. Rather, you live in the field of the earth’s gravity, as it lives in yours, and your sense of balance illuminates that dynamic partnership. The very process of balancing, then, presents us with a model in which the self is not encased within a boundary but is oriented in the world by a fluid, felt partnership.

      
  

Deliver nothing, experience everything

      Geurts compiled a provisional list of nine senses generally recognized by Anlo-Ewe speakers. One of those senses provides an even sharper rebuke to the boundary of the self than balance does: in the Anlo-Ewe culture, speech is considered to be a sense. I heard Geurts in an interview explaining that when she was first told this, she felt that she had failed to convey what she meant by a sense—because if you understood that category, how could you possibly place speech in it? The distinction is obvious to us: a sense receives information, speech delivers it. But Anlo-Ewe speakers see it differently. Speaking is an experience that is felt in the mouth and the body; and they feel spoken words as something that could be directed “with the intention of hitting a mark”11 as your senses might direct an arrow.

      The very idea of speech as a sense is so contrary to our experience that the notion invites exploration. Our view that someone speaks in order to communicate what she knows is a reinforcement of our cultural belief that the self is contained within a boundary: our thoughts exist inside us, and speech is what we use to deliver them across that boundary to someone else. This model seems not only right to us but axiomatic—and it also happens to perform the same important job as our model of the Chosen Five: to reinforce the boundary around the self.

      In reality, though, speech is not a delivery system—it is a means of discovery. It enables a speaker to give spontaneous, tangible form to her thoughts and feelings. Graham Wallas was pointing to this when he wrote: “The little girl had the making of a poet in her who, being told to be sure of her meaning before she spoke said, ‘How can I know what I think till I see what I say?’”12 A sentence spoken in conversation is an improvisation—who knows at the outset what the last word of it will be?—and it is generally moved forward by a desire to elucidate a thought that may be no more than half-sensed as the sentence gets under way. Each word or phrase serves to light the way forward for the next; like stepping stones, they trace out the full shape of that thought. In that regard, speaking is analogous to the sense of touch: it enables you to feel your way forward through the metaphoric dark towards a beckoning idea, just as your hands might enable you to find your way forward in a dark room.

      So speech can be thought of as a sense that facilitates discovery. When you understand it in that way, the whole of your being is invited to be present to your act of speaking. By contrast, if you believe, as our culture’s Story has it, that speech is a means of delivering your ideas, your concern will not be on discovery—it will be on the task of presentation: presenting your ideas, your opinions, and even yourself. This draws you into what I call the ‘presentation mode’.

      The primary concern of the presentation mode is to elicit a certain response in the person, or group of people, you are addressing—you want them to like you, to agree with you, to comply with your way of understanding something. So your underlying desire is actually to manipulate a certain reaction in them. It’s a somewhat deluded mission, though: you can’t control what someone thinks or how they react, however cleverly you orchestrate your delivery. And here’s the catch: that orchestration requires a conductor—a part of you that takes charge of your delivery, wanting it to be effective. So presentation mode puts you in a divided state: one part of you supervises the other part to manipulate the desired response in your audience. And so it is that presentation mode turns us into puppeteers of the self: “Behold the broken pieces.”

      Presentation mode is the default option in our culture. If we imagine that speaking is about delivery, it can’t be otherwise. So presentation mode can take over even as you meet a friend on the street: before you can feel what it means to be present to her in this moment, before you can allow yourself to experience whatever it is you are actually experiencing, you are arranging your expression and presenting your greeting.

      An extreme version of presentation mode is found in public speaking. And for anyone who understands speech as a delivery system, public speaking can seem like a nightmare—to stand within the isolating boundary of the self, trying to manipulate the right response from a group of strangers when your own body is straining under your frantic supervision: sweating, pumping adrenaline and stiff with tension. It’s the nightmare of being burdened with trying to control the uncontrollable.

      Every time you speak you face a choice: you can be in presentation mode or you can be present. If you allow yourself to receive the Present,13 and receive the listener, and sense your way forward as you speak, you will be giving language a chance to reveal its magical ability to help you discover and clarify your truth, that you might stand in its resonance. And you will quickly learn that if you are present to your truth, the listener—if she wishes—will be able to feel it and resonate to it as well.

      To steer myself clear of presentation mode, I have adopted a little personal motto: “Deliver nothing, experience everything.”

      
  

Seselelame

      We feel ourselves held within a personal boundary that keeps our life separate from that of the world. It’s hard to appreciate how strangely normalized that state of ours is until we look to other cultures for comparison. When we seek to promote our personal well-being, for instance, we might think about taking the right supplements, eating organic food, exercising regularly and sleeping well. I have no issue with any of that—but it’s based on a limiting assumption that health will be achieved by doing the right things to the body. So our focus is on the self as an isolated entity, as though it were a machine requiring upkeep.

      For Anlo-Ewe speakers, well-being is something quite different. It has to be, for they experience the self as porous rather than enclosed. For instance, the Anlo-Ewe sense of personhood is described as having a “nonboundedness and a lack of the kind of unitary wholeness of being that is characteristic of Western psychologies of the self.”14 This reflects the Anlo-Ewe understanding of being itself: “Not stable, being is highly changeable, always in transformation.”15 They have also been described as having a “radical indeterminacy of the person.”16 In keeping with this, well-being is understood to be dependent on transactions between the self and others—transactions that include “the flow of energy, matter, substances and information throughout many aspects of the individual’s world.”17 In short, well-being is sustained by dynamic relationship.

      We aren’t too keen on personal porosity or exchanges of energy. We generally prefer to keep the self in its private container, while the Chosen Five intermittently keep us apprised of what’s going on outside it. But the Chosen Five provide information about just one realm we are able to sense. There are another two realms recognized by neuroscience, which are unacknowledged by our popular culture and often minimally felt.

      Neuroscience organizes human sensese into three categories: exteroception, proprioception and interoception. Exteroception includes all the senses that inform us about the world outside the body, such as our Chosen Five. Proprioception tells us where the body is in space. Interoception monitors all that is going on within the body, and it’s a lot: we feel the heart, the breath, the immune system, hunger, muscle tension, sexual arousal, emotional signals from our gut (which at times we might call ‘gut feelings’), a full bladder—all of it.

      Geurts has commented that in our culture, the senses that make up interoception seem to be at odds “with a deeply held belief that something can be considered a sense if and only if it is a bodily function that provides knowledge of the outside world.”18 The Anlo-Ewe culture, by contrast, places the realm of “internal senses,” or interoception, front and center. In fact, the culture has no word that corresponds to the English word sense. Instead they have a word that has no English equivalent and acts as a meta-sense that embraces categories we hold rigidly apart. That word is seselelame.

      An Ewe linguist translates seselelame as “feel-feel-at-flesh-inside.”19 The word refers to what is perceived through the sensations of the body. It can refer to the sensation of happiness or sorrow within the body, or cold, intuition, sexual arousal, walking, balance, the sense in the body that you are getting sick, as well as the senses of seeing, hearing, smell, taste, physical contact or speech. All of these inner sensations—whether emotional, sexual, psychic, intuitive, kinesthetic, systemic or sensory—are instances of seselelame. And only some of them are instances of interoception.

      Seselelame includes what we would call exteroception and proprioception. Every sense is felt in the body’s resonance. The Anlo-Ewe don’t just hear sounds; they feel them through the body. They don’t just see sights; they feel them in the body. So while we have only the Chosen Five—each an exteroceptor that imputes a boundary around the self—the Anlo-Ewe have seselelame, an inner realm in which all the world is felt.

      Since teenagehood I have felt gratitude to all the cultures that have helped me gain perspective on my own. Their unique ways of understanding what it means to be human have helped me experience my own reality more fully. The subtitle of Geurts’s book on the Anlo-Ewe, Bodily Ways of Knowing in an African Community, is a case in point. Our culture doesn’t really recognize bodily ways of knowing. In our modeling the body doesn’t know—the head does.20 An anthropologist writing about us might subtitle her book Bodily Ways of Gathering Raw Information About the Outside World So That It Can Be Relayed to the Almighty, Stand-alone Brain and Processed There. The way we describe the body—as something we ‘have’, as something we ‘listen to’, as something we ‘have problems with’—is not just a semantic choice; it speaks to the core of how we segregate our thinking from it.

      
  

What the body knows

      Because the senses activate our intelligence and orient us to the world, a selected set of senses will privilege a certain way of attending to it. As a child learns her culture’s model of the senses, she is learning how to perceive herself, others and the world around her, as well as how to assign value to everything. She is also learning what not to sense. In short, by teaching its members a certain set of senses, a culture teaches them a certain way of being.

      The exclusive emphasis on exteroceptors in our culture places great value on what the head knows and demeans by omission what the body knows. We don’t even name that inner realm of the body’s knowing, except with an obscure neuroscientific term. Nor do we understand that the outer world can be most intimately experienced there. Our neurology has been shaped to support a bias expressed by Plato, who praised “the man who pursues truth by applying his thought to the pure and unadulterated object, cutting himself off as much as possible from his eyes and ears and virtually all the rest of his body.”21

      John Coates, a former Wall Street trader turned neuroscientist, has done some seminal research that throws that ancient bias into question. In his days on Wall Street, Coates had noticed that there were times when he was identifying a good trade and “I just knew when it was going to work, there was something different about that train of thought. I wondered what that something extra was.”22 As a neuroscientist, he returned to the trading floor to find out. He selected a group of traders and studied them while they were at work. He measured both their bodily response to a potential trade and their conscious assessment of it.

      
        By teaching its members a certain set of senses, a culture teaches them a certain way of being.

      

      He discovered that the body’s responses—especially the release of cortisol, which is the main stress hormone—had a very high correlation to volatility in the market. This held true whether traders were losing money, making it, or just looking at the screens, taking the information in. By contrast, their conscious assessment of the market had no correlation to its volatility or anything else of importance that the researchers could identify. So the traders’ bodies were tracking the market’s volatility minute by minute, without their even being aware of it.

      It was clear to Coates that the preconscious mind has an ability to process clues from the environment that are undetectable by the conscious mind—and that what the preconscious mind knows shows up in the body. He illustrates this by describing the experience of a fictional trader he calls Martin, an “Olympic-class hunch athlete”23 who senses a change in the market as he casually glances at the screens: “Unbeknownst to Martin’s conscious brain, a subsonic tremor has just shaken the market, and silent shock waves radiate from the screens, reverberating in the cavern of his body. Something is not right.”24

      There are many examples of the body knowing something, or the preconscious knowing something, before conscious awareness does. The reactions of many athletes depend on that. As Coates reports, it takes 100 milliseconds for an image on the retina to register in the brain, then 300 to 400 milliseconds for an elementary cognitive assessment, and then a further 50 milliseconds for a motor command to be communicated to the muscles. So our fastest conscious reaction time is about half a second. Yet there are lots of athletes—sprinters, cricket players, boxers, tennis players—who rely on reaction times of significantly less than half a second. Those reactions are not consciously made—they arise from what the body knows.

      Coates’s research left him with an interesting question: if a trader’s body tracks risk more accurately than his25 conscious assessment, high-frequency traders who are more aware of their bodies should make more money. Coates decided to test that out. He enlisted some traders and devised a simple benchmark to determine their level of interoception: How accurately could they feel their heartbeats in the course of a day without monitoring their pulse points? Some traders simply couldn’t feel their heartbeat and had to guess; others could feel it quite clearly.

      The study revealed two striking results. First, traders with greater sensitivity to the inner life of their bodies had made significantly more money in the previous year. Second, the more years a trader had been working, the greater his interoception, as though the trading floor were selecting for that trait.

      Coates’s research demonstrates that what your being as a whole knows offers a more reliable assessment of reality than does your head’s reasoning. Pure reason, such as that praised by Plato, excludes the body’s sensations. But what the body knows includes what resonates through the Present as well as experience, reason, knowledge, memory, skills and understanding. It integrates all of that. So someone arriving on the trading floor for the first time, however in touch with her body she was, wouldn’t have a clue about the risk of a trade; but a trader relying on her head and out of touch with her body could be just as clueless.

      Coates’s findings are potentially paradigm shifting. As he observed, “Within economics, there’s a belief that we wander around with this supercomputer in our heads that is unaffected by the body and has the ability to calculate returns, probabilities and the optimum allocation of capital. But of course the science doesn’t support anything like that.”26 That belief is prevalent not just in economics, but in our culture at large: we have long held that reason is our supreme faculty and that feeling is not only secondary, but subjective and misleading.

      How long have we subscribed to that belief? If you go back to early Greek philosophy in the period around 500 BC, you will find Parmenides, who is generally recognized as the earliest formative ancestor in the genealogy of Western philosophy. Parmenides issued a warning that we have heeded ever since: Don’t trust your senses—they will deceive you. Only reason can lead you to the truth! Now, 2,500 years later, Coates has shown that, even in a highly abstract environment, what the senses tell us—especially the interoceptors—is more reliable than our conscious reasoning.

      That’s a very long time for our culture to have given its allegiance to an erroneous assumption, and it has precipitated a strange way of being we accept as normal. We have almost perfected the separation of our thinking from our being, our consciousness from our body and our sense of self from the world. Our bias for what the head knows habitually distances us from the personal truth of our being and orients us instead to the abstractions of status, dogma, money, control and security.

      In our culture we habitually subjugate the senses to serve the head’s desire to gain objective knowledge about the world around us (e.g., “That house is red. That is a maple tree.”). Such information requires perception and classification; it doesn’t require feeling. We don’t have to feel the red of the house, for instance. Objective knowledge is disembodied knowledge. In our typical quest to understand the world objectively, the body is an afterthought.

      I don’t believe it will be possible to heal ourselves into wholeness—to feel reality and accord with it—without augmenting the Chosen Five with a new set of senses. We need to recover what the body knows. We need to awaken to the perceptions that, as Coates puts it, reverberate in “the cavern of the body.” Feeling those impressions of the world living within the flesh is the necessary first step if we are to come into harmony with it.

      The Anlo-Ewe aren’t encouraged to isolate the senses we recognize as exteroceptors from the body’s experience—their culture alerts them to the sights, sounds, smells, tastes and sensations of the world as they are felt through the body: “feel-feel-at-flesh-inside,” as seselelame is literally translated. But they also recognize what it means to see or hear independent of the body’s intelligence. Esia kple to, for instance, means “to hear with the ear”;27 but that experience of hearing is distinct from a seselelame experience of hearing. Seselelame is an umbrella or ‘uber’ sense that feels reality reverberate through “the cavern.”

      Seselelame doesn’t just bring attention to the body’s sensations as a combination or assortment of separate senses—it is a holistic, synthesized, noncategorical, subjective wakefulness to the world as it is perceived through the body. Coates urges us to recognize “that body and brain act as a single functioning unit, that they form a parabolic reflector collecting signals inaccessible to the conscious mind.”28 To recognize that is merely to recognize that the whole of your intelligence is more astute than any partitioned portion of it could be.

      So consider for a moment what it might mean not merely to see with your eyes, but to feel the sights of the world in your body. Or not merely to hear with your ears, but to feel the sounds of the world in the core of your being, subtly attuning you to the Present.29 When the body ‘knows the world’ in this way, it is not relying on the abstractions of language: its knowing is nonverbal, unmediated and direct. Its thinking is sensational. The flesh is experienced as a medium that resonates not only to the world around it, but at the same time to every current of your thinking—conscious and preconscious. As you increasingly honor the body’s sensations, you increasingly understand them to constitute a language of thought that is distinct from how the head knows. What the body knows is based on a patient clarity that enables you to act from the whole of your being. But that knowing is inaccessible—and may as well not exist—when it’s been eclipsed by the driven, anxiety-laced, contracted intelligence of the head.

      
  

Our primary wound

      We are out of practice with embodied knowing—so it may be difficult at first to appreciate how radically different it is from the habit of knowing that makes us feel separate from the world. If you taste merely with your tongue, for example, then a doughnut may taste great—that’s precisely what it’s been engineered to do by people who live in their heads. If you taste it and allow the whole of your body’s intelligence to be present to the experience, the doughnut might go uneaten.

      Because our culture places so much value on what the head knows and so little on what the body knows, we tend to either downplay or pre-organize what we are feeling. We judge, calculate, modify, plan, anticipate and strategize in response to what is happening around us; and we may barely notice the discomfort created by our fevered obsession to know what is happening in the abstract without feeling what is happening in the Present. What sustains that obsession is a fear over what we might lose if we allowed our awareness to come to rest in the body and attune to the Present. To forsake our abstract vigilance, we tell ourselves, would mean losing control. And in fact, we are partly right: it would mean losing the illusion of control. So even as we appreciate the injunction to ‘live in the Present’, our one and only way of knowing puts abstract ideas in charge to try to get us there. Similarly, even as we affirm the importance of our emotions, the supervisor within is often busy helping us feel the ‘appropriate’ ones.

      
        Rather than ‘feel-feel-at-flesh-inside’, we are teaching ‘think-think-at-head-inside’.

      

      Living your days in the abstract knowledge of things rather than in the intimate companionship of the world promotes a sense of disconnection and anxiety, and is consistent with an underlying schism in our culture: the separation of your thinking from your being. To be raised in our culture is to carry this wound within you to some degree. It is so ingrained in the Story that we accept it as a given of human nature: thinking and feeling are separate. We come to believe that our thinking will be clearer if we disconnect from all the noise of the body’s sensations. This belief is instilled in us systematically in childhood. Of all the lessons we learn in the public school system, the primary one is to subdue the energies of the body and maximize the facility of the head for manipulating verbal and symbolic information.

      When you consider the demands placed on a child by our primary and secondary educational institutions, this tacit lesson becomes clear. A child is typically required to sit still at a desk for hours at a time, for five days a week, for almost ten months of the year, for twelve years. It is an environment in which the sensations of being—its energy and intelligence—are considered liabilities except in nonacademic and ‘secondary’ subjects such as gym, theater or music. Elsewhere the primary lesson is unambiguous: if you can fill your head with information and learn to retrieve it successfully; if you can pay attention to the teacher at the head of the class and put the thinking of your body to sleep; and if you can learn to inhabit and animate that abstract realm atop your sleeping body; if you can do all that, you are on your way to success. If you can’t comply with those demands, you risk being penalized with low grades, and disciplined to correct your behavior.

      A nurturing of seselelame is nowhere to be seen in our formal education of children. Rather than ‘feel-feel-at-flesh-inside’, we are teaching ‘think-think-at-head-inside’. That is, inarguably, I think, the primary lesson that the classroom, the curriculum and the institution of lower education have been designed to instill. We are teaching our children that it’s better to think with a portion of their beings than to think with the whole of their beings. So successful has this campaign been that most adults in our society, it seems to me, no longer even know what it is to experience the thinking of their whole being. ‘Think-think-at-head-inside’ has so effectively divorced our thinking from our being that they are experienced as separate and sometimes even antagonistic entities.

      Perhaps the most dramatic outcome of that divorce is that it has separated us from the core understanding of all that the body knows: the understanding that it belongs to the world, expresses the world, is held by the world and shares in all that happens to the world. That knowledge lives in our every cell, and is a demonstrable truth on every level. When our thinking unmoors itself from the body, it cuts itself away from that embodied knowing; and then we come to feel and believe that we are superior to the world and distinct from it and that the fate of humanity is somehow sealed and independent from that of life on earth. This delusion is capable of dooming us—and it is a direct consequence of our choice to think-think-at-head-inside.

      
  

The boundary and the borderless Present

      If the segregation of our thinking from our being is the primary wound of our culture, it also goes largely unnoticed. Like seselelame, ‘being’ doesn’t much occupy our attention. We rarely speak of it. So someone facing a problem isn’t typically encouraged to feel it with the whole of her body’s intelligence—she is encouraged to think the problem through from different perspectives and find a solution. ‘What the head knows’ takes charge, and ‘what the body knows’ is largely kept on the back burner.

      Another reason we tend to overlook the wound between thinking and being is that our understanding of ‘being’ is so contracted—in keeping with our boundaried idea of ‘self’ or the senses. If we can move beyond those conditioned confines—if we can feel the illuminations of ‘being’ rather than merely its shadow—we will ultimately sensitize ourselves to a different world. And I think that as individuals we long for that: to open to life and feel it rather than holding ourselves in check until we figure out how to respond to it.

      When our thinking contracts from our being, it carries our sense of self with it. So what we experience as ‘the thinking self’ retreats inside a boundary—the same boundary that is so essential to our cultural sense of personal identity that it is upheld by the Chosen Five, and by our idea that speech is a delivery system, and by our insistence that the head should be in charge. But now the nature of that boundary becomes a little clearer: its function is actually to separate our thinking from the sensations of our being—which also effectively separates our thinking from the presence of the world. It does that by diminishing the flow of energy in the body with patterns of tension held in its tissues. When energy does not flow, it cannot inform.

      So tension diminishes sensitivity. It sets up the boundary of the self the way surface tension holds a drop of water together. Your self is actually held in its reality by the world to which it belongs—but when your surface tension disrupts your sensitivity to that embrace, you create your own container: you devise and recite a story about ‘who you know yourself to be’, and you try to lock the reality of your self within that story. When you commit to that story, you don’t need the experience of who you are—the seselelame of who you are. You don’t need your being. Your thinking can sort it all out.

      
        The segregation of our thinking from our being is the primary wound of our culture

      

      The experience of being is affiliated with feeling. The experience of thinking is affiliated with knowing. Knowledge has a limit, a boundary; it is discrete and circumscribed, just like the boundaried self it creates. To believe you can know the world, or know the self, is to deny the wholeness of each, for wholeness has no boundary. The Present is similarly without a boundary. It can’t be objectified. It will never be a known entity. It’s not something into which you can reason your way, try though you might. The practices that enable you to be present are practices that bring you back to the body and to what is felt through it. They are practices that carry you beyond the wound of separation and into a seamless experience of reality. Your body hums to the Present—and as you become aware of that, you feel the Present living within you. When it is embodied in that way, all sense of separation fades. The embodied Present is the lived Present.

      When you turn away from the embodied Present, your thinking enters an alternate realm that represents the world symbolically, abstractly and theoretically. This realm consists of ‘what the head knows’. But it’s important to acknowledge that ‘what the head knows’ has its roots in embodied knowing, and that our impression that abstract knowing owes nothing to the body is illusory.

      For instance, you might look around a room and see a chair, a door and a mug and know what they are; but your knowing is based on what you have discovered through the body. You know how the mug would feel in your hand, its slightly cool touch, its ceramic smoothness, the weight of it either empty or full, and how it would feel lifted to your lips. The same holds true of the chair and the door. Occasionally the body’s foundation of knowing is betrayed, as might happen if you picked up a papier-mâché rock expecting it to be real. Louise Barrett explicates the brain’s inseparable dependence on the body in her wonderful book Beyond the Brain: “most of our understanding of the world is grounded in—and built up from—our ability to act in it, so that even the most abstract of ideas (not excluding mathematical thought, according to some authors) reflects what our bodies can physically achieve.”30

      
  

Known relationship, felt relationship

      The body feels the currents of reality in all their yielding, rich and changeable aliveness; by attuning to those currents, the body attunes to the relationships that guide the unfolding of the Present. It feels those relationships as part of a subtle web in which every thread holds and answers to every other. This web is reality: nothing stands independent of it; there is only unfolding interrelationship. When we are feeling the Present we are feeling through the specifics of the world into the humming whole.

      If the body’s intelligence situates us in a realm of felt relationship, the secluded intelligence of the head situates us in a realm of known relationship. The intelligence of the head has a special orientation to the world: it looks at it from a distance and assumes, as we have seen, that its knowing has no need of feeling. Because of this, whatever the head’s intelligence turns its attention to will appear to be something that can be known in and of itself, independent of relationship. This ability to assess things as though their wholeness resided within a boundary, independent of the rest of the world, is the ability to see things in the abstract. And that is the specialty of the intelligence of the head: its ability to think abstractly.

      Abstraction is properly understood as the act of removing something from its associations and its living context, and considering it independently of all that, on its own. The root meaning of ‘abstract’ is “to draw away.” We are encouraged to believe that when we draw something away from its context and consider it on its own, we are somehow zeroing in on the essence of its reality. After all, that’s how we experience ourselves: ill at ease with the body’s sensations—our one connection to the world—we feel our personal reality contained within the surface tension of the thinking self that holds it separate from the world. So then why shouldn’t reality in general be found within the boundaries of its isolated bits?

      This view is consistent with our culture’s conviction that analysis is the most reliable way of getting to the truth. So art, myth, poetry, intuition or religion—all of which tend to illuminate a truth within a felt whole—are considered less reliable and less accurate in disclosing the truth of reality than the analytic art of science. ‘Analysis’ is the opposite of ‘synthesis’ and it comes from a Greek root that means “to break up.” We are raised to believe that only if we can break wholeness into its smallest independent units will we be able to lay bare the cause and effect of how things work. Analysis reveals cause-and-effect relationships brilliantly—but it reveals only such relationships. That is its limitation. It deals with the parts of a broken whole.

      But here’s a truth our culture has yet to accommodate: the essence of something is not a quality that sits within it, sealed off from the world: its essence is found in its relationships with the whole. Those relationships are infinite and cannot be comprehensively analyzed; and wholeness itself has emergent properties that are not material and do not exist in its parts, even though every part participates in them.

      The results of the scientific project are astonishing—but when it hijacks the thinking of our culture, the approach of science disseminates a strategic flaw: its primary focus is on the cause and effect among the independent units of reality—and in reality there is no such thing as an independent unit. There is no such thing as independence, period. Quantum mechanics ran into this fact head on: the very concept of independence is a fantasy. It’s a fantasy that has the American psyche in its grip and is felt throughout the developed world—but it’s a fantasy nonetheless. The quality of independence simply doesn’t exist in our universe. No example of it can be found anywhere. Everything affects and depends on everything else. Everything leans on everything. As soon as you imagine otherwise, you contract your ability to be informed by the reality to which you belong.

      Of course, we do imagine otherwise—we see the teacup and the table on which it sits as objects that exist independent of each other and do not belong to each other. That view feels right to us because our way of knowing is disconnected from the body, and from the wholeness of the Present living through it. When we partition the self, we partition our awareness of the world—and then it merely looks like a shattered assortment of bits and pieces.

      
  

Things and processes

      There is certainly some truth in saying that things have boundaries: my teacup and the table are distinct entities. Where we go astray, though, is in believing that a boundary can contain the whole of what something is. The teacup and the table are changing and being changed by each other, even as they participate in a dance with the whole of the cosmos. Both of them are processes—they are slowly changing with every second, and they are changing each other with every second. They are changing more slowly than the banana on the table, but they are changing nonetheless with fluctuations of temperature, vibrations, molecular interactions, and other factors. They are not static, fixed ‘things’ with an independent existence. Nothing fits that description. It is a mere figment of the way the head knows the world—and it’s not an entirely benign figment.

      Take a tree, for example. We tend to see a tree as an object among other objects in the world. But if we reflect on that, we see that such a view is a little like calling a whirlpool a thing. A whirlpool in a river, of course, may have a form that is fairly consistent from day to day, but the form is sustained only by the water that constantly flows through it. No part of the whirlpool is a static ‘thing’. If you could imagine a tree over an extended time frame, you’d understand that it too has a fairly consistent form that is sustained by an unending flow cycling through it. That flow consists of water, minerals, sunlight, carbon dioxide, oxygen and sugars, among others. So the tree itself is in flow—its bark, its roots, its foliage continuously changing. Unlike a whirlpool, though, that flow enables the tree to grow. As it grows, its form expresses its dance with the Present—the tree rings, for instance, expressing the rains, sun and cold of the changing world it has partnered with. So a tree, far from being a static thing, is actually a process, like a whirlpool.

      If a tree is correctly understood as a process, where do we draw a line around that process to distinguish where the tree ends and the rest of the world begins? Certainly the boundary of a tree would include its roots—but the soil, rocks, microbes, fungi, insects and moisture around those roots are also inextricably part of the process of the roots, and therefore of the tree. And the soil, rocks, microbes, fungi, insects and moisture around the roots are themselves processes affected by the humus on the ground around the tree and the ways it decomposes and leaches into the earth, and by the plants and insects and animals that contribute to that humus by shedding, dying or excreting.

      The rain that falls is also part of the process of the roots, as are the hills and mountains that cause clouds to release their moisture as rain, and the water in the lakes and oceans that evaporates to create the clouds, and the sun that fuels that evaporation. And the process that is the sun is likewise held and guided by and part of the process of the galaxy. So if we wish to draw a boundary around the process that is a tree, that boundary will eventually extend to include everything, right to the outer fringes of the universe. The process that is a tree implicates and reveals the entire cosmos.

      
  

The experience of reality

      Similarly, if you wished to draw a boundary around the process that is you, that boundary too will extend to include everything: your life in this moment implicates the cosmos. And the process that is you is also like a whirlpool through which the world passes. This is certainly true on the basic level of our physiology. Steven Cole, a researcher who specializes in social genomics—the study of the effect the social environment has on gene expression—points out:

      
        We think of our bodies as stable biological structures that live in the world but are fundamentally separate from it. That we are unitary organisms in the world, but passing through it. But what we’re learning from the molecular processes that actually keep our bodies running is that we’re far more fluid than we realize, and the world passes through us.31

      

      Consider breathing, for instance. The air that fills your lungs carries oxygen that was produced by photosynthesis. You are breathing in the exhalations of forests. The oxygen that passes into your lungs and into your blood, and eventually becomes part of every living cell in your body, is born of the touch of sunlight on leaves. When breath passes out of your body, it carries carbon dioxide into the world to eventually nourish and become part of trees. So your experience of breath is literally an experience of the world passing through you, sustaining the reality of your life, which in turn transforms it to help sustain the life of the world.

      Spiritual traditions the world over have developed disciplines and practices to bring attention to the breath—for it puts you in touch not just with your life, but with the life coursing through the moment. Similarly the words animal, psyche, spirituality and inspiration all trace their roots back to words meaning “breath.” Your experience of your breath is foundational not just to your life, but to your experience of life.

      Again, you have choice in the matter. You can choose to experience your breath carrying the world through you or you can inhibit your experience of it. Any tension you carry in any part of your body—any internal clenching or bracing, any part taken out of the flow of the Present and buffered from it—will initiate a cascade of effects: it will diminish your body’s availability to the breath, inhibit feeling, compromise your experience of being and contract your sense of reality. So your experience of reality is upheld by the experience of your breath passing through you.

      There are many more ways in which you experience the world passing through you. If you bite into an apple, for instance, its flesh will pass into your body to become your flesh. In a short time much of that apple will no longer be identified as ‘apple’ but as you—as part of your eyelashes and capillaries and nerves. Over the years every molecule that once belonged to the apple and then became you will be carried back out of your body to nourish the living earth—or at least such offerings used to nourish the earth before toilets were invented.

      
        Your experience of reality is your experience of the world’s energy passing through you—diminish one and you diminish the other.

      

      Like the whirlpool, you are a process. As Steven Cole noted, “the world passes through us.” Your reality is sustained by an exchange of gifts. And the apple doesn’t merely become your flesh. When you breathe, or run, you experience the energy from that apple passing through you as your energy, helping your muscles do their work. In that regard, the heart cannot beat, the tongue cannot speak, the brain cannot think but for the gift of the world’s energy passing through you.

      The nature of every one of your senses—not just the Chosen Five—is also an experience of reality passing through you. And as we’ve seen, there is no experience of reality without the senses. So the world’s light passes through the iris into your eye, and that light becomes energy coursing through your being. Tastes and smells arrive as molecules on the tongue and in the nose, and those molecules become part of you, and the information they carry stimulates the body’s chemistry. Similarly, the world’s sounds and textures, heat and cold, vibrations and pressures all pass through you and become you and inform you. Gravity passes through you and hugs you to the earth. By flowing through your senses, the world’s energy enables you to experience its reality.

      There are still other ways in which you experience the world’s energy passing through you. When you meet someone you love and your heart opens to them, you feel the energy of their presence move through you. Similarly you might feel your heart open to a stalk of grass, a star in the firmament, or a line of poetry—and as you do, you will experience an exchange of energy. Or you might cross paths with someone you’d rather not meet and feel yourself stiffen somewhat in her presence, bracing yourself against her energy. In such an instance, by choosing not to experience her energy, you are deliberately diminishing your experience of her presence; but you are also diminishing your presence.

      So your experience of reality is not, as we might imagine, a phenomenon in which a fairly static you notices what lies beyond the boundary of your self. You cannot experience reality without becoming sensitive to your very real porosity to it. We might say, then, that your experience of reality is your experience of the world’s energy passing through you—diminish one and you diminish the other.

      
  

Don’t fence me in

      When you speak of what you feel as ‘your being’, then, it’s clear that it cannot be considered as an entity contained by your skin. It is more accurate to understand the reality of your being as a process that is affected by the world to which it seamlessly belongs, even as it inescapably affects that world in turn. For simplicity’s sake, we might consider that your being includes all that you discover when you are fully present—for everything to which you are present is a part of your presence, and so is also a part of the process of your being.

      To redefine and understand and feel ‘your being’ in that way has implications for what it means to think with the whole of your being. To establish any kind of boundary between the self and the Present is to contract your thinking from your being—from “all that you discover when you are fully present.” Again, we have been taught to understand ‘thinking’ exclusively as abstract reasoning—and our culture’s deep commitment to that premise makes the notion of thinking hand in hand with the Present seem far-fetched rather than being seen as the simple reality it is: the sensational, tangible, enriching nature of human experience. That experience is taken for granted by cultures that understand that they depend for their survival on being in harmony with the world around them rather than on their ability to control it.

      To deeply and personally understand these two intertwined aspects of your very being—that your experience of reality is your experience of the world passing through you, and that your being is what you discover when you are fully present—and to let that understanding settle in you even as your read these words, is to facilitate a shift in your allegiance from the abstractions of ‘known relationship’ to the presence of ‘felt relationship’. And you may even feel a “porosity” and “radical indeterminacy” of the self, phrases that describe the Anlo-Ewe experience. Such an availability of the self to the Present, informed and changed by its subtle currents, is what makes felt relationship possible. It is how the body knows: its intelligence feels What Is, and is indivisible from it.

      Our culture conditions us to inhibit our porosity and hold our bodies in what might be termed a ‘radical determinacy of the self’—a mental and physically habituated independence from the world, held apart from it by surface tension. So deeply is the boundaried self a part of our understanding of what it means to be human that our culture reinforces it at every opportunity. We reinforce it in the way we present ourselves and our ideas; in the way we define our senses; in the way we eat (my placemat defining the boundary around ‘my space’ that you are not allowed to reach through); in the way we move (feeling most comfortable in a car, hermetically sealed from the world outside); and in the way we sit in public spaces (my chair defining my territory). But nowhere is it more clearly evident than in our need for fences—dividing ‘mine’ from ‘not mine’ in the same way we hold on to ‘me’ to keep it separate from ‘not me’.

      When I cycled from England through Europe, the Middle East, India and Japan, I was always able to find a place to sleep outside at night. Three years later I cycled from Toronto to Tennessee, but even in the vast open stretches of farmland it was a huge challenge to find a place to sleep at night. Every bit of land was fenced off, owned and defended—reminding me that our word fence is a short form of defense.

      In the same way that we erect barriers between ourselves and the currents of the world, and between ourselves and the currents of our own being, we insanely erect barriers against the currents of life moving across the land. I recently watched a herd of elk struggling to get over a wood rail fence in rural Colorado. This was a fence around a two-acre private residence. The fence served only one purpose: it announced “This is mine. Stay out.” Being four feet high, it was insufficient to deter anyone who wished to climb it—so a two-foot fence would have marked the boundary as effectively, and it would have enabled the herd to stay together, young and old alike.32 But the symbolic value of a two-foot-high fence is simply insufficient for the needs of our boundary-dependent egos. And so we choke the energy of the land the way we choke the energy of our own bodies, and erect fences, fences, fences. Our need for a radical determinacy of the self becomes the need for a radical determinacy of what is ‘mine’.

      When we cut ourselves off from felt relationship, we divert our thinking from What Is to the endlessly complicated subject of What Might Be. This is the primary focus of the enclosed intelligence of the head—and it happily branches out to include What Might Have Been and What Might Be Done. Our thinking obsessively speculates on these subjects, hashing and rehashing a planned course of action, a regret, a recent success, a promising solution, or a formulation of our goals. When the thinking of the self is held in the head, we can carry on in that mode for hours, days, weeks even, without ever attuning to the Present, coming to rest in its companionship and allowing its companionship to come to rest in us. When this obsession becomes a habit, that companionship eventually disappears from our awareness and we forget that it exists. And then ‘think-think-at-head-inside’ becomes not just our normal way of being, but our only option.

      We are born into two forms of thinking: one is allied with wholeness and the other with parts. Each is necessary. Each has strengths to offer the other. Each specializes in a different kind of knowing, which might be distinguished as ‘abstract knowing’ and ‘embodied knowing’. If this book seems to favor the thinking of the body, or to demean abstract thinking, please understand this is not my intent. My concern is with wholeness, and my aim is to think with the whole of my being, which includes its abstract knowing. But in our culture we have grown as dependent on abstraction as an addict on her drugs—and we have fed that addiction at the expense of the earth and of our embodied experience of life. So if I seem to lean in the direction of embodied knowing, it is merely my attempt to counter a deep imbalance that affects us all.

      I hope the book itself is a testament to the value I place on a clarity of ideas—but I believe that the fruits of abstract ideas can only be fully realized when they are integrated. The traders who do well do not ignore stock reports, acquisitions, hostile takeovers or commodity prices—they have learned to integrate that abstract knowledge, so it informs what Coates calls the parabolic reflector of the preconscious.

      The integration of ideas, though, requires that our thinking be brought into contact with our being. And that requires the body. An idea cannot be integrated with analysis. Analysis—which means, remember, “to break up”—is the opposite of integration. The genius of the body—whether you identify it as the preconscious, as John Coates does, or the emergent awareness of one’s being, or the attunement of the pelvic bowl33 as I often experience it—shows up most clearly in its facility for integration. When you disconnect from that integrating genius, all you can do is put unintegrated ideas in charge of your life and your plans. Being unintegrated, they inflict damage even when the intention is benign. How can we harmonize with reality if we cannot feel its harmony? How can we connect with reality if we do not connect with the part of us that feels its resonance?

      
  

The inescapable mystery of the whole

      The very idea that reality can be objectively known is dangerously seductive. As we have seen, reality isn’t an object but a seamless web of processes, each affecting all others, each implying and held by the cosmos. What we feel as ‘reality’ is the interplay of unfolding relationships. To claim to know reality objectively is to betray a severely contracted sensitivity.

      If reality cannot be objectively known, though, we should appreciate that it can be felt. It can be experienced. It lives through you. To feel the Present as a whole is to feel your being as a whole. The whole is implicit in every flutter of your heart. In fact, the intimacy of your exchanges with the whole is inescapable, because the whole is all there is. It’s the one reality. Everything in the cosmos participates in the whole, belongs to the whole, and expresses the whole. Nothing can break away from it, because wholeness is all there is.

      Wholeness, then, is the primary, inescapable nature of reality. The whole cannot be known or controlled; cannot be named or itemized; cannot be measured or predicted. It lies utterly beyond the scope of any perspective. The quality of wholeness emerges through the relationships of its parts, but it cannot be explained by its parts. And because the whole lives through each of its parts, its parts cannot be known with any finality, because such knowledge would necessarily require a knowledge of the whole.

      
        Feeling the whole isn’t just one more virtue to add to our list of things to pay attention to. To be desensitized to wholeness is to be desensitized to reality.

      

      So despite the arrogance that tells us otherwise, we live in a mystery that will never be pinned down. That mystery moves the world’s events, even as it carries your individual life forward. And although it will never be known, that mystery can be felt suffusing the Present, and it can be felt as the Present. In fact, to feel the Present as a whole requires that you feel the mystery that makes it whole; to feel yourself as a whole requires that you feel the mystery that makes you whole.

      So wholeness is not something you can achieve. It doesn’t need achieving: it already, irreducibly exists. But even though you can’t step out of or divide yourself from it, you can desensitize yourself to it. Wholeness is felt through wholeness. If you segregate parts of your intelligence, privileging some and endarkening others, those divisions within the self will have the effect of a crack in a bell: your ability to resonate to the whole will be compromised. Unable to feel it, you will eventually have no reason to believe it exists.

      Feeling the whole isn’t just one more virtue to add to our list of things to pay attention to. To be desensitized to wholeness is to be desensitized to reality. If you cannot feel reality—if you feel only its parts—you can only speculate about reality. And the tenor of your speculation will be a fantasy about things that have an independent existence. And any actions based on that fantasy will weaken the harmony of the whole rather than deepen it. We see how that plays out in our personal lives and in all the world around us.

      If the idea of achieving wholeness is meaningless, though, we might recognize that you can surrender to wholeness. Undertaking that surrender—what Joseph Campbell calls the “self-achieved submission”34 of the mythic hero—carries you into a softening of the divisions that partition you from yourself, and a softening of your self into the borderless Present to which you belong. Surrendering to your wholeness, you surrender to the sensational mystery that holds you. And the effect of that surrender is not to mystify; rather, it will ease you into a wakeful sensitivity that guides your every step, as surely as caring hands do for children learning to walk.

      
  

The template we live by

      Wholeness attunes to wholeness. There can be no renewal of our relationship with wholeness, then, without a broad appreciation of the divisions that live within us and how they are reinforced by the Story.

      The messaging that has instructed us to cloak the body’s sensations in darkness lives invisibly in plain sight all around us. To disclose it is to undo the power of the Story to desensitize us. A look at language tells a lot. For instance, consider the differences in meaning between a ‘head count’ and a ‘body count’: a head count tells us how many people are present; a body count tells us how many people are dead. We accept this, chiming as it does with the familiar messages to vacate the body and consolidate our awareness in the head. After all, our culture assures us, the body is without intelligence—why should we inhabit it?

      I have mentioned that our everyday language has neither a word nor a concept for what is perceived through the body (feel-feel-at-flesh-inside). We tend to notice the body primarily when it’s not cooperating with what we need from it. Or when it complains. For instance, we become aware of the belly when we have indigestion, or it looks out of shape, or it feels hungry. That’s about it. On the other hand, like the fabled Inuit lexicon for “snow,” we could assemble an extensive vocabulary for what’s going on in the head: we reason, remember, analyze, mull, balk, philosophize, contemplate, consider, plan, reflect, cogitate, space out, evaluate, anticipate, daydream, deduce, surmise, feel light-headed, feel headachy or feel distracted, just for starters.

      Our idioms similarly indicate where the real action is. If someone’s capable, she’s got a good head on her shoulders. If she faces a problem, she’d certainly want to use her head: she might put her thinking cap on and try to get her head around the issue. She might be headstrong, or have a swelled head. If she’s smart we might call her heady; if she’s not, we might call her an airhead, accuse her of being a few rafters short, or comment that the light in the attic is on but no one’s home. If we say she’s “out of her head,” we don’t mean she’s embodied—we mean she’s gone mad. The head is mission control—to leave it is to risk disaster.

      It’s clear that culture changes the body. The value the Anlo-Ewe culture places on balance, for instance, affects how its members stand and walk. We might equally appreciate, though, that our relationship to the body shapes our culture. In fact, as I explain in New Self, New World35, I believe that our relationship to the body is our fundamental relationship, and is the underlying template for all of our other relationships. Once you recognize that we have established a divided, controlling, isolated, top-down relationship with the body, you can see how that shapes all the relationships of our culture. For instance:

      
        	• We relate to the body as though it contains our wholeness within its boundary. And so we tend to imagine that the wholeness of everything is similarly contained within a boundary—from atoms to trees. Consequently, we see a world of things rather than processes.

        	• Living in our heads, we feel separate from the body—and so we similarly feel separate from the world. We experience the world in a subject/object duality—one that estranges us from our environment and obliterates the companionship of the Present. And just as this duality is created when the center of our awareness is located in the head, it disappears if that center comes to rest in the body.

        	• When we live in our heads, we experience them as the center of our intelligence. When we organize our institutions, we similarly see the center of their understanding, judgment and decision making located in ‘head office’, or ‘head-quarters’, or the ‘capital’—a word that derives from “head.”

        	• When we segregate the intelligence in the head and privilege it, it deems the body to be without intelligence. Similarly, when we privilege the intelligence of experts, and segregate them, they fail to recognize and integrate the intelligence of the ‘body politic’.

        	• Living in the head, we see the brain as the sole organ of our intelligence. So whatever has no brain is deemed incapable of intelligence—not just the body but also trees, ecosystems, ant colonies, microbes and nature herself.

        	• When we live in the head, we feel the body as something that is not quite us—it’s something we ‘have’. We similarly see nature as something that is not quite us—nature is something we visit. When we speak of “the animals of the earth,” we exclude ourselves: we are not animals; we are humans. They are not our brothers and sisters; we are humans.

        	• Because we prefer the privacy of the head to the porosity of being, we seek the familiarity of that experience in the worlds we create. We love the car for that familiarity: it is a head on wheels, a private space sealed from the world by a clear boundary. Three ‘head’-lights would illuminate the road better than two, but as we have two eyes, the metaphor of the head on wheels requires two lights. We similarly want to close the door on our homes and feel secluded within them. We erect fences to signal that no one is allowed to be in ‘our space’.

        	• To value what the head knows and demean what the body knows is implicitly to turn against not just human nature, but nature itself. The major projects of our urban architecture express just that. When you stand back from a modern skyscraper and take it in, you can see that the primary message it has been designed to announce is that nature is irrelevant. Nature has no place on a skyscraper, unless deliberately planted there for decorative purposes. Untouched by the seasons, the skyscraper is intolerant of the merest bit of moss growing on it. Even the rain is hidden away. It could be gathered and allowed to run down the building in a celebratory waterfall—but no, the skyscraper refuses to celebrate nature. It insists on standing apart from it, just as the humans who built it do. And we find that impressively reassuring.36

        	• Living up in the head, we feel superior to the body. Eventually that superior position comes to feel safe and familiar. Naturally, then, the tallest building in a city asserts its status, and the most expensive, most desirable suite to own is the penthouse. Far above the messy energies of the street, we can take in its remote little happenings while securely out of reach of them. We are spectators of the world, observing it without belonging to it, which is a comfort because that’s the effect of sitting in our heads—observing the world without belonging to it, watching it from on high, buffered from any need to experience it.

        	• Our cultural relationship with the body is a top-down relationship: we sit up in our heads and supervise the body from there. Deaf to its intelligence, we decide what’s good for it. We decide how to fix it when it doesn’t look right, or when it sends us signals of distress. Top-down decisions feel good because they put us in charge, and so we carry that practice into everything we do: organizing our lives, planning our careers, managing our relationships and challenges—it’s all top-down. And beyond that, we apply the same hierarchy to corporate management, political leadership and trying to fix the terrible toll we are exacting on the biosphere. Top-down decisions are all we know or trust because that’s how we relate to our bodies.

        	• Deaf to the intelligence of the body, and viewing it primarily as our means for getting things done, we generally judge the body—the source of our deepest knowing—as either useful to us or a problem. Similarly deaf to the world’s intelligence, we generally judge nature—our most intimate teacher—as either useful to us or a problem. Like the body, nature is useful for what it can do: entertain us with vistas, or cute animals, or fierce beasts as depicted on nature programs. Or it can provide us with resources: food, lumber and minerals. Nature is a problem when it gets out of control, going where it’s not wanted (ants in the kitchen, mildew in the shower, weeds in the garden, floods on the street) or threatening human lives. Our recourse is to learn more about nature that we might control it better. Our recourse never seems to be to learn from nature—just as we are not inclined to learn from the body.

        	• Our disconnection from the body’s intelligence carries an implicit value judgment that it is inferior, not worth listening to, second class and incapable of worthwhile insights. The relationship we have with our body celebrates one part of our intelligence (what the head knows) and demeans another part (what the body knows). It celebrates the part that is able to abstract, disconnect, systematize, gain perspective, establish known relationship and seek control. And it demeans the part that is able to come into felt relationship, integrate, attune to the Present, know things without words and feel wholeness. If it’s true, as I deeply believe, that we are all endowed with gifts of both male and female strengths within us, we might see the abstracting strengths of the head as an expression of the male side of our consciousness, and the sensitized attunement of the body’s intelligence as an expression of the female side of our consciousness. Again, all of us are endowed with both male and female strengths, however we might identify our gender. But if a primary feature of how we relate to the body is that we demean the female strengths of our intelligence and exalt the male, we would expect to find that reflected in how we relate to the world. And indeed, in our culture ‘maleness’ has bizarrely been held up as the standard for a normal human being and ‘femaleness’ has been considered nonstandard, unreliable, inferior, weak, not worth listening to and certainly not fit to be in charge. It is a heinous, ludicrous cultural imbalance—and the seed of it lies in how we have come to relate to the body.

      

      [image: ]

      My primary reason for the preceding elaboration lies in its corollary: if indeed how we relate to the body sets the stage for all other relationships, then how we relate to the world won’t fundamentally change until our relationship with the body does.

      
  

‘Being’ as knowing

      As the Anlo-Ewe culture teaches that to be human is to be balanced, ours teaches that to be human is to isolate your thinking from your being. It teaches us that they are separate. Even our gestural indicators carry this message. When someone speaking of her being says “I” and points to herself, she generally points to her chest; when she says, “I’m thinking,” she points to her head. The story is clear: her thinking is divided from her being. And although this gestural referencing seems natural and even inevitable to us, the division it points to is entirely a cultural matter.

      Carl Jung tells a story in his book Memories, Dreams, Reflections about discovering this division in himself in a meeting with the chief of the Taos Pueblos—a man called Ochwiay Bianco. Jung was forty-nine when they met, and as they talked together, the Pueblo chief expressed his puzzlement over the whites and their lack of ease in the world. They were always wanting something, always seeking something, but what? He admitted that the Pueblos didn’t understand the whites and considered them mad. When Jung asked what he thought it was that made the whites mad, the chief replied, “They say they think with their heads.”

      “Why of course. What do you think with?” Jung asked him in surprise.

      “We think here,” the chief replied, indicating his heart.

      This exchange affected Jung profoundly. As he put it, “This Indian had struck our vulnerable spot, unveiled a truth to which we are blind.”37

      A similar exchange is reported by Zen master D. T. Suzuki, who described the visit of an American scientist to an aboriginal tribe. When the scientist conveyed to the tribe that his countrymen thought with their heads, the tribe thought the Americans were surely crazy. “We think with our abdomens,” they explained.38 They would have done well on Wall Street.

      Our culture has cast such a shadow over the body’s intelligence that we require help from other cultures to shed a little light on it. You cannot unite with its intelligence by sitting in the head and noticing its sensations, as though you were separate from it. As the Pueblo chief and the aboriginal tribe knew, it’s only when the center of your thinking drops out of the head and merges with your body’s intelligence that you can think with the whole of your being. And only when that happens can the body’s intelligence awaken to the world.

      The help I received from Japanese culture as a teenager was truly formative. When I headed off on my bicycle to make my way from England to Japan, I was determined on the one hand to shatter the fetters of thought and action that my culture had bred into me; and on the other, I was determined to plumb the mystery of Noh theater, and its power to reduce me to tears without my having any sense of how that had happened.

      When, after more than a year on the road, I eventually cycled into Tokyo, I settled there to study Noh. And over time I gradually discovered why I’d been unable to account for the power of my first experience watching Noh. The secret lay in the Japanese concept of hara. This is the Japanese word for “belly”—but the cultural meanings of those two words is a study in contrasts. In the West we typically regard the belly as a somewhat troublesome area—prone to weight gain and bouts of indigestion. It’s sometimes a source of mild embarrassment, although if it can be held in a clenched array of well-defined bumps, it can also become a source of pride. Hara, by contrast, defines a realm of consciousness as much as a region of our anatomy. It is considered to be the place in the body where you come home to yourself; it’s where you rest within yourself; it’s where you come in contact with your deepest understandings and most resonant truths; it’s where you most keenly feel yourself cradled in the Present and attuned to your life.

      Language shows up some interesting differences in otherwise equivalent statements. In our head-centric culture we might call someone “hot-headed”; the Japanese would say, “Her belly rises easily.” Where we might remark that someone has “a good head on her shoulders,” the Japanese would say, “She has a well-developed belly.” The difference is not merely semantic—it is rooted in fundamentally contrasting experiences.

      In the Japanese culture, hara is particularly important where the arts are concerned: performing arts, graphic arts, martial arts, the tea ceremony—they are all informed by and grounded in the unique intelligence that is found in the belly. And that explains why I’d been so baffled at the age of seventeen when I saw Noh theater for the first time. I had never witnessed a body attuned to that profound intelligence; I had never before seen a gesture guided by its coherent sensitivity; I had never watched a head turn and see from its still depths. That experience not only shook my world—it planted seeds that eventually led to the writing of New Self, New World.

      It turns out that many, many cultures speak of experiencing their thinking in the heart or the abdomen: Japanese, Mayan, Incan, Malaysian and various indigenous North American nations. In China there is a traditional recognition of three dantians, or energy centers, in the body. These centers are foundational to Chinese arts, medicine, martial arts and religious practices. The lower dantian is in the belly, the middle dantian is at the heart, and the upper dantian is in the head and is specifically associated with the pineal gland. Each is necessary for overall harmony, and each has a different function; but the lower dantian is emphasized as the foundation of them all—the energetic center from which one thinks and acts. In order to remain grounded, the middle and upper dantians must be in relationship with the lower center.

      Interestingly, these traditional centers of mindfulness, which occur across a vast range of cultures, match the three brains in the body: the gut brain, the heart brain and the cranial brain.39 In fact, of all the cultures I’ve read about, I’ve never encountered one that experiences thinking in the throat, for instance, or the thighs. A culture’s center of thinking always seems to align with one of our three anatomical brains. This is even true of the English language, in which vestiges linger to suggest that other forms of thinking are available to us. We might ask someone, “What does your heart tell you?” or advise her, “Listen to your gut.” These phrases are common enough, and the experiential reality to which they refer correlates precisely to the body’s brain centers.

      Again, our culture has made the choice to think with a portion of our intelligence—the one that is encased in the cranium. Unlike ‘bottom-up’ thinking, which is holistic and includes abstract knowledge, ‘top-down’ thinking excludes what the body knows. Placing itself in a silo, it sees only a shattered world of parts and devotes itself to assessing them. By electing not to think with the whole of our being, we are rejecting wholeness; we are rejecting its attributes of ease, harmony, spaciousness, balance and humility; and we are rejecting reality itself, which is inescapably whole. If our culture seems driven by compulsions and fantasies that are out of touch with reality, then I believe that this way of being in the world, to which we are so deeply habituated, is the source of it.
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      Chapter 2

      Our Disabled Sense

      Renewing the Story

      How we sense the world, how we think, how we feel the body, how we understand the self, how we open to and accord with reality—all of that has been shaped by the Story we live with; and that Story says that to be human is to be divided. To undo our divisions, we have to allow the thinking of the head to get over its sense of superiority and need for control and discover the rich wonder that comes with offering its gifts to the living intelligence of the body.

      When you think with the whole of your being rather than with a segregated part of it, you recognize every sensation in the body as a form of thinking, and you recognize the state of the body’s energy as the state of your mind. There is an identity between them. When the body’s energy is unsettled, the mind is unsettled. When the body’s energy is calm, the mind is calm. When the body’s energy is congested, so is the mind. If the mind is scattered, the body’s energy is scattered. You cannot bring your thoughts to a place of calm clarity without also bringing the body’s energy there.

      So when I speak of ‘the body’s energy’, I am speaking of everything you are feeling as your life right now. It is an umbrella term covering all the sensations that show up in the body: the energy of your emotions, ideas, muscles, libido, breath, and of your exchanges with the Present. The term covers the whole of your felt experience, and at the same time recognizes the body’s energy as the mind. Once you are able to feel that identity between them, the struggle to find clarity or to bring your thoughts to rest becomes easier: by noticing the body’s energy, you can gain tangible ways of moving it out of the white noise of self-conflict and into a coherence that joins you to the Present.40

      Reclaiming your ability to think with the whole of your being is largely a process of undoing. Our very impulses and neurology have been patterned by a top-down model that strategizes, and issues orders, and obsesses over ‘getting it right’—generating a fog of commentary, anxiety and preoccupation that obscures the intelligence of the body, as well as that of the world. What needs undoing, then, are some of the most basic lessons we have been taught: what thinking feels like; what intelligence is; how the body should breathe; what the senses are. In all of these cases, what the Story teaches is incompatible with wholeness.

      So the undoing begins with the basics. If it doesn’t, we will remain stuck in the place where so much contemporary work on embodiment finds itself—where we gently turn our attention to the body and listen to it, or observe its sensations, or patiently notice the breath. All of these practices have value, but it’s hazardous to mistake them for embodiment.

      Embodiment isn’t about quieting the thoughts in the head and noticing the sensations of the body from there—it’s about bringing the abstract intelligence of the head into relationship with the body’s intelligence. Wholeness is never either/or—it’s both/and. So the popular advice to “listen to the body,” well-meaning as it is, is stuck in the Story of division. The phrase itself suggests that you are in one place and your body is in another. It implies that you are separated from your body as though by a wall, and the best you can hope for is to put your ear to that wall once in a while and listen to what’s happening on the other side. So although its intention is to foster embodiment, the advice to “listen to the body” actually reinforces the very divide that it’s seeking to overcome.

      Similarly, the instruction to “notice the breath” assigns you the role of spectator of your own life: sitting up in the head you observe the sensations of your breathing. What a different thing it is to allow the center of your awareness to descend from the penthouse suite and merge with the thinking of your being as it lives through those sensations, so that the here-and-now experience of breathing is the here-and-now experience of ‘you’—of your embodied presence in the world. You are the breath, alert to what the world reveals. Embodiment isn’t about sitting in the head and paying attention to the part of you we call the body—it’s about fully inhabiting the intelligence of the body and attuning to the world through it. It’s about listening to the world through the body. It’s about feeling the world through the breath. For our purposes, then, we might say that embodiment is a state in which your entire intelligence is experienced as a coherent unity attuned to the world. In that state any distinction between ‘mind’ and ‘the body’s energy’ becomes meaningless.

      
        Embodiment is a state in which your entire intelligence is experienced as a coherent unity attuned to the world.

      

      As we have seen, our culture seems to have turned the light out on the whole felt realm within the body, choosing instead to shine a light into it from on high once in a while. Having diverted our attention away from the sensations of the body, we have devoted it instead to defending the perceived border around the self. So the question arises, How are we to join the body’s intelligence if our very senses are dulled to it? That is why our culture’s model of the senses, the Chosen Five, is incompatible with embodiment. It imputes a border around the self, imagining the senses as data-gathering devices that deliver information to the brain. The model tacitly separates us from the world even as the world thrums through the intelligence of the body unnoticed.

      It has to be acknowledged that the intelligence of the head offers the huge advantage of being able to think about what isn’t present: what we’ll eat tomorrow or next year; how to save for our kid’s education; how the stock market might behave; what our enemies might be up to. But there is no reason to segregate those thoughts from our intelligence as a whole; and the more time we spend thinking about our thoughts about the world rather than feeling the reality of the Present, the more we inhabit our private realms of abstraction rather than the realm of being. These private realms eventually become a form of personal privation that taints everything: our bodies become sources of betrayal, our neighbors become strangers, our communities increasingly exist in name only, and we feel alone in our lives, driven through them by necessity, distraction, cravings and anxiety. To live in abstraction is to live as though independence were a real possibility—for independence is the very basis of abstraction: separating things from their context.

      We cannot disentangle ourselves from the fantasy of independence without challenging the Story that supports it. And we cannot challenge the Story by substituting one set of ideas for another. That very reflex of ours, to look for the right ideas to guide our actions, is a habit that keeps the head in charge. As long as the head knows what to do, the body’s intelligence will remain subjugated and unimportant. It’s when we don’t put ideas in charge—or no longer need to be directed by them—that we can come back to the body and its attunement to What Is. Without abandoning our facility for abstraction, we can learn once again to feel the world with sensitivities that fall far outside the tidy realm of the Chosen Five. There is a limitless capacity for attunement within the body. It feels the reverberations of the world with such variety and subtlety that its sensitivities will never be comprehensively catalogued. I think they are more likely to number five hundred than five.

      
  

The body is a resonator

      If we wish to illuminate the body’s way of knowing, it would help to identify some of the senses we are born with that are neglected by our culture. Doing so would create choice where we had none before. For instance, in New Self, New World I identified a sense I called ‘spatioception’. The name is based on the word ‘proprioception’, a sense that tells you where your body is in space. Spatioception tells you where space is in your body.

      For instance, if you are walking along a beach on a carefree morning, the sun warming you as a gentle breeze drifts across the waves, you’ll likely experience a sense of ease and spaciousness—not just in the world around you, but within your body, and so within your life too. By contrast, if you are fighting traffic, running late for a meeting, the feeling of spaciousness in your body will likely contract, creating a sense of constriction, tightness and pressure.

      Spatioception is a sense that everyone is born with. Everyone can feel when their body is congested with tension, and everyone knows the difference when it harbors a wide-open, easy spaciousness inside, available to the world. Without a name for that sense, though, it is likely to remain unnoticed. If it remains unnoticed, you lack choice in the matter. As soon as you identify it you can begin to notice the body in a new light. You notice that spaciousness feels better, and you can learn how to release the body to increasingly reclaim it. As you undo the tensions and holding patterns that choke your spaciousness, your sensitivity to the Present grows until there is room within the body for all the world to live. When the body opens to the Present like that, the very act of feeling it is also an act of knowing it, without any need to categorize or objectify. It simply lives there in its wholeness and its subtle intimacy, whispering its wordless invitations. This is the body’s way of knowing.

      You can gain further clarity on the body’s way of knowing if you return to the image of a bell. A bell will resonate to the sounds around it—and what makes that humming attunement possible is the spaciousness within it. If you stuff cotton balls into a bell, they will dampen its resonance and it will no longer ring. Experientially, the body is a bell. Its intelligence hums as the energies of the whole to which it belongs course through it. When you feel someone’s being, when the sight of a trembling leaf touches your core, when the sound of a waterfall thunders deep within you, you are resonating to that experience and understanding it through that resonance. You understand it not with words, not objectively or abstractly, but through the resonance of your being. The body is a resonator; attuning to the energies of the world, it knows them.

      The cotton balls that you might stuff into a bell have their equivalent in the body. Anything that holds the body in division—any tension that compartmentalizes it, any part of it that is closed to the world, any part of it that is shut down with neglect—will effectively dampen its intelligence by compromising its spaciousness. Once the body’s spaciousness is compromised, it loses its resonance. When its intelligence cannot quicken to the energies of the Present, the Present won’t be felt, and then its guidance may as well not exist. When you are cut off from the world’s guidance, you are compelled to take on the endless task of guiding yourself. So the isolated ego takes over and starts ‘supervising’ (a word that literally means “watching from above”). As long as one part of the self is supervising the other parts, you will be locked into division and out of wholeness.

      Once you understand spatioception as a fundamental asset for being present, it’s instructive to note in how many ways it contravenes what our culture considers a valid sense. Spatio-ception dissolves the boundary between self and world, allowing what is outside to live within—allowing the Present to be embodied. It places your attention on what is felt within the body’s intelligence—placing it on the realm of seselelame, for which English has no equivalent. Spatioception has no identifiable sense organ—no mechanism to receive a stimulus and transmit it for interpretation to the head. In fact, the spaciousness of the body cannot be noticed if your awareness is stuck in the head; it can only be felt and experienced within the body. As such, awakening your spatioceptive sense can lay the groundwork for a reconciliation between your thinking and your being.

      
  

Our primary sense

      The spatioceptive sense also lays the groundwork for the recovery of another sense we are all born with and for which we also have no word. It’s a sense I call ‘holosapience’. Holo refers to wholeness, something we are familiar with from words like ‘hologram’. Sapience takes us right to the senses—it comes from a root meaning “taste.” So ‘holosapience’ in that regard literally means “tasting the whole.” Sapience came to mean “to know” (as in “savvy,” which comes from the same root), often with an implication of wisdom (as evinced by someone with ‘good taste’). When we call ourselves Homo sapiens we are indicating that our species is “the human that knows” or, God help us, “the wise human.” Holosapience, then, refers to the inner sense that allows us to feel the whole. If we were to recover that sense, it might someday support our claim to be wise.

      
        Holosapience, then, refers to the inner sense that allows us to feel the whole.

      

      Holosapience is not just one more sense to add to your tool kit. In terms of what it means to be human, holosapience is your primary sense because it attunes you to reality, which is your primary relationship. As we have seen, reality is inseparable from wholeness. When you feel only the various parts of the self, you are divided from the reality of the self. When you feel only the various bits and pieces of the Present, you are divided from the reality of the Present. When you feel the world only as an arrangement of individual things, and miss the mindful sensitivity holding it all together, you are divided from the world’s reality. Each particular of that reality is illuminated by the whole, just as the whole is illuminated by each of its particulars. To diminish your sensitivity to wholeness is to diminish your ability to feel reality.

      Holosapience has been so disabled within us that it may be a challenge to appreciate what that disability means. We generally don’t know anything else. We have difficulty feeling the body or the self as a whole. When did you last feel the Present as a whole? Or the wholeness of your life? When did you last think with the whole of your being, or speak from the whole of your being? What would it mean to listen with the whole of your being, or to feel a question with the whole of your being, or to face a decision with the whole of your being? The means of knowing on which we habitually rely—analysis, reason, objectivity, information gathering—segregate our intelligence and enthrone a small portion of it. And because that segregation takes us out of wholeness, it effectively banishes wholeness from our sight.

      Ironically, we speak of wholeness in our daily discourse with such frequency that you could be forgiven for believing we have a handle on it. We shop at Whole Foods, eat whole grains and seek out doctors who practice holistic medicine. We have developed holistic marketing, holistic agriculture and holistic education. And we personally aspire to be ‘whole in body, mind and spirit’. At the root of this fervor, I believe, is a deep yearning to reach beyond the fragmentation we feel in our lives. Pulled in different directions by the compartmentalized needs of career, home, family, friends, self-care, social media, finances, fitness and social obligations, how do you invite the whole of your being to be present to any of it?

      In nature, by contrast, the urge towards wholeness is evident at every scale—from the micro to the macro. Every living thing is in the midst of a dance of accommodation, integrating the stresses and gifts of its environment as it seeks to fulfill the encoded promise of its inheritance—what Aristotle referred to as its entelechy.41 And every wild part of nature is busy helping the whole to harmonize. The crow calling forth from the tall oak, the minnow scurrying through the shallows of the lake, the swarming ants—they are weaving the wholeness of the world into newness. The butterfly in the delicate élan of its flight, the spring peeper calling into the stillness of the evening, the snail sliding along a twig—belonging to the whole, they serve it by continuously answering to it. The tree harmonizes the gifts of earth and sun while it lives, and its body nourishes fungi, insects, birds, mosses and the earth itself.

      I believe that our deepest nature yearns for wholeness—yearns to grow into our primary relationship, fulfill our entelechy and surrender to our borderless reality. But we have learned from our culture to fear that yearning—to shrink from what it might ask of us, to erect boundaries of knowledge or insensate flesh against it. If your life is dominated by that fear of wholeness, it will be shaped by it—as you dedicate yourself to asserting control or status, and obsess over acquisitions, and reach for distractions to suppress your doubts.

      On the other hand, if you seek to remember your wholeness, you will find yourself softening into an increasingly porous relationship with the Present and steering your life more and more deeply into the felt harmonies of being. That journey of remembrance is countercultural, though, and will necessitate some concerted bouts of swimming against the tide.

      For instance, when we speak of wholeness in our culture, we are generally referring to something other than wholeness. Consider the laudable aim ‘to be whole in body, mind and spirit’. It’s a fine sentiment, but it harbors an inducement to forgetfulness. On the face of it, it identifies three realms of the self—physical, mental and spiritual—and indicates that wholeness can be found if each of them is nurtured and together they are brought into balance within us. The implicit message is that wholeness can be self-achieved: the ingredients of wholeness are there within you, and you will grow into it if all of them are allowed to flourish; if you neglect one, wholeness will elude you.

      As with our cultural model of the senses, though, this message tacitly reinforces the idea that the wholeness of the self is contained within a boundary. Having been granted an existence that stands independent of the world, our Story goes, the wholeness of the self depends on making sure that what lies within its boundary is put in order.

      If we feel the wholeness of the self lying within a boundary, we will naturally understand that wholeness in general lies within boundaries (‘as we relate to the body, so we relate to the world’); if the wholeness of the world’s phenomena lies within their boundaries, we inhabit a world of things rather than processes. We will even be inclined to feel the self as an independent thing.

      The nature of wholeness, though, is that it excludes nothing—and the purpose of a boundary is explicitly to exclude. Nations defend their boundaries to do just that. So while there is no question that the boundary of my skin contains all my living cells, and works to keep other cells such as unfriendly bacteria from invading the body, it’s a form of madness to think that my skin contains my wholeness. My wholeness is sustained by the interplay among my cells, and by the microbes in my body and on my skin, and by the oxygen breathed from trees, and the warmth provided by the sun. I am located in my being by the daylight filtering through my window, by the breeze rustling the leaves outside, and by the stars at night penetrating my soul. My wholeness is inseparable from my relationships with my friends, family and community. My wholeness is dependent, like the Anlo-Ewe sense of well-being, on all the transactions in which I participate, consciously and otherwise. It is inseparable from “the flow of energy, matter, substances and information”42 through my world. It is inseparable from “All my relations”—the phrase with which North American First Nations recognize their kinship with the whole of the natural world.

      
  

Radical wholeness

      Recognizing that seeking to be whole ‘in body, mind and spirit’ tacitly flatters our fantasy of independence, you might find it helpful to imagine your wholeness differently. For instance, you might more accurately speak of being whole ‘in body, mind, spirit and relationship’ to honor the reality that your personal wholeness is indivisible from all your felt relationships with the world around you. Or you might speak of being whole ‘in body, mind, spirit and presence’—for there is neither self nor wholeness without the Present: it is the limitless cradle of being in which your wholeness rests.

      The process you experience as ‘the self’ inextricably belongs to all that is transpiring around you now, and around the planet, and beyond the solar system—just as the process of the tree does. If you choose the countercultural journey of disclaiming the fantasy of independence and growing into a remembrance of your reality, the bearing of your entire life will reorient itself.

      We all need ideals by which to orient our lives, as the polestar guides sailors—and there are many wonderful ideals to help us do that. For instance, we can choose to live with peace, compassion, gratitude, honesty, loving kindness, generosity, clarity, courage, passion, forgiveness, loyalty, truth, spontaneity or joy, among others. Each of them is worthy—but each also carries a subtle risk. It’s one thing to realize that your soul needs to live with compassion; but to decide you should live with compassion is something else. As soon as you are in a situation and you say, “I should be compassionate here,” you are in a top-down state of division: one part of you knows what compassion looks like, and how it feels and behaves, and that part will usher the rest of you towards achieving it. The destination is clear and you head for it—and your wholeness is left behind.

      Of all the ideals by which you might orient your life, wholeness has a unique trait: it spares you from division. First, it’s meaningless to decide to make yourself whole—you already are whole, inescapably. You can’t achieve wholeness, nor do you know what it looks like or where it might take you. Wholeness isn’t a destination or a goal—it is a beginning that can only be initiated with a surrender to the Present and a sensitivity to what it is asking of you right now.

      And that highlights another trait that distinguishes the ideal of wholeness: you will never arrive at it, just as no sailor has ever arrived at the polestar. You will never wake up one morning and say, “Finally, I’m whole. What’s next?” In that regard, wholeness is like healing—and the two words, fittingly, share the same root. You can never say with finality, “I’m healed.” With every breath, millions of cells die off and millions divide to replenish them. Wholeness and healing, like unending dances, are processes that rest in the Present without ever stopping. They are processes that continuously let go of ‘what was’ in order to welcome What Is.

      There is yet a third trait that naturally falls into place when you take wholeness as the ideal to which you commit your life. I’ve noticed that when I surrender to the Present and settle into my wholeness, all the other ideals to which I might aspire begin to express themselves. For instance, in wholeness I can be no other than compassionate. I find my clarity. I rest in simple gratitude, with a sense of ease and freedom that allows me to live in my truth and discover it moment by moment. My wholeness is my honesty. My wholeness is my aliveness. My wholeness is my joy of being and my peace of heart.

      A surrender to wholeness is a surrender to the ceaseless creativity of the Present—it invariably takes you someplace new. It invites you into the delicious paradox of reality: you will be wholly activated and wholly at rest; you will be fully yourself and beyond yourself; you will experience grace and possess none; you will be grounded in security and lightly abandoned; and you will feel the world with a ravishing intimacy that is at the same time nonpersonal. These qualities are all hallmarks of wholeness.

      But you cannot aim to achieve them directly. The supervisor of the self cannot achieve any aspect of wholeness, because the supervisor only exists when we are in a divided state. This is one of the dark ironies of our attachment to the enclosed, abstract intelligence: we crave ease, freedom, presence, harmony, spaciousness and the joy of being—but none of those qualities can be self-achieved. None of them can be possessed. Ease is a quality of the Present and does not exist independent of it. Harmony is a quality of the Present. Freedom is a quality of the Present. What we most deeply crave, then, are qualities that can never belong to us and yet are always found in the Present. Spaciousness, the joy of being, connection—as we join the Present, we experience its qualities. The Present is always at rest, always in harmony, always wild and new and unfathomable. And always whole. So what we most deeply long for is coming home to the Present—even as we try to convince ourselves that we can reap and possess its qualities while remaining divided from it.

      
  

Radical attunement

      As I have noted, true wholeness is without a border and isn’t subject to control. It can be neither acquired nor escaped—although we can certainly divide ourselves and dull our ability to feel it. We have also noted that the yearning towards wholeness is a primary urge behind the unfolding of life itself, and something that calls to each of us.

      So if you wish to remember—to undo your body’s patterns of forgetfulness, and reorient your being to its wholeness—where do these insights point you? The nature of wholeness, reality and your true being all suggest that your personal wholeness is found in your attunement to the Present. The more deeply you surrender to that attunement, the more deeply you experience your wholeness—carried into the ease of the Present, into its wild peace, its spaciousness and the currents of its harmony, which you will feel as your own. And carried also, we might say, into the companionship of the Present, which is always there, and sees and feels you with a clarity that in its unwavering sensitivity we could easily call love.

      
        Your wholeness is felt by feeling the wholeness of the Present.

      

      It’s worth noting how contrary this view is to our culture’s advice to go within to find your personal truth, or to find your authentic passion, or to find your inner peace—as though those qualities of wholeness could stand apart from the Present. I would never say that what we call ‘inner work’ isn’t important—it’s crucial. But I believe the purpose of inner work lies elsewhere: to discover and remove the obstructions that desensitize us to wholeness. If the body is a resonator, inner work is about discovering the cotton balls that deaden its resonance, and releasing them one by one so that the body is at liberty once more to ring to the Present. As the Persian poet Rumi is quoted as saying, “Your task is not to seek love, but merely to seek and find all the barriers within yourself that you have built against it.”

      Your wholeness is felt, then, by feeling the wholeness of the Present. This view of wholeness is literally radical, in that the origin of the word ‘radical’ means “rooted”: the roots of your wholeness are tendrils through which you are nourished by the Present. But the notion is also radical in a more contemporary sense of the word, in that it births you into a timeless newness and a borderless experience of your life that are beyond control and are alive to the world in ways that are unlikely to leave the status quo intact.

      
  

When whole-blindness is in charge

      Trying to assess what is lost to us when holosapience disappears is similar to the task a blind person might face in trying to guess what it’s like to see color. It could be said that our culture is whole-blind. That is, we have disconnected from a field of such exquisite sensitivity that not even our imaginations could do it justice. How sensitive is the whole? One tiny example: it’s been calculated that the gravitational field of a single electron at the remotest fringe of the universe helps shape clouds on earth and alters breezes you feel.43 This is far beyond the Butterfly Effect. When I walk down the street, the universe feels it, as a pond responds to the skitter of a water spider across its surface. The universe feels the beating of my heart; it feels my every thought, for thoughts involve molecular expression. We dance within and are sustained by the life of an unthinkably sensitive, ever-changing web of interrelationships.

      Living with an inability to feel wholeness leaves us fundamentally ill equipped to know reality. This has spawned a wide range of misconceptions. We have already looked at the effects our whole-blindness has on how we sense the world, which is largely deprived of the felt relationships offered by seselelame. We have seen how it has contributed to a belief in personal independence. We have seen how it paves the way for feelings of alienation, disconnection and aloneness. But these merely scratch the surface of the issue. As we shall see in the following chapters, whole-blindness also leads us to misunderstand the nature of personal freedom and of our own intelligence. It has led us to misunderstand evolution as ‘survival of the fittest’ and to feel justified in applying that criterion to the most vulnerable in our societies. It has spawned corrupt understandings of success and self-knowledge. It has led us to speak of our evolutionary cousins as ‘resources’ and to think of the natural world as a supermarket to be plundered for profit. Whole-blindness has created a model for understanding the world that leads us desperately astray and at the same time impoverishes the very faculties that would directly inform us about our situation: having deprived the body’s flesh of its resonant intelligence, it disguises that state as normal.

      Let’s take that last point first and begin to unpack it. When you lack holosapience you see parts. There is a long tradition, especially in the West, that looks at human beings and sees two main parts: the mind and the body. This tradition has led us to refer to the head as something other than the body (for that is our disconnected experience), just as we speak of the human as something other than an animal (for that too is our disconnected experience).

      How old is that tradition? Sometime around 360 BC Plato referred to how the gods made us: first they fashioned the head as a divine sphere, based on the spheres of the heavens, and then they created a body to provide it with a convenient vehicle.44 Descartes narrowed the region of the thinking self to the pineal gland in the brain and believed that it ran the body the way an engineer might operate a machine. A best-selling book of 2014 by renowned neuroscientist D. F. Swaab called We Are Our Brains45 is a modern addition to this strange tradition. In it Swaab announces that every-thing about us—who we are, what we believe, how we act—is determined by what happens in the brain. As for the body, Swaab clarifies for us that it serves just three purposes: to move the brain around, to feed it, and to reproduce it. In other words, he presents the body as a meat puppet run by the brain on top.

      People have taken Descartes to task for creating the mind/body duality—but Descartes was merely putting into words what was already being experienced, as was Plato. In fact, evidence suggests that, like the aborigines in the jungle D. T. Suzuki described, early European cultures also used to “think with our abdomens.”46 But the transition from hunter-gatherer cultures to the agricultural communities of the Neolithic Revolution profoundly changed our relationships with the world, and our way of thinking.

      For instance, as soon as you take a seed and push it into the earth, you divide the world’s unity. Suddenly the bit of land that holds the seed becomes ‘mine’. The plant growing beside it becomes a weed. Animals are labeled vermin if they threaten to eat your plant. The tree putting your plant into shade needs to be cut down. But as our use of the seed divided the world, it also divided us. With the onset of the Neolithic Revolution our center of consciousness left the female pole of being in the belly—even as our culture turned away from the goddess of the earth; and it rose up towards the male pole of doing in the head—even as our allegiance shifted to the gods in the sky.47 Our thinking was dividing from our being.

      We live with that division still, and in our whole-blindness we have created fictions with our language to reinforce it. For instance, we commonly speak of a mind/body split. We imagine that there could be such a thing as a body without a mind. But the body is not a brainless meat puppet; there is not a living cell within it that doesn’t participate in its thinking. The only mindless body we could point to is one lying in a morgue.

      Our cultural fiction that the body is mindless drastically diminishes any chance of reconciling the very real division between our conscious thinking and our thinking being. Why should the all-powerful brain deign to enter a partnership with unthinking flesh? And so we sit in our heads and remind ourselves to listen to the body, or notice our feelings.

      The division we inherited from the Neolithic Revolution is not a mind/body split—it is a mind/mind split. We have split the abstract thinking of the head from the deeply connected, present, sensational thinking of the body. If schizophrenia is literally ‘a divided mind’, then the way of being to which we have habituated can be understood as schizophrenic: alienated from reality, haunted by fantasies and driven by unexamined cravings. Having exiled ourselves from wholeness, we cannot be oriented by it. We don’t even know it’s there.

      The language we have used to talk about the fictional mind/body split has seeded its narrative into our very way of being. We find its viewpoint enthusiastically presented in Swaab’s international best seller, We Are Our Brains. The very title of his book sanctions the deepest wound in our culture—and at the same time, it feels right to us: it affirms our story of what it means to be human, it conforms to our divided experience of the self and it reinforces our culturally constructed relationship to our bodies. Because the book gives such credible expression to that relationship—Swaab has earned a well-deserved international reputation as a neuroscientist—it’s worth understanding the book as a mirror of our culture, and scrutinizing it as such. Its basic premise is not Swaab’s creation—it lives in us all.

      In our culture, the word ‘scientific’ is pretty much considered to be synonymous with ‘true’. Of course, the scientific method deliberately isolates phenomena to identify categorical or abstract facts, which is useful enough. But the specific, living reality of anything abides in its relationships with the whole. Science is often mistakenly assumed to be free from the effects of what ‘feels right’—but scientists are products of their culture as much as anyone and are guided in their questions and findings by an unseen scaffolding: the thinking that has already been done for them by the Story makes certain perspectives feel ‘right’. It’s not irrelevant, then, to note that Swaab’s father was a renowned gynecologist, and that the milieu Swaab grew up in was imbued with the precepts and challenges of science. He was trained to think by academics and became an academic himself—a professor of neurobiology. His book fittingly bears the dedication “To all the scientists who stimulated my brain so intensely.”

      Swaab’s personal commitment to a divided experience shows up in how he describes himself. On the one hand, he says he’s “not so much interested in a long life as a good and interesting life”48—but then he warns against exercise, arguing that it may shorten life spans. He suggests “it would appear to be healthier to watch sports than to take part in them.”49 This was written before the medical profession declared sitting for long periods to be as dangerous to your health as smoking. Swaab also notes approvingly, “If you prevent flies from wasting energy by confining them within two plastic plates, so they can’t fly, they live up to three times longer.”50 Of course, the flies may not have a good and interesting life, but at least they have a long life. And this is where the phrase “cognitive dissonance” surfaces in my mind.

      I am a fan of science. I delight in its insights, I have marveled at the honesty and ingenuity displayed in the scientific enterprise and I am indebted to scientists for many lessons they have taught me about how to ferret out and test assumptions.51 Still, science has its blind spots, just as any description of reality does. But science is often curiously uninterested in either understanding its limitations or compensating for them. For instance, the conclusions of science rest on a foundational assumption that the universe unfolds in such a way that evidence-based research can reveal all of its secrets. It doesn’t question this assumption—it just carries on as though it were a fact.

      The limitations of science also show up in its limited relationship with wholeness. First, science is far more interested in how the parts add up to the whole than in studying the whole itself. And frankly, the methods of science are ill suited for studying the whole. The whole cannot be isolated, probed, dissected, itemized, measured, quantified or objectively known. Moreover, wholes display emergent properties that cannot be located in their parts—the thought “I would like a cup of tea,” for instance, can’t be located in any neuron in the brain or identified in any group of cells in the brain. But if the emergent properties of a whole can’t be located in its parts, how do you isolate them? So science quietly ignores the whole.

      Furthermore, science exclusively validates measurement as a means of moving forward. It trusts reason, not sensation. After all, feelings and sensations can mislead us. The same can be said of measurement and abstract reason, of course. Findings about reality are frequently released with scientific certitude, only to be later contradicted by other findings released with scientific certitude.

      Dr. Swaab’s research has led him to conclude that everything about us is determined by what happens in the brain. He refers to the brain as “a giant, unconscious computer.”52 His machine metaphor is telling: hidden within those words is a major unquestioned assumption that fails to meet the test of ‘evidence-based research’. He assumes that the unconscious mind is contained within the brain, the way programming and music might be contained in an MP3 player. As soon as that belief is smuggled into your thinking, all of your research will be devoted to the question “How does the brain create consciousness?” A much more uncomfortable question to start from would be “What are the properties of consciousness, and how might its experience arise in us?”

      To be sure, such a question—if pursued honestly—would lead to an unmitigated appreciation of the wondrous complexity of the brain. As the eminent psychiatrist Iain McGilchrist noted, “it has been estimated that there are more connections within the human brain than there are particles in the known universe”53—a jaw-dropping, unimaginable fact. But our appreciation for the brain gains nothing by imagining it in a silo and granting it exclusivity over the experience of the self. Like a tree, the brain is a process—however much we might speak of it and picture it as a machine. To imagine otherwise is to risk drawing a boundary around its wholeness. And then we risk misunderstanding the nature of our own intelligence.

      
  

Are we our brains?

      Because our entire culture is so implacably headist, it’s worth facing our assumptions head on and asking, “Are we our brains?” There is much hard science to indicate that the reality of our consciousness is less confined than that. Another neuroscientist, Candace Pert, has done some compelling research in that regard. She discovered the opiate receptor and did seminal research on neuropeptides, which led her to conclude:

      
        The body is the unconscious mind! Repressed traumas caused by overwhelming emotion can be stored in a body part, thereafter affecting our ability to feel that part or even move it. The new work suggests there are almost infinite pathways for the conscious mind to access—and modify—the unconscious mind and the body.54

      

      Swaab does not mention the work of Pert. Nor does he mention the work of Michael Gershon, a neurobiologist who is the founder of neurogastroenterology—a relatively new branch of neuroscience that is primarily focused on the gut brain: the brain in the gastrointestinal tract that can function even when the cranial brain is vegetative. On its own, it thinks, perceives, remembers, decides and acts—and creates 95 percent of the body’s serotonin, a neurotransmitter that helps regulate mood, appetite and sleep. The functioning of this second brain also affects memory, learning, decision making, anxiety and depression. It has been linked to autism, Parkinson’s and Alzheimer’s. An article on the Harvard Medical School website notes that “the brain and the gastrointestinal (GI) system are intimately connected—so intimately that they should be viewed as one system.”55 So it seems, at the very least, that we are not just our brains, but also our gastrointestinal system and the information molecules researched by Candace Pert.

      An even newer area of research is the microbiome. It consists of the bacteria that live on your skin and in your gut. They outnumber the human cells in your body by a factor of ten and can weigh up to twice as much as the brain. It turns out that the gut biome—the bacteria in your gut—has a huge effect on who you are. For starters, it actually affects your genes, influencing whether they are turned on or off, which affects how you interact with and experience the world around you. It has also been found to play a role in a wide range of physical and psychological disorders, including allergies, autism, multiple sclerosis, hyperactivity, obesity and depression.

      The title of a recent New York Times best-selling book by neurologist David Perlmutter indicates a growing appreciation of the power of the gut microbiome to affect the brain: Brain Maker: The Power of Gut Microbes to Heal and Protect Your Brain. The book suggests targeting the health of the gut biome as a way of improving neurological wellness. This whole field of research is still in its fledgling state, but it has already produced some paradigm-shifting findings. It has established, for instance, that the bacteria in our guts produce some of the same neurochemicals that are used by our neurons to regulate mood—substances such as dopamine, serotonin and gamma-aminobutyric acid. And we know that from the standpoint of DNA, we are more microbial than human: there are vastly more unique genes in the bacteria of our microbiome than are found in our own cells.

      Mainstream science is catching up with the research. In 2014, the National Institute of Mental Health awarded four million-dollar grants to fund research on the role the gut microbiome plays in mental disorders. Mark Lyte, a recipient of one of those grants and one of the foremost researchers in this field, has already experimentally established an astonishing fact: “If you transfer the microbiota from one animal to another, you can transfer the behavior.”56 Jane Foster, a neuroscientist with McMaster University, commented in Psychology Today that the gut biome and the brain “are not two separate systems; they are two parts of a single system.”57 So it seems that Swaab’s title should be revised at least to We Are Our Two Brains, Our Information Molecules, Our Gastrointestinal System and Our Gut Biome.

      But the title might have to be longer still, for we are actually born with three brains—one in the cranium, one in the pelvic bowl and one in the heart. Dr. J. Andrew Armour introduced the term “heart brain” in 1991 in a monograph called “Neurocardiology: Anatomical and Functional Principles.” His research demonstrated that the density of neural tissue in the heart qualifies as a brain that can remember, process information and make decisions independent of the central nervous system. The HeartMath Institute is dedicated to continuing research on the heart’s intelligence and what it contributes to our experience of the world.58

      Swaab addresses the heart and the fact that “Some people still cling to the idea that the heart plays a special role when it comes to feelings, emotions, character, love, and even the soul.”59 But he mentions neither Armour nor the extensive depth of research conducted by the HeartMath Institute. Instead, he cites a few anecdotes about heart transplant recipients and dismisses any claim that tendencies of the donor’s personality might have been carried over with the heart: “A heart transplant is an extraordinarily serious, stressful, and life-threatening operation that can drastically affect personality for many years.”60 If a transfer of microbiota, though, can transfer behavior, how can you rule out the influence of a heart transplant? Of course, Swaab’s desire to imagine the brain in a silo is one that touches us all.

      
        The more deeply you inquire into the nature of reality, the more difficult it becomes to separate mind from it in any way other than the purely theoretical.

      

      Compelling evidence indicates that there is more than the stress of the operation at work in a heart transplant. One documented criminal case is particularly striking. A young heart recipient, after a successful operation, began to suffer from a recurring nightmare in which she was being murdered. When a psychologist questioned her about the nightmare, she was able to describe the murder in such detail—what happened, where it happened, how it happened and what the murderer looked like—that police, acting on that information, were able to apprehend the donor’s murderer.61

      “We must assume,” Swaab writes, “that all of our characteristics are located exclusively in our brains and that the heart is merely a pump that can be replaced without donor characteristics, good or bad, being transplanted along with it.”62 Why must we assume that? For me, the answer is simply that the assumption is consistent with the Story and reinforces our daily, dissociated experience that the brain contains the self. That conclusion—so dear to our head-centric culture—flies in the face not just of the research cited earlier, but of reality itself. The more deeply you inquire into the nature of reality, the more difficult it becomes to separate mind from it in any way other than purely theoretical.

      Swaab’s view of the brain as a computer encased in the cranium, running the meat puppet it is attached to, is based on a model that belongs to classical physics, which imagined the observer of a phenomenon being separate from it and having no effect on it. It was an understanding that relied on things being separate and self-contained. As Mario Beauregard explains:

      
        Classical physics describes the universe as consisting exclusively of discrete, localized particles and objects mutually isolated. But modern (quantum) physics has shown that the universe is fundamentally non-local—particles and physical objects that appear to be isolated and separate are in fact deeply interconnected, regardless of distance.63

      

      Moreover, quantum mechanics has found that the physical world cannot be understood without reference to mind and consciousness. In fact, many prominent physicists have arrived at the view that consciousness is less likely to be explained as a property that evolved from matter by chance over millennia, and is more likely to be a property inherent to the nature of reality—much as space, time, energy and matter are. According to this view, consciousness is not a local anomaly. It is not an accident of nature. Just as our individual bodies express properties inherent in matter, so do our individual minds.

      Our view of who we are, then, has been distorted by our whole-blindness. We have fictionalized a division between mind and body and claimed it as a scientific fact. And because we imagine that we are partitioned into two distinct parts—an almighty mind and an unthinking body—a desire to feel the self as a whole looks almost pointless. Which is a pity, because the reality of our humanness is indistinguishable from our wholeness.

      Guy Claxton provides an antidote to this cultural view of the body in his book Intelligence in the Flesh. Of all the forms of intelligence we experience, he writes,

      
        embodied intelligence is the deepest, oldest, most fundamental and most important intelligence of the lot; and the others are aspects or outgrowths of this basic, bodily capability. Emotional intelligence is an aspect of bodily intelligence. Mathematical intelligence is a development of bodily intelligence. There is a world of difference between human intelligence, properly understood, and mere cleverness.64

      

      We might almost be tempted to claim “We are our bodies.”
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      Chapter 3

      Homo ex Machina

      Our model of understanding

      Having disabled the sense through which we would feel wholeness, we naturally try to understand what’s around us almost exclusively in terms of how its parts interact. This has led us to rely on a model of understanding that seems entirely plausible to us but is actually grossly misconceived. Yet it is a seductive model because it is based on the one and only thing in the entire world we completely understand. As such, it holds out the promise of providing a complete understanding of everything else.

      And what is the one thing we completely understand? It is the machine.65 We thoroughly understand the machine because we are its creators. We imagine it, design it and build it. We maintain it, fix it when it breaks and modify it to improve its performance. Our relationship to the machine is godlike, and it enables us to do godlike things like flatten mountains and split atoms. Emboldened by the success and power our understanding of the machine has brought us, we chafe to assert that godlike control over everything; and so we turn our gaze onto the world, ready to find the mechanics that will anoint us as its divine engineers. Mistaking a metaphor for reality, we see every living system on earth as a machine—whether that system is a cell, a brain or a tree. This single error has profoundly affected and often depleted our experience of ourselves and our world.

      Of course, the reason we completely understand the machine is that, as its creators, we ourselves establish the parameters for that understanding—and they are very narrow indeed. We understand how a machine works. That’s it, and that’s all we care about. A machine is made to do our bidding—to serve a specific, limited function according to a controlled sequence of cause-and-effect events. We design that sequence; if a machine is broken, it means the sequence is interrupted, and the remedy is to check the sequence, find the failure, and fix it.

      And because the medium is the message, the machine also teaches us things. It teaches us, for instance, that understanding doesn’t require feeling. You can completely understand how a machine works using abstract reason. Why should the same not be true of the machinery of the world? The heart, the starling, the blue whale—understand the mechanics behind them, and you understand them completely. No feeling required.

      The history of our understanding of ourselves shows how clearly it’s been shaped by the evolution of the machine. In his book In Our Own Image: Will Artificial Intelligence Save or Destroy Us?66 George Zarkadakis shows that as our technology has changed through history, our explanations of the world around us, and of ourselves, have changed with it. When our primary technology was agriculture, dedicated to raising life from the earth, people were understood to have been made from the earth—as seen in Jewish and Greek creation myths. When the mechanics of hydraulic engineering were developed in the third century BC, we understood ourselves as complex hydraulic automata moved by the actions of our fluid humors. Then springs and gears came onto the scene, and Descartes introduced the idea that the body is a machine with the equivalent of cogs, pistons and camshafts. When Italian physician Luigi Galvani applied electricity to a frog leg and made it kick, the life force animating us was explained in terms of electricity—giving us the basis for Mary Shelley’s classic book Frankenstein, in which the monster is brought to life by lightning. And of course when the computer arrived, it became clear to us that the brain too is a computer, running the machinery of the body.67

      There are many viable analogies to be made between the human body and machines. The heart, for instance, functions like a pump. But to insist that “the heart is merely a pump” is to turn a blind eye to certain aspects of its reality—such as that of the young heart recipient whose nightmares led to the arrest of the man who had murdered the donor. More than that, it requires that we stunt our natural holosapience and overlook the fact that our colloquial, nonscientific ways of describing this pump—with phrases such as ‘a broken heart’, or ‘a heavy heart’, or ‘an open heart’—deeply accord with its living reality and its state of health, and do so in ways entirely at odds with the claim that it is “merely a pump.”

      Similarly, when we insist that the living processes around us are mere mechanics—governed only by the unwavering, inevitable protocols of physics—we then take on a mantle of superiority in our relationship with the world. The reason for a machine’s existence is as a tool to serve us; to look at the world through that lens shatters our holosapience and can only seed discord in our relationships. It’s nonsensical to feel superior to life—it has created us, not the other way around. We cannot objectively grasp life: an expression of the whole, it can never be a known entity.

      The word superior literally means “that which is above, higher”—just like the head. When we ‘look down’ on the body below us, numbed to its intelligence, it appears to be no more than a tool for getting things done. Similarly numbed to the intelligence of the earth beneath our feet, we see it too as a mere thing. The objectifying abstractions of the head enable us to identify ‘things’ in isolation, as though they were parts of a machine, and to anticipate the mechanical consequences when those ‘things’ interact. Our superior prospect ultimately shows us that when we get right down to it, even our thoughts are really no more than self-generated fallout from interactions among tiny, random bits of matter blindly obeying the unflinching laws of physics. And because we have largely mastered and mathematically formulated those laws, it seems inevitable that our ingenuity at analyzing the world’s machinery will eventually explain the behavior of everything.

      The machine model of understanding assures us that our perspectives are privileged, our view is conclusive, and our solutions are right. If life were a machine, we’d be the ones to figure it out, for sure. But it’s not a machine, nor is it a puzzle that can be solved. Our very attachment to solving life, in fact, diminishes our experience of it and our sensitivity to it. The gifts of abstract reasoning are wondrous, but if the whole disappears from your sight, you become blind to its harmony, numb to its mystery and detached from its reality. And then your own life will feel as random as you imagine the independent bits of the world to be.

      
  

The Trojan horse effect

      When our Story accepts the premise that the operations of the world are merely mechanical, that premise implies and imports a set of beliefs that affect everything we do. To question those beliefs, we need to identify them:

      
        	• We believe the world is knowable. If we can completely understand the machine, we can completely understand anything. We just have to break it down into all its bits and pieces and see how they interact. Every event is a mechanical event, like billiard balls put into motion by forces that can be entirely explicated in terms of material cause and effect. Such explanations are deemed to be reliable because they are so reassuringly objective.

        	• We believe there is no mystery. We know that when we hit a nail directly with a hammer, we will drive it into the wood. Everything has a cause. If we encounter something in our lives that looks like a mystery, it merely exposes a gap in our understanding of its cause. It represents a problem to be cleared up, something we could choose to learn about. Mystery is certainly not a real presence we might learn from—rather, it indicates a temporary failure of explanation.

        	• We believe life is a machine. Specifically, a life form is a self-replicating machine with specialized receptors that collect data about the environment. It is programmed to respond to those stimuli—and if we provide it with the right energy inputs, it will function as designed.

        	• We believe function is justification. A machine is solely justified by its function, and the same criterion can be applied to a tree, a chicken, or a mother on welfare. Life has no sanctity per se, as a unique expression of the whole, because the whole is no more than an arithmetic sum—an addition of the parts. Like any machine, life is replaceable, and an individual life is valued only insofar as it has a function that provides value. This even transfers to how we feel about our own lives. We tend to justify ourselves by our accomplishments, berate ourselves for underperforming, and compare our value to that of others on the same basis.

        	• We believe that consciousness is a biochemical side effect. We are essentially automatons. We no more have free will than a machine does—and our experience of consciousness is a mirage created by molecular interactions. Consciousness certainly has no nonmaterial aspect to it, nor any mystery: it’s a product of physics. As Swaab claims, and as our culture seems intent on believing, the brain operates like a computer.

      

      These five beliefs dominate our view of the living world—and they are all misleading. To understand aliveness according to the limited parameters by which machines function is to impoverish our experience of it. It is also simply inaccurate. A man-made machine is unlike anything else that exists in the natural world. For instance, the operations of a machine are generally designed to function without reference to its environment. Hit ‘play’ on an MP3 player and it will produce its music in an identical way whether it is on a beach, in the jungle or in an underground garage. That is not true for the functioning of any living thing. Life attunes to its environment, and its attunement is collaborative and intentional.

      For comparison, consider the ‘functioning’ of a plant. A plant is activated by its environment—changing and being changed by it in a symbiotic exchange. Around 90 percent of land plants, for instance, depend on mutually beneficial relationships with mycorrhizal fungi, which live around the root systems. In exchange for food provided by the plants’ roots, the fungi help plants boost their immune systems, help them suck up water and provide nutrients such as nitrogen and phosphorus. But the fungi also serve as what has been dubbed the “wood wide web”: a network of mycelia that enables plants, even of different species, to exchange nutrients such as phosphorus and nitrogen. Large trees have been found to help out seedlings in the shade by donating carbon, without which the seedlings mightn’t survive.

      The mycelia also enable plants to communicate with each other via chemical signals. It has been established that when harmful fungi attack plants, signals released into the mycelia warn neighboring plants of the danger. Mycelia are also used by plants to send warnings about aphid infestations. When you walk into a forest, then, you may see the trees as independent bio-machines—but the reality is that most plants are communicating and exchanging with each other in symbiotic relationships. A tree is a connected being in communication with beings all around it. A vacuum cleaner isn’t.

      When we internalize the idea that the essence of life is mechanical, it’s only a matter of time before we apply that same belief to ourselves and see our own bodies as machines. When that happens, we will naturally expect them to wear out with use. Never mind that our muscles and bones respond to stress by getting stronger; never mind that most cells in the body are younger than fifteen years old; never mind that what ‘wears us out’ is more often the grinding attrition of self-conflict, which keeps us from wholeness and makes harmony impossible; and never mind that the primary energy experienced in the body is the energy of consciousness, an energy that is directly related to healing and can be shifted and harmonized to promote it. No—the body is a machine, and has to be maintained and responded to as such.

      Fixing a complex machine requires expertise. So just as someone would take her malfunctioning car in to a mechanic and say, “Please fix my car,” she will go to the doctor’s office with the oft unspoken expectation “Please fix my body.” To hand over responsibility for the repair of your car to a mechanic is one thing; to hand over responsibility for the health of your body to a doctor is another, and it strikes me as one of the most injurious outcomes of our body-as-machine metaphor. All a doctor can do is assist you (and sometimes that assistance is indispensable) in bringing the energy of your being back into harmony; no doctor can heal you, and it’s not fair to ask for that.

      The journey towards wholeness is yours to make—but to look upon the body as a machine that needs fixing is to estrange yourself from its intelligence and deprive yourself of the love that makes wholeness possible.

      
  

The ‘computer in the cranium’ myth

      Our thoughts, the Story goes, are the creation of a machine in the head—the brain—which is best understood as a computer that gains data about the world through its senses, has achieved self-awareness, and operates the meat-based machinery of the self. This model is not just embraced by our popular understanding; it is the one neuroscientists in general are in agreement with. As I’ve noted, the question they begin with isn’t “What is consciousness, and what role might the brain play in it?” No, the question they start from is “How does the brain create consciousness?”—in other words, “How does this machine work?”

      
        We habituate to the understanding that consciousness is a spark in a bottle rather than the ocean in which the bottle floats.

      

      And when we gaze into the mirror, the Story tells us that the person we see, like the machines we build and operate, is ultimately an automaton: we think we have free will, but this is an illusion. We think that we think, but that too is a side effect produced by elaborate chains of mechanistic cause and effect. And so we habituate to the understanding that consciousness is a spark in a bottle rather than the ocean in which the bottle floats.

      It’s always interesting that those who claim we have no free will exclude their pronouncements from that deficiency. And if they didn’t, of course, they would have to admit that they lack the free will to make a true statement, or even to judge truth or falsehood in general; for without free will, there can be no judgment, only the appearance of judgment.

      That little distinction raises questions about the computer analogy. A computer does not have judgment; it has programming. If the human brain has the equivalent of programming, then it is indeed like a computer. But that just isn’t how the brain works. As psychologist Robert Epstein writes,

      
        We don’t store words or the rules that tell us how to manipulate them. We don’t create representations of visual stimuli, store them in a short-term memory buffer, and then transfer the representation into a long-term memory device. We don’t retrieve information or images or words from memory registers. Computers do all these things, but organisms do not.68

      

      The brain changes as it learns something—a poem, for instance; but a memorized poem isn’t ‘stored’ as an independent bit the way information is locally stored in a computer. In the brain, those words are remembered through a network of associations that enlist and span whole regions of the brain. As Epstein writes, “For any given experience, orderly change [in the brain] could involve a thousand neurons, a million neurons or even the entire brain, with the pattern of change different in every brain.”69

      The local mechanics of a computer are different from the systemic attunement of the brain, just as the sequential functioning of a machine is different from the attunement of a life form. Our mechanical view of trees sees them as isolated entities carrying on according to their self-sustaining mechanics; but in reality a tree is sustained by a web of relationships that it sustains in turn—a web of relationships attuned to the world in which it is embedded. Similarly, a thought, a memory, an idea in the brain is held in relationships and has no existence, and no location, outside of them. When a computer stores a poem, you could locate where it is stored and point to the ones and zeros that encode it. Not so with the brain. If you and I both memorized the same poem, our brains would change differently, and in ways that are entirely unpredictable. I’ve worked all my life as an actor, and I have learned that when I need to memorize a text, I have to feel the specificity of the words coming into relationship with my being. Other actors rely on rhythm or conscious associations. Different beings create different relationships—for everyone’s being is unique.

      Another important difference between brains and computers is that in the latter—in all machines, actually—a distinction can be made between structure and function. A lever or a transistor has a specific, inanimate, set structure, and that structure is designed to perform a certain function. When it is not performing that function, the structure is disengaged and inert.

      In organisms, there’s no such thing as a disengaged, inert structure—everything is available to and participant in the processes of life. So appropriate stress on the body’s structures will tend to strengthen them: muscles that are stressed grow stronger; brains that are repeatedly focused grow more agile. Every human ‘structure’ is at the same time a process that supports the function of the whole: cells die, cells divide to replenish them; cells continually exchange information with one another; every cell is participant in the countless exchanges within the information field that is the body. All the so-called structures of the human body attune to and harmonize with the whole. So although we may talk about anatomical structures as though they were fixed, inert parts of us waiting to be called upon to perform a function, such a view ignores the living, sensate, intelligent processes of life itself.70

      A lot has been written about artificial intelligence (AI) and the ability of certain computers to win at chess or even Jeopardy. When I hear these stories, I am appreciative enough—but the human facility for such games enlists only a segregated portion of our intelligence. The fullest expression of human intelligence is its ability to attune to the Present: to feel What Is and respond to it creatively and with the whole of one’s being. Such an expression is inclusive of abstract reasoning as one aspect of an integrated whole.

      I understand this attunement to the Present as an experience of wholeness—but that view is at odds with the fashionable idea that the brain processes raw data from the senses, memory and concepts, and makes computations based on the results. The computer metaphor is catchy because the kind of ‘knowing’ that our culture most values is abstract information and reason. We actually define human intelligence in terms that flatter the specialized format at which computers can be programmed to excel: intelligence, we say, is a facility for abstract logic, the very quality IQ tests measure. This way of viewing and even experiencing human intelligence tells us that it sits in a silo in the head, independent of the meat-based machinery beneath it.

      For me a truer test of intelligence would be a computer that could play tennis. Human intelligence does well enough at the seemingly disembodied thinking exemplified by chess or Jeopardy—but that and all other aspects of our intelligence have been developed as means of enhancing our engagement with the world and our responsiveness to it. This is what makes us the most physically versatile animal on the planet: we swim, skateboard, spelunk, sail through the air on hang gliders, perform gymnastics, knit, repair clocks, break dance, scale rock faces, assemble IKEA bookshelves and ski—astounding feats that require a highly integrated intelligence.

      When a world-class tennis player steps onto the court, her greatest intellectual asset is not her reason but her sensitivity: a spatial sensitivity to the limits of the court as marked by the lines, and to the grab and texture of its surface; a sensitivity to gravity, and to the drift of the breeze; to the weight and balance of the racket; to its ability to put a spin on the ball that will carry it over the net and drop into the court; to the swing of the arm as supported by the whole of the body; to the precise angle of the racket head relative to the court and the ball; to the speed, spin and trajectory of a ball from the opponent; to the demands of navigating the court with speed and with sudden changes of direction; and to the opponent’s strengths, weaknesses and strategies.

      The attunement of a tennis player to all of these and more shows up a final and irreconcilable difference between an embodied human intelligence and a computer. A tennis player is feeling, not computing. When your opponent hits a ball, you are not measuring its speed, calculating its trajectory, factoring in its drag and spin, and doing the necessary calculus to predict where it will land and how it will bounce. As John Coates makes clear, there’s not enough time for such conscious assessments. Rather, you feel how the ball was hit and you move in response to its flight. This kind of engaged intelligence doesn’t exist in computers because it rests on the foundational sensitivity provided by seselelame: what is perceived through the body.

      This limitation on the intelligence of computers is identified as the Moravec paradox, named for AI specialist Hans Moravec, who noted that “it is comparatively easy to make computers exhibit adult level performance on an intelligence test or playing checkers, and difficult or impossible to give them the skills of a one-year-old when it comes to perception and mobility.”71 Cognitive psychologist Steven Pinker has called this the most significant discovery to arise out of AI. It points to a limitation in the way a computer processes information: it requires symbolic logic—and reality does not lend itself to being represented that way. Not even a human being can bring herself into the Present through abstract reasoning.

      
  

Attuning to the whole

      The intelligence that lives through the body is a much-neglected resource in our abstract lives—but in hunting-gathering cultures it is the primary resource that enables them to harmonize with their world and to notice its gifts and live in accord with them. It’s the resource that Geurts refers to in the subtitle of her book on the Anlo-Ewe culture: Bodily Ways of Knowing in an African Community. It’s the resource John Coates uncovered when he found that the most successful stockbrokers were the ones who were most in touch with their bodies. It is a knowing that is felt physically and often nonverbally—as though the body’s intelligence were attuning its awareness to the whole that lives in its every cell, informing it. This form of knowing accords with our understanding of the body as a resonator, attuning to the world and reverberating to it. It is a form of knowing I call ‘analog knowing’—and it contrasts with what I call ‘digital knowing’.

      Digital knowing is the kind science approves of and our culture most trusts. It is also impotent to acknowledge the whole. It’s a form of knowledge that is expressed in known entities—which necessarily means abstract entities. Digital knowledge arrives in bits and pieces—facts—which the head loves and assembles into representations of the world. For example, digital knowledge might arrive in the form of words, such as “The ocean is rising” or “Maple syrup comes from trees.” In either case, if the knowledge is received as a simple fact that requires nothing of feeling, it informs our representation of reality but doesn’t bring us into attunement with reality.

      Digital information is disembodied information. It is known rather than experienced. Converting it into experience requires integration. That’s what ‘processing’ means to a human: to process the fact of the rising ocean is to be present to it. When you feel the fact of that rising ocean, it ceases to be a mere fact and comes into relationship with the experience of your being as a whole. When digital information remains unintegrated, it distracts you from the whole.

      So digital information requires ‘processing’ in order to become available to experience, just as the ones and zeros of digital music require interpretation in order to be heard. Analog information is different. When an LP is made, the waveforms generated by a piano in the studio move the diaphragm of the microphone, creating electrical waveforms that vibrate a needle in a wax record as it rotates, leaving the impression of those waveforms in its path. The information in that waveform doesn’t need to be interpreted or integrated; even with the amplifier turned off, you can hear the music of an LP as the needle tracks through its grooves. Nor are there gaps in the music, as there necessarily are in digital recordings. In effect, the needle of a turntable is being moved by the original seamless energy of the piano, stored in the waveforms of the grooves.

      Like the needle, the body is continuously moved by the original seamless energy of the world passing through it—whether we notice it or not. When we sensitize ourselves to the coursing of the world’s energy, we come to know things directly through the body’s resonance, by feeling them. This kind of knowing, commonly ridiculed or dismissed by the objective standards of science, also coincidentally violates the sort of boundary we imagine separating the knower from the known; it brings us into the fluidity of a felt exchange in which there are no objective, known entities.

      The knowing that analog attunement gifts us with is not amenable to being isolated, analyzed, tested and measured. It is incompatible with the view, known as material reductionism, that wholeness can be entirely known and predicted by understanding its parts. Material reductionism, so dear to the scientific enterprise, declares that all phenomena are reducible to strictly material explanations. So it denies that there are qualities of wholeness that cannot be explained by its parts. But all life on earth is made of molecules, and is dependent for survival on sensitivities that molecules don’t possess. Feeling itself is a property that emerges with wholeness. But because our beliefs have been shaped by our inability to feel the whole, the brokenness of material reductionism tends to feel right to us.

      
  

Reality in five dimensions

      The scientific perspective on reality is brilliant, and is limited; any perspective on reality is limited. But in our culture, the limitations of science live within our neurology, often without our awareness, and they limit our sensitivities in the same way that the limitations of the Chosen Five senses do: reinforcing the idea of independence, and suggesting that the wholeness of a thing is contained within its boundary.

      Classical science described reality within a framework of three dimensions: length, width and height. Einstein showed that time is also a dimension, one that affects and is affected by the other three. This established a framework of four dimensions and the concept of space-time. The Chosen Four dimensions are used to measure the distance between events in space-time: “That happened two hours ago,” we might say, or “He stood three feet from the edge.” So as a group, the Chosen Four provide a framework that can determine the distance between events and describe interactions with a cause-and-effect certainty. Like the Chosen Five senses, then, the dimensions we consider valid are those that emphasize separation. But trying to contain reality within that framework is like trying to hold water in a wicker basket: it invariably leaks out.

      There’s a story I’ve told many times because it comes from personal experience. It concerns a dear friend and mentor, Jack Brundage. As a child he was attending school one day, sitting at his desk during a lesson, when he suddenly stood up from his chair and ran out of the classroom, out of the school and all the way home. When he got there and burst in through the kitchen door, he found his mother lying in a pool of blood on the floor. She looked up at him and said, “Thank God you came, Jack—I prayed you would.” His truancy saved her life.

      This raises difficulties for those who insist that the brain is an information processor in a silo. They could deny that it happened, despite a host of witnesses. Or they could rationalize that, according to the law of averages, some little boy somewhere in the world would one day run away from school and happen to arrive home at an opportune moment. Never mind that Jack had never done this before and was propelled by an urgent knowing that something was very wrong and he was needed. But if the material reductionists don’t plead the law of averages, they are left with some explaining to do. If Jack’s action was the result of ‘information processing’, then where did the information come from? How was it transmitted? By what sensory organ was it received? Having been received, how was it interpreted?

      As a young child another friend of mine, Peter, used to play a game with his sister that raises similar questions. On car trips, one of them would hold a road map with a mileage chart on it and randomly select two cities—like Moscow and Paris—check the mileage between them and ask the sibling what that number was. And the sibling would state it. Infallibly. Peter explains that he could just tell what number his sister was thinking about. Occasionally when he held the chart, he would name two cities and then make up a number in his head—and his sister would name the number he was thinking of. So it’s not that she had memorized the chart. The idea that the brain is a computer is also a wicker basket trying to hold water.

      If we are looking for a framework within which to contain the reality we belong to, we eventually have to face the fact that there is a dimension missing from our Chosen Four of space and time. The missing dimension is the one in which everything is in contact with everything else at all times. It is the dimension of unity that coexists with the dimensions of separation described by the other four. It is the dimension of nonlocality—the one that quantum mechanics has had to accommodate in the face of findings such as entanglement and the seamless interconnection of matter and mind.72 It is the dimension without which wholeness would remain the mere aggregation of its parts. It is the dimension in which every point in space is bound in every other point. It is the dimension of indivisible unity, and is a necessary complement to the other four.

      Photojournalist and adventurer Loren McIntyre referred to this five-dimensional reality as the space-time-mind continuum, which appeals to me. The universe is fundamentally nonlocal. The mind is born of and from that whole, and implies it. As Nobel Laureate Eugene Wigner wrote near the end of his life, “It was not possible to formulate the laws of quantum mechanics in a fully consistent way without reference to consciousness.”73 When I am conscious of the vivid, transient reality of the moment, my attunement is part of the nonlocal awareness of the whole. It can’t be otherwise. The currents of life I find myself in the midst of are also part of that awareness. It suffuses everything. We live in the mindful Present, as a fish lives in water.

      Loren McIntyre had his eyes opened to the space-time-mind continuum as a result of a trip to photograph the elusive, ‘uncontacted’ Mayoruna tribe of the Amazon.74 By chance he met up with some tribesmen the morning after a float plane left him beside a river, and he followed them into the jungle. They walked for hours, and he quickly became too disoriented to find his way back. Eventually he arrived in their settlement—stranded in a Stone Age setting and unable to speak a word of their language.

      Aware of some hostility towards him, McIntyre was grateful to feel accepted by the headman of the village. McIntyre then discovered something strange: when the headman was nearby, McIntyre could ‘hear’ the man’s thoughts. They could communicate. Without speaking, without knowing a word of each other’s language, they were able to converse. The Mayoruna referred to this as “the ancient way of speaking.” Over the course of his stay with the tribe, they had many exchanges, which helped McIntyre keep his sanity and helped him eventually find his way home. No model of ‘information processing’ can explain what was going on between them: thoughts were being shared without any ‘digital information’ being shared, without any common language—without any means of conveyance, even. Yet their connection was beyond doubt. Their minds were able to meet in a dimension not included in our Chosen Four.

      
        We live in the mindful Present, as a fish lives in water.

      

      
  

Another way of knowing

      Original Wisdom is another book about a European encounter with an aboriginal tribe. In this case, the European is Robert Wolff and the tribe is the Sng’oi of Malaysia. The book’s subtitle—Stories of an Ancient Way of Knowing—speaks to the heart of what it is about. Wolff came to know the Sng’oi but continually puzzled over their ability to know things they had no way of knowing. For instance, when making an unexpected visit to a village, Wolff invariably found a villager waiting for him on the jungle path. When Wolff had earned their trust and respect, a Sng’oi shaman offered to teach him the “Ancient Way of Knowing” to which the subtitle refers.

      Even one story from the book will give a sense of what Wolff means by this other way of knowing. The Sng’oi travel a lot within the jungle from settlement to settlement, but their territory is well inland. One day as Wolff was leaving a settlement, about to drive to the coast, he offered to take someone along for a couple of days. No one from the settlement had ever seen the ocean. Their language didn’t even have a word for “ocean.”

      A fellow named Ahmeed volunteered to come with Wolff. They walked the jungle path to Wolff’s car, drove for a few hours to their destination on the coast, and had dinner there with Wolff’s wife and two children. Wolff awoke early the next morning and found Ahmeed standing at a distance from the sea in the shade of some trees, his face towards the ocean, as though intensely concentrating. He stayed there for a very long time, motionless, and never went to the ocean’s edge.

      When they returned to the settlement, Ahmeed announced to the group that he had something important to share, and a ceremony was arranged for that evening. When everyone had gathered, Ahmeed told them what he had seen on his visit to the Great Water. Using a Malay word for “ocean,” he described its unimaginable vastness—and how it covers the whole planet. He said that underneath its surface is a whole world, with tall mountains, and valleys deeper than any in the jungle. And he spoke of underwater streams, or currents, that flow all around the world sweeping fish with them. He described animals bigger than elephants, and fish that are flat. He also assured those assembled that the animals had to stay in the ocean and couldn’t come onto land. Ahmeed described all this having merely stood beside the ocean, feeling it. When Wolff asked how he could perceive all that, Ahmeet answered, “I find the Great Ocean in my heart”—a statement reminiscent of Jung’s conversation with the Pueblo chief.

      These examples—Jack rushing home to his mother, Peter and his sister sharing numbers from a map, McIntryre’s ability to silently ‘talk’ with a man whose language he didn’t understand, and Ahmeed feeling the ocean in his heart to learn of its mysteries—even when taken together, prove nothing. They don’t lend themselves to the narrow rigors of scientific inquiry. But they are real events that also don’t lend themselves to the model of ‘information processing’, which tries to tell us that the brain works in a silo, like a computer in its housing. The model fails the test of reality. If you accept that there is intuition, the model fails, because no computer in the world is capable of intuition. But it also fails if you try to explain human intuition as a form of information processing, because that explanation raises unanswerable questions about how the information might be created, delivered, received and processed.

      The issue isn’t just about intuition either. Human experience includes a vast range of common and not-so-common examples of this other way of knowing—and none of them fits the ‘information processor’ model of the brain. Among such examples are rigorously documented cases of remote viewing, premonition, telepathy and others—but what I call ‘attunement’ would also include the measurable effect that someone’s intention can have on random event generators, inclining them to display a bias.75 Moreover, it would include the well-known phenomenon of ‘being in the zone’, whereby athletes attune effortlessly to the Present and are able to accomplish feats not by will or calculation but by surrendering to the guidance of that attunement.

      One of the most convincing refutations of the computer model of the brain, though, is a phenomenon that binds human consciousness and the behavior of matter inseparably together. This comes in the form of the famous double-slit experiment,76 in which light passes through two side-by-side slits in a curtain and lands on a screen behind it. What happens next depends on whether or not we are able to observe the path of the light. If we aren’t, it will behave in a wavelike manner and create an interference pattern on the screen. If we can observe its path, it will behave like particles and create a bulletlike pattern.

      In other words, the double-slit experiment shows that human consciousness and the behavior of light are linked inextricably and without exception. If you insist that the mind is software in the cranium, you have to face the fact that the software cannot reach out of the computer and cross a room to interact with waves traveling at the speed of light and somehow turn them into particles. And as the most ingenious of the double-slit experiments shows, that effect of mind on matter happens infallibly even if that effect has to travel back in time.77

      The effect of mind on matter—turning waves into particles—cannot be explained in terms of material reductionism. But if there is something more to our reality than material bits, what is it? However you name it, it is the aspect of our reality that knows only wholeness and defies mechanical models of representation. However you name it, it manifests in a dimension of our reality that is nonmaterial, nonlocal and all-connecting—a dimension to which our consciousness immutably belongs.

      
  

The prerogative of efficiency

      A machine exists to improve our efficiency. What a machine does is a function of its inner workings. When mechanical efficiency becomes the model for our efficiency, we contract our attention from the world to within the boundary of the self, to our inner workings, and assume control of them. It is a stifling, narrow focus that opens the wound between our thinking and our being and unwittingly sacrifices the relationships that sustain our humanity. Even when such self-absorption feels like a necessary means of getting the job done, it remains an impoverishment of all that truly matters.

      In the absence of holosapience, this contracted state of ‘doing’ is the only choice we have. If you cannot feel the whole, you will be insensate to its guidance. If you can’t find guidance in the Present, you have to go it alone. If you go it alone you will have to supervise yourself to get a job done right. Habituated to self-supervision, we accept self-division and self-consciousness as the necessary means to efficiency.

      Efficiency is thought to be at odds with play; but play invites us into wholeness, creativity and harmony—and curiously, all those qualities make us more efficient. That is, when your doing is grounded in being—when what you are doing connects you to and expresses the whole of your life in this moment—whatever you are doing will be empowered by being. When doing ‘goes it alone’—when your commitment to an idea of ‘what has to be done’ contracts your awareness onto the task at hand and obliterates your relationship with the felt Present—what you do will be hobbled by self-conflict. Your thinking will be at odds with your being.

      We have somehow learned to tolerate how it feels to be disconnected from our being; we have adjusted to a top-down, idea-driven mode that strays from the pulse of the boundless Present. This state would not be tolerable if we clearly remembered what it means to be united with the thinking of the body. Neglect of the body is not neutral; when the body is in shadow, it suffers. If our neglect is habitual, that suffering can escape our attention until the body ‘unexpectedly’ betrays us by ‘breaking down’.

      Remembering the principle ‘as we relate to the body, so we relate to the world’, we can see how the shadow we cast on the life of the body in the name of efficiency parallels the shadow we throw over the life of the world in the name of efficiency, burying it under asphalt and concrete. As Joni Mitchell noted, we have “paved paradise and put up a parking lot.”78

      
  

The pulse of time

      Our attachment to the machine model of understanding also affects our view of time. It tells us that time, like an arrow, flies forward: it is linear, repetitive and conclusive. It tells us that, like machines, people are created, serve their usefulness—often doing the same things over and over again—eventually start to fail, and ultimately stop running.

      From the point of view of life, time is revelatory. If you are a flower, for example, your roots reach into humus that has been created by generations of plants, insects and animals that have gone before. There is no moment of creation, nor do you assume a fixed shape. You grow into a form blazed by your ancestors and sculpted by the winds and rains and sunny days through which you live. You are changed by the journey of every single day—there is no completion, there is only transition. And when you die, you nourish insects, fungi and bacteria, and contribute to the humus that will grow another flower next season. The continuum of life neither concludes nor glances back—it feels its way forward through the revelations of the Present, threading complementary opposites into a seamless One: as day dies night is born; as winter dies spring is born. For living beings, time is creatively cyclical. It endlessly enacts the ritual through which death generates life, and life generates death.

      As a culture we are uncomfortable with death—we tend to keep it out of sight or to dress it up to look like sleep. We provide few means or occasions for learning to make peace with it: to witness it compassionately, to assist someone in making that transition, to feel and express the grief of loss when they die and to celebrate their gifts living on within us.

      And when the inevitable does happen, we don’t offer the body back to the life of the world that has nourished it. No, our drive for self-achieved independence is so persistent that even death can’t divert its aspirations. We want a boundary around the body to protect it from the processes of death, just as we have maintained a boundary around the self to protect it from life. Forget the cycles of life that have sustained us—we want to sail forward in death as though merely sleeping, pickled in formaldehyde, riding the arrow of time much as a stainless steel toaster might lie buried in a landfill for centuries, broken and useless and unchanging.

      Life and death are complementary. Whatever meaning we find in life is aggregated around its very transience. I cannot think of any resonant personal event in my life whose meaning is not heightened for me by the fact of my life’s brevity. Death is not a failure—it is what makes life possible. You cannot feel the wholeness of your life without feeling the immanence of your death, and that wholeness includes not just your death but the death implicit in all the lives around you.

      A love of life implies not a fear of death but a respect for it. To see death everywhere is to see rebirth everywhere. A respect for death underpins a gratitude for life—illuminating as it does what a marvel it is to find yourself in the fleeting, rich, sensational mindfulness of this unprecedented moment.

      
  

What next?

      We have been piecing together how the Story of our culture instructs us to disable holosapience, enclose the self within a boundary, shut down interoception and the revelations of being and take up residence in the abstracting, disconnected realm of the head. And we’ve seen how living in that realm biases our gaze to see a world of material reductionism in which pieces relate to one another only via mechanical cause and effect—and how the machine has come to shape our understanding of ourselves and even of life itself. If our Story is to continue on its current path, I don’t know of any modern phenomenon that better illustrates our next logical step than transhumanism.

      A rapidly growing movement, transhumanism contends that we are on the brink of a new stage in our evolution, one that will be facilitated by technologies embedded in the human body to interface with its nervous system. The transhumanist credo holds that these technologies will not only greatly enhance the intellectual, physical and psychological abilities of an individual—they will eventually overcome human mortality. Which, in mythological terms, is one of the enduring dreams of the tyrant.

      I heard a radio interview with a transhumanism enthusiast who had implanted a tiny neodymium magnet into his fingertip. He marveled at the new realm of awareness to which this opened him, and said he couldn’t imagine living without it now—he was so much more sensitive to his environment.

      I listened carefully to him and his voice. A person’s voice is like an MRI that reveals immediately how much of her body is available to the breath—and so, too, how much of her being is available to the Present. When the body is liberated from its divisions, it becomes a fluid medium through the entirety of which the breath travels like a wave. Like a living graph, the voice reveals the progress of the breath through the body—and the ways in which the body blocks that progress—to everyone within earshot.

      As the interviewee enthused about the new realm of awareness to which the implant had opened him, his breath remained unwilling or unable to connect with the realms of awareness held within his body’s depths. I wanted to say to him, “If you crave sensation and awareness, you don’t need a magnet in your finger to provide it. The whole of the world lives through you, expressing itself in an avalanche of sensations within. If you could find your way back home to the body, to the breath, to yourself, you would liberate your awareness into the realm of a felt mystery from which you can learn in ways limited only by your willingness to attend to it.” The glaring irony of his situation is symptomatic of our culture’s cravings—to want to transcend the body’s limitations before you’ve begun to inhabit its limitless sensitivities.

      I too think about evolution—but I have a very different hope for where we might go, one that would renew the Story by aligning it with wholeness rather than perpetuating its muddled aspirations for division, power and control. It is a journey that would return us to the holistic intelligence of the body rather than implanting it with insensate structures of technology.

      Our culture teaches us to mistrust where wholeness will lead. We divide and compartmentalize the unified intelligence of our being so that it can only operate in either/or modalities: for instance, we can be sharply analytical and abstract in our thinking, or we can ease into the sensual pleasures of the body—but we don’t know how to integrate and unify the two. Our desire for perspective is kept separate from the reality of what the body knows. The intelligence of the head is out of relationship with that of the heart. The intelligence of the belly is out of relationship with that of the head. The male strengths of our consciousness are out of relationship with its female strengths. The pleasure of the genitals is out of relationship with the heart’s love. Our thinking is out of relationship with our being. I don’t think evolution will carry us forward by adding more bits to a partitioned whole. Something else is needed—not just by us, but by the planet that is our mother.

      Throughout our history, we have experienced our intelligence as a localized phenomenon. We have experienced it deep in our bellies, as the aborigines did of whom D. T. Suzuki spoke. We have experienced it in our hearts, as Ahmeed and the Pueblo chief did. And of course we have experienced it in our heads. When our intelligence is centered in the head, it is excruciatingly localized: it retracts from the felt world and occupies itself with the ‘known world’. It contracts from the spaciousness of the body and leaves it a congested, endarkened shell of stunted sensation. The head-centric intelligence is so localized, in fact, that its field becomes centripetal, drawing everything into its busy, crowded quarters to be sorted, categorized, analyzed, interpreted—and finally ‘known’ and slotted into place within its structured representations.

      I believe the time has come in the evolution of our consciousness to experience our intelligence not as a centripetal, localized phenomenon but as an axis that unites the abstract faculties of the head with the intelligence of the body—and especially the integrative genius of the perineum. And I emphasize the perineum because, although evidence suggests our early Neolithic ancestors experienced the center of their awareness and thinking in the belly, I believe we have gone so extremely into the abstract, upper reaches of the head that we need now to deepen our awareness to the perineum to strike a balance. And just as the north pole of a bar magnet is unified with the south, and together they sustain a field that has neither border nor limit, we can similarly learn to experience the field of our intelligence held by that embodied axis between head and perineum—dilated into the Present and attuned to the world. I believe evolution is moving our consciousness towards such an experience: a decentralized intelligence that thinks hand in hand with the mindful field of the Present. And I don’t know of any other way in which we can truly join the Present.

      Our evolutionary challenge, then, is to awaken our sensitivity to the wholeness that is reality. To bring about that change will require a new way of being. And it will require the architecture and language and hierarchies and entitlements of the old way of being to pass away—for the Story they uphold is a top-down, divided, control-based narrative. It’s very difficult to abide in personal wholeness when you are surrounded by messaging that opposes nature, denies wholeness and advises you to divide yourself from yourself.
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      Chapter 4

      Stepping Outside the Story

      Moving beyond adolescence

      Our culture’s interpretation of reality is, of course, just a story—but it seeps into us at a tender age and fosters a certain way of being. It tells us, for instance, that the head should be in charge, that we have five senses, and that reality is contained in four dimensions. The Story organizes the self and the world in ways that ‘feel right’ to us even when they feel bad. Because the Story feels so familiar, we take refuge there, though life calls us beyond it. When we can’t or won’t answer that call, our lives take on the quality of an “organized inadequacy,”79 as Joseph Campbell termed it.

      Our culture is not alone in constructing a Story about what it means to be human; every culture is an aggregate of customs, language, beliefs and technologies that, taken together, construct its own particular version of what it means to be human. And children have a basic need for the Story, whatever it is. They are driven to question, to ask, “Why?” They need help locating and orienting themselves in the world. They need the structure of formalized relationships to make sense of what is around them.

      There comes a time, though, when a child arrives at the threshold of adulthood—ready to leave the organized inadequacy of the Story she has grown up with and encounter being directly. If the child isn’t supported in that transition, she will be at risk of mistaking the Story for reality, and that confusion will incline her to adhere to the certainty of ideas rather than trusting to the shifting harmonies of the felt whole. The transition to true adulthood, then, carries us beyond the reinforced container of the Story and into an encounter with the unmediated presence of being itself.

      In that regard, the journey into adulthood is not defined by age or the external emblems of adulthood we might display. The issue is much more basic: it’s the core journey through which we realize the promise of our humanity. Growing into adulthood is what happens when we heal ourselves beyond the structures of the known into the reality of the unknown—into the felt mystery of wholeness.

      The more we free ourselves from the Story of ‘who we know ourselves to be’, the more we discover who we are in the mirror of the mindful Present. Deconstructing the battlements that preserve our illusions of separateness and independence, we arrive at a place where everything is acknowledged, everything is felt—and we are free once more to fall in love with the world’s gifts of grace. As our responsiveness to the world grows, we also deepen into the responsibilities it elicits.

      Women are afforded a monumental opportunity to move beyond the Story if they undertake the hero’s journey of childbirth. That experience carries a woman far beyond the bounds of any mere narrative; it leaves her in the grip of and in partnership with the ancient, primal dangers and necessities of creation itself. Childbirth shatters the tidy structures of story. They simply cannot remain intact in the face of the unnameable, raw, rhythmic currents of life. And so the Story is revealed to be a limited fabrication, insufficient to the task of containing reality. The deep and naked encounter with being overwhelms the clutter of the supervisor—whose primary job, it turns out, is to control the narrative. And a deep lesson is imparted: letting go of the Story doesn’t mean letting go of reality. Rather it enables a surrender to nature herself—behind which the felt whole of the world’s companionship might be discovered. And in the aftermath, the new mother might also find that the intimacy she feels with her newborn rebirths the whole of the world around her in ways no narrative could gauge.

      
        The transition to true adulthood, then, carries us beyond the reinforced container of the Story and into an encounter with the unmediated presence of being itself.

      

      Nature hasn’t provided boys a similar journey beyond the supervised narrative. In many cultures, though, the opportunity is provided instead by sacred rites such as the Vision Quest or the Walkabout. Understood as spiritual odysseys, these journeys take a young man beyond the familiar embrace of his culture—the container of stories that interpret every aspect of the world around him—and drop him into an unmediated, solitary encounter with the limitless reality of What Is. Over days, weeks and sometimes even months of solitude, he learns that he is never alone—that the world will speak to him directly and guide him. The vibrant reality of that exchange is too subtle, too radiant, too paradoxical ever to be captured in the structure of a narrative. And having encountered the prick of the world’s reality and its bottomless mystery, he will harbor a remembrance of it in the depths of his being. When he returns home from the wild intimacy of the world beyond, he finds the familiar, solid world of his childhood now full of gaps through which the fluid reality beyond shows itself. Never again will the Story—helpful as it is—be mistaken for reality. He has met the world directly, and his very soul has quickened in a recognition of its whisperings.

      The journey into adulthood also plays itself out on a cultural scale. Many so-called ‘developed’ societies around the world are stuck in adolescence. Like uninitiated teenagers, they can be self-interested, irresponsible, dismissive of limits, thrilled by the acquisition of new powers and seduced by a sense of immortality.

      The few signs within our culture of a willingness to move beyond adolescence are often staunchly opposed by a deep-seated resistance. As Elizabeth Kolbert has noted,80 our way of life is carrying the planet well into its sixth global extinction, and ecosystems are collapsing so quickly on a geological scale that we are likely to be memorialized not for our art or cultural achievements but for having engineered a decimation of the earth’s web of life. Even as our ordinary daily actions carry us ever deeper into this crisis, our Story directs our attention to the problems ‘out there’ and distracts us from the source of those problems: our endarkening, tyrannical relationship with the body’s intelligence, which makes a tyrannical relationship with nature feel right. What is needed is a fundamental change in us. A society of individuals who are stuck in the cravings of childhood cannot step into the responsibilities of adulthood.

      
  

Recovering choice

      Holosapience is disabled through an extended series of choices that start in early childhood and eventually live as part of what feels normal. It would be great if we could just leave it all behind, trust our lives to the Great Spirit and our own resourcefulness and go Walkabout. When that proves impractical, though, how do we move beyond the Story and into holosapience?

      When something feels normal, it resists scrutiny. But there are two mutually supporting adventures that can loosen the constraints of ‘normal’ enough to liberate you into new choices: you can undergo a new experience that cracks open your view of what is possible; or you can tunnel down to the assumptions held in the body that are dividing you from your wholeness, and confront them. Once an assumption is faced like that, it loses its backroom immunity. There is much leverage in both means and they are seamlessly complementary.

      Most of what I teach in workshops is about acquiring choice experientially. For example, our culture leaves most people out of touch with their backs—so their thinking is unsupported by how the back feels the world. In workshops I introduce practices that help people reclaim the back’s responsiveness to the breath and its sensitivity to the world. Until someone experiences that sensitivity for herself in her own body, she is likely to remain unaware of the possibility for experiencing it.

      Such new experiences can awaken choice. The other avenue for creating choice is to identify assumptions that deprive you of it and expose them to the light of your awareness. As James Baldwin said, “Not everything that is faced can be changed; but nothing can be changed until it is faced.”81 The balance of this chapter will be devoted to looking at assumptions that live in our bodies, seeded there by our culture’s Story of what it means to be human. Examining them can help us forge the possibility of a new story.

      
  

Merging the two worlds

      As we have seen, the Chosen Five senses and the Chosen Four dimensions create an impression in us that there are two independent worlds: the inner reality of the self and the outer reality beyond it. We reinforce this impression by living in our heads, which deactivates our holosapience. Feeling the effects of that isolation, we may intermittently strive to reconnect with the world around us. This gives rise to the odd irony of our wanting to “live in the Present” or yearning to “connect with reality”—as though we didn’t inescapably belong to the Present, or as though we could step out of the reality that holds us. We are longing to forge connections that already inescapably exist.

      To further confound our ability to be present, our culture assures us that the paramount reality is that of the self. We are repeatedly directed to think our way to truth within the supposed boundary around the self, rather than feeling the truth of the self in its union with the world. It’s like telling someone that they will find a rainbow within a crystal if they shatter it.

      In our longing to experience reality, then, we may be inclined to sit inside the head and notice the breath and the body’s sensations and the particulars of the world beyond the boundary of the self. Being the recipients of such information from the world outside the head, we believe we are present to that world. In fact, though, if that is your state you have exiled yourself from the realm of seselelame, which feels the presence of the world in the world of the flesh. Seselelame is where wholeness is felt—and nature, in all its giddy, diverse and tireless profusion of forms, knows only wholeness. Everything from the great white shark to the interstellar mote of dust to a child’s gaze manifests and is manifested by the whole—and you are too. As I have said, ‘wholeness’ and ‘reality’ are two sides of a single coin. Find one and you’ve found the other. So if you want to live in reality, your task is pretty straightforward: you have to live with an awareness of the whole.

      Wholeness is unknowable. It has no objective meaning; it can’t be ‘grasped’ the way you ‘grasp’ a concept. I have compared the wholeness of the self to a whirlpool sustained by the river of the world flowing through it. Your breath is the breath of trees flowing through your body and becoming part of it. Your food is the life of the world flowing through your body and becoming your life. The energy of the world flows through your senses, nourishing your being. And all of that flows out again, transformed. Wholeness holds on to nothing, because nothing stands apart from its eternal fluidity.

      So ‘presence’ is gifted to you when you allow the energy of the moment to sift through your being such that you feel it directly—just as the needle in the groove of an LP trembles to the energy of the orchestra. If the turntable stops rotating, the needle is arrested in the midst of that energy and goes silent. Similarly, if you try to stop the Present and grasp it, the music of the whole goes silent, and you are left with the bits and pieces of your static concepts about it. Objective knowledge of something provides a shortcut that relieves you of any need to feel it. If you want to be in charge, you want that arrested world of shortcuts—for feelings are notoriously ill-suited subjects for control.

      Our merest desire to hold, to stop, to grasp or to suck meaning from will show up as tension in our tissues. We arrest our energy to freeze the world’s. Any such tension constitutes a form of resistance to the Present. Even imagining two separate realities—an inner world and an outer—creates resistance to the Present in the body. In our culture, we tend to spend our days like that: in a body that subtly—or not—clenches against the whole in which we abide.

      When you soften into the Present, you soften into the whole. You surrender to it so that the fluid reality of What Is might touch your core and live there: clear, tangible, resonant. When that happens—when you restore the awareness of your core to the intimate touch of the Present—the feeling you have is not that you are ‘living in the Present’. Instead, you experience the Present living within you—which, of course, it always does. The vivid, wordless intimacy with which you feel it attunes your core to its kinship and guidance. It is embodied. That experience of ‘the Present living within you’ is the focus of my work, and it is why I call it The Embodied Present Process, or TEPP.

      
  

Redefining intelligence

      In our search for buried assumptions that deprive us of choice, we might set our sights on the part of us doing the searching—our intelligence. Its nature has been defined for us by the portion of it that has been sequestered in the head—and not surprisingly, its definition is particularly flattering to the kind of thinking at which the head excels. It has concluded that intelligence is primarily the ability to reason in an abstract fashion. So we confidently measure someone’s intelligence with an IQ test, calculate the results, and announce the number that represents how intelligent they are.

      But as we have seen, there is far more to human intelligence than its ability to navigate the arid landscape of objective reasoning. If we were seeking a truer indicator of intelligence, we might agree that its primary function is to help us live intelligently. This is not flattering to our culture but, when all is said and done, any other measurement amounts to delusion. Our very clever, information-based culture, full of virtuosic tricks of technology, is less intelligent—is demonstrably living less intelligently—than most indigenous nations. We are actively overrunning and plundering the planet, turning everything we extract into toxins or garbage as quickly as possible. Our actions have ushered in the Sixth Extinction. Clever, but not intelligent.

      The ability to reason, to understand the world abstractly, to synthesize information about it—all of these are wonderful strengths. But you can’t live intelligently if you habitually rely on symbolic representation and abstract reasoning. Neither of those abilities has the power to unlock your life’s passion for you, or reveal to your children the love you feel for them, or soften your heart into wonder, or enable you to dance to rock ’n’ roll, play soccer or enjoy theater. Reason can’t pay attention to the subtle pulse of the Present, or feel the way it is drifting through you. Reason can’t help you feel your connectedness to all that is. Reason can’t help you feel wholeness. And all of these things reason can’t do are clearly indispensable in enabling you to live intelligently.

      As I have mentioned, because the abstract thinking of the head cuts itself off from the body, it cuts itself off from what the body knows—and what the body most deeply knows is that it is of the world and is sustained by the world and belongs to it. When head-based thinking rejects the body, it rejects that intimate understanding. Blind to wholeness, it is not even aware of that deficiency—so it sees no need to compensate for it. When we rely on disembodied knowing to investigate the world around us, it can only reveal a mechanical world made of bits and pieces; we think we are seeing reality, but we are actually seeing what remains of the world when its wholeness is obliterated.

      Human intelligence is born of the whole, is sustained by it and is naturally attuned to it. When dilated into that attunement, human intelligence cannot be pinned down any more than the whole can be. Nor can it be represented by a number. Its capabilities are fluid, responsive and adaptive, and constitute a vast spectrum. Abstract reasoning is a vital part of that spectrum but it is not the spectrum itself. It might more accurately be understood as one narrow bandwidth on it.

      I doubt the full diversity of ‘bandwidths’ could ever be catalogued. If I were looking for a way to broadly characterize them, though, I would begin by noting that they are all sensitivities. In fact, I believe that all sensitivities are forms of intelligence—and that everyone is gifted with a unique array of them. I’ve worked with people who display sensitivities I can’t imagine having, each a form of intelligence. People have sensitivities to trees, mathematic relationships, spoken language, legal argument, other people’s moods, breath, balance, horses, poetry, plants, target shooting, the body’s energy, engine repair, accents, cloud formations, grammar, refraction patterns in the sea—and on and on it goes. There are sensitivities that enable someone who knows nothing about the ocean to fathom its depths while standing beside it.

      Because each of us is born with a unique set of sensitivities, each of us is uniquely informed about the world. So three people walking into a cocktail party at the same time will experience it differently. One person might notice that the plant in the corner needs water. Another might observe that carnation red is the new trending color in fashion this season. The third might notice the way Bob is looking at Alice and read into it a burgeoning relationship. None of these observations relies on abstract reasoning, but each displays intelligence in its way of reading the world.

      This is a good start in our redefinition of intelligence—but to identify intelligence merely as ‘sensitivity’ is inadequate, because sensitivity is also reactivity. If the retina didn’t react to light, we wouldn’t see. But if there is only reactivity, the information our sensitivity accesses cannot be brought into coherence—and information that is not coherent does not inform. We have all seen this sort of reactivity in others and have likely experienced it in ourselves. It is what leads to someone being labeled ‘too sensitive’. Such an individual attunes to more information than she can integrate, so her reactivity becomes disabling. Such individuals often find the world overwhelming.

      I personally don’t believe there is such a thing as too much sensitivity; I believe instead that sensitivity needs a complementary opposite that can ground its charged energies and give them a place to settle and integrate. The more sensitive someone is, the more crucial it is that they embody this other quality if their sensitivity is to inform their wholeness rather than disrupt it.

      The Latin origins of our word ‘intelligence’ shed some light on that necessary complement to sensitivity. The word comes from legere, which means “to gather, collect.” If our sensitivities open us to the resonances of the world, it is another capacity that enables us to “gather” what is gleaned rather that being overwhelmed or knocked off balance by it: a capacity that enables us to be “collected”—to deepen into our wholeness and assimilate What Is. We might call this integrative quality ‘groundedness’.

      Becoming grounded is not a matter of having the right ideas or the right attitude about something. Your sensitivities can only be grounded as the information they access is brought into contact with your being. And that happens in the realm of your intelligence that feels the wholeness of your being—deep in the pelvic bowl. Groundedness involves the presence of the body, which means it requires the Present in the body.

      Being grounded in the Present enables a spacious clarity in which all of your relationships are welcomed and felt and congruent with one another. Issues are not taken personally, because the self is not experienced in isolation: it is held by the world, informed by it and revealed through it. The currents of reality are understood to be the currency of reality, and it is neither resisted nor arrested. Supported by the earth itself and by its vast stillness, you process the energy of the Present so you can experience it passing through you and informing you, rather than having it build up within you like a wayward electrical surge.

      
        Groundedness involves the presence of the body, which means it requires the Present in the body.

      

      The true nature of your intelligence, then, can be understood as a union of necessary opposites. In light of that union, we might define intelligence as ‘grounded sensitivity’. The implications of this new definition are far reaching. For instance, to accuse someone of being ‘too sensitive’ is to do her an injustice by assigning blame to her capacity to feel. She is not too sensitive—she just hasn’t acquired the embodied skill of grounding herself. And it’s no wonder she hasn’t, for we live in what is likely the least ‘grounded’, most headist culture that has ever shared the air of this earth. Instead of feeling held by the Present, we feel held by abstractions, stress and anxiety.

      Defining intelligence as ‘grounded sensitivity’ can also help us broaden our experience of it. The bandwidth of sensitivity that is currently sanctioned as ‘intelligence’ is stiflingly narrow, and many of us have been made to feel inadequate for our inability to shine in its particular realm. We are taught that applying our intelligence to a problem means dissociating from the body’s intelligence and devoting ourselves to the cramped arena of abstraction. How very different our lives would be if we returned to our groundedness—at rest in what the body knows here and now—and allowed it to sensitize us to the issue at hand.

      Our new definition also raises questions about our public education system, an explicit aim of which is to foster the intelligence of children. As a child’s ‘grounded sensitivity’ is awakening to the world in childhood, it fuels curiosity and a need to engage bodily with the world and find out about it. But if her curiosity directs and activates her attention in school, it had better not be at odds with the agenda of teachers to tether it to the ‘real’ issues of education. In such a case, teachers may lament the inner forces that call a child to explore the world rather than their curriculum. If the child doesn’t want to ‘fail’, she starts to learn in ways that are out of step with her curiosity, motivated by the external goal of getting good grades—and thereby learning to orient to external goals. If she feels the world too deeply, she is told to ‘get a grip’ or is given pharmaceuticals, rather than being taught how to rest on the earth and grow into her wholeness.

      If she has difficulty conforming to the abstract demands of the curriculum, the concern expressed by adults and her poor grades may conspire to tell her that she lacks intelligence. More crucially, though, she is being taught that success has nothing to do with awakening to the world and everything to do with representing it in ideas and symbols, and organizing them in a way that enables her to excel at lists and tests. She is being taught that success can be achieved without learning a thing about how to live intelligently.

      If a child’s sensitivities do comply with what the education system values, she will be acclaimed as smart. This too has adverse effects. It can communicate at an impressionable age that the adult world deems her more successful than others, and that she is on the right track. Being lauded as ‘smart’ by the standards of our culture’s Story, she is encouraged to side with the Story and embrace its message that a sensitivity to idea is more important than a sensitivity to What Is. If that success buys her complicity in the Story, she will forfeit the transition into adulthood.

      Being smart, then, can make her less likely to live intelligently. This is one of the ironies of our view of intelligence. The cost of that will be felt not only in her personal life, but in the disharmonies she visits upon the world. And since ‘smart’ people often hold the reins of economic and political power, those disharmonies will be myriad and widespread. I find it apposite that our word ‘smart’ is related to the Low German word murten, which means “to fall to pieces, to decay.”

      Imagine, for a moment, how radically different an education system would be if 1) its aim were to foster intelligence rather than mere learning; 2) it understood intelligence to be ‘grounded sensitivity’; and 3) it recognized that the attunement of each child’s intelligence to the world is unique. The ripple effect of this on society as the children grew up would dramatically reshape it.

      Public education generally seems to have been designed to thwart intelligence. Consider its effect on sensitivity. It doesn’t sensitize children to the world by teaching them how to ask questions—it desensitizes them by having them learn answers. It desensitizes them to their own bodies, curiosity and emotions, as well as to the world of nature. Rules supplant sensitivity, abstractions supplant whole-body thinking and grades undercut a personal relationship to what is being studied.

      Public education also assaults a child’s sense of groundedness: it undermines her ability to come to rest in her body; it puts her in classrooms that are impersonal and divorced from nature and that instill a sense of institutional unease (why not have couches in a classroom?); and it impedes a sense of community in the school by segregating children according to age and emphasizing differences between those who excel and those who fail. This is yet another ironic outcome of our whole-blindness: that the institution our culture has created to foster intelligence in children actually does the opposite: it leaves children desensitized and ungrounded on every level. But then, most top-down solutions generate outcomes contrary to their aims.

      On a larger scale, our definition of intelligence as ‘grounded sensitivity’ also helps us understand why our culture, which prides itself on its advanced sophistication, is capable of such folly in its stewardship of the earth that sustains us: the two elements that would enable us to live intelligently—groundedness and sensitivity—are contrary to the larger values and aims of our culture. As we have seen, our values tell us ‘up’ is good and ‘down’ is bad. Whether we aspire to transcend, to climb the corporate ladder, to be top dog, or to ‘raise our consciousness’, we are tacitly expressing our dismissal of the body and the ordinary earth that gives us life. At best, the body is something to ‘listen to’; at worst, in Dick Swaab’s words, it is merely there to move the brain around, to feed it and to reproduce it. As a culture we are astonishingly ‘clever’—a word that means “quick at seizing”; but the whole can never be seized. Confident in our nimble cleverness, we forget the whole and sacrifice our natural attunement to it.

      
  

When knowledge becomes toxic

      Our thinking typically moves forward independent of being, formulates its ideas independent of being and then inflicts its recommendations on being. Our personal aims are commonly so disconnected from wholeness that if the harmony of our being has to take a hit in the pursuit of our aims, that’s understood as the cost of doing business. We are encouraged to believe that our lives will go well once we find the right ideas by which to run them. This belief has driven much of what the New Age has had to offer, buoyed by the tacit message “The set of ideas you are living by is not working—you need to replace it with this higher-consciousness set of ideas.” To put ideas in charge insists that the head should be in charge, which pulls you into a vicious cycle: you believe the right ideas will save you; you make a commitment to live according to them; doing so places your being in servitude to them; that doesn’t feel good, but your attachment to idea disables holosapience and desensitizes you to the guiding nourishment of being; so all you can do is look for a better set of ideas to replace the old ones, ad infinitum.

      My overriding concern is with wholeness. If an idea remains unintegrated, it will thwart your wholeness—standing like a road sign between you and the world it purports to represent. When an idea is integrated, on the other hand, it will be reborn as a new sensitivity to the world. Integration is what your body’s intelligence specializes in. It is what helps you feel your way forward, guided by the pulse of the Present, rather than having to think your way forward through abstractions.

      Our culture’s allegiance to disembodied, objective knowledge is underpinned by its deep, driving conviction that knowledge can save us. That conviction leads us to seek facts and information in all their forms: gossip, political news, miracle diets, business updates, celebrity romances, scientific breakthroughs, fashion trends, recipes, stock market reports, gardening tips, weather forecasts—knowledge, knowledge, knowledge. The kind of information we mine from our little screens is particularly appealing in its appearance of certainty, its fleeting, topical relevance—and in its easily digestible format, which asks so very little of us. It is also as transitory as a ceaseless consumer could hope for. If knowledge could save us, our obsessive devotion to our little screens should secure our future.

      In many ways, knowledge has become the modern god: we believe in Knowledge. We glorify its name. We celebrate it and depend on it. Industries, governments and academies sacrifice enormous resources—and even, occasionally, their ethics—to increasing its range. In the same way that societies once made sacrifices to ancient gods in order to save them from crop failure, enemies or natural disasters, our contemporary sacrifices to Knowledge are made in the same hope: Knowledge will save us! That belief is the hope that activates our culture. Obsessed with learning about the world, we are heedless of the opportunities to learn from it.

      And how’s that working out for us? The fact that we need a hope to be true doesn’t, unfortunately, contribute to the likelihood of its being true. So what does the record tell us? Consider this: if knowledge could save us, wouldn’t we as a species be in exponentially better shape now than we were a couple of thousand years ago, when we thought the sun revolved around the flat earth, didn’t know about bacteria or the circulatory system, and hadn’t invented plastic, steel girders or concrete, let alone jets, computers and digital communications? And yet a reality check tells us that, in fact, we face unprecedented problems of our own making. Our effect on the sustaining harmony of the ecosystem is imperiling our planet’s delicate weave of life. These problems have resulted directly from the growth of our knowledge. If anything, then, history suggests that the more knowledge we have, the more in need of saving we become.

      You might think that this obvious correspondence would cast some doubt on our modern god: that it might shake our faith, give us pause, temper our devotion and lead us to question our sacrifices. But no—our answer to the troubles we find ourselves in is to redouble our devotion and our sacrifices, just as the human sacrifices of the Aztecs seem to have increased as the empire approached its twilight. Frequently, though, when we pick up the sword of Knowledge to slay our problems, the law of unintended consequences comes into play and makes them behave like the mythological Hydra: we slay one problem and two more arise in its place.82

      If a sign of madness is using the same strategy repeatedly and expecting the results to be different, we as a culture may be certifiable: we merely accelerate our efforts to develop the technologies that will solve the unintended consequences of our previous technologies. And having proudly proclaimed our era the Information Age, we seek our personal fixes as an addict reaches for heroin. We log in to the latest news, obsessively check our emails, our Facebook postings and tweets, scroll through texts and notifications, devour the latest study on weight loss—never mind that it contradicts the previous study on weight loss; maybe this one will work. But rarely, if ever, do we pause to consider the forgetfulness that our obsessive faith in Knowledge is inciting.

      That forgetfulness primarily shows up in our relationship to the Present: Knowledge diverts our attention from its embrace and directs it to the abstract—which holds us in its thrall. We devote ourselves to the virtual realities offered by our screens, contracting our awareness to their tiny representations and cutting ourselves adrift from the sensational, breathing, ever-weaving world around us. Forget being; more bits and pieces of information are what we really need.

      ‘Forget being’—an unavoidable offshoot of the assumption that knowledge will save us—takes root on an individual level, but eventually creates a very dark legacy. A short and incomplete review of where ‘forget being’ has led shows us that:

      
        	• In 2010 alone, eight million metric tons of plastic waste were introduced to the oceans from land. To put that in perspective, the plastic waste that was dumped into the oceans in one year is equal to five full standard green garbage bags for every foot of coastline in the world. And plastic may break into successively smaller bits, but it nourishes nothing and so disdains organic decomposition. A massive area of the Pacific Ocean is already covered by the infamous Great Pacific Garbage Patch.

        	• Man-made acids in the oceans are killing coral reefs and the millions of species that rely on them.

        	• The stresses we have placed on the biosphere are sending a thousand times more species into extinction per year than would naturally occur.

        	• Wealth disparity is a potent indicator of social strife—and one percent of the world’s population will soon own half its wealth.

        	• Obesity rates in the United States are climbing so dramatically that for the first time in living memory the children of the new generation are likely to be less healthy and to die earlier than their parents.

        	• Today’s babies are typically born with two hundred major toxic chemicals in their blood—many of which are neurotoxins and some of which have been banned for more than thirty years.

      

      To note that the above is a partial list is to understate the case. It doesn’t go into the broader and highly publicized human effects of global climate change, invasive species, weapons of mass destruction, soil erosion, overpopulation and the impact of ‘cocooning’ on the well-being of our families, communities and societies. The crucial commonality among these problems is that each of them was created by our knowledge—by our ability to mine and burn fossil fuels, manipulate chemicals, create plastic, develop internal combustion engines and pesticides and industries … and the list goes on. Our knowledge has encouraged us to act on the world as though we could control our fate independent of its.

      And despite all the real knowledge we have accumulated about the world, our personal lives seem more deeply mired in fantasy than ever before. We devote ourselves to the illusion of independence, demean the female within us and within society at large, accept a sense of entitlement as sane and normal, carry a burden of overwrought stress in our bodies, are driven by a zeal for acquisition, dedicate much of our brief lives to distraction and feel alone and fragmented when the only reality is wholeness. Our vast knowledge of the real world seems to have contributed very little to our ability to accord with its reality.

      To help us appreciate the fantasies that have hold of us, we need to understand a crucial distinction that our whole-blindness has obscured: those fantasies are not licensed by a lack of knowledge but by a lack of self-knowledge. These two realms of knowing—knowledge and self-knowledge—are not different varieties of the same stuff but are opposites. And they are bound by a delicate balance: the more our knowledge grows, the more our self-knowledge needs to grow. If that doesn’t happen—if the roots of our self-knowledge don’t deepen to support the growth of our knowledge—the knowledge we gain becomes lethally dangerous. Without exception, it seems. So rather than continue to believe that ‘knowledge will save us’ and that our problems will be solved once we know enough, it would be more accurate to say that ‘Knowledge is lethal when it isn’t balanced by self-knowledge’. The record supports that claim.

      The human enterprise of gaining knowledge about the inner mechanisms of everything around us is a stunning success—we have been expanding our knowledge exponentially, forging insights into everything from cell membranes to the evolution of galaxies. Personal and societal resources have been dedicated to this enterprise. Our passion for knowledge is reminiscent of the longings of the legendary Dr. Faustus. As presented in Marlowe’s famous play,83 Faust was so driven by his appetite for knowledge and power that he bartered with the devil to gain unlimited access to it, and blithely sacrificed his soul in exchange.

      Given our drive to gain ever more knowledge, it’s startling to consider our stance towards self-knowledge. We could turn the tables, for instance, and ask ourselves, “What would you be willing to sacrifice for self-knowledge?” Whoa—that’s a different proposition altogether. Knowledge about the world gives us control over it and enables us to manipulate its details to our advantage (or at least, so we think—the Hydra heads are a bit of a problem). Knowledge about the self, though, threatens to lead someplace unsettling. You cannot learn and accept something new about yourself without initiating change. Everyone wants progress, but who wants to change? We clasp our self-delusions around us like a comforting blanket.

      When we supplicated the gods of old, it was typically to ask them to save us from change—to protect us from crop failure, enemies or natural disasters. We mainly said to them, “Please, stabilize the world so that we can carry on as we always have.” And that’s pretty much what we’re saying to the technocrats, isn’t it? “Please invent the technologies we need to save the environment, and to provide us with the food, energy, materials and medicine we need to continue with our life as we know it. Please save the status quo we know and have come to expect.” And we really don’t like to be reminded that the status quo we are enjoying in the West, and to which most of the world seems to aspire, requires a model of limitless growth to be successful. When our fantasy runs into the limitations of the planet and causes havoc, we cry out to the scientists for yet more help.

      
        Every time science delivers a solution that promises to save the day, we are being taught at a very deep level that humanity is separate from nature.

      

      The issue here isn’t to begrudge or demonize modern science—it is a source of marvels on every scale of magnitude. It is also invaluable in a Cassandra-like way in alerting us to the gravity of the changes we are initiating and to the tipping point on which we poise. But we are better at jumping onto the latest hi-tech solutions science offers than we are at heeding its clear evidence of the perils we are creating.

      And that brings us to two inescapable reasons science cannot save us. The first is that the issue, the real issue, is the Story we are living by—which means that the real problem is our way of being: who we know ourselves to be and how we relate to the world and what we expect from it. The imbalances imperiling the biosphere reflect imbalances within us. And information about the outside world, however scientific and credible, clearly won’t make a dent in our Story of what it means to be human. Head-based information is not an effective means to promote self-knowledge; and self-knowledge is the real deficit we face.

      The second problem in asking science to save us, as Marshall McLuhan might have said, is in the underlying message we are internalizing. Every time science delivers a solution that promises to save the day, we are being taught at a very deep level that humanity is separate from nature and can master it. We are affirming that humankind is evolution’s crowning achievement and was born to rule the earth and command nature—and that the role of science is to provide us the means of fulfilling that destiny.

      
  

Mapping identity

      If knowledge and self-knowledge are complementary opposites, what exactly is self-knowledge? It’s commonly viewed as something that lends itself to description. Reflecting on ‘who we are’, we might mention our values, our political leanings, our place of birth, our religious upbringing, our ethics, our ancestry, our hobbies and a host of other associated facts, a bit like reciting a grocery list. Any such grocery list stands as a composite idea of the self, dismissive of its incarnated presence. It aggregates self-knowledge around identity rather than surrendering it to being. Self-knowledge is not a subset of objective knowledge, as I have said; they are diametric opposites.

      Objective knowledge is disembodied knowledge. It stands apart from the Present. It helps us map out the structures of our world, both seen and unseen: we map out ideological structures to contain our understandings about justice, good and bad, right and wrong; we map out legal and hierarchical structures to govern human behavior; we map out the structures that make up material objects and mechanical systems to better control them; and we similarly schematize chronological, spatial, mathematic, biological and economic structures, among many, many others. Once you identify the various structures of reality, you can create a static, detailed, reliable map of the world and use it as the basis for your plans. The more energy we put into that project, the more we mistake the map for the reality—and then the role of the Present is increasingly understood as the resource we are allotted for planning the future.

      As our skill at mapping the structures of reality increases, we inevitably turn that skill to the self. The more energy you devote to mapping out ‘who you know yourself to be’, the more that knowledge will constitute a structure within which you can abide. You know your values, your relationships, your affiliations; you know your history, your opinions, your goals and the people around you; you establish the structure of ‘who you know yourself to be’ and are so secure within it that you need never be truly present to anything that happens around you, because your responses to it are a conditioned, foregone conclusion. Again, you mistake the map for the reality.

      In this way, your objective knowledge of the self becomes a structure within which the self can be effaced. The need to be secure in your identity is a need to immunize yourself from self-knowledge. You substitute the map of the self for the experience of being alive to the Present. But that disguises the real choice you face: you can be ‘who you know yourself to be’ or you can be present. One or the other. You can’t have it both ways.

      
  

The spaciousness of self-knowledge

      There is all the difference between ‘who you know yourself to be’ and who you are, here and now, activated by the Present to which you are attuned. The Present is always new, and if you are present, it will reveal who you are anew as well. As such, the Present gifts you with self-knowledge.

      Our culture tells us otherwise. We are assured that self-knowledge is a treasure that lies within the self, one that can be retrieved by reaching deep inside, as you might stretch your fingers into a purse of gold coins. As I have said, inner work is necessary, but it does not afford self-knowledge; rather, it reveals the innumerable barriers we have erected against self-knowledge—the same ones that inhibit our wholeness.

      
        ‘Who you are’ is illuminated by your felt relationships with the world around you. The more deeply you come into felt relationship, the more clearly ‘who you are’ is illuminated.

      

      Self-knowledge is imparted when ‘who you are’ is illuminated; but you cannot illuminate yourself for yourself, any more than you could see your face by shining a light on it. ‘Who you are’ is illuminated by your felt relationships with the world around you. The more deeply you come into felt relationship, the more clearly ‘who you are’ is illuminated. That is the basis of self-knowledge—and unlike objective knowledge, it is not something you possess. It is not something that can be contained or held still, or partitioned. It is not something you can ever objectively pin down. Activated by the felt Present, self-knowledge is discovered when the life in which you rest quickens you to the resonance of your being.

      Ultimately, true self-knowledge is born of an experience of your wholeness. If the whole of your being is present to a child playing in the grass, that experience will illuminate your being in a specific way, and as that happens, you will newly discover it. Similarly, if the whole of your being is present to a shell on the beach, a bird calling in the night, a breeze sifting through pine needles, a star overhead, you will know it and be known by it—and you will deepen into self-knowledge in the process. Coming into felt relationship with the limitless diversity of the world, you discover the limitless diversity of your own experience. And as your self-knowledge broadens and gains coherence, your permeability to the whole becomes an intimate gateway to the self.

      Understanding self-knowledge in this way clarifies the ways in which it sits on the opposite pole from objective knowledge. Like digital information, objective knowledge relies on bits and pieces, which we call ‘facts’ and which we imagine being stored in the head. We accumulate facts to build a structure of knowledge, or to map reality. Acquiring objective knowledge happens independent of feeling—in fact, feelings are generally viewed as an intrusion on its clarity. Disdaining what the body knows, it revels in its objective assessments of people, things, mechanics and systems.

      By contrast, self-knowledge corresponds to analog knowledge. Self-knowledge is not contained in the head but is discovered in relationship. It requires a porosity of the self and feels reality not as a collection of things but as a field of processes—a field in which every process affects every other, including you. Self-knowledge is acquired as you attune to the world’s processes to which you indivisibly belong—and through them, to the felt whole of the Present. Self-knowledge flourishes in that realm of nonverbal attunement; it understands What Is by feeling What Is.

      To further differentiate self-knowledge from objective knowledge, we might understand the latter as a self-centered understanding of the world. The terms in which we speak of objective knowledge reveal the ‘self-centered’ boundary within which it is held: such knowledge is something you ‘acquire’; you ‘possess’ knowledge; you ‘accumulate’ it. And once you ‘grasp’ enough of it, it provides you with a certain map for orienting to the world, and predicting it, and perhaps exerting control over it. Interestingly, all of those traits associated with objective knowledge—acquisition, possession, accumulation, grasping and control—are preoccupations of the mythic tyrant. Dedicated to achieving independence for himself, the tyrant hoards and fortifies and dominates. He uses objective knowledge to empower himself, not others. His currency is ‘insider information’.

      By contrast, we might understand self-knowledge as a world-centered understanding of the self. The insights of self-knowledge are offered to you by the kinship of the world to which you belong. When your attention is surrendered to the world without self-consciousness, you deepen into the felt relationships that activate and illuminate your being. This is the self-achieved submission that makes self-knowledge possible. It is also a defining characteristic of the mythic hero. A hero without self-knowledge—without that inner availability to what the world is asking—is no hero at all. There can be no hero’s journey for those who are deaf to the world calling them to it.

      In considering the tendency of objective knowledge to excite tyrannical tendencies, and ‘self-knowledge’ to require the surrender of the hero, we turn up a seeming paradox. The tyrant’s attention is self-focused. His refrain, in one form or another, is “Me, me, me.” Retreating from the subtle currents of the mindful world, he loses sight of them and so traps his anxious questions in a frenzy of self-focused, self-conscious musings: “How am I doing? What is happening around me? How can I capitalize on it to secure my status or improve my personal advantage? How can I avoid failure?” Despite his relentless focus on himself, though, the tyrant’s greatest deficit is self-knowledge.

      By contrast, the attention of the hero is world-focused. Just as the surfer doesn’t contract her awareness onto herself, but dilates it feelingly into the world; or just as the greatest actors step out of self-consciousness to open to the world of the play and respond to it with a seamless unity of being—so too the mythic hero feels the whole and seeks to harmonize with its guidance. But again, despite his devoted attention to the world and his lack of self-consciousness, he deepens into a foundation of self-knowledge.

      As long as we understand self-knowledge to be a form of objective knowledge that is mined in the self, we will be looking for it in the wrong places. And then we will suffer from the destructive potential of objective knowledge, which activates when it grows out of proportion to self-knowledge. Our cultural obsession with knowledge and our confusion around self-knowledge warrant a summary of their differing natures:

      
        	• Objective knowledge is a self-centered understanding of the world; self-knowledge is world-centered understanding of the self.

        	• Objective knowledge is fact based; self-knowledge is experiential.

        	• We acquire objective knowledge; we surrender to self-knowledge.

        	• Objective knowledge grows by accumulation; self-knowledge grows by shedding.

        	• Objective knowledge values known relationships; self-knowledge values felt relationships.

        	• Objective knowledge is disembodied knowledge—it need not be felt; self-knowledge is awakened in the body by the world.

        	• Forgetful of the body, objective knowledge sacrifices the body’s understanding that it belongs to the world—objective knowledge is isolating; rooted in the body’s attunement to the world, self-knowledge feels the self in everything, and vice versa.

        	• Objective knowledge is unintegrated information—it belongs to a system of knowledge; self-knowledge is integrated—it lives in one’s being, as one’s being.

        	• Objective knowledge strives to find order among the things of the world; self-knowledge strives to find harmony in the fluidity of being.

        	• Objective knowledge is built through an accumulation of digital information; self-knowledge is deepened through an attunement to analog information.

        	• Objective knowledge promotes a sense of accomplishment, power and entitlement; self-knowledge promotes a sense of wonder, ease and humility.

        	• Objective knowledge seeks to pin down the separate identity of the self; self-knowledge identifies with the currents of being.

      

      The last of these comparisons highlights a tension between identity and being. The more importance someone attaches to a determination of her identity, the more she divides herself from the unbounded reality of wholeness. A narrowing attachment to identity creates strife not just within an individual, but in society at large. In his book Identity and Violence, Amartya Sen argues that the more narrowly people ‘identify’ themselves by race, gender, status, religion, heritage or nationality, the more prone they will be to committing violence. That makes sense when we understand ‘objective’ identifications as top-down phenomena: ideas about how one should be are imposed onto the self. This is already a form of violence in which idea dominates and silences being. When someone adopts a categorical standard for how a human should be, it becomes all too easy to turn that violence against others—even friends, neighbors or family members. I believe that the most dangerous people are those who feel their ideas about the Present more keenly than they feel the Present itself.

      My aim is not to disparage objective knowledge—merely to clarify that when unintegrated, it asserts a negligence of being. When it is integrated, on the other hand, it newly sensitizes us to being—and so also deepens our felt relationships.

      
  

The failure of success

      In looking at the assumptions that thwart our wholeness, we might turn our attention to success. Everyone wants to be successful, of course. It’s the most natural thing in the world. Even people who strive to move beyond concerns about success want to do that successfully. We don’t undertake any deliberate action in our lives, however small or large it may be, without an image of what succeeding at it would look like. Whether you go to open a jar, close a contract or sprint to catch a bus, you know what a successful conclusion to that activity will look like. Our idea of success, whatever it might look like, is what we plan towards, work towards and measure ourselves against. Our notion of success orients our lives as a homing beacon would, and sets our course.

      How you come to define success, then, wields tremendous influence. It largely frames the events of your life and steers you through them. But the way you define success likely owes a debt to how the Story has defined it.

      Our culture’s whole-blindness plays a central role in its view of success: we have bizarrely defined it as though it had nothing to do with moving towards wholeness. So someone could dedicate her life to the tyrant’s fantasy of self-achieved independence, acquiring ruthlessly and insatiably, shattering relationships with self, others and the living harmony of the world, and be considered an exemplar of success in our culture. Similarly, if you set out to make a success of yourself, and your wholeness has to take a hit, it’s regarded as collateral damage—a necessary step, even, towards achieving your goals.

      Since wholeness and reality are two sides of one coin, the pursuit of any vision of success that is out of touch with wholeness will distance us from reality. And indeed, some of the most successful and influential people in our society don’t exhibit the least interest in remembering their wholeness. They’re not interested in integrating; they’re not interested in harmony—they’re interested in success. In the meantime they are making decisions that affect us all without the ability to feel or gauge their effect.

      
        The most dangerous people are those who feel their ideas about the Present more keenly than they feel the Present itself.

      

      For contrast, consider the Anlo-Ewe culture. One of their foremost markers of success is balance. As children grow up, their expression of balance is noticed, cultivated, encouraged and praised. They come to appreciate what it means to achieve balance in their personal lives, in their families, in their community and in relationship to the world at large. Success without balance is unthinkable. How very strange our world seems in comparison.

      Our primary measure of success is not balance but the accumulation of wealth. When we speak of “making someone whole” we are ironically talking about repaying an expenditure of money. Other forms of success—athletic, artistic, academic or political—are certainly recognized; but still, there are not many people of modest means of whom we would say, “What a success she’s been” or “He’s made a real success of his life.” On the other hand, someone who is wealthy is, ipso facto, important. A CEO earning millions per month has obviously ‘made a success of himself’—even when his decisions will damage the planet for generations to come; even when his lifestyle consumes resources with impulsive recklessness; even when he is estranged from his children and his fashion-plate girlfriend.

      Of course, our culture’s vision of success doesn’t affect only the wealthy. Its pull is felt by us all. Even if you undertake as simple a task as washing the dishes, success merely means getting them clean, preferably quickly. Even at that level, wholeness is secondary, and if it has to take a hit along the way—well, that too is collateral damage. You’ve got a job to do. Because our basic calling to become whole has no place in how we define success, it has no place in our pursuit of it. That’s just the way it is. And success, by its very nature, is what we pursue.

      When you can’t feel wholeness, you don’t trust newness, the energies of life or the currents of harmony. What you trust instead is placing the head in charge, pitting the ideas of the self against the harmony of the self and asserting control—as though your intelligence could function better when fractured. As though your intelligence would be diminished or impaired if you allowed it to be whole and present. As though your success in the world depended on turning one part of you into a puppeteer and the other into your implement for getting things done. “Behold the broken pieces.”

      Because we seek to govern a fragmented self in a fragmented world, self-tyranny is our normal way of being. We get things done, we make decisions, we execute our plans and we see the road to success as a matter of willpower. Willpower, in all its manifestations, is about the subjugation of being by ideas. Both parts of the word—‘will’ and ‘power’—flatter the part of us that wants to be in control. Both promise domination. Both prepare for opposition. And both rely on self-conflict.

      Naturally, then, we tend to see failure in ourselves or others as a weakness of willpower: weight gain, lack of fitness, poverty, bad eating habits; addictions to smoking, pornography, alcohol or gambling; compulsive texting or gaming or Facebook time; impulsive shopping—all tend to be blamed on a failure of willpower. A holistic perspective might instead see a lack of harmony or wholeness at work—but it’s easier to fault a lack of self-mastery.

      The theme of self-mastery, in one form or another, is as intimately tied to our notion of success as the theme of balance is to the Anlo-Ewe notion of it. But we harbor a curious blind spot around the implications of ‘self-mastery’: if the self has been mastered, that means it has been dominated, enslaved and placed in bondage. In our culture self-mastery means that your head-based intelligence has successfully subjugated your being. It means your body, your emotions and your desires have learned to take instructions from the male pole of your consciousness; that it has had its way with the female pole, and silenced it, and is proud of that. So self-mastery is necessarily an act of self-division, self-conflict and self-censorship. Self-mastery is self-tyranny.

      
        Willpower, in all its manifestations, is about the subjugation of being by ideas.

      

      But let’s say for argument’s sake that our culture’s version of success pans out for you. You become fabulously wealthy. You are in possession of almost limitless funds. What effect would that have on you? Could you resist the conclusion that because you could afford almost anything you wanted, you deserved it? Even that you were entitled to it? And it’s not much of a step from there to the next conclusion: that if someone can’t afford something—even food—she doesn’t deserve it.

      That shows up a sort of double bind when success is defined in a way that neglects wholeness. If you spend a lifetime driving yourself towards a given goal and you reach it, your journey will have taught you that self-conflict and a denial of wholeness constitute a successful strategy. If you drive yourself and fall short of your goal, you are likely to conclude that you didn’t drive yourself hard enough, or that the world is unfair, or that you are a loser. So the strategy of whole-blind success, whatever the outcome, won’t bring you any closer to a state of grace. It will do nothing to deepen your relationship with the Present or to open your heart to What Is. Instead, it sets you on a course to feel either entitled or bitter. Sometimes—oddly—both.

      Entitlement is one of the darkest fantasies to take hold of us because it displaces gratitude. Quite simply, if we are entitled to something, gratitude is unnecessary and out of place. Entitlement reveals a world of commodities rather than gifts. And entitlement reveals a world whose center is the self. It carries us out of felt relationship as surely as gratitude carries us into it.

      Entitlement is often the very message being communicated by wealth disparity. A CEO who feels she deserves ten million dollars a year while a worker in her company deserves only fifty thousand dollars a year is basically asserting that she is a different sort of human being. Specifically, she is worth 200 times more than the worker. If the CEO buys into that fantasy, the economic power she wields can only breed privilege, resentment and division.

      If our whole-blind pursuit of success is such a clear excursion into fantasy, we would expect to find signs of disconnection showing up in the behavior of the wealthy. Psychologists Paul Piff and Dacher Keltner researched that hypothesis with a number of ingenious, simple experiments that produced some dramatic findings.84 For instance, they found that luxury car drivers were more likely to cut off other motorists at intersections instead of waiting their turn; and they were more likely to speed past a pedestrian trying to use a crosswalk, in violation of highway laws—even after making eye contact with the pedestrian. These findings held true regardless of gender, time of day or traffic conditions. In a range of innovative experiments, Piff and Keltner repeatedly demonstrated that the wealthy are more likely to lie, cheat and steal. In short, wealth reduces compassion—the human affect that most directly connects us to all living creatures. That’s an unsettling revelation when you consider that the reins of economic and political power in our society are generally in the hands of the wealthy.

      The issue is not to point an accusing finger at the wealthy but to better understand the cultural tide that exerts its pull on us all, and to consider ways of turning that tide. For instance, what would happen if we stopped defining success in terms of acquisition or self-tyranny and defined it instead in terms of our sensitivity to wholeness? What if ‘success’ meant growing into that sensitivity? Everything, everything, would be different. It would change how we wash dishes, how we breathe, how we exercise, how we converse with one another, how we make career decisions, how we shop, how we meet hardship and challenges, how we walk down the street—everything.

      The most significant of those changes, though, might be in the orientation of our lives. Right now our primary relationship tends to be with the self: we obsess over our status, our needs, our plans and ambitions, our concern with being judged, our jockeying for advantage and our fear of failure. And we are numbed to the fact that self-absorption in any form is an impoverishment of being.

      If instead you measured your success as a deepening into wholeness, your attention would dilate beyond the boundary of the self and alight on the sensitivity of the Present. You would forge a personal relationship with the felt whole and find guidance there. Instead of turning only to the self with questions (“What do I want and how can I get it?”), you would turn to the Present that holds you in its arms and whisper to it, “What do you ask of me?” To feel the whole that sustains you as intimately as that, and to feel that relationship as absolutely primary, is to surrender to your fullest reality and awaken to your most spacious aliveness. As it disarms the incessant commentary and decision making of the head, that relationship allows you to feel your way forward with the sensitivity of your entire being. It also invites you into a new understanding of freedom.

      
  

Freedom as disconnection

      If our desire for success in any given enterprise will drive our decisions and actions, it is partnered with another urge that is also basic to human nature: the desire to be free. As with success, though, freedom that is imagined out of relationship with wholeness is hardly freedom at all.

      Our cultural view of freedom sells it as something ‘successful’ people enjoy, something money gives us access to. To see how freedom is understood, you have only to look at the images we associate with wealth. For instance, in our society the most prized, sought-after residences one could aspire to own would include the penthouse suite—perched in splendid isolation above all else with a commanding view of its surroundings, which are so remote as to make their affairs seem toylike. Or one might yearn for a gated mansion, buffered from its neighbors (whom one might never meet) by expansive grounds on all sides, with a high-tech security system to keep it safe from intruders. These are very different aspirations from life in a modest home in a close-knit community in which life and play, sickness and death are shared experiences and doors aren’t locked because, after all, a neighbor might need an egg, and your house is watched by friends.

      Our images of wealth are also liberated from mundane chores. Others are hired to buy your groceries, prepare your meals, clean your dishes, do your laundry and remove your garbage. If you wished, you could appoint an interior decorator, a chauffeur, a housekeeper, a personal trainer, a masseuse and a personal secretary. You might holiday on a private yacht, touring secluded Caribbean islands. Or at a villa in Mexico with a private beach and a staff to cater to your needs. You’d have a private jet to fulfill your whims as they arise—London, Prague, New York, Tokyo—and a luxury suite awaiting you in each city. Whatever the fantasy, the word ‘private’ plays a critical role in each of them, reminding us as a cautionary note that the words ‘private’ and ‘privation’ are deeply related.

      All of these popular images represent freedom as a carefree existence of private luxury. The word ‘luxury’ tells its own tale about this freedom to which we aspire. The word is related to the Latin adjective luxus, which means “dislocated.” And sure enough, a ‘luxury residence’, a ‘luxury vacation’ or a ‘luxury car’ all qualify to be called ‘luxury’ by their ability to set us apart, to dislocate us from the mundane. A typical newspaper ad I saw for a high-end condo touted the virtues of being “cocooned behind solid-core doors that create a true sanctuary. There’s a silence behind a heavy, solid door; and a sense of security.” The specter of conspicuous luxury represents a dream of disconnection, a promise of being embraced in a privileged cocoon of untroubled forgetfulness. To associate freedom with wealth is to yearn to be buffered from the energies and ordinary beauties and heartbreak and concerns of the world that sustains us.

      In short, we tend to imagine freedom as the ability to disconnect from the obligations, the intrusions, the drudgery and the inconveniences of living; to disconnect from responsibility and having to care for anyone’s needs but your own. It means being free from caring for your neighbors, your lawn, your linen or your impact on the environment. You may care about these things and feel the virtue of that, but it’s a crucial distinction: you don’t have to care for them. Caring for requires connection: reaching out, getting your hands wet or dirty, being inconvenienced, being needed, being entangled in relationships. Being free has come to mean winning the lottery and not having to worry about any of that.

      It’s worth noting that this image of freedom isn’t a dream exclusive to capitalism. There are spiritual traditions in which freedom is also understood as a state of disconnection: as one ascends to a higher consciousness, one rises above the ordinary concerns of the world. When the body and its needs are considered base, the pure self transcends the flesh and detaches from care. If wholeness excludes nothing, such transcendence takes us somewhere other than into wholeness. But the desire to disconnect is sanctioned in general by our culture’s dream of self-achieved independence. Ironically, though, people chase those visions and then are aggrieved by the fact that they feel disconnected.

      When freedom is understood as the ability to disconnect, it is understood as the ability to step out of reality. And that means stepping into a forgetfulness of the world and of yourself. As we have seen, the more fully you deepen into relationship with what the Present asks of you, the more you deepen into your reality, your wholeness, your self-knowledge. Freedom is not disconnection—it is a gift of the Present.

      
  

Our disconnected landscape

      There is an element of truth in the belief that a controlled boundary can impart a certain freedom. I put on my rain jacket precisely because, by providing a boundary between me and the elements, it gives me the freedom to head outside in a downpour without being soaked to the skin. But however wonderfully my jacket works, it doesn’t trick me into believing that I am independent of the rain-blessed landscape I walk through. It may protect me from the rain, but it doesn’t enclose me from the world. It doesn’t make me feel independent of it, the way driving in a car is designed to do.

      To some extent this is a matter of degree. Like many people, I ride my bike four seasons of the year—through heat, rain, wind and snow. I’m well aware that people who see me cycling in a snowstorm may think, “Poor guy, riding a bike in this weather.” But the reality is I feel more freedom on a bike than I do traveling any other way: I feel my body, balanced in and connected to the world I am moving through—a world I smell, hear and intimately feel—as I am propelled forward by the energy coursing through me. In the meantime, the car drivers beside me can neither smell, hear nor feel the world they are driving through, and consider themselves grateful for the freedom to be disconnected from it in that way as their bodies doze. And I say fair enough. But when we come to understand freedom itself in terms of disconnection, we are chasing forgetfulness.

      I have watched that understanding of freedom take over and reshape the neighborhood in which I grew up as a child. Remarkably, my mother still lives in the home of my childhood; but she doesn’t live in the same neighborhood. I grew up in the fifties, part of a generation born to parents who had been through World War II in one form or another. My father served in the navy. He belonged to a huge cohort of young men who were prepared to die for a cause and were shaped in teenagehood by a paternalistic, top-down organization in which efficiency relied on conformity, feelings were to be reined in and sensitivity was a liability. The stifling conformity of the fifties was a natural consequence of this—but along with that conformity was another carryover of wartime: when the survival of a society is threatened, people learn that they are in it together and that everyone’s contribution is to be valued.

      
        When we come to understand freedom itself in terms of disconnection, we are chasing forgetfulness.

      

      My neighborhood reflected that. I grew up in a new Canadian suburb perched on the edge of farmland. Cows grazed at the nearest main intersection. My morning newspaper route took me by a horse farm, and I could hear the horses thundering around the track on their early training runs. If you went one street over from my house, and down to the bottom of it, you came to a dead end. Leading beyond it was a footpath that followed a spring-fed creek through the woods and into a little ravine known locally as Pollywog’s Paradise. And sure enough, every May the creek was teeming with pollywogs, and every summer with frogs.

      Pollywog’s Paradise was a place of encounter and magic, with sinking sand and willow groves and an aliveness that held you in its intimate embrace, bringing you home to yourself as only nature can. There was life in the mud, in the filtered sunlight, in the secret hiding places, in the very air—which was intermittently made lush with the cries of red-winged blackbirds. The creek sustained an entire community of wildlife, from the water spiders skittering across its face to the rabbits, groundhogs, snakes, raccoons, foxes and occasional deer that visited it.

      One afternoon when I was nine or ten, my brother and I hunted pheasants in the field above the creek—or tried to; we actually didn’t have a chance to so much as cock our homemade spears to throw them. The pheasants would wait until you were almost upon them and then would suddenly burst from the grasses with terrifying squawks and a furious beating of wings. By the time my brother and I recovered, the pheasants were long gone—and we were both secretly grateful.

      We knew pretty much everyone on our street and had probably been into most of the homes there at one time or another. The houses were mainly bungalows, and most were stretched to capacity with kids and activities and visits. We never locked the door to our house and I don’t think many of our neighbors did either. Nor were there fences in those days—the neighborhood was our playground, and the kids swarmed through the backyards, grouping and regrouping on one mission or another.

      Today, apart from my mother’s house, there’s barely a trace of my old neighborhood. The horses and cows departed in the last century. The bungalows have been torn down one by one—most before they’d reached fifty years old—and replaced with massive homes built to the limit of what is allowed by the zoning, and sometimes beyond. While the bungalows were often crammed with life (the six members of my family lived in a three-bedroom house), the new homes seem empty, inhabited often only by a couple. Whereas the architecture of the bungalows had opened to the neighborhood, the architecture of the houses that replaced them seems fortified, announcing their towering importance to all the world. Every one of them is secured against its neighbors with a fence, and the doors and windows are protected with high-tech alarm systems. The windows remain tightly closed year round so that the inner climate never alters and birdsong disturbs no one. And where once we knew just about everyone in the neighborhood, today my mother is not even sure who lives next door.

      As for the spring-fed creek that nourished my childhood, I watched in disbelief as developers moved in, buried the creek in a sewer, and hid all evidence of it beneath clipped suburban grass. Pollywog’s Paradise was obliterated, alive still in my memory but without so much as a bulrush or toad left to mark the spot. What had started in childhood as a suspicion was unambiguously confirmed for me in my early teens: the adult world was dangerously delusional, and arguably insane.

      As I bike around the streets of my old neighborhood today, they feel empty. Rarely is anyone seen outside walking; homeowners typically drive into their garages before they step from their cars, and rarely find a reason to venture into their front yards. The lawns and flowerbeds are cared for by gardening services and primarily serve to provide a decorative buffer zone around the house—a means of keeping the neighbors at a distance. The largely empty houses sit within the boundaries of their lot lines, secured and provisioned to forestall the need for their owners to venture out.

      The changes that have overtaken my mother’s neighborhood happened incrementally over fifty years, and they typify our culture’s idea of ‘freedom’ as the ability to disconnect. This is part and parcel of our need to hold the self within a boundary, that it might feel independent of the world. That boundary is repeated and reinforced by the lock on the bedroom door, the perimeter security system around the house, the fence around the yard and the hermetically sealed car in which we go shopping.

      Our fantasy of disconnection plays out most vividly in the surface tension of our flesh—and it is a fantasy that, if pursued successfully, eventually carries us into isolation. Howard Hughes, the daring innovator who amassed a fortune, could afford to exercise that freedom almost limitlessly and spent his last days in paranoid withdrawal, seeing only a few select individuals, unwilling to physically connect with anything unless protected from it with a tissue.

      Research shows that the effect of social isolation on our well-being is catastrophic. It affects us at a genetic level, throwing our immune responses out of balance and contributing to such stress-related ailments as obesity, type 2 diabetes, hypertension, atherosclerosis, heart failure and stroke. As social genomics researcher Steven Cole has noted,

      
        We typically think of stress as being a risk factor for disease … And it is, somewhat. But if you actually measure stress, using our best available instruments, it can’t hold a candle to social isolation. Social isolation is the best-established, most robust social or psychological risk factor for disease out there. Nothing can compete.85

      

      My mother’s neighborhood is comfortably affluent—people there can buy disconnection. The design and stresses of poorer neighborhoods often impose social isolation. In either case, though, anyone who understands freedom as the ability to disconnect is buying into the idea of freedom cherished by the tyrant: freedom as self-achieved independence.

      
  

The tyrant’s forgetfulness

      We have been seeking to draw the Story out of its hiding places that we might hold its assumptions accountable and blaze new choices for ourselves. In doing so, we have repeatedly discovered that its structures are founded on the insubstantial delusion that we can achieve independence. To build a life or a society on that premise is to deny them the chance of remembering wholeness—and then imbalances gather momentum, and falsehoods are embraced as self-evident truths.

      In our examination of the Story, we’ve considered how the experience of our senses and our definition of the very dimensions of reality reinforce separation. We have also looked at how the presumed boundary of the self is incompatible with the experience of reality, which we spoke of as ‘your experience of the world passing through you’. We have considered the ways in which we misunderstand the nature of our intelligence, and of knowledge and self-knowledge. We have considered how our whole-blindness has corrupted our understanding of success and freedom, and created within us longings for disconnection. And we have seen that our loss of holosapience has debilitated our ability to feel reality.

      
        The freedom that belongs to the tyrant is the freedom to be shielded behind ramparts, to insist on flattery from those he encounters and to devise ways of exerting his will on the world around him.

      

      All of these features of our culture can be situated within the storehouse of ancient wisdom provided by myth. Myth resonates with the predicaments of our human condition, and one of its most prominent themes is the age-old struggle within us between the desire to forget and the desire to remember. The tyrant, in his opposition to reality, denies wholeness and enforces forgetfulness; the hero, by submitting to wholeness, facilitates a deep remembering.

      The tyrant believes that the more control he has, the more freedom he will enjoy. But the freedom that belongs to the tyrant is the freedom to be shielded behind ramparts, to insist on flattery from those he encounters and to devise ways of exerting his will on the world around him.

      What we can easily fail to realize is how deeply we are guided through our lives by that same belief. With enough status, with enough power, with enough money, we could finally be free. The ads for lotteries promising instant millions eloquently sum up what we have so deeply in common with the tyrant’s agenda: to have enough money to be able to detach altogether from what the world might be asking of us and devote ourselves to a distracted indulgence of what we want from the world.

      The tyrant’s dream of freedom is compelling: achieve independence, and you will be liberated from any possibility that the world might change you. The truth is that all the wealth in the world—all the gated compounds, handlers, security guards, offshore assets and vacation properties you could assemble—will still fail to hold life at bay or keep the world from changing you. The world’s job is to knead you like dough, that you might eventually rise into your fullest possible embodiment of compassion, clarity and engagement—and however you might attempt to thwart its work, the work goes on. The choice to refuse to rise, of course, is ultimately yours to make.

      Our ideas of freedom through disconnection are tethered as though by an umbilical cord to the belief that the more you can limit your engagement with the world—the more you can determine and control your relationships with it—the better off your life will be. The image of the tyrant in his dark, fortified castle is different in degree, not in kind, from the houses in my mother’s neighborhood.

      Our systematic neglect of wholeness has led us to confuse the role of the tyrant with that of the hero. Our deep identification with the tyrant is made clear when you consider Campbell’s description of the tyrant as “the man of self-achieved independence.” That phrase doubles as a description of the American Dream: to be a self-made man, achieving success by virtue of your own efforts. Given our close, unconscious identification with the tyrant, it behooves us to consider what he actually represents.

      Campbell offers us some further insights. He calls the tyrant “the monster avid for the greedy rights of ‘my and mine,”86 and goes on to elaborate:

      
        The inflated ego of the tyrant is a curse to himself and his world—no matter how his affairs may seem to prosper. Self-terrorized, fear-haunted, alert at every hand to meet and battle back the anticipated aggressions of his environment, which are primarily the reflections of the uncontrollable impulses to acquisition within himself, the giant of self-achieved independence is the world’s messenger of disaster, even though, in his mind, he may entertain himself with humane intentions.87

      

      This is a deeply cautionary description. If you look for it, what is being described is in evidence all around us. Our politics are charged with a vehemence for the “greedy rights of ‘my and mine’”; no politician today, for instance, would dare to utter John F. Kennedy’s advice, “Ask not what your country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country.”

      And when we reflect on the phrases “Self-terrorized, fear-haunted, alert at every hand to meet and battle back the anticipated aggressions of his environment,” they echo the mind-set of the National Rifle Association and reflect the fears of allowing your children to play outside, and the need to lock your door the minute you step inside your home. Politicians have learned that fear trumps hope when it comes to voter motivation.

      And when Campbell writes of “the uncontrollable impulses to acquisition,” he is describing precisely the restless cravings that drive our consumer culture—and indeed, our society at large. Having embraced the tyrant as the model of success, our culture is displaying the outcomes we would expect.

      The tyrant’s fantasies live in us all. They show up in every urge we feel to assert a special status for ourselves; in every harsh judgment of another that raises or defends our worth by comparison; in every thought that we stand apart from nature, or need to control it; in every instance in which we harden against the Present, or withdraw from it; in every impulse to impose a top-down solution on our lives. Each of these tendencies is an urge to turn away from wholeness; any such urge is a contraction towards self-achieved independence; and any such contraction is an attempt by the inner tyrant to exert control.

      To accurately assess the threat posed by our identification with the tyrant, you might appreciate that, on a global scale, our alienation from the wholeness of the world and the anxieties stirred up by that alienation could justifiably be deemed the deepest crisis of our age—for it leads to a corrosion of our social support systems (family, community, society), the despoiling of the natural world and the heedless destruction of other species. It keeps us from seeing that the world’s wounds are our personal wounds, just as it inclines us to try to heal our personal wounds by concentrating on the self and seeking to manage it, rather than by softening into the wholeness that is held by the harmonies of the Present.
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      Chapter 5

      The Grace of Being

      The freedom of the hero

      Until now, much of this book has been devoted to teasing the Story out of the background of our culture and taking a sober look at it. Of particular interest has been the main defining feature of its narrative: the persistent denial of wholeness and the disabling of what I consider our primary sense as human beings, a sense I’ve called holosapience. If you can’t sense something, it won’t exist for you—so wholeness has virtually disappeared from our awareness. And because wholeness is the nature of reality, our blindness to it skews our interactions with the world on every scale.

      Myth associates a deliberate forgetfulness of the whole with the tyrant, whose quest for independence is a compulsion to cut away from the whole. It associates a deliberate remembrance of the whole with the hero, whose self-achieved submission is a path of reconciliation with the whole. The balance of this book will be devoted to bringing clarity to that path.

      The hero doesn’t merely acknowledge the whole, or face it—he chooses to submit to it. Because our whole-blindness leads us to confuse the roles of tyrant and hero, this voluntary submission may seem odd. The essence of the hero as our culture sees him is that he never submits. But recall from Chapter 1 that Campbell’s phrasing describes the hero as a man of self-achieved submission. This is not submission to tyranny, force or any set of circumstances designed to bend someone into submission. In fact, the hero doesn’t submit to force because he has already so deeply submitted to What Is. Through his living accord with the felt Present, he understands what it calls him to do; and what he is called to do initiates what we speak of as the hero’s task.

      The heroic submission to the Present sets up an alchemy within the self. When you submit to the Present as a felt whole—without flinching, without reservation and without needing it to be anything other than what it is—you will begin to feel its aliveness within you; and when you feel that aliveness from a place of deep stillness, you will feel a gentle tug that momentarily crystalizes your relationship to the world and awakens the whole of your being to what is being asked of you. And then you face a choice: answer the summons or retreat from it. If you answer it, you are basically offering yourself as a lump of dough to the baker—to be kneaded that you might rise anew. And in that kneading, you will experience the breaking down of habits and the leavening chemistry of new possibilities, so that the world around you seems to change its aspect. And the hardships it throws in your path will prod you to deepen into the truth of your wholeness, that you might forge in your nerveways a renewed relationship with being—a renewal that is ultimately not just for yourself but for the benefit of the world.

      As we have discussed, the dark imaginings of our culture tell us that freedom is to be found in the ability to disconnect. But the mountain brook, the child collecting pebbles, the mother’s gaze all tell another story: disconnection is the opposite of freedom. Freedom opens to everything—it welcomes the world and allows you to play with it and be guided by it in fulfilling the purpose to which, ultimately, it has called you.

      True freedom, then, is paradoxically made possible by submission—the hero’s submission to the whole; the submission that lets go of all the soul-baffling divisions we jealously guard, the crippling judgments we enforce, the cotton balls we hold within to stifle the resonance of our being. The freedom found by the hero is the freedom of fully liberating your life into the spacious Present. It’s the freedom you experience when no part of your being is held in check: the whole of it becomes available to the harmony of What Is and expresses itself through your every response. It’s the freedom of discovering your partnership with the world. And whatever else that partnership asks of you, it always invites you yet more deeply into your wholeness. That is the freedom the world wants for you, calls from you and supports you in.

      
  

The dance of opposites

      Life proceeds through the marriage of complementary opposites. It expresses their union and shows them to be interdependent. The tree’s branches reach up as its roots reach down, even as its living cells testify to the marriage of earth and sun. The cool stillness of night empowers the bright bustling of the day. The pattern of the pinecone and the florets of the daisy display generative spirals turning in opposite directions; and every spiral that nature creates—from the shell of a snail to whorling galaxies—evinces the marriage between inward pull and outward reach.

      Our full intelligence, too, is born of complementary opposites: we learn to unite our inner world with the outer; our abstract intelligence with our embodied intelligence; our individuality with the seamless unity of belonging; our aspirations with our gratitude; our loves with our fears; our present with our past; and our doing with our being. There is no wholeness—there is no growth—without the life-giving union of complementary opposites.

      In this regard, we might observe that life is ‘two-spirited’, to borrow a phrase from First Nation cultures. ‘Two-spirited’ commonly refers to someone who is blessed with a spirit that is both male and female. All around us there is a complementarity of opposites breathing life into the world. In Chinese philosophy these complementary opposites are schematized as yin and yang. Yin is understood as the female principle in nature, and yang as the male—and it is not insignificant that when they are spoken of, the female principle is traditionally named first. The Tao Te Ching advises us, “Know the male, but keep to the female.”88

      As I have mentioned, I experience my own embodied intelligence as a union of complementary, interdependent opposites. For instance, the intelligence in the head is systematic, doing oriented, narrowly focused, strategic, analytical and abstract—and I experience it as the male pole of my consciousness. The intelligence in the pelvic bowl is integrative, feeling, receptive, being-oriented, broadly focused, and relationship centered—and I experience it as the female pole of my consciousness. The male pole specializes in gaining perspective on the parts of the world and discerning their interplay. The female pole specializes in feeling wholeness, even as it shines through all the world’s particulars.

      In our culture, when the desire to withdraw from wholeness gains the upper hand, we segregate these complementary poles and give our allegiance to the male pole, so that eventually we come to identify almost exclusively with it. The ‘self’ comes to be identified as the part of us that thinks independently of the world and centers itself in the head. And that, as we have seen, casts us in the role of supervisor of the self and observer of the world, which changes how we relate to just about everything. When we think-think-at-head-inside like that, rather than feel-feel-at-flesh inside, we effectively lose access to the integrating intelligence of the body.

      A refusal to allow the complementary opposites within us to come together and unite as a whole is also a refusal to unite with the wholeness of the world. The scale of that refusal in our culture suggests that we are not merely whole-blind—we are actually whole-phobic. So let’s take a look at that.

      In reality, of course, there is no stepping out of the ocean of wholeness—there is nowhere else to go. The idea that we can do so and gain control over the events of our lives is based on the fantasy that division is stronger than harmony. It’s a seductive idea: “If I can stand independent of the world around me, independent even of my own body, I can protect myself as I learn how to assert control over my personal narrative.” If you subscribe to that belief, the merest acknowledgement that you inescapably belong to something much larger than yourself is a catastrophe for your agenda of control. So you refuse to acknowledge it by turning away from the confusing sensitivity of the pelvic intelligence.

      
        If the head is where you consciously think, the pelvic bowl is where you can consciously be.

      

      There is a towering irony in all of this. If the head is where you consciously think, the pelvic bowl is where you can consciously be. Now, the only real security you can come home to in this world is the security of your being; and you come home to that security by allowing your consciousness to come to rest in the pelvic bowl. If you don’t allow your consciousness to rest there, you maintain it in a state of ungrounded insecurity. So although your drive for control promises security, it actually carries you away from it.

      Tyranny is associated with violence. The germ of that violence is first and foremost the violence of division—a violence that shatters wholeness and relationships by grasping at the insistence of ‘mine’. The divisions the tyrant imposes on the world have their origin in the violence of the divisions he first imposes on himself—a violence that is intent on shouting down the integrating female pole of being, just as our culture has long denied women their voice and devalued their contributions.

      It is this context that leads me to refer to both the hero and tyrant as ‘he’. It’s not that I harbor a benighted belief that women can’t be heroes or tyrants. On the contrary, the tendencies of both hero and tyrant live in each of us—men and women both—and the single factor that determines which will hold sway within you is the relationship the male pole of your consciousness establishes with the female. When your male pole decides to ‘go it alone’ and rejects the female intelligence, it turns against wholeness and becomes tyrannical, obsessing over the needs of ‘doing’ and largely ignoring the interrelationships of ‘being’. When the consciousness of your male pole unites with the sensitivities of your female being, that marriage ushers you into wholeness; then, the strengths that belong to the male pole—those of perspective, analysis, discernment and abstraction—are not hoarded independent of the female pole of your being but are shared with it as gifts. Only with that sharing is their true value realized.

      This inner sharing of gifts tells us why a marriage proposal traditionally depicts the man going down on one knee before a woman to offer her a ring. It is in that spirit of adoration and humility that the male pole of our consciousness comes into balance with the female pole, offers its gifts and discovers wholeness. This exchange is not abstract: it is an event that is felt in your body whenever an idea is brought into contact with the deep-seated intelligence of your being. When the division between your thinking and your being is reconciled like that, you no longer just think your thoughts; you feel them. Each one resonates through your being as ripples widen across a pond.

      The hero and the tyrant are active in us all. I refer to them as ‘he’, then, as a reminder of the choice available to me here and now: I can live in the head in seclusion from the genius in the pelvic bowl, or I can choose to submit to being, in its all-encompassing, indeterminate but clearly felt mystery. It is a choice the male principle within us faces repeatedly in the course of a minute, a day and a lifetime.

      
  

Perspective and integration

      The distinctive natures of our two poles of consciousness display a curious mirroring of form and function. To see that mirroring is to more clearly appreciate their distinctions. The primary strength of the head’s intelligence, for instance, is its ability to gain perspective. Having perspective on a problem, on a set of circumstances or on your own life is an invaluable asset—but you gain perspective on something by distancing yourself from it, either physically or with the passage of time. You can’t have perspective on an issue while immersed in it.

      The head’s ability to achieve perspective is underscored in the way it sits atop the body, like the lookout atop a lighthouse. Its thinking achieves ‘distance’ in a couple of ways. First, it is capable of abstraction—literally “drawing away”—which enables it to freeze the processes of the living world into things and ideas. But it can also distance itself from the sensations of the body, thereby creating a remoteness from the Present itself. That dissociation, of course, is the beginning of the alienation in which the male pole of consciousness issues commands from the lookout atop the body and scans the sea of changes around it—but remains isolated from the very sensations that would disclose its unity with that sea.

      Like the searchlight in the lookout, a perspective can only illuminate one tiny portion of the world at a time, leaving the whole in darkness. So any information a perspective grants us is incomplete. In our culture we try to compensate for this by gaining multiple perspectives, as though enough of them could add up to a whole. But wholeness is not achieved by patching perspectives over the gaps between initial perspectives, and patching yet more perspectives over the gaps between secondary perspectives and so on. Perspectives are blind to wholeness; it cannot be objectively known. You can only know wholeness by feeling it—and it’s the particular genius of the female pole of your consciousness to be able to do that.

      The strength of the intelligence in the pelvic bowl is its ability to ‘integrate’—“to make whole.” Whatever is held at a distance from your being cannot be integrated. Whatever is not integrated will compromise your wholeness. Because our sensitivity to wholeness has been disabled, the fact that we are living with unintegrated perspectives, beliefs, hopes, relationships, emotions and energies in the body lies beneath our threshold of awareness. We try to make sense of it all from the lookout atop the lighthouse—but the intelligence of the head specializes in analysis and is incapable of integration. Meanwhile, the deeply neglected intelligence of the pelvic bowl is at the ready to bring perspectives into relationship with the whole of your intelligence.

      The function of the intelligence in the pelvic bowl is also mirrored by its form. Its strength is to assimilate the diversity of our thoughts, emotions, sensitivities and energies into coherence with the whole. Where it is placed in the body—in the gut brain—happens to be where the variety of foods we might eat is assimilated to become part of the body’s coherence as a whole.

      When the intelligence in the pelvic bowl assimilates the particulars of the Present, it delivers us into the intimacy of a felt relationship. Intimacy is something we all crave—and the experience of intimacy occurs when you allow the presence of the world, or some feature of it, or person, to touch the core of your being. To permit the intimacy of such a connection is to experience the whole of your being and the whole of its intelligence illuminated in response. Intimacy blesses us with self-knowledge.

      When the two poles of our consciousness are in balance, the enriching, creative tension between them illuminates the richness of our humanity. And the strengths of those poles flower into their true value only in the dynamic balance of that unity. We might characterize those strengths broadly by noting that in general, the female pole feels everything as part of the whole and the male pole objectively knows the parts of the world without ever feeling its wholeness. Beyond that, it’s helpful to appreciate some of the other complementary strengths they offer each other:
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A murmuration of starlings

      Our cultural bias to segregate and privilege the intelligence of the head leads to a preoccupation with accumulating perspectives and disconnects us from the Present. We have so habituated to the imbalances created by that ancient bias that although they feel bad, they also feel normal. Most of those imbalances are familiar:

      
        	• We have increased our capacity for perspective—for distancing ourselves from the world in order to gain knowledge of it—but we have sacrificed our capacity for immanence, for living within the body, in the Present, in the world.

        	• We have learned to excel at analysis but have almost forgotten what it means to integrate our knowledge by bringing it into relationship with our being. So the knowledge we gain can do nothing to enhance our self-knowledge.

        	• We are masters of inhibition, of calculating before we act, lest we make a mistake or look stupid or overeager, or give too much away; but now our thinking stands like a sentinel between the impulse and the act, so we have grown almost incapable of an openhearted, spontaneous, uninhibited exchange with the world. We long to join the Present but are tethered by self-consciousness.

        	• We have increased our control not just over the impulses of the self, but over everything else we have been able to dominate. We are so good at control, and have come to rely so much on it, that we fear losing it—but the more we grasp at it, the further we move from the harmony we crave.

      

      Our whole-blindness stokes a belief that the disorder in the world around us is getting out of hand because we don’t yet have the right controls in place, and that the solution is to create better means of control. A different view is expressed by Charles Davis, who wrote, “The core of disorder lies in the self. The self has to be healed; its attempt to control the universe is a sickness to be cured, not a source of remedy.”89

      Our phobia for wholeness has led to a confusion between ‘order’ and ‘harmony’. Our tendency is to loosely lump them together in our minds, when in fact they are opposites. Any idea of order relies on an abstract system: numbers, hierarchy, geometry, color, propriety, pitch or a million other ways of schematizing. Any such system is a creation that stands independent of the Present. A sense of order is a potent organizing force: if you are trying to look up a word in a dictionary, you know just where to find it. But when we try to impose an abstract system of order on life, we are subjugating its natural energy to our ideas. That generally requires top-down force, manipulation or threats of reprisal. For instance, a farmer may deploy the persuasions of machinery, toxins and chemical fertilizers to keep her crops in order. Or a teacher may from time to time apply rules or even punishment to enforce her idea of what an orderly classroom looks like. We call this “restoring order”—and it is the polar opposite of achieving harmony. It also expresses an underlying conviction that it’s more important to control the world than to harmonize with its wholeness.

      Harmony is not a state of order—it is a state of fluid, yielding coherence, and it shows up in a living system when every part of it is able to answer freely to every other part. An orchestra achieves harmony when the musicians are all skilled and attuned to the whole they are helping to create. It takes only one musician turning her focus onto herself to impair the living harmony the audience has assembled to experience.

      One of the most vivid displays of harmony on this planet is found in murmurations of starlings, an illustration of which graces the cover of this book. If you aren’t familiar with these, do yourself a favor and watch a video of them.90 Flocks of starlings, sometimes a quarter of a million of them, fly together with unfathomable precision, unity and grace, forming discrete living clouds that condense, dilate, ripple, curve and swell in ever-transforming revelations. These feats are liberated from any top-down control: no bird is in charge, leading the flock; there is no plan being followed; there are no decisions being made. In short, there is no order. Rather, there is a shared sensitivity. Like a living organism, the flock sweeps, elongates, lifts and condenses with the fluid certainty of a scored symphony. And it’s clear that each starling is embedded in, attuned to and participant in a field of awareness that extends to include the living world it dances through.

      Order requires top-down control; harmony will be impaired by it. You cannot will your way to harmony. You cannot force your way there, or scheme your way there. You cannot assert harmony on a system as you might assert order. Nor, if you do find harmony, will it give you control. It simply can’t: harmony is a property of wholeness, and control requires division. If a dancer is moving her arm deliberately, trying to express grace, the mechanics will show. If a tennis player thinks about the mechanics of her forehand, she will stop seeing the ball. Such examples of self-control are top-down impositions. But when we don’t know how to access the whole of our intelligence, we can only proceed according to the partitioned resources of idea and willpower—a mix that feels like self-bullying.

      Harmony and wholeness are indivisible: it is through harmony that the whole is felt, and it is through the whole that its harmony is felt. The bird sailing by overhead, the slug sliding on a stone, the toad calling into the night, the tree reaching its leaves to the bright sky—all are doing the same thing: the endless work of harmonizing and renewing the whole, guided in that work as surely as is the starling in its flight. Aboriginal cultures would tend to see them all doing the work of the Great Spirit, however it might be felt or named. A mature artist in the process of creation is doing the same work: the dancer’s gesture, arising from her felt wholeness, gifts the attentive audience with a sense of the wholeness to which they belong.

      An appreciation of order and harmony as opposites clarifies the roles they play in our personal lives as well:

      
        	• Order is asserted by an abstract system; harmony is shaped by the felt Present.

        	• Order is concerned with delivering a specific outcome; harmony is awake to the experience of What Is.

        	• Order relies on objective knowledge; harmony relies on self-knowledge.

        	• Order establishes known relationships; harmony rests in felt relationships.

        	• Order is predictable; harmony carries you into the unknown.

        	• Order testifies to top-down control; harmony testifies to attunement.

        	• Order emphasizes the many; harmony reveals the One.

      

      To feel the harmony of your personal life is to make luminous sense of it—for in that harmony its purpose and coherence become tangible. The challenge of finding personal harmony while embedded in our culture, though, is considerable. For starters, it shoves the whole inner realm of the body’s sensitivity and energy out of sight like the hidden face of the moon. When the energy of the body is not noticed—when there is no “feel-feel-at-flesh-inside”—it cannot harmonize with the energy of the Present.

      To compound the problem, our culture advertises that harmony can be self-achieved. Not just achieved—but with the right top-down strategy, the right beliefs and activities, the correct way of living, harmony can be secured. There are countless systems out there promising, “Here is the secret. Just do what I say and your life, finances, career, relationships or health will come into harmony.” And it’s an alluring approach because it’s so very familiar to us.

      But consider the underlying premise. It says you can achieve harmony by imposing the right top-down decisions on your actions. But it was the top-down agenda of control that took you out of harmony in the first place. You cannot achieve harmony by imposing order—they are opposites. Nor can you achieve seselelame, or sensitivity, or holosapience with the right top-down decisions. Each requires the self-achieved submission modeled by the hero.

      
  

The limits of self-management

      Our belief in the need to impose order on our lives runs rampant: if only we could find the right diet, the right car, the right ideas, the right ritual, the right rules to live by, finally the uneasiness that gnaws at us would subside for good. We busy ourselves trying to manage our way into connecting with our inner truth, into achieving the freedom of spontaneity, a heartfelt passion, a sense of grace and even that elusive quality of enlightenment. What does it take to finally possess those qualities for ourselves?

      The dilemma set up by that question is similar to what you face in wanting to be ‘whole in body, mind and spirit’—as though your wholeness were contained in the self and had a boundary, and you need only nurture those aspects of the self and bring them into balance to achieve it. All the ‘self-improvement’ programs in the world will not get you to wholeness—for you move towards wholeness not by what you make yourself do but by how you soften into the wakefulness of the Present.

      I wouldn’t dissuade anyone from ‘self-improvement’, but without an awareness that our obsession with the self is cloaking the world around us in darkness; without an appreciation that the urge for self-improvement tends to pull us into self-tyranny; without a recognition that our desire to possess certain qualities is a fantasy of the dissociated male principle within us—without such understandings, the quest for self-improvement will carry us into division.

      But grace, peace of heart, freedom—these things feel good. How are we to acquire them if there’s no way to acquire them? It’s a fair question—but it’s stuck in the web of our cultural assumptions. It’s like asking, “How do I achieve wholeness?” There is no need to achieve wholeness; it’s all that exists. You are held by wholeness in every moment of your life. The real question is how to soften your resistance to it: how to undo the fears and partitions and judgments of the inner tyrant, and soften into your remembrance of the whole, and into a remembrance of your life here and now, and also of your love. The hero’s unconditional love of being lives within you—within us all—and it is enough to initiate and support the surrender that carries you into wholeness.

      
        There is no need to achieve wholeness; it’s all that exists. You are held by wholeness in every moment of your life.

      

      Similarly, you cannot achieve harmony, freedom, the passion of your heart’s quest or a sense of spaciousness or ease or grace. All of these qualities we long for belong to wholeness. They belong to the Present.

      Consider the quality of grace: when you watch a really fine dancer move with accomplished fluidity and precision, you might marvel at the grace she possesses. You might even feel a sense of awe similar to what you’d feel witnessing a murmuration of starlings sweep and ascend and condense against the evening sky. Even so, you’d likely not say, “Those starlings possess a lot of grace.” Their flight does not express a quality they possess; it is a highly attuned response to the felt energy of the Present that expresses the grace of that energy. Watching the starlings, feeling them, you are feeling the grace of the present moment made manifest.

      The same is essentially true of the dancer, the actor or any other artist. What moves the arm in space or the brush across the canvas is not a quality the artist possesses. Each is moved, rather, by her attunement to the world as it passes through her and by the sensitivity that enables that attunement. As we witness that attunement, it attunes us. We resonate to it, carried into the moment, feeling the Present with a renewed, exquisite sensitivity.

      Within the terms of this book, then, we can understand that art refreshes our awareness of the whole, and by doing so makes us more intelligent—not in a clever way, but in a way that grounds and heightens our sensitivity and so enables us to live more intelligently. The connection between art and wholeness has been recognized since Aristotle wrote about the organic whole in his Poetics. The dancer’s gift is to reveal the grace of the organic whole through her sensitivity to it. She does not possess that grace; she submits to it—and through her perfect submission, we too feel it.

      In Noh, the ancient form of theater I studied in Japan, the climax of each play is a dance performed by the central character while the chorus sings. When it goes particularly well, spectators in the know remark that it was as though the actor was “being danced” by the chorus. That same surrendered wakefulness is also experienced by athletes; in fact, it is what finally separates the supreme athlete from the very good ones. The example we are most familiar with is what we speak of as being ‘in the zone’. Michael Murphy and Rhea A. White present a wealth of accounts from athletes about this experience in their book In the Zone. Athletes often describe a sense of being carried, or guided, by a harmony they didn’t understand and knew not to question—like the Noh actor “being danced.” The experience often renders the world vividly clear, as the athlete experiences a union with her environment in a dreamlike way—and finds herself suddenly able to transcend normal limits without a sense of effort. A striking description of this was written by Mike Spino about a training run he went on one evening. As he explains,

      
        I had run the first mile in four and a half minutes with little sense of pain or exertion, as if I were carried by a huge momentum. The wet pavement and honking horns were no obstacle at all. My body had no weight or resistance to it. It began to feel like a skeleton—as if the flesh had been blown off its bones. I felt like the wind. Daydreams and fantasies disappeared. The only negative feeling was a sense of guilt for being able to do this. When the run was over conversation was impossible, because for a while I didn’t know who I was. Was I the one who had been running or the ordinary Mike Spino? I sat down by the roadway and wept. Here I was, having run the entire six miles on a muddy roadside at a four-and-a-half minute pace, which was close to the national record, and I was having a crisis deciding who I was.91

      

      I particularly resonate to Spino’s description of feeling like a skeleton, as though the flesh had blown off the bones, as though he were wind. I don’t find anything morbid in his account; to me, it is a highly evocative image, potently conveying the state of being wide open to an experience of the world passing through you—surrendered without resistance to your fullest reality. Again, that reality is not something you possess but something that lives through you. You cannot know it objectively, but you can attune to it.

      As I noted in Chapter 2, the qualities we most deeply cherish—spaciousness, ease, connection, love, spontaneity, grace, freedom, joy, truth, harmony—are properties of the Present; you cannot self-achieve or supervise your way into any of them. They don’t even exist independent of the Present. But if you join the Present—if you surrender to it and allow yourself to be carried by its currents—you will partake of its spaciousness, its grace, its ease, its poise.

      Let’s look more closely at that. Consider, for example, our desire for ‘inner peace’—an elusive quality for our screen-obsessed, post-industrial age in which the human pulse of life has been dominated by the rhythms and demands of our technologies and machines. ‘Inner peace’ is made even more challenging by the cultural fantasies that attach themselves to it. Inner peace can mean different things, but it often implies the ability to rise above the distractions and needs of the body and slip free of the concerns of the world—as though our state of consciousness ought not to be blemished by mundane matters; as though the idea of purity, which by definition excludes the impure, is superior to wholeness; as though the issues of wholeness and integration were mere inconveniences that could be sidestepped rather than the work we are here to undertake. This, again, is the dream of the dissociated male principle within us: to cast off the immanence of embodiment like a smelly coat and strive towards the pure, transcendent realization of the self.

      Of course, an inclination to manage your way to peace is an inclination to divide the self—and where there is division, there cannot be peace. It’s like trying to establish peace using an army or a police force. You can maintain law and order that way, but peace in a society is fostered by cafés, and music, and mutual respect, and open-air markets, and neighborhood events. Peace isn’t a top-down phenomenon—it’s what arises when people share together and feel their community as a whole and their place within it. Similarly, true inner peace flows where the tyrant cannot: it trusts truth over expectation, presence over presentation, harmony over order, love over loyalty.

      Unlike us, the Present is always at peace. Unlike us, it doesn’t resist change. As the philosopher Heraclitus noted, the Present rests by allowing itself to change, and changes by allowing itself to rest. Always at peace, it never holds still; its peace is unfathomable, and its changes are too fluid to notate. But the Present is also wild—untamable and unpredictable. So the nature of the Present is that of a wild peace. That’s one reason we turn to natural environments to feel present: because nature itself is at the same time utterly at peace and utterly wild.

      The quality of presence cannot be achieved—you discover your presence as you surrender to the Present. And in that surrender you feel its energy shifting in utter ease around you and through you. Yielding to its intimate touch, you also surrender to its qualities. The Present is spacious without limit; the Present is utterly at ease. Feel disconnected?—the Present feels everything with a bottomless awareness. The Present is underpinned by love; it plays with unfettered spontaneity; its currents course with ineffable grace; the Present moves with the joy of being; it is liberated into the expression of truth. The Present is the all-harmonizing dance of What Is. You seek enlightenment? You will never possess it—but the Present is enlightened; an unsupervised surrender to it carries you into its mindful brilliance.

      When the wild peace of the Present nourishes your being, you will feel yourself held by it even as it calls you to action. You no longer feel tugged to ask, “What do I need? How should I think this through? What should I do? What would make me feel better?” Standing in the presence of that sensitive, connected, mindful whole—the Thou of the Present, alive here and now, awake to you—you are more likely to whisper in response, “What do you ask of me?” And with that question, the hero’s quest is ignited, in service to the wild peace of the whole, helping it to newly harmonize.

      The two impulses we have been discussing—the desire to forget and the desire to remember, classically depicted as the tyrant and the hero—live within us all. Each might displace the other dozens of times a day; but in our contemporary culture we have characterized the divisive path of the tyrant as the one that will bring us success. The path of the hero—which is to awaken to the whole by submitting to it—doesn’t get a lot of airtime. To help remedy that, and to more deeply understand how those impulses live within us, we might reflect on their differences:

      
        	• The tyrant is created when the male consciousness dissociates from the female consciousness in a contempt of being; the hero is created when the male consciousness embraces the female consciousness in a love of being.

        	• The tyrant imposes his will on the world; the hero attunes to the world.

        	• The tyrant seeks control over what is happening; the hero seeks clarity of being.

        	• The tyrant prioritizes his objective knowledge; the hero prioritizes his sense of the felt whole.

        	• The tyrant leans on analysis and schemes; the hero leans on groundedness and sensitivity.

        	• The tyrant focuses on implementing his top-down decisions; the hero focuses on answering the harmonies and necessities of the whole.

        	• The tyrant identifies with status and transcendence; the hero identifies with the ordinary.

        	• His self-achieved independence draws the tyrant into forgetfulness; his self-achieved submission opens the hero to remembrance.

      

      The mythic tension between tyrant and hero plays out continuously on the world stage of politics, where the stakes are high and the cost is often tragic. It also plays out within the individual, where it shows up in the body as a tension between the desire to trap our energies in a structure of judgments, division and objective knowledge, and our desire to liberate those energies into an openhearted exchange with the living mystery of the world’s wholeness.

      
  

The embrace of the ordinary

      Blinded to the whole, we can only guide ourselves, relying on our unintegrated ideas. That is the tyrant’s path, and as we have seen, our identification with it has muddled the roles of hero and tyrant for us. So we often imagine ‘the hero’ to be superior, willful and somehow more than ordinary. Certainly the lives of the rich and famous—our standards of success—are imagined to be like that. This confusion also leads us to elect ‘strong man’ politicians, who embody the ugly ideal of a patriarchy that is cut off from the feminine. When that is how we lead our own lives, it’s what we naturally seek from our leaders.

      The true hero submits to ordinary being. He finds kinship in the ordinary; he finds nourishment there; he identifies with it. Odysseus, returning home in disguise after twenty-five years, seeks out the company of Eumaeus, the elderly swineherd who welcomes this apparent stranger, feeds him a simple meal and offers him a place to stay. Odysseus is completely at home in the old man’s rustic hut, and is grateful for the hospitality.

      Our culture’s view of the ordinary is clear. Not only does it insist that you should not want to be ordinary—it urges you to distance yourself from any taint of ordinariness-by-association. The watch you choose, the club you belong to, the car you drive, the vacations you take—the more distinctive, exclusive, rare and extraordinary they are, the more convincingly you communicate that you too are something other than ordinary. Whenever we seek emblems that seem purified of the ordinary, we are seeking to shore up the fantasy of independence.

      I have nothing against the extraordinary. I am touched by extraordinary art, insights, beauty, acts of compassion and moments of clarity; what those experiences all have in common, though, is that their extraordinary qualities shine from within their very ordinariness. So the ordinary ease of a dancer’s arm extending may spark my sensitivities to the felt, extraordinary depths of being. Similarly, the most extraordinary people I have met do not stand aloof from the ordinary—it is through their ordinariness that all of being shines with its presence and grace.

      
        The ordinary connects us to the web of life as surely as what is deliberately extraordinary seeks to set us apart from it.

      

      So the truly extraordinary isn’t a transcendence of the ordinary; it is found within it. Our flesh is utterly ordinary, belonging seamlessly to the ordinary air and water and earth that sustain it; and all of our expressions as humans, even our most extraordinary scientific or artistic achievements, pass through the flesh. What is most ordinary in the world is a reality of bottomless depths that leads to all else. To hold a child’s wooden toy in your hand is to connect to an endless web of relationships. It may evoke memories of your own childhood and bear evidence in scratches or dents of children who played with it once and are themselves now parents or even grandparents. Its patina tells of other hands that have held it over the years as yours are holding it now—and before that, of the hands that cut its pieces from stock, sanded them and assembled them. The grain of its wood bears evidence of summers of growth and winters of sleep, and of the rain and sun and snow that nourished it through the seasons. And within that grain, carbon might be stored that was once breathed out by an ancestor of yours who, on her next inbreath, might have taken in oxygen created by ancestors of the tree from which the toy came to be made.

      Whatever is ordinary is imbued with history and relationships, which speak through it still. The ordinary connects us to the web of life as surely as what is deliberately extraordinary seeks to set us apart from it. It’s telling, then, that the ancient root of our word ‘ordinary’ means “to begin a web.” It is when you realize how literally ‘ordinary’ you are—part of and indissoluble from the processes of being—that you feel both the continuity and distinctiveness of your being. And with that, you also understand that to cut yourself off from nature as though your humanness stood somehow apart from it—and further still, to cut yourself off from humanity as though you were somehow too special to belong seamlessly to it—is not to enhance your self but to diminish it. The ordinary self lives unselfconsciously through all the world, finding kinship everywhere.

      Like the process of a tree, like the process of the self, the ordinary implicates the cosmos. It speaks of the innumerable relationships that constitute being, and does so without effort, and without either the need or desire to abandon them or transcend them. By manifesting the relationships of being, the ordinary illuminates the Present and helps place us in its kinship—disentangled from a need to be ‘special’.

      I belong to all that is ordinary and derive my strength from my ordinariness—which is another way of saying I derive my strength from wholeness. The ordinary has a quality of ‘just this’ to it: an ordinary teapot or an ordinary twig appears neither inflated nor diminished but fully at rest in the Present. When I too am at rest in the ordinary world, I can respond appropriately and in proportion, without reactivity or stiffness. I think this is why martial arts place such a high value on heijoshin—“the ability to retain ordinary or everyday mind in the face of danger.”92

      
  

The abstracting contraction

      To turn away from the ordinary is to turn away from the whole that sustains you. And the funny thing about a desire to turn away from the whole is that it’s always successful. You turn away; the whole disappears. It’s not that the whole is diminished or disabled; it’s that if we entertain even the merest flicker of a desire to consolidate the self or our world into separate things, our awareness contracts from the fluid Present, the whole vanishes, and processes that would otherwise appear ordinary now slide into a disconnected abstraction in which their reality can no longer be clearly felt.

      As this book makes clear, I value abstract ideas and concepts, but when the ‘known relationships’ they foster displace my felt relationships with the world around me, I feel myself compromised. I lose the ordinariness of the moment—my sense of ‘just this’. It’s not just my ideas that have become abstract—I have. That is, my felt reality has contracted from the whole into a private realm of “think-think-at-head-inside.” It is a realm in which I am primarily concerned about my own thoughts. I call that familiar retreat ‘the abstracting contraction’.

      The abstracting contraction is a choice—though not necessarily a conscious one. You make that choice because something needs doing, some situation needs fixing, some emotion needs managing—and your commitment to that goal overrides your commitment to being whole. That’s all it takes. Suddenly you are supervising your way to that goal—and that supervision places order above harmony, idea above sensation, and the needs of the future above the guidance of the Present. Such supervision can also extend to your emotions, judging them on the fly as either positive or negative. It approves and promotes your appropriate feelings and suppresses the others. Its lack of interest in what you are actually feeling ensures that you think with a portion of your intelligence rather than with the whole of your being.

      When you contract from the whole, your view of the world is distorted in two ways: what the body knows is obliterated, and things are distorted to appear as either more than they are or less than they are. Let’s look at those effects.

      First, as I’ve noted, what the body most deeply knows is that it belongs to this world and shares a kinship with every part of it. When we contract from ‘just this’ into abstraction, that fundamental knowing of the body is left behind, and we are left alone.

      Second, the abstracting contraction can magnify or diminish things. For example, if you are to give a public presentation and you are anxious about it going well, you are likely to lose all sense of ‘just this’: just you, here with these individuals, all with their own hopes, anxieties, courage and shortcomings, to share something of real meaning in your life. If you contract your awareness from the ordinary reality of that, you will be pulled into the supervisory concerns of self-consciousness, which tend to distort the audience into a fearsome presence in which their individual lives blur into a judgmental mass. The audience, the bright lights, the sounds—everything will suffer from this charged distortion and will grow into an unfocussed, overwhelming abstraction that is out of all proportion to reality.

      
        The more categorical your experience of life becomes, the more alone and anxious you will feel within it.

      

      On the other hand, you may be occupied with some task that makes things seem less than they are. For instance, if you are walking to your local grocery store, you don’t need to be present to the world around you to get the job done—you can just minimally note the familiar route. So the tree you pass isn’t felt as a living presence; it is identified as ‘a tree’ and that is enough. Similarly, you may not be present to the sky or the touch of the breeze because you already know what they are—and they aren’t relevant to your task. You don’t feel the life of the Present informing you—and why should you? You know what you need to do and you are doing it. But by contracting your awareness out of felt relationship like that, your commitment to ‘doing’ abolishes wholeness and places you in an abstract realm of categories (‘tree’, ‘breeze’, ‘person’) that diminishes everything. And the more categorical your experience of life becomes, the more alone and anxious you will feel within it.

      
  

The Pirahã experience

      The contraction that tips us into abstraction happens almost as a reflex in our culture, so that only by looking to other cultures for comparison can we appreciate to what extent we have habituated to it. If you were searching for an ideal culture to provide that contrast, you’d be hard put to beat the Pirahã.93 This Amazonian tribe has had more than two hundred years of regular contact with Brazilians and other non-Pirahã, yet has steadfastly remained monolingual and has resisted adopting the ways of the ‘modern’ world, which it often considers pointless.

      The Pirahã culture sustains in its members a remarkable attunement to the Present and a genuine lack of interest in the abstract. This attunement shows up in their language: stripped of abstractions, it is so alien to Western sensibilities that the only two linguists to have achieved real fluency in it have persisted for a very long time. One of them, Keren Everett, commented that she hadn’t yet cracked the language but thought that she was “beginning to feel it for the first time, after twenty-five years.”94

      A real impediment for Westerners in learning the Pirahã language is that its adherence to the immediacy of experience and the body makes it alien to our cultural expectations for how language works. In general, Pirahã culture stands in such disdain of abstraction that our Western tools for analyzing language prove inadequate for parsing theirs: Everett eventually understood that she had to “feel it.” Now, you might imagine you have a sense of what it would mean to live without relying on abstraction, but most of us who have been raised in modern cultures would have difficulty living that way for five minutes. We thrive on abstractions. Our nervous systems are primed to defer to them. Our preoccupation with them generates a sort of white noise in our thinking that drowns out the signal of being and feeds the undercurrent of anxiety running through our lives. And who would we be without the constant background of that unsettled inner state?

      The Pirahã, by contrast, don’t even have numbers—not even “one, two, three.” What would your life be like without numbers? No seven-day weeks, no twenty-four-hour days, no money, no “How old are you?” Also no months or weeks, measuring tapes, thermometers, sports scores, passing grades, miles per gallon, telephone numbers, addresses, birthdays, anniversaries, recipes, blood-pressure readings, fitness goals, no “I’d like three apples”—and that’s just for starters.

      The Pirahã tend not to use pronouns to substitute for names of things, since a pronoun is vague and ambiguous in comparison to a proper name. When telling a story about a panther, for instance, they will repeat the word for panther over and over rather than categorizing it as ‘she’, ‘he’ or ‘it’.

      They also have no abstract colors. It’s not that they don’t recognize colors—they just don’t name them as such. So a shirt isn’t ‘red’, which is an abstract category, but they might say it “looks like blood,” which describes it in terms of a relationship.

      Nor do they have a tradition of art or drawing, even though they demonstrate skills of representation. Try to imagine your life stripped of graphics, signs, paintings, photos or sculpture. They have no interest in building up food stores by learning to salt or smoke meats to preserve them, or by producing enough manioc flour for more than a few days. Similarly they have little interest in planting and tending to crops. The future is an abstraction that isn’t experienced. So is our whole concept of ‘away’. We throw things ‘away’, as if there were such a place. We go ‘away’. When someone paddles around a bend in the river, the Pirahã language expresses that they have “gone out of experience.” That’s what they actually know.

      In fact, immediacy of experience is such a fundamental value in their culture that they show no interest in written language, oral history, creation myths or any collective memory beyond one or two generations. If something has not been experienced directly, what is the point of discussing it? You would merely be communicating an unsubstantiated belief.

      Dan Everett, the other specialist in the Pirahã language, first visited them to learn their language in order to translate the Bible. It was missionary work without evangelizing: just translate, and let the Bible do its work. When Dan began telling them about Jesus, the conversation went something like this:

      They asked, “Was he brown like us or was he white like you?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t seen him.”

      “Well, what did your dad say he was, because he must have seen him?”

      “No, he never saw him.”

      “Well what did your friends say who saw him?”

      “I don’t know anybody who saw him.”

      “Why are you telling us about him, then?”95

      The Pirahã were puzzled. From their point of view, Dan was talking about something that he had no experience of or direct evidence for. He was speaking about things he hadn’t been present to. He was telling them about someone else’s understanding of someone else’s ideas about hearsay. He may as well have been inviting them to play ‘broken telephone’. As Everett tells it, the persuasiveness of the Pirahã perspective eventually converted him to atheism.

      
  

Enough already

      As products of our culture, we will never inhabit immediate experience as the Pirahã do. But if we can learn to recognize when abstraction is seducing us, it will help in the recovery of our holosapience. There is a host of indications we might point to—but two in particular stand out like red flags.

      The first involves spatioception, which I mentioned earlier as the sense that tells you how much spaciousness you are experiencing in the body. The greater that spaciousness, the more room there is for the Present to live there. Any time you succumb to abstraction, you are constricting your ability to feel the Present living within you. Micro tensions appear in your tissues, diminishing the breath flow and the sensitivity of the pelvic bowl. As your thinking separates from your being, your being slips into darkness. In that state both you and the world lose the quality of ordinariness. Unable to feel the world’s energy living through you, you notice instead a landscape of things that exist ‘out there’. You are contracting into the fortified realm of the tyrant.

      That contraction of your inner spaciousness is the first red flag for abstractions. If you notice it happening, the issue you face is how to surrender the guarded, inner consolidations of the body’s energy to the spaciousness of the Present. That is where the life-loving submission of the mythological hero takes you: he yields his personal realm—the realm of seselelame—to the mindful Present, that he might be brought back to a remembrance of himself.96 The hero’s submission is truly the most ordinary thing in the world. Simply put, a surrender to the Present is a surrender to the ordinary. If you welcome the ordinary Present into the spaciousness of your being, you begin to experience the ordinary grace of your being—in all its intimate wonder and ease. You experience the ineffable sense that you are easily, unmistakably, serenely here now, held in the timeless awareness of all that is happening.

      And that brings us to the second sign that you are being seduced by abstraction. When you no longer feel that inner connection where your rich experience of the Present would be living, you experience in its place a dark emptiness that can never be filled. Not a spaciousness but an emptiness—one that no amount of stuff will ever fill and no acquisition or security measure will ever put to rest. This hole left by our dissociation from being is the source of the tyrant’s restlessness—the restlessness the Pueblo chief spoke of with Jung. The second red flag for abstraction, then, is that your sense of ‘enough’ is obliterated. When your sense of being is uncertain, you will never have enough to compensate.

      Once the possibility of ‘enough’ has been obliterated, a state of insecure restlessness becomes the norm—for how can you rest or feel secure when you don’t have ‘enough’? On a larger scale, that same emptiness drives the cravings of our culture—and I don’t think any single trait more distinctly characterizes our culture than its elimination of ‘enough’. For instance, what is enough money? Is there a number, a dollar figure, that finally lets you say, “I have enough,” so you can rest once more in the ordinary grace of being? Not in our culture. There are billionaires who apparently don’t have enough and need still more.

      Similarly we might ask, “What is enough knowledge?” We have looked at the folly and danger of our culture’s unconscious belief that knowledge will save us. We obsess over accumulating more and are so narrowly fixated that we neglect to redirect our gaze to discover the self-knowledge that the world is ready to gift us. And how much knowledge will it take before we are ready to do that? When will we have enough that we can finally pause and notice the whole that holds us?

      It’s not likely to happen—because what we are asking of knowledge or money, they can never deliver. As the Pueblo chief noted, we are uneasy in the world, always wanting something, because we think with our heads and have disconnected from being. As individuals, we are bestirred by cravings for more food, more stuff, more control, more money, more status, more distractions. Our culture at large is similarly driven. Our cravings for more, bigger, better are insatiable: we will never have enough technology, enough control, enough security or enough economic growth. Our whole culture is goaded on by this corrosive deficit.

      Let’s look for a moment at the last of these: economic growth. We who live on a finite planet have designed and committed ourselves to an economic system that depends on limitless growth to remain healthy. When a country’s population shrinks, nature sighs in relief—and politicians announce impending doom. Our dissociation from the whole makes what is necessary and potentially healing look like a national disaster. If economic growth is strong, the increased activity means more pollution, more deforestation, more greenhouse emissions, more garbage. If the economy slows down and a recession takes hold, programs and international agreements to help reduce our impact on the environment are weakened or cut, considered to be luxuries in an economy struggling to get back on its feet. So whether it’s boom or bust, the environment suffers.

      Meanwhile, the dark-suited experts in charge of economic health prescribe more people, more industry, more consumption and more consumer confidence to keep the patient healthy. In the back rooms, they admit to themselves that more war would be good too. The demand for economic growth is heard in every quarter, even as the planet and its systems are groaning under the weight of the demands we are already placing on it. If this were chess, we’d be in checkmate. A decline in birthrates portends economic disaster; an increase hastens environmental disaster. A decline in industry is an economic disaster; an increase hastens environmental disaster. A decrease in consumer confidence threatens economic disaster; an increase threatens the planet. Furthermore, every expression of “consumer confidence” boosts our illusions of control and separation from nature’s harmony—making the fantasy that drives us seem a little more plausible.

      How did we develop an economic system that measures its success according to how quickly we can turn the earth’s plundered resources into stuff that will become tomorrow’s garbage? That question takes us back to the patriarchal brutalities of the colonial era, when Europeans ‘discovered’ continents, ‘subdued the savages’ living there and plundered ‘resources’: human, agricultural, timber and mineral. The mentality of campaigns and conquest remains with us—it shows up in the militaristic language of marketing and economics—but today there are no more continents. Holding on to the imperative of limitless growth is not just denial—it is suicidal insanity. You can only devour so much of the planet you depend on before what you depend on is gone. And yet limitless growth remains the guiding principle of our economy.

      Furthermore, virtually everything we do involves burning hydrocarbons: coal, gas, oil and wood. We burn them to cook our food, to propel our vehicles, to run our industries, to extract our resources, to heat and cool our homes, to create our electricity, to make our concrete and steel and plastic and paper and just about everything else in our manufactured world. We cannot dress ourselves, pour a glass of water or look out a window without being indebted to a fire, somewhere, that burned part of the planet and released toxins into the air, water and soil to give us what we have.

      Without any concept of ‘enough’, our view of economic health tells us that the more of the planet we burn, and the faster we burn it, the greater the GDP and the richer we will be. So the dark-suited experts prescribe more industry, more people, more shopping. In the same way that we have decoupled ‘success’ from ‘wholeness’, we have decoupled ‘the economy’ from ‘the planet’.

      What is happening on a national scale plays out equally among individuals. Consider, for instance, that the richest, most powerful people in our society tend to be pathologically out of touch with any sense of ‘enough’. They accumulate in order to exert control, and exert control in order to accumulate. It is a cycle without end, because you can never accumulate everything, and you can never gain complete control—there is always more of each to be acquired. Instead of offering these individuals our sympathy or counsel or limits, we offer them laurels and positions of prestige, and seek their advice, and even yearn to replicate their success—discarding our own sense of ‘enough’ in the process.

      What makes this tendency even more alarming is the extent to which extreme wealth tends to infantilize people. Infants naturally need to be protected from the world, and they need everything done for them. As they grow through childhood they typically require less and less of others, until as adults they will need less from others than they offer.

      Something happens with increasing wealth, though, that makes the needs of babies look positively modest. It’s not just that, like infants, the one percent need others to buy and prepare their food, or drive them around, or do their laundry. Their needs grow exponentially beyond all that. They need to be protected from the world—with private clubs, personal handlers and high security. They need their own jets. They need mansions to live in. They need mansions to vacation in. They are like enormous, needy babies, sucking at the world with their monstrous demands. And what does it say about us that we consider them to be models of success, and accord them influence and status?

      
        Our culture’s obliteration of ‘enough’ has an infantilizing effect on all of us.

      

      Our culture’s obliteration of ‘enough’ ultimately has an infantilizing effect on all of us. Disconnected from being, our personal lives are continuously distracted by disproportionate cravings for food, entertainment, technology, information, clothes, painkillers, furnishings and vacations—cravings for anything to help dull us to the sense of emptiness at the center of our beings. On a national scale, such cravings create an addicted populace—driven, as most addicts are, by self-destructive forces beyond their control. And that sort of sums up where we find ourselves on this planet: mired in abstraction, out of touch with the truth of the body, of being and of being present.

      To land in the body and come to rest in the Present is to return to the richness of being—which, in some way, is always enough. If we as a culture shifted our allegiance from ‘doing’ to ‘being’—not to eliminate doing, but to ground it in wholeness—it would change all of our relationships. A sense of ease would eclipse the frenzy all around us; inquisitiveness would replace acquisitiveness; and our growing appreciation for the gift of What Is would prick the isolating bubbles in which we seclude ourselves.

      But there are powerful, entrenched organizations—corporate and political—that depend on a populace that is disconnected from being, off-center, addicted and susceptible. Commercial media bombard us every day with messages that tell us “Your real problem is that you don’t have enough: you could be happier, healthier, more secure, more fulfilled—you just need the right products.” Social media abound with messages saying “Commit to these lofty ideas and your life will find fulfillment.” Political interests announce “The world is being overrun, it’s out of hand, we need to declare war on these problems and crack down on them.” These messages persist because they are effective. Uprooted from our centers, top-heavy, we struggle to find balance and are easily nudged in one direction or another. Our culture is like an overloaded locomotive careening down the tracks out of control, yet still we cry, “More, more.” But even a surplus of security, gadgets, food, money and entertainment will fail to still the quaking emptiness within us.

      
  

The ‘abundance’ problem

      If the inability to recognize ‘enough’ promotes the canker of consuming restlessness, we might be tempted to go the other way and espouse a worldview that focuses on ‘abundance’. It seems to be a popular nostrum of New Age gurus to suggest that with just a little shift of attitude you can see abundance all around, welcome it into your life and watch your troubles disappear. There are at least two inherent problems with that.

      The first has to do with its tendency to divorce us from wholeness. On the one hand, there is no question that life is abundant—its abundance is beyond the capacity of anyone to fully appreciate or experience. It is abundant in smells, grief, grace, heartache, delights, failings, beauty, surprises, hardships, gifts, losses, love, miracles and companionship. But purveyors of abundance would have us believe that merely by asking in the right way, you can choose to limit your life to just one variety of abundance—the ‘good’ kind, which is also the kind that doesn’t threaten to stimulate the soul’s growth or activate our gratitude. Not only that, but some suggest that we are entitled to an untroubled, pampered existence, as though we had no real responsibility to this fragile world. As though its events would arrange themselves according to our personal whims. As though the sterilized version of life on display at Disneyland were our true inheritance, and unencumbered pleasantness our birthright.

      The other problem with the New Age focus on abundance is that it does nothing to restore our sense of ‘enough’. If scarcity is just a mind-set and riches are our secret birthright, then the concept of ‘enough’ is an unnecessary limitation: the world’s abundance is limitless, ours for the asking. When we believe that, we have license to persist in our fractured dissociation from body and planet—at least until we become mired in the toxic fallout.

      In the meantime, the richness of being is always, in one sense, ‘enough’. Resting in the Present, you rest in an inexhaustible wealth of kinship. The abundance of being has nothing to do with accumulations of wealth or luxury, and everything to do with the poignant fulfillment of your humanity in its exchanges with the world. Mother Theresa found abundance in the slums of Calcutta, serving “the poorest of the poor.” The gateway to that abundance lay through an open heart deeply devoted to love, service and charity. In the midst of unremitting poverty and hardship and grief, she knew abundance in God’s love, and found God’s love everywhere.

      When you are able to say, “This is enough,” and feel the truth of that as you come to rest in the felt Present, you soften your senses to What Is and start to feel the world as a whole. Soften into its wholeness, and you’ll feel your wholeness, buoyed by the treasured moment sifting through you. Our sense of being fully alive is found in a wakefulness to our fluid partnership with the Present, and in being able to liberate our energies to it in a way that brings both us and our world into vivid focus. That can happen while sitting quietly beside a brook or dancing to the thunder of drums beneath the moon. Where it cannot happen is in isolation. You cannot feel the fullness of your being without holosapience.

      The nourishing presence that upholds us in our existence is only alive to us through the body’s resonance. Ultimately, then, it falls to us to recognize that we will never recover our generous, life-affirming sense of ‘enough’, and the peace, harmony and wealth of experience that accompany it, until we heal our relationship with the body and recover the full intelligence of our being.
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      Chapter 6

      Recovering Holosapience

      The path of remembrance

      This book has laid out three core principles:

      
        	1. Wholeness is the inescapable truth of our reality.

        	2. Our ability to sense wholeness is our primary sense.

        	3. Our culture systematically disables that sense in us, leaving us out of touch with the reality of the self and the world to which it belongs.

      

      In the preceding chapters we have seen that our culture’s disregard of wholeness is embedded in the DNA of the Story that tells us what it means to be human. So it is that the Oxford English Dictionary lists 171,476 words in current usage—and yet there is only one that begins to describe the personal, resonant, mindful realm of feel-feel-at-flesh-inside: ‘interoception’, a term that is so un-visceral, coldly scientific and uncommon as to merely confirm our culture’s lack of interest. Nor does the term recognize that the world can be felt in that personal realm, as seselelame does.

      Denied the ability to feel the Present, our contracted intelligence goes about trying to know it. As we have seen, it looks to the machine—the one thing it completely understands—to serve as the model to explain everything. So we come to understand that the heart is a pump, the brain is a computer and the world is held in four dimensions—because it too is ultimately an assemblage of separate parts that interact. Any event that gives us a glimpse into that other dimension of our reality—the one in which everything is in contact with everything else at all times—is dismissed or denied unless it occurs in the controlled, esoteric environment of a physics lab.

      The preceding chapters also explored how our culture’s rejection of wholeness has led to a constellation of misunderstandings. And so we look at the interrelated processes around us and see separate things. We believe the nature of our intelligence is merely the ability to reason in an abstract fashion. We imagine success in ways that deem wholeness irrelevant. We believe that freedom is found in the ability to disconnect. As we disconnect we become self-conscious and feel alienated from reality; yet still we insist that independence is a viable choice—that it is a real thing. That insistence leads us to muddle the roles of hero and tyrant, so that even as we yearn to feel the touch of grace in our lives, we cling to its nemesis: control.

      In light of all this, the paramount issue for any individual concerned with remembrance is how to re-sensitize herself to wholeness that she might ground herself in the truth of her being. And although you cannot achieve wholeness—any more than you can self-achieve its qualities of ease, spaciousness, grace or wild peace—there is one thing you self-achieve all the time, on an ongoing basis: your relationship to wholeness. You continuously, if unconsciously, choose what it will be.

      Your relationship with wholeness is directed by a tug of war between your desire to remember and your desire to forget. If your desire to forget gains the upper hand, you can simply contract from spaciousness, dulling the sensitivities of the body to the world passing through it. When that happens, the dictates of doing trump being, and self-consciousness supplants the Present as the arena in which your life plays out. The narrowly defined realm of ‘me and mine’ takes charge of your actions and manages them according to the broken recommendations of division, idea and control. This, of course, is the path chosen by the mythological tyrant.

      If the desire to remember asserts itself, it will set you on the path forged by the mythological hero. This journey of self-discovery is curiously made possible by submission: a submission to What Is, never overshadowed by concerns for What Might Be; a submission to the ordinariness of the world around you, in which every blade of grass, every crystal of sand testifies to the extraordinary; and a submission to what the presence of the felt whole calls you to. Every such act of submission is an act of remembrance, helping dilate you into the borderless truth of your being. This chapter embarks on explorations that can foster such a remembrance.

      
  

Background and foreground

      Many cultures see the world in ways that point out blind spots in our own seeing. A striking instance of this arose from a study done by Richard Nisbett and his colleague Takahiko Masuda.97 The study involved two groups of participants—one American, the other Japanese. Each participant watched some twenty-second animated videos and wrote a description of what they had seen after each. The videos showed underwater scenes with a simple background (e.g., small fish, rocks and seaweed) and something happening in the foreground (e.g., a big fish swimming by).

      Even though both groups watched the same videos, their written descriptions fell neatly into two distinct categories, which also neatly divided the participants according to their cultures. Without exception the Americans focused on the fish in the foreground and had little if anything to say about the background; the Japanese began by describing the background or context of what was happening, and only then mentioned the fish swimming by in the foreground. What a participant saw and described, then, was culturally determined.

      Until this experiment, neuroscience had assumed that if two humans look at something, they see the same thing—that our visual perception is a product of certain functions that are innate to the brain, just as a computer is hardwired for certain functions. The findings of this study show instead that how you see and what you see are shaped by your culture. In other words, as Dan Everett put it, the mind is culturally articulated.98 Our culture’s Story about what it means to be human has laid down neural pathways in your brain that actually affect what you see when you look at the world.

      Subsequent research has confirmed significant differences in how European Americans and East Asians perceive, what they perceive and how they process information and experience the self. Researchers tend to characterize these differences by saying that the cognitive processes of European Americans are more analytic and those of East Asians are more holistic. To me, this explanation seems incomplete. I don’t believe that Japanese are any less analytic—but those in the study were certainly seeing and analyzing different things. So what’s going on?

      I think the root of the difference lies in how each culture directs the viewer’s attention. American values celebrate the individual and individual achievement, focusing more on individual rights than on any responsibilities an individual is expected to uphold. The American Dream is to be an outstanding success. To seek to stand out in Japanese culture is traditionally considered gauche or egocentric. Your responsibilities to those around you are generally given more emphasis than your individual desires or rights. Bonds of loyalty run deep, as does the expectation of bringing honor to one’s social milieu.

      If we understand ‘being’ as the indivisible matrix of relationships that sustain the process we recognize as reality, we can see in Japanese culture an attentive allegiance to ‘being’, and in American an allegiance to ‘doing’. The Japanese, we might say, feel themselves embedded in the background of their lives—in their relationships with family, friends, community and nature. Americans, by contrast, are inclined to experience themselves independent of the background: they are the towering foreground of their lives, and the background is merely incidental.

      It’s natural, then, that when we in the West go to ‘do’ something, we often contract our awareness onto the foreground of the self, concentrating on the task at hand. This effectively disconnects our attention from the background of ‘being’—a background that includes the realm of seselelame and the ordinary Present that is known there. In the East there is a foundational principle that informs Taoism, Zen, martial arts, visual arts and the performing arts: being comes first. You don’t narrow your focus to get something done, but rather dilate it into the Present, so that whatever you do is rooted in, guided by and supported by being.

      Anyone watching a video gives her attention to it primarily to find meaning in it. Meaning is created by the terms and sensitivities of someone’s personal story, which is dramatically affected by the Story of her culture. In general, East Asians find meaning in a situation through the relationships that illuminate it, and Americans find it through individual agency that expresses itself in doing. So Americans will look at a video to see who is doing what; East Asians look to see where what is happening.

      When you begin to understand how your experience of the world is shaped by the Story of your culture, you can begin to discern where it selectively dulls your ability to see and feel and understand. In other words, you come to appreciate where it compromises your wholeness. By becoming aware of such limitations you can choose to transcend them.

      Having been raised and neurologically shaped by the Western version of the Story, I have worked for most of my life to challenge its limitations. My aim was never to become more Oriental, or African, or aboriginal—only more human, more alive to the world. Understandings, spiritual traditions and arts of other cultures have helped me soften inherited divisions and boundaries that compartmentalized my life. Part of this process has involved allowing the ‘background’ of the world to move increasingly into the foreground of my attention. As that has happened, I have increasingly come to understand and experience my being as my experience of the Present—held in its very existence by the companionship of all that is around me. In fact, I can no longer find a meaningful division between the Present and my ‘being’.

      
        Intimacy is an experience of being, and can be starved out by habits of a ‘known’ relationship.

      

      In the West we have been rigorously, incessantly trained by a Story that says to be human is to know things in a way that names and categorizes; in a way that is certain, pinned down, static and objective. This habit anchors our awareness in the foreground of what we are doing, thinking about, worrying about and planning. But you cannot recover holosapience if the background is relegated to the shadowy fringes of your attention. A contracted awareness is a tyrannical awareness, asserting independence from the world. A contracted awareness is preoccupied with passing judgments, making decisions and assessing status. It is immune to the guidance of the Present—for until being shifts into the foreground of your awareness, that guidance will remain invisible.

      Background imparts specificity to the foreground. The more clearly the background of the Present registers in your awareness, the more clearly you will feel your relationship with anyone or anything within it. Habit can lead you to think you know someone—and that the background to her presence, the specificity of the moment that holds her here and now, is irrelevant. If you fall prey to that assumption, you will lose the ability to feel her being—which of course is not held within her but is what she is held within: the background of her life leading to this moment and the shimmering Present that illuminates it. If you are with someone and you allow your awareness to dilate such that the background gently shifts into the foreground of your attention, you will sensitize yourself to her presence in your life right now, in all its specificity. And even as you feel her presence like that, you will realize that she is finally as unknowable as is the mystery that sustains her. Intimacy is an experience of being, and can be starved out by habits of a ‘known’ relationship.

      I teach an exercise in my workshops that explores this as a practice. It involves gently letting the part of you that is occupied with ‘doing’ slip into the background of your attention, and allowing the living background of the world around you to seep into the foreground of your attention. If you try this, you’ll find ‘the background’ can gently move front and center in your awareness and linger there without effort. Allow yourself to feel whatever you are feeling, without needing to name or pin down the experience. As your awareness gently dilates into the world around you and sensitizes to it, there may come a moment when you truly feel a shift has occurred: that you have moved out of self-consciousness into world-consciousness. And you might notice, too, how gently you are held in the embrace of the Present.

      Workshop participants commonly remark that when they ease their attention away from the personal, occupied self and allow it to come to rest on the life of the world around them, their sense of personal reality is not diminished, but heightened.

      
  

The bodyworld

      The primary wound of our culture, which separates our thinking from our being, also separates our thinking from the background: from the background of the body’s intelligence; from the ordinary world that passes through it continuously; and from the felt whole. Once you recognize that background as the continuum of your being, familiar ways of describing the self show their inadequacies. And that matters, because our descriptions of reality become the containers of experience. If you are told you have five senses, you will grow into that model; if you are told balance is the primary sense, you will grow into that.

      As with our ways of understanding so much else in our world, we tend to describe the self as an isolated entity—the machine model again. The human being was long thought to consist of two parts: a body and a mind. As our culture slowly comes to recognize that mind and body are an indivisible unity, we increasingly speak of the ‘bodymind’. But once you understand that the self is a living process rather than a thing, you understand that its reality is sustained by the currents of the world, just as the coursing river sustains a whirlpool. The term bodymind doesn’t recognize that. It unwittingly describes the experience of the self as something contained, independent of the background. A more accurate term would be helpful.

      Quantum mechanics has looked deeply into the effect the mind has on reality; merely observing the path of a light beam will change its behavior from wavelike to particulate, for instance. The Copenhagen interpretation famously suggests that the universe may only become a material reality when we’re observing it. What is missing from this interpretation is an appreciation that the effect is reciprocal: we only become real because the universe is observing us. The mind may create reality, but reality also creates the mind. If reality suddenly disappeared around you, or you were deprived of your ability to sense it—like the baby hypothetically born without any senses—you would literally lose your mind. Self-awareness, like self-knowledge, is created through relationship. And relationship is made possible by exchange. There is no such thing in physics as a one-way relationship.

      Any experience of the self is an exchange that shows up in the tissues of the body as energy. When you feel a meal in your belly, for example, you are feeling the complex internal exchanges of digestion. But the experience of the self is also continuously generated by external exchanges of energy with the environment. Your mind is not held in the body—it’s held by the world and can have no coherence independent of it. To more accurately describe the felt experience of the self—to help us remember that self and world are as inseparable as body and mind—I suggest the term ‘bodyworld’. The unity you feel when you are fully present is not boundaried from the world but belongs to it. The term ‘bodyworld’ describes that unity. When you feel the self as a whole, you are feeling its attunement to the world. And that attunement is a living, dynamic, mutual exchange between the consciousness of the self and the all-aware Present. When you recognize that your fullest, most vivid experience of the self is an experience of the bodyworld, you can ease beyond unseen divisions into the tangible reality of your life.

      The term ‘bodyworld’ provides an antidote to our fantasy of independence. At the same time, it points to another source of confusion: if there is only wholeness, then there is only One. And if there is only One, how can we imagine there is individuality? Is that too just a fantasy?

      The conundrum between ‘The One’ of existence and ‘The Many’ of existence—reality can’t be both One and Many, the argument insists, so which is it?—has occupied thinkers since pre-Socratic Greece, and it remains with us today in the thinking of some schools of nonduality. They blithely proclaim that reality is an illusion of difference and liberation involves realizing that nothing exists. Well, that belief affords a detached sanctuary from the griefs and vicissitudes of the world, for there’s no need to care about anything if it’s all an illusion. But it also deafens you to the call to come and risk and play and give the whole of your being to what the world is asking of you. It also, incidentally, represents the final triumph of idea over experience: it is an utter repudiation of the body and its senses. In that regard it upholds a heady Western tradition that goes back to Parmenides who, as I have mentioned, declared reason pure and the senses unreliable. He then went on to prove, deploying impeccable logic, that nothing can move. You may think that things are moving, but it’s an illusion—reason proves that it’s impossible.

      The whole is both One and Many—it is a dynamic realm of interplay in which everything dances with everything. To open your eyes to that dance is to see that it is moved by a love of being that yearns to discover itself anew through every pine needle, worm, prairie dog and tadpole. Your individuality—your unprecedented locus of awareness and memory and sensitivity—serves that uniquely by being uniquely attuned. The more deeply you come into felt relationship with the mindful world around you, the more clearly it discovers itself through your eyes. And that reminds us that the etymological root from which our word ‘consciousness’ derives is the Latin verb conscire, which means “to be mutually aware.”

      
  

Nodes of consciousness

      When we are encouraged to experience the self as an independent entity, we feel its wholeness as a quality that is contained within a boundary. And then we experience the self, oddly, as existing in the world but belonging to itself. We see that everything else is in congress with everything else, but we believe the self stands apart—or at least that it realizes its wholeness when it achieves independence, as every adult should. This model of the self anchors it in a forgetfulness of the whole. We need another metaphor, a new model that enables us to represent the reality of our individuality without confusing it with the fantasy of independence.

      One promising candidate for a new model of the self is provided by the phenomenon known as a standing wave. Standing waves are found in nature—most commonly in fast-moving rivers, where the force of the water and the contours of the river bottom can conspire to create a wave that stays in place as the river rushes through it. Some of these waves are so robust that surfers can ride them all day long if they wish, without ever moving from where they started.99

      You can also create a standing wave, or even a series of them, with a length of rope. If you tie one end to something solid and wiggle the other end up and down at the right frequency (this may take some doing), you’ll eventually create the optical illusion that there are two ropes hovering at a standstill in the air, in a series of crisscrossing loops that look like this:

      
        [image: ]

      
      This is known as a standing wave pattern—and I’d recommend watching one in action: there are several videos online that demonstrate it vividly.100 A standing wave emerges when the frequency at which the rope is being vibrated enables the waves that are reflected from the far end of the rope to precisely superimpose over the waves traveling the other way. So the form of the standing wave is created and sustained by the interplay of complementary opposites: two identical waves interacting as they move through each other in opposite directions.

      One of the most striking features of these standing waves is the series of points that rest in stillness between them. These stillpoints are called nodes—and you’ll see in any video that although the rope to either side of a node is swinging up and down, the node remains stock-still, hovering in space. The Oxford English Dictionary defines a node as “a point … of absolute or comparative rest in a vibratory body.” To truly appreciate the quality of a node, we should note that a node isn’t merely a point of rest between the waves; the nodes are created and held in place by the energy of the waves, the whole of which passes through the stillness of each node. Were you to eliminate that energy, the node would cease to exist.

      How does this help us model the paradox that we are individuals and yet indivisibly embedded in wholeness? If you look at a series of nodes along a length of rope, you’ll see each of them clearly as an individual node. But each of them is also clearly dependent—created and sustained by the energy running through the vibratory whole. A node is without a boundary yet is distinctly individual. In the video referenced in the footnote, the demonstrator at one point holds a node between his fingers to show that doing so does not disrupt the form of the standing waves: all their energy continues to run freely through the node’s stillness.

      There are two aspects of this metaphor that can help us understand how, by growing into our wholeness, we clarify our individuality. The first is the nature of the vibratory energy coursing through it, which is reminiscent of my view that your experience of reality is most accurately understood as your experience of the world passing through you. In that regard, we are like the standing waves in rivers that surfers ride. We too are sustained by a flow of matter and energy passing through us. And although the river sustaining the self flows more slowly, it also flows ceaselessly. Consider this: every year, 98 percent of the atoms in your body are replaced by other atoms that you breathe in, drink or eat.101 So 98 percent of you has been ‘you’ for less than a year. Furthermore, everything you sense is an experience of the world passing through you—its colors, sounds, scents, heat, gravity—all the energy of its vibratory presence, just as the vibrations along the rope pass through each node and by doing so, sustain it.

      As I’ve said, you can submit to your relationship to wholeness or resist it. Resistance fastens on to known relationship, because the known is static and seemingly reliable; but allegiance to the known distances you from the unknowable. It distances you from the ceaselessly renewing and limitless Present, which happens to hold the truth of your life—and so, too, your true individuality. It’s clear, then, that only as you allow yourself to feel the intimacy of the world’s energy flowing through you can your individuality be awakened to the Present and tuned to it like the ringing of a bell.

      
  

Wholeness and the stillpoint

      The second aspect of the node that helps model the embedded individuality of selfhood is its stillness. A remembrance of wholeness requires a stillness of being. Imagine, if you will, a pond stirred up to a chop by competing gusts of wind. A stone tossed into that pond might land without its splash being discernable. But stand by the same pond on an afternoon when not a breeze bestirs itself, and you would notice the merest insect alighting there and sending delicate, widening ripples across its face. Similarly, if you take a photo and your camera is moving, the image will be blurred. If you want a really crisp, detailed image, you’ll reach for a tripod.

      Just as silence reveals every whisper, or darkness reveals a dying ember, your body’s energy can be carried into a stillness that enables you to feel your being as a whole—much as the stillness of a lake mirrors the world. But in a culture so obsessed with exteroception that we haven’t even a common word for the sensations of our own flesh; in a culture so fixated on establishing the circumstances and facts of the world around us that we overlook the felt relationships that gift us with self-knowledge; in a culture that exalts the abstractions of the head and demeans what is known in the body; in such a culture the very concept of bringing the energy of the body to stillness is likely to prove challenging.

      The biggest obstacle we face in renewing our relationship with the body’s energy is our blinkered, insistent association of the mind with the head, which of course leads to head-derived solutions when the mind is having difficulty. Mind wandering? Concentrate! Fatigued? Drink some coffee. What seems to escape our notice is that the mind and the body’s energy are inseparable. As we noted earlier, when the body’s energy is at peace (after a deep, relaxing massage, for instance), the mind is at peace. When the body’s energy is unsettled, the mind is unsettled. When the body’s energy feels spacious, the mind feels spacious. Is your mind agitated?—your body’s energy is agitated. Is your body’s energy alert?—then so too is your mind.

      Recognizing the inseparability of your mind and your body’s energy makes a difference, because how you identify an issue determines how you approach it. If you notice that your mind is anxious and you try to reason your way out of it, offering logical assurances, those assurances will be originating in a realm that specializes in abstraction. What is abstract is not real. Your body’s intelligence will recognize the unreality of those assurances and will mistrust them.

      If you recognize your anxiety as energy in the body, the challenge is completely different. First, you are likely to really notice the anxiety and feel it in all its specificity. This is very different from wanting to fix it or make it go away. After all (and the body’s intelligence knows this too), there is no ‘away’; there is only integrated or unintegrated. Anxious energy is unintegrated energy resisting the Present. The issue, then, is one of integration. And the spirit in which integration happens is very like the spirit with which you might welcome an orphan into your home and into your family. Any unintegrated energy in the body is orphaned energy—energy that has been kept at a distance from the ground of your being. You welcome it into wholeness first by allowing yourself to see it for what it is, as clearly as possible, with complete acceptance; by offering it your unconditional love; and then by ushering it gently, patiently home into the pelvic bowl, where your genius for integration lies.

      The suggestion to usher it home into the pelvic bowl may sound abstract, or like an exercise in imagination. But the body’s energy is always present, ready to be felt tangibly and specifically. You can simply place your attention on it and notice where it is and how it feels in all its manifestations. You might feel a little knot of anxiety, the fluttering of anticipation, pockets where the energy is clenched, or fuzzy, or sparkling, or places where it’s drifting through you like a mountain mist; you can notice the body’s energy as you would open your eyes to a star field at night.

      Once you can feel that energy, you’ll discover that if you select some stuck bit of energy in the body and offer it no resistance—if, in fact, you wrap it in the love of your complete acceptance—you will be able to move it gently through the body. This is not a matter of imagination; it’s a willingness to trust your body’s intelligence. If you move that energy patiently towards the pelvic bowl and onto the pelvic floor,102 you will bring it home to the ground of your being, which has the ability to integrate it. The energy that was held separate from your being can join your being. As you increasingly notice, love and integrate aspects of your body’s energy, it will increasingly settle into stillness. The more deeply it settles into stillness, the more clearly you will feel your wholeness and that of the world.103

      The body’s energy is brought into stillness by bringing it out of self-conflict. That is not the same thing as bringing the body itself to stillness. A little example will illustrate that. For the past few summers I’ve had an occasional training partner, a young woman from my community. She is in her early twenties and is very fit—and we offer each other companionship and encouragement as we work out, run and stretch. Traditionally at a certain point on the home stretch of our run, we start picking up the pace. We go incrementally faster, and faster, until we are sprinting full bore, side by side towards the ‘finish line’.

      Now, I’m at an age when sprinting full out could be seen as a reckless invitation to injury. But so far (and here you would see me knocking on wood as I write) that hasn’t been an issue—a fact I attribute to stillness. As we pick up the pace, I allow my body’s energy to deeply settle, and my awareness to settle with it. The faster we run, the more deeply I surrender my body’s energy to a stillness in my core until I am eventually sprinting flat out in a settled place of utter tranquility, sensitized to the whole. My awareness is completely at rest in a stillpoint within the pelvic bowl, experiencing the rush of energy all around me and through me.

      If I were pushing myself to go faster or running willfully, my body’s energy would be in self-conflict and the outcome would be very different. If I felt the body mechanically, the outcome would be very different. You ‘operate’ a machine. I am rather releasing my body into the energy of the Present as I release my awareness into a place of rest.

      The stillpoint in the pelvic bowl is what I think of and experience as my core. Like an individual node held in stillness between standing waves on the rope, that stillpoint is created by the energies of the Present coursing through it freely. When your awareness rests in that stillpoint, it feels the bodyworld as a field of energy in which currents wax and wane all around you—fluid, on the move, subtly transforming and transformative. You feel them coursing through you, illuminating your reality, nourishing your being and holding your stillness in its. In that experience of the bodyworld you are an individual, embodied node of consciousness through which the river of the world’s vibratory energies course—and the stillness in which they hold you sings with the harmonies of the whole.

      
  

Partnering with the mindful world

      Your journey into a remembrance of wholeness is an awakening not just to the nature of your individual intelligence, but to the world’s: able to rest in the stillness of your core, you become more gently sensitized to the mindful currents of the Present. In our culture there’s a real risk that, in speaking of ‘the world’s intelligence’, one will be accused of indulging in sloppy or wishful thinking. And indeed, I think such an impression is not always out of place. But let’s apply some rigor in the other direction for a moment.

      First, we live in a reality that is inescapably quantum mechanical. As physicist Richard Feynman observed, “Nature isn’t classical, dammit, and if you want to make a simulation of nature you’d better make it quantum mechanical.”104 There are ordinary, everyday phenomena in nature that defy our concepts of space and time—instances of entanglement105 or things existing and not existing at the same time.106 In his book Spooky Action at a Distance, George Musser makes it clear that nonlocality (a phenomenon that, though indisputably real, no one can explain) suggests “a level of reality beyond our everyday notions of space … [that interconnects] particles and observers on the opposite side of a lab bench, of Earth, or of the known universe.”107 You can’t cut the universe into separate regions of space—it “must be considered holistically.”108

      We think of quantum-mechanical events as elusive, esoteric, subatomic phenomena that haven’t much to do with our daily lives. Musser assures us that’s not the case: “Experimentalists have yet to see any range of sizes where nature ceases to behave quantum mechanically. The human body is every bit as quantum as an electron.”109 We just don’t notice because the effects are dispersed.

      But there is a quantum effect that our very lives—all animal and plant life on Earth, in fact—benefit directly from: entanglement. This was discovered by researchers puzzling over the efficiencies achieved by photosynthesis. Looking into it, they found that entanglement is involved, enabling molecules to transfer light energy almost instantaneously into chemical energy. In the process of their evolution, then, plants have learned to take advantage of a quantum-mechanical aspect of our reality to convert solar energy into chemical energy with an unexpectedly high efficiency.

      
        What may prove to be this study’s most significant revelation is that contrary to the popular scientific notion that entanglement is a fragile and exotic property, difficult to engineer and maintain, the Berkeley researchers have demonstrated that entanglement can exist and persist in the chaotic chemical complexity of a biological system.110

      

      So everything in the universe at every scale rests on and is affected by a “deeper level of reality” that connects everything. We live in a five-dimensional continuum. As with the plants of the earth, our entire evolutionary history has unfolded within the inescapable influence of that deeper level. Our brains evolved under its influence, connected to everything. Our very consciousness evolved within a quantum-mechanical reality, and is part of it. Scientists can’t study consciousness directly—they can only study its effects or its correlates. Consciousness itself is not amenable to their isolating, quantifying, brilliant methods. So they tend to exercise one of three options: they ignore consciousness; they declare it an illusion (Really? Who are these people?); or they insist that, to be rigorous, you have to declare consciousness a local phenomenon—created in each of us by Newtonian interactions of molecules in the brain, pure and simple.111

      
        Everything in the universe at every scale rests on and is affected by a “deeper level of reality.”

      

      And I say you can’t have it both ways: you can’t accept that “Quantum mechanics is a theory of the world, period”112 on the one hand and insist on the other hand—quite independent of any proof—that consciousness is strictly a local phenomenon. Nor can you insist—quite independent of any proof—that although the intelligence of a plant makes use of nonlocality, human intelligence can’t and doesn’t.

      I love theory, and I also trust my experience. My living experience in this world is a truth that some theories may shed light on but no theory can contain. My primary concern in life is not with the elaboration of theories but with the freedom of being. However, if a theory tries to deny my experience, I will quite gladly test the rigor of my experience against the rigor of the theory. The theory that consciousness, unlike anything else in the universe, is a special case that belongs to a Newtonian world strikes me as untenable. And experientially, I find that the more I sensitize to the stirrings of the mindful Present—the more I allow my thinking to let go of its assumed center in my cranium, even to let go of its center in my body, and soften instead into the field of being that sustains me—the more deeply I come to rest in my wholeness. And that’s good enough for me.

      Experiencing one’s personal consciousness as a field rather than a local phenomenon is so common that I expect everyone who has not been systemically numbed to it has experienced it. But because our culture stresses the tyrant’s boundaries, and a world of four dimensions, and things rather than processes; and because it takes the machine to be the model of how the self ‘works’; because of all that and more, this decentralized way of knowing is ignored, dismissed, misunderstood and mistrusted. If the experience of the self is a bodyworld experience, mightn’t its thinking be as well? But that doesn’t fit our idea of reality—our theory about how things are. And in our culture, theory lords it over experience: theory belongs to the head; experience belongs to the demeaned body. Of course, the more attached we are to the partial form of knowing afforded by the head, the further we move from the sensitivities that enable stock-exchange traders to successfully assess risk, or hunting-gathering cultures to thrive.

      If we can soften the stranglehold our ideas impose on our experience, perhaps we could consider without prejudice how my friend Jack knew he had to run home to save his mother’s life. Or how Ahmeed was able to plumb the ocean’s depths from its shore. Or the myriad other documented examples of nonlocal knowing. Larry Dossey’s book One Mind is a treasure trove of such instances. Of the scores of accounts he provides, here are just four in which consciousness displays nonlocal properties:

      
        	• Two mothers on different occasions were each suddenly overcome with the knowledge that their children, thousands of miles away, had just been in an accident. Each saw a string of numbers in her head, which she recognized as a phone number. Calling it, each found herself talking to someone in the emergency room to which her child had just been admitted.

        	• When an Australian aborigine uses smoke signals, he isn’t sending messages in some kind of code. He’s calling all who can see the signal to sit and enter a state of receptivity. That enables him to ‘talk’ with his intended recipient, though the recipient may be miles away.

        	• Mathematical savants do not compute sums; they see them. One savant was shown a checkerboard with a grain of rice on its first square and was asked how many grains of rice would be on the sixty-fourth square if the number of grains was doubled on each square leading up to it. He gave the correct answer forty-five seconds later—and the sum exceeded the total number of atoms in the sun.

        	• The CIA set up a remote viewing program after it was demonstrated that someone could describe a secret cryptographic site in Virginia from afar and read code words from files. The program delivered accurate information on Chinese atomic bomb tests, kidnap victims and secret submarine programs, and even scale drawings of Soviet weapons factories. The program ran for twenty-three years.113

      

      
  

The attunement of the whole

      The field of study known as emergence theory focuses on a puzzling feature of our world: coherent unities such as organic wholes display properties that cannot be accounted for or even found at the level of their constituent parts. Water is wet, for instance, but a water molecule isn’t. The air around you has a temperature but a single air molecule doesn’t. Matter itself is an emergent property. What we rely on as the dependable, material stuff of the world is an ephemeral dance of quantum probability at the subatomic level. We are encouraged to imagine an atom as a miniature solar system, with the nucleus a stand-in for the sun and the electrons in orbit around it. These particles don’t exist as such: they might exist as immaterial wave functions if they are not being observed; or they might exist in two states, or even two places, at once. But put enough statistical probabilities together and those atoms might be part of a solid chair that generations of a family have reliably sat on for a hundred years.

      Any time life expresses intelligence—and all life does—that intelligence is an emergent phenomenon. It is not the result of adding together enough bits of intelligence in the parts of a life form; it is a property that emerges when the energy of the life form achieves a certain coherence in its material expression. But the intelligence that emerges cannot be located in any substance in that material expression; and the crucial quality of that emergent intelligence is an ability to attune to and harmonize with its environment.

      In our quest for remembrance, one of the challenges we face is to desegregate the siloed intelligence in the head and liberate it to merge with the intelligence of our being as a whole. To better understand that challenge, it helps to appreciate the unique potency of the intelligence that emerges with a whole. The slime mold is just the candidate to foster such an appreciation.

      Slime molds are found in the woods among rotting trees or leaves, or in the dirt in your backyard. A slime mold looks and behaves like an organism but actually consists of thousands of individual amoebae invisible to the eye. To say these amoebae have no brains is to understate the case—they have no organs, period. Each single-celled amoeba begins life on its own, foraging for food. Once it has consumed all of its favorite food in a vicinity, it groups with other amoebae in small clusters; and then the clusters bunch together, and then clusters of clusters gather, and eventually so many group together that they become visible to the naked eye—and then what we know as the slime mold comes into being.

      John Bonner has spent more time studying slime molds than anyone—almost seventy years while a professor at Princeton University. He has described slime molds as “no more than a bag of amoebae encased in a thin slime sheath. Yet they manage … various behaviors that are equal to those of animals who possess muscles and nerves with ganglia—that is, simple brains.”114 And that’s where things get interesting. An amoeba has no abstract intelligence. A slime mold is no more than a cluster of amoebae—thousands, or hundreds of thousands hanging out together—but a slime mold does exhibit abstract intelligence. It can solve mazes, make decisions, map out and remember terrain, recreate the routes of transportation systems, select the healthiest food from a menu and measure regular intervals in the passage of time. In fact, these brainless bags of amoebae have been studied worldwide by researchers intent on decoding the rules that govern their behavior, in order to apply those rules to problem solving in electronics, programming and robotics.

      Slime molds show us compelling examples of the emergent nature of intelligence. In one study, Toshiyuki Nakagaki and his colleagues at Hokkaido University built a maze and placed food at the beginning and the end of the maze. There were four routes that led from one to the other. They chopped a slime mold into pieces and scattered them throughout the maze. These spread out, found each other, mapped the entire maze, withdrew from the dead ends and eventually retracted entirely into the shortest and most efficient of the four possible routes.115

      In another study, a team of researchers spread out a map of the Tokyo area and placed bits of food where the cities were. Computers aren’t great at analyzing the best routes that connect many base points—but slime molds are. Again, the slime mold initially covered the whole area, but then it retracted bit by bit, and eventually the branches of slime mold linking the pieces of food almost exactly matched Tokyo’s railway network. The same effect was achieved with highways in Canada, the UK and Spain. These single-celled amoebae weren’t just moving in a random manner—they were connecting the food with the same efficient, complex patterns that had been devised by urban planners and teams of engineers. And they were solving those complex spatial problems without any hierarchy of command, without any cell or cells in charge, and without any amoeba ever ‘knowing’ what was going on. They were guided by a sophisticated intelligence that was literally brainless.

      Two more intriguing examples: Audrey Dussutour of the Paul Sabatier University evenly spaced eleven different pieces of food around the perimeter of a circle and placed a slime mold at its center. The slime mold spread to encounter all the foods, and then eventually retracted to gather around the food with two-thirds protein and one-third carbohydrates—its optimum diet. So its intelligence—which doesn’t exist in any individual amoeba, but only emerges in the amoebae en masse—assessed all eleven foods and chose the most nutritious one.

      An even more astonishing example came from Tetsu Saigusa and colleagues at Hokkaido University. Slime molds like a warm, humid environment. The researchers placed a slime mold in a groove it could slide along and provided it a warm, moist environment. But exactly every thirty minutes they briefly changed that environment by blowing cool, dry air across the slime mold. And every thirty minutes, the mold responded by moving more slowly to conserve energy until the air stopped blowing. After a few trials, the researchers stopped altering the environment—but the slime mold continued to anticipate the change and, at thirty-minute intervals, slowed its pace. And here I’d like to restate for emphasis: not one of the single-celled amoebae that make up the slime mold has a clue. When clustered together, though, they display a sophisticated intelligence—or rather it displays a sophisticated intelligence—that can map, anticipate, decide, assess and solve problems. Intelligence is an emergent phenomenon.

      
  

Self-organization

      Steven Johnson wrote a book about emergence in which he defined it as “the movement from low-level rules to higher-level sophistication.”116 It’s those low-level rules of slime molds that researchers are trying to discern and model to help problem-solve in the fields of electronics, programming and robotics. Deborah Gordon has done similar research on the low-level rules of ant colonies. In fact, for more than twenty-five years she has traveled to the same patch of Arizona desert to observe, track and do research on harvester ants. Like the amoebae that make up slime molds, individual harvester ants are, in Deborah Gordon’s words, “totally incompetent.”117 They can spend months, intermittently, pointlessly tugging back and forth on a twig. And yet a sophisticated intelligence emerges at the level of the colony that enables it to keep livestock, make gardens, control climate, organize wars, engineer structures and more. Having adapted to extreme and diverse conditions around the planet, ants are arguably one of its most successful species.

      The big question Deborah Gordon has been working on is: how does the intelligence of the colony manifest and operate? Over the years she has devised numerous innovative and often labor-intensive studies to tease out answers to that question. In the process she has established findings that have revolutionized our understanding of ants. For instance, there is a complete lack of management in an ant colony: there is no centralized control, no hierarchy, no caste system. Despite her name, the queen isn’t in charge—no ant is. No ant ever gives another ant instructions about what to do. And yet the colony responds and adapts to its changing world with precision and intelligence. As with the slime mold, the operation of that intelligence is decentralized. So although the colony learns, the learning isn’t happening at the level of the individual ants.

      If we revisit Johnson’s definition of emergence—“the movement from low-level rules to higher-level sophistication”—we can appreciate it as the accepted scientific take on this phenomenon. It is widely considered unscientific to assess intelligence in anything but Newtonian terms. So emergence is considered by some to be merely a product of the encoded rules the colony lives by—find them and they will completely explain its sophisticated behavior. Nothing nonlocal happening here. Nothing that can’t be explained by billiard balls. But as for where the rules are stored, how they are activated and how they are changed: these are questions that this local view of intelligence leaves unaddressed. So while the universe sidesteps the divisions of time and space with every quantum-mechanical event, it is deemed heresy to consider that something more than four-dimensional mechanics is at work where anything resembling consciousness is concerned.

      Rupert Sheldrake learned that firsthand. A celebrated biologist at Clare College, Cambridge, Sheldrake came to the conclusion that the explanations of biochemistry were circular and that a strictly materialist worldview could never explain how biological differentiation begins or is shaped. In his book A New Science of Life: The Hypothesis of Morphic Resonance, Sheldrake proposed that a species’ memories from the past are available to it in the Present in the form of morphic fields—which help guide the migratory patterns, learning and communication of the species. John Maddox, the editor of Nature magazine, condemned Sheldrake’s book as “the best candidate for burning there has been for many years,” and the intolerance Sheldrake ignited continues to this day: TED.com posted a talk of his in 2013, “The Science Delusion,” that prompted such outrage from militant materialists that it was summarily removed. It was literally censored.

      Clearly, then, the pressure to view any emergent intelligence—whether of the slime mold or the ant colony or monarch butterflies or us—merely as a playing out of certain rules of behavior is very strong among scientists. To suggest that there might be a basic, nonlocal, self-organizing principle behind those rules—a principle that may be more fundamental to our world than matter itself—is likely to trigger ridicule and even opprobrium because it would lead to such questions as: If there is an underlying propensity to self-organization, what is doing the organizing? And how does an individual attune to it? We might have to talk about morphic resonance, or mind, or a fifth dimension—or, God help us, love. Or even, heaven forfend, God.

      And yet in the absence of such a nonmaterial principle of self-organization, some significant questions remain unanswered. For instance, in a Newtonian world, identical circumstances lead to identical outcomes; in the quantum realm, that’s not the case. As physicist Nick Herbert explains in his book Elemental Mind:

      
        Two atoms physically identical in every possible way can exhibit very different styles of behavior … The causes, if any, of atomic behavior do not lie in the physical world: no amount of physical examination will ever allow us to predict exactly what an atom will do next. This … opens the possibility that the ultimate cause of material phenomena is not material at all, but stems from an essentially mental realm.118

      

      Herbert looks at the phenomenon of mind and suggests it is not an emergent feature of biological systems, nor is it ‘software’ controlling the brain’s ‘hardware’—but is rather a fundamental force that “permeates the world at every level.”119 And if, as we have seen, everything else in the universe is holistic, why wouldn’t intelligence be?

      Within the seamless, indivisible web of our material reality, every form of life individuates, is able to recognize the difference between ‘self’ and ‘other’ and relies on that ability to optimize its survival. Some life forms even use the word ‘I’ to distinguish their individuation. The pressing question is not “How can everything participate in the world’s wholeness?” but rather “How does seamlessly interconnected matter individuate from its environment into the awareness of ‘me’ and ‘not me’?” As Herbert observed, the causes that determine the behavior of an atom are immaterial; how can we insist, then, that when atoms self-organize into a life form, their behavior must be determined by strictly material interactions?

      
        If, as we have seen, everything else in the universe is holistic, why wouldn’t intelligence be?

      

      Rigidly material explanations seek to deny the quantum mechanical, indivisible wholeness of our reality. When you take that wholeness into account, self-organization suggests something else: to individuate—to form an emergent intelligence—a life form must be supported in that individuation by the whole, for its intelligence is forming within and is guided by the influence of every particle in the universe.

      It’s true, of course, that ants and slime molds follow a few very simple rules to manifest some very sophisticated behavior. Deborah Gordon suggests, for instance, that an ant’s decision to start either foraging or maintaining the nest is based on its recent interactions with other ants. But these interactions don’t involve the exchange of information; the signal to commence a task lies in the pattern of interaction. Such a pattern might be expressed by the rule “If I meet five successful foragers, then go out to forage; if I meet less than five foragers, then remain inactive.”120 But it also seems that rules may differ from colony to colony—or even within the same colony over time. And we are back to the circularity that frustrated Rupert Sheldrake: to explain the behavior of ants by uncovering rules of behavior merely begs further questions: What generates and modifies the instructions? And how are they communicated to the ants? And where can we find the material basis for those rules?

      That last question reminds us of Nick Herbert’s words “no amount of physical examination will ever allow us to predict exactly what an atom will do next.” Similarly, Deborah Gordon has said, “If you had one ant on its own, you couldn’t take it apart and find the substance that would make it behave in a certain way.”121 Trying to locate the colony’s rules in the individual is akin to breaking a tuning fork into pieces to find middle C. So even if the emergent sophistication of a colony were generated exclusively by simple rules, we still face the fact that if those rules cannot be found in any physical substance, emergent intelligence must have a nonmaterial basis.

      In fact, though, it’s far from clear that simple rules are the sole source of a colony’s behavior. For starters, that behavior changes over time. Gordon discovered that a colony passes through identifiable stages of infancy, adolescence, maturity and senescence over its typical fifteen-year life span. When a colony is young, it is more fickle, persistent and aggressive; as it matures, it becomes more stable and less reactive. But consider this: the colony passes through those stages even though worker ants live for only one year, and males for just one day. So even though the individuals die off and are replenished annually, the behavior of the colony as a whole continues to mature. Six-month-old ants in an old colony behave differently from six-month-old ants in a young colony. Identical ants, like identical atoms, can behave differently. Whatever is organizing the colony’s intelligence, it’s not exclusively material.

      What most distinguishes the intelligence of the colony—and indeed the intelligence of life itself—is its ability to attune to its environment and harmonize with it. A last example from the work of Deborah Gordon demonstrates this. She speaks of observing a colony just as the summer monsoons were gathering. While she watched, a small group of ants began building a little turret around the entrance to the nest. It was a tidy and effective structure—and when the rains came, it kept the puddles back so the nest didn’t flood.

      There are several remarkable and inexplicable aspects to this. How did the ants know just when to build the turret? Perhaps a change in barometric pressure. But the ants building the turret weren’t even alive a year earlier when barometric pressure last started changing. And how were the ants selected from the colony to start building the turret? Too few and it wouldn’t have been finished; too many would have created chaos. How were the ants able to engineer a watertight turret, never having done it before? And this we can answer with some certainty: they didn’t know how to build a turret. An ant doesn’t know what a turret is. The ants didn’t know what they were doing, had never done it before and never would again. Yet they did the job efficiently and successfully.

      If we persist in wanting to isolate consciousness from the quantum-mechanical nature of reality, such questions may remain impossible to answer. But if we are willing to consider that consciousness has a nonmaterial aspect to it—just as the behavior of atoms does—we can contemplate what the facts before us suggest. For instance, the fact that life has individuated itself within the ineluctable wholeness of reality’s fabric suggests that a tendency towards individuation, or self-organization, is as fundamental to reality as is its complementary wholeness. The two are in partnership: it’s the generative tension between them—between wholeness and individuating self-organization—that makes life possible; either one without the other is insufficient. Reality, as I have noted, is two-spirited.

      Material reductionism cannot account for this self-organizing tendency. In fact, as we have seen, material reductionism can’t even account for matter, which is itself a phenomenon that emerges non-mechanically and in partnership with consciousness. But just as life requires both the tendency to individuate from wholeness and the seamless support of wholeness, we can look more specifically at what we call ‘self-organization’ to appreciate that the term is inadequate. The Story encourages us to find underlying causes within a boundary—but what we call ‘self-organization’ doesn’t happen just within the self, independent of the whole.

      We find one example of this in what we commonly believe to be the ultimate self-organizing unit of the self: the DNA molecule. It was long thought to contain the blueprint for who we are, but we now understand that genetic information arises from a collaboration between DNA and protein enzymes. In fact, as Clive Cookson said of genes:

      
        one can almost regard them as devices for extracting information from the environment. The “expression” of genes … is influenced by events going on outside the body, to an extent that would have seemed inconceivable until very recently.122

      

      The harmony of any life form—what we think of as its ability to self-organize—is what enables it to live, but that harmony is not self-achieved within a boundary. In fact, the ability of an organic unity to ‘self-organize’ sustains and is sustained by its ability to attune to the whole to which it belongs; and its ability to attune is indistinguishable from its emergent intelligence. Since the source of such an intelligence cannot be located in any material substance, it may be more accurate to think of any emergent intelligence—whether it guides a cell, a slime mold, an ant colony or a murmuration of starlings—as a field phenomenon. And that would indicate that your experience of your own intelligence is an experience of a field phenomenon.

      
  

Decentralized thinking

      Fields are the basis of reality. All the fundamental forces known to physics—the strong force, the weak force, electromagnetism and gravity—are mediated by fields. Fields are what bring things into relationship. Everything influences everything else through the interaction of fields. When a hammer strikes a nail, the electrons on the face of the hammer aren’t actually making contact with the electrons on the head of the nail. They simply can’t. First, the electrons are moving at almost five million miles an hour; and second, the fields of electrons repel each other, much as magnetic fields will if the north poles of two magnets are pushed together. As George Musser puts it, “When we talk of ‘matter’, we really mean a continuum of forces, as opposed to the constituent particles, which always remain inaccessible to us.”123

      Fields are so fundamental to reality that one of the main dreams of a holistic understanding of reality was dubbed by Einstein a “unified field theory.” In fact, if wholeness is understood as the all-inclusive medium within which every process affects every other, then wholeness itself is a field.

      Like wholeness, like consciousness, a field can’t be known objectively. You could measure many aspects of the earth’s gravitational field, but you can’t step back from it as you might step back from an object: its influence extends to the outer fringe of the universe, intractably identified with space itself. And although quantum field theory can map out a field and tell you what its effects will be at any given point, scientists cannot tell you what a field is. Whether it’s gravitational, electromagnetic or quantum, they just don’t know. A field is not a material thing. It has no limit. And it enables things (such as the sun or the earth) to affect other things whatever the distance between them.

      All that you are and experience, then, is played out through the intermingling of influences that pass among fields. Once we understand emergent intelligence in terms of a field effect rather than trying to reduce it to Newtonian mechanics, we can appreciate that individual ants don’t materially possess the intelligence that guides them, but rather attune to it. And the colony’s field of intelligence is itself an attunement to the natural world that surrounds it. Emergent fields of intelligence are a little like nesting Russian dolls. Coherent organic unities can exist as a cell, an organ, a human being, a forest or Gaia herself. Every coherent unity is sustained by an emergent intelligence that attunes to its environment—and the environment itself belongs to a coherent unity with its own emergent field of intelligence, and so on.

      The nonlocal properties of intelligence show a field phenomenon at work. For instance, the building of the turret around the entrance to the ants’ nest is an instance of attunement, as was Jack’s sudden urgency to run home from school. As are the examples from Larry Dossey’s book: mothers seeing the phone numbers of the emergency rooms to which their children had been admitted; Australian aborigines signaling the desire to share thoughts with someone miles away; mathematical savants; and remote viewing. These examples defy the model that says intelligence merely calculates within a silo; but they make sense if intelligence naturally attunes to the field of What Is. And that ability to attune is far more useful for evolutionary survival than isolated calculation.

      This distinction brings a different light to bear on what is happening at the most personal level when you surrender to wholeness. It tells us that when you experience your being, you are experiencing your attunement to the field of the Present. That attunement is a form of thinking, and surrendering to wholeness has no real meaning apart from it. When your thinking detaches from that attunement, it detaches from your being.

      
        When you experience your being, you are experiencing your attunement to the field of the Present.

      

      To understand what it might mean to experience the thinking of your being through your attunement, consider once more how an ant colony attunes to the guidance of the world with a collective ability to respond, learn and act that no individual ant takes charge of. When we lose our attunement, we have to put the abstract intelligence of the head in charge—and then our ability to respond, learn and act is supervised by its abstractions, which are blind to harmony and hungry for control. Dulled to the field of being, they are also hungry to seal us into climate-controlled environments, command roaring engines to carry us at high speeds, and deploy a world of videos, texting, music, websites and games literally at our fingertips as we poke at our little omnipresent screens.

      We like to boast that we are the most intelligent of all animals—but a strong argument could be made that we are the least intelligent. We are like a baby that is poisoning the very breast on which it suckles. The disabling of our primary sense has rendered our behavior senseless. We pass our days in a fog of busyness that is punctuated by shallow triumphs, imagined slights and restless anticipations. The more earnestly we serve personal fulfillment, the more we lean on willpower, strategy or the ‘right’ idea to achieve it. All of those means belong to the centralized, disembodied form of thinking that has disavowed wholeness. A cracked bell cannot ring.

      A remembrance of your wholeness is a remembrance of the unified experience of the bodyworld. When you open to that experience and rest within it, you no longer experience your thinking as a local activity taking place in the head—you experience it as a dilated experience that is held by the bodyworld. You come to recognize your ‘grounded sensitivity’ to the Present as your subtlest and surest mode of thought. And your relationship with it resembles the ant’s with its colony: you cannot objectify the emergent intelligence of the Present, or locate its dilated source—and yet as surely as the ant, you will feel its guidance. Held in its borderless embrace, you feel your way forward rather than having to supervise your way.

      A specific incident really alerted me to that state of ‘decentralized’ thinking. While sitting in a circle at a Radical Wholeness workshop, a participant asked me where my voice was centered—expecting perhaps that I might say, “The diaphragm” or “The lower belly.” But when I felt into the question, I realized that the most accurate answer I could give was “In the middle of the room.” Experientially it couldn’t have been clearer to me. At rest in the space in which we sat, my awareness had dilated into the currents of the Present. It was consorting with them and being guided by them. My thinking was not held by me, within my body; it was held by the life around the circle, and by the life outside the windows. It rested in that embrace easily, spaciously, so far beyond self-consciousness that there was no sense of a contained self held separate from the room. There was only an experience of the bodyworld. And as my thinking suffused through its currents and I spoke my thoughts, they were being spoken from the bodyworld as well. Inasmuch as my voice had an experiential center, it rested in the middle of our circle, sensitized to it.

      I don’t in any way see such an experience as an unusual state. In fact, my view is almost the opposite: if your thinking isn’t decentralized, it is self-conscious—and I see self-consciousness as an anomaly. It indicates that we are so wary of our own natures that we have to stand in constant vigilance over them; and in doing so, we remain more focused on the self than on the world that holds us.

      Self-consciousness is set up as the norm for us by a Story that urges independence, shatters the world into static ‘things’ and dissociates us from the resonances of the world passing through our bodies. Self-consciousness is a feature of the machine model of self and world: as a machine requires a supervisor, the thinker in the head takes control of his meat-based mechanism. Prisoners of our own vigilant anxiety, we hem ourselves in, stunt our responses, inhibit the breath, deface ourselves with incessant forays into presentation mode, obsess over achieving a toxic ideal of success, clench our body’s intelligence in dark neglect and wonder why our lives feel disjointed, stressed and chaotic—when in fact those are the unavoidable, bitter fruits of self-consciousness. The fact that we have habituated to it doesn’t make it any less anomalous. On the contrary, if, as its etymology suggests, the true nature of ‘consciousness’ is found in the quality of “mutual awareness”—a quality we encounter at the quantum level in such phenomenon as entanglement and the double-slit experiment—then ‘self-consciousness’ can be understood as a corruption of that nature. It is not mutually aware, but self-referential. It is consciousness stuck in a closed loop, traveling a Möbius strip.

      The hero’s journey into wholeness moves you from the container of self-consciousness into borderless being—an attuned node of consciousness held by the coursing energies of the Present. And in your growing sensitivity to that field, you not only feel its guidance—you feel yourself activated by it. And you experience that activation beyond all doubt or question because it is supported by the certainty of your very being. Decentralized thinking is not a sacrifice of your individual wholeness; it’s the realization of it.

      
  

An ancient way of knowing

      Decentralized thinking is simply an attunement to the whole. It is “an ancient way of knowing,” as Robert Wolff put it,124 one that hunting-gathering cultures have depended on for their very survival. Our attempts to shoehorn that way of knowing into models we are more familiar with makes a mockery of it.

      Consider, for instance, the extensive and intimate knowledge that indigenous societies have of the medicinal properties of local plants. We naturally assume that their knowledge was accumulated over centuries of trial-and-error discoveries because our culture legitimizes only a centralized, abstract, disembodied way of knowing. But even a casual reflection on how the trial-and-error process would play itself out in reality is enough to demonstrate the absurdity of our assumptions.

      Imagine John has a headache. We find a plant that we haven’t yet tried as a headache cure and ask John to eat it. He does, and dies. Cross that plant off the list of headache remedies. And then we look around our village and ask, “Does anyone else have a headache?”—because we still have another 362 plants to try for headaches, and another thirty-four diseases and ailments to find cures for after that, and we are running out of volunteers. Absurd, of course. Hunter-gatherers don’t abstract and categorize their world; they attune to it.

      Closer to home, forms of attunement linger in our culture, despite our relentlessly ‘headist’ repudiations of it. The stock traders John Coates studied who were more successful, and more in touch with their bodies, had learned to decentralize their thinking. The experience athletes talk of as being ‘in the zone’ is described in terms of decentralized thinking: a dilated awareness, without need of either doubt or questioning, that is guided, even carried, by who-knows-what. Similarly, artists quickly learn that top-down, centralized thinking will kill the life of their art. Performing artists, especially, have to face that reality. Grace belongs to the Present, truth belongs to the Present—and those qualities will flow unblemished only through a performer in whom the Present courses without resistance. Centralized thinking stuffs the bell with cotton balls.

      Finally, many religious disciplines are, at their core, about decentralizing one’s intelligence, attuning to the truth of the Present and learning to allow the grace of that divine truth to live in and through the body.

      One of the clearest descriptions of decentralized thinking I’ve come across occurs in Robert Wolff’s little book Original Wisdom. As Wolff became increasingly familiar with the Sng’oi, he became increasingly puzzled by their ability to know certain things that they had no way of knowing. For instance, he was walking with his friend Ahmeed along a trail when Ahmeed suddenly stopped and motioned for quiet—and a minute later a fourteen-foot snake silently emerged from the bushes, crossed the path in front of them and continued on its way. Wolff questioned Ahmeed: How did he know the snake was there? Did he hear it? No, his companion replied, he just knew.

      One day Ahmeed offered to teach Wolff this other way of knowing. Wolff showed up for the first day of instruction and Ahmeed led him into the jungle and they walked. And walked. For hours, with barely a word spoken—and certainly no instruction of any kind—they walked. And then they returned to the settlement. This happened over and over again: nothing but walking together in the jungle. No verbal instruction, no pointers, no assurances. Just walking. Often without food or water, often for seven or eight hours at a time, just walking through the jungle.

      Wolff’s bafflement and frustration almost got the better of him, but he kept at it. And then one day, as they were walking through the jungle, he realized that he was so busy figuring things out in his head—analyzing, interpreting, naming, sorting, judging—that he was completely missing what was going on all around him. So he suddenly stopped and opened his senses to the life of the jungle, and took it in, and quietly felt and noticed it in a totally new way. Ahmeed saw this change and suggested Wolff might want a drink. Standing there in the midst of the life around him, almost suspended in time, Wolff sort of waited for his friend to show him where water could be found, for Ahmeed always seemed to know. Then it occurred to Wolff that maybe he could sense water somewhere himself. Then he reasoned that he might smell it, or hear it.

      Ahmeed noticed Wolff’s habit of enclosed thinking reasserting itself and cautioned him not to talk, not to think, telling him, “Water inside heart.” As soon as Wolff let all his questioning and calculating fall away, he felt nudged in a certain direction, took a few steps and saw a big leaf with about half a cup of water in it. He stood there in awe, noticing the perfection of that water in the leaf, noticing every tiny detail. But then, as he explains,

      
        My perception opened further. I no longer saw water—what I felt with my whole being was a leaf-with-water-in-it, attached to a plant that grew in soil surrounded by uncounted other plants, all part of the same blanket of living things covering the soil, which was also part of a larger living skin around the earth. And nothing was separate; all was one, the same thing: water–leaf–plant–trees–soil–animals–earth–air–sunlight and little wisps of wind. The all-ness was everywhere, and I was part of it. … All of me was filled with being.125

      

      Belonging seamlessly to being, Wolff was seamlessly informed by it. He had experienced an ancient way of knowing that he retained for the rest of his life.

      Everyone raised in our culture has been subjected to enormous pressures to mistrust and disable the attunement we are born with. Eventually that ancient way of knowing disappears from sight. But even so, with every beat of your heart the thrumming intelligence of the whole is calling your unique constellation of gifts into service. To answer that whispered summons of the whole is to open your heart to your own wholeness.

      
  

Wholeness in sixteen parts

      We have in this book sifted through enough of our misconceptions about wholeness that it might be time to consider the question “What is the nature of wholeness?”—recognizing that the question is equivalent to asking, “What is the nature of reality?” or even “What is your true nature?” A complete answer to those questions will never be framed—but it might be helpful, nonetheless, to see what they provoke. So here is one attempt at it: wholeness in sixteen parts.

      
        	1. Wholeness is a unity. That is, wholeness is one, not two.

        	2. Wholeness is coherent. If wholeness is without division, then every part within it freely answers to every other part, so that all parts come into harmony. The harmony of a whole renders it coherent.

        	3. The whole is implicit within each of its parts. Because every part yields to every other part, the influence of the whole lives in each part.

        	4. The parts within a whole have no existence independent of the whole. Each part of a whole exists only through its relationships with the whole. The notion of independence is a fantasy.

        	5. Wholeness has no boundary. Wholeness cannot be contained in any kind of boundary. It is inclusive without bias—it does not deny or resist or draw a line. Excluding nothing, it is separate from nothing. There is no point at which you can say, “Here is where wholeness ends and something else begins.” As everything belongs to and influences the whole, you cannot speak of the wholeness of anything without understanding it as a process that is unbounded.

        	6. The whole embraces paradox and is kept in motion by the interplay of apparent opposites. Excluding nothing, wholeness seamlessly welcomes opposites and reveals them to be complements that are always in creative tension.

        	7. The whole expends no effort. Wholeness cannot exert any ‘willfulness’ to do something, as we understand it, because there is nothing apart from itself over which it might assert its will. At rest in the Present, as the Present, wholeness merely yields and changes and rests—unconcerned with delivering an answer or arriving at a destination, and welcoming the interplay that continuously ushers it into newness.

        	8. The whole abides in the Present. Wholeness is What Is. It contains within it the memory of all that has been, as well as the potential of all that is to be—and all that it is can be found in the Present, and is not other than the Present.

        	9. The whole cannot be contained in any perspective. You can never have true perspective on the whole. Nor can you contain it in any combination of perspectives. To believe otherwise is to misunderstand wholeness. Perspective is gained as you step back from something and view it from a vantage of distance. You can neither step back from the whole to which you belong nor stand apart from it. You are indivisible from it.

        	10. The whole cannot be known. Objective knowledge is generated by perspective; because we can’t achieve perspective on wholeness, it cannot be objectively known. It cannot be ‘grasped’ with the mind. It will remain eternally beyond our ability to know it. In that regard, the whole will remain a mystery.

        	11. The whole can be felt. Wholeness lives in you and through you, and can be felt by you. It can be felt as the mindful Present holding you in its embrace. When you come to rest in the fullness of your being, you attune to the wholeness to which you belong—and then its mystery will be felt with a clarity that deeply informs you.

        	12. The whole is continuously renewing itself. It is not inert, or homogenized, nor is it ever the same twice. Even as entropy asserts disorganization, a complementary principle asserts self-organization, birthing atoms and galaxies and life.

        	13. The whole is underpinned by a dimension that puts everything in touch with everything else at all times. Thus, the whole might be described as a space-time-mind continuum. Everything that exists participates in a reality that is fundamentally nonlocal, and inexplicable by mechanical cause and effect alone. It is within the influence of this reality that all of life has evolved.

        	14. The self-organizing principle of the whole is immaterial, yet expresses itself in the phenomenon of emergence at every scale. When the creative tension of the whole generates life—the differentiation of a self-organizing unity—a new field of sensitivity shows up that attunes that unity to its environment. This occurs at every scale, from the single-celled amoeba on a piece of bark, to the slime mold the amoeba belongs to, to the tree the bark belongs to, to the forest the tree belongs to, to the planet we all live on. Emergence makes it impossible to explain the behavior of the whole according to the mechanics of its parts.

        	15. The emergent sensitivity that is summoned into being by an organic unity is a form of intelligence. As every phenomenon is and must be, the intelligence of a life form is an expression of the whole to which it seamlessly belongs. Intelligence is not an ‘add-on’. Intelligence is as fundamental and immaterial a property of the universe as is the principle of self-organization.

        	16. The attunement of the whole is felt in the quality of mutual awareness. The cosmos itself is a self-organizing unity; to be self-organizing is to express intelligence—although who can guess at what the word ‘intelligence’ even means at that scale? Some suggest it might mean ‘love’, and that seems to me to sit at the limit of what our language can express in that regard. Everything exists in the medium of that intelligence; therefore, coming into relationship with some aspect of the whole—a blade of grass, a pebble, a star—brings you into a state of mutual awareness through which the whole becomes newly aware of itself.
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      Chapter 7

      When Wholeness Points the Way

      What nature loves

      The desire for freedom is basic to human nature. We yearn for our energies to be released from habitual constraints and liberated into an experience of life that is fresh, spontaneous, awake to the world and unafraid. You might experience such freedom in dance or lovemaking, alone in nature, working on a problem, riding a bike or in conversation—and it always feels wonderful. When freedom is curtailed, by contrast, it is a form of suffering. You find yourself stuck in a pattern that thwarts, stunts and denies the energies of your life. I think one of the foremost challenges of moving towards wholeness is learning what freedom means to us, learning to notice what diminishes it, and learning the freedom of expressing our true selves through how we live.

      We are buffeted by widely divergent ideas about what freedom means and what will bring more of it into our lives—but it helps to recognize that any relationship to freedom also involves a relationship to security. The freedom a tightrope walker enjoys alone on the high wire is made possible by how secure she feels there. Ironically, she might feel less secure at a high-society dinner—and if so, would feel less personal freedom there. The reciprocity between freedom and security provides another perspective on the contrasting tendencies of the tyrant and the hero: the tyrant seeks freedom in security; the hero seeks security in freedom.

      As we have seen, the tyrant largely understands freedom as the ability to disconnect. Disconnection promises security: by retracting from the ordinary, unpredictable currents of being, you can buffer yourself from their influence and act on the world from a distance by delegating others to get their hands dirty on your behalf. Protected from the forces of the world that would reshape you, you amass forms of control that, instead, would reshape the world.

      The fly in the tyrant’s ointment, though, is that what looks like security turns out instead to breed anxiety. As Joseph Campbell observed, the tyrant is “self-terrorized, fear-haunted, alert at every hand to meet and battle back the anticipated aggressions of his environment.”126 When you are obsessed with control and you open your eyes to look at the world around you, you see threats to that control around every corner and behind every smiling face.

      
        The tyrant seeks freedom in security; the hero seeks security in freedom.

      

      The tyrant’s mistrust of being is the engine that drives his actions. And on every scale, from the personal to the national, his actions oppose what nature loves. We aren’t inclined to think about what nature loves; we prefer to see it in more dispassionate terms as a sophisticated system. But if you attend to nature, if you are willing to heed it as you would the wisest of all teachers, it will reveal three towering loves that show up in every life it summons into being: nature loves change, it loves diversity and it loves service.

      Nature is so in love with change that it lets go and moves on without hesitation: it neither lingers nor holds fast. As Heraclitus famously observed, you can’t step into the same river twice. Even as you cradle a pebble in your palm, it is changing. Technically, you would have to bring the temperature of something to absolute zero to stop it from changing—and nature just doesn’t allow that to happen.

      Nature also loves diversity. It abounds in it and shows no predilection for sameness. If you were standing in a blizzard, you could be assured that in the massive swirl of snowflakes tumbling out of the sky, no two would be identical. If you scoured a grassy hillside, you would find that each blade growing there is unique. As is every tulip and conifer. They are each variations on a theme. Nature loves diversity and is ceaselessly at play creating more of it.

      Finally, nature loves service. Every living thing is born in service to the whole, and every living thing dies in service, nourishing new life. Every life form on earth is busy helping it to harmonize: the shark in the ocean’s depths, the swallow swooping through the settling dusk, the beetle burrowing in the dank earth, the grasshopper swaying on a twig, the wolf prowling the valley127—all are busy, guided by the world and in service to its work of harmonizing.

      In his quest to find freedom in security, the tyrant stands apart from nature and pits himself against everything it loves. He resents change—his agenda is to establish a status quo and then defend it against all who threaten to alter it. The tyrant fears diversity. Control requires order and conformity; he sees difference as a threat and uniformity as a comfort. In human relations he decides who ‘belongs to the club’ and who doesn’t; diversity is an affront to his sense of entitlement. And finally, the tyrant serves only himself. Exploiting the world in the cause of self-service, he is a blight on its harmony.

      This tyrannical opposition to nature shows up on an individual level. Our dissociation from the body literally denatures us. We habituate to a categorical mind-set that resents change, fears diversity and is in service only to the self. The forgetfulness of the tyrant is ultimately a forgetfulness of life.

      The tendencies of the tyrant also show up in societies. We want to ‘sustain’ our way of life without needing to change who we are; we insist on stamping nature’s diversity into rectilinear suburban lots and tractor-friendly tracts, and on planting monoculture forests convenient for harvesting; and our gaze is fixated on ways in which the world can serve us. We plunder the earth for hydrocarbons and feed them to machines that breathe toxins into the air. We cleverly turn oil into acres of plastic, which breaks into smaller pieces but is so hostile to life that it never decomposes, and starves fish and seabirds as it uselessly fills their bellies. We plant crops in ways that shatter the web of life in the soil, so that only chemical fertilizers, herbicides and insecticides can keep our crops alive. We vivisect the land with roads and highways and fences that confound the flow of life across it. We treat water as a universal solvent that will carry our problems ‘away’—filling our rivers and lakes with contaminates and our oceans with garbage. We clear-cut forests, which are “superorganisms with interconnections much like ant colonies”128 and shatter their diverse, co-nurturing intelligence.

      Tyrannically, we see what we want and take it, and we do so as an entitlement rather than as an exchange of gifts. The arrogance of our actions is characterized by the trophy hunters who weaken a herd by selecting with their high-powered rifles the largest and strongest. They blithely deprive the herd of its leader. All wild predators kill in service. We simply take what we want.

      If you entertain the merest tendency to view your personal freedom in the tyrant’s terms of disconnection, you will be pitting yourself against wholeness and initiating a cascade of consequences: dissociated from the emergent intelligence of your undivided being, you cannot attune. Unable to attune, you bow before no mystery because you are insensate to it. In fact, nothing in your personal realm can exceed the stature, importance or reach of your own ego—so naturally, that is what you will serve.

      
  

Four stages of embodied remembrance

      That we interpret freedom tyrannically is the tragedy of our age. It leads us to seek freedom in the security offered by disconnection, control and acquisition, even as it blinds us to the whole. The hero’s path, which discovers security by growing into freedom, is less familiar to us.

      The hero’s journey of remembrance is a process of surrendering: you relinquish the anxious self-consciousness of the tyrant, shed the divisions that confound your life’s energy, soften into the unknowable, felt reality of What Is and discover yourself there—held and illumined and summoned by a companionship that gazes into your very core. Being held in that way doesn’t mean you will be shielded from grief, hardship or doubt; but it does mean you won’t be alone in any of it—for having foresworn the fantasy of independence, you will be able to fall again and again into the embrace of the Present and find yourself carried by it. In the freedom of his surrender to being, the hero discovers the security that is found in wholeness. There is no substitute.

      The path to such freedom isn’t called ‘the hero’s journey’ just for show. It contends with a formidable challenge: it’s far more difficult to unlearn than it is to learn—and the remembrance that makes the journey possible involves a diligent, patient unlearning of patterns deep in our bodies that baffle our ability to feel wholeness. Moreover, shedding those patterns leads to its own kind of bafflement: those patterns held in the body also hold us in a certain way of knowing the world. To undo them is to tumble into your ignorance, risking a direct encounter with the unknowable whole—which is at the same time an encounter with your true nature; and in that encounter you discover that your nature too is forever unfolding through change, empowered by diversity and deepening itself through service.

      There is no instruction manual to guide this journey into the unknown: every journey is unique. But the journey to remembrance, however it happens, cannot make ‘head-way’ if it leaves the body behind. That is why my work devotes so much attention to the body. In our ‘think-think-at-head-inside’ culture, the first stage of the hero’s journey is necessarily into the flesh to recover the endarkened realm of the pelvic bowl: you cannot surrender to being without reclaiming the center of being within yourself. Only as you gently, lovingly, subtly come home to your being will you liberate it to resonate to the Present. And with that resonance the next stage of your journey begins, when the world calls the whole of your being to join in its work of harmonizing.

      
        In the freedom of his surrender to being, the hero discovers the security that is found in wholeness.

      

      In my years of helping people navigate the journey of embodied remembrance, I’ve developed a sequence of four stages that I invite them through. Those stages involve explorations of the breath and of our ability to rest, receive and integrate within the body. I look more closely at practices that facilitate those stages in the next chapter, but the principles behind them will clarify where that journey might carry you.129

      
        	1. The breath: Wholeness and breath are inextricably linked. Your breath reveals your being. So the primary question to explore is whether the whole of your body is available to the breath. If it is, the whole of your being is available to it. But we are taught either to stifle the breath or willfully control it, both of which dull the body’s intelligence. We know that breathing deeply will promote well-being, for instance, but we are so enculturated to top-down solutions that we imagine we have to muscle the breath into the body’s depths, pushing past its resistance—when, in fact, the body’s intelligence longs to release itself to the breath.
          What is clenched, of course, cannot release. And in our culture you learn from a million cues to clench the structures of the pelvic bowl, throwing their sensitivities into darkness—and then you feel you cannot move the breath into it without overcoming that resistance with top-down effort. But if you soften that resistance—bringing sensation and fluidity back to the pelvic floor, the sacrum, the hips and the lower belly—the whole of the pelvic bowl will be free to release rhythmically and easily to both inbreath and outbreath. That freedom reclaims your sensitivity to your own being—and prepares you for the next stage.

        

        	2. Rest: Re-sensitizing the pelvic bowl awakens the place in the body where the center of your awareness can come to rest, centered in the intelligence of the body. Experientially, the pelvic floor is the very ground of your being, and the center of the pelvic floor is the perineum. Until that place is available—until you can come home to yourself by landing there—the center of your awareness will tend to scamper back up into the head; and from there, it can ‘notice’ the body’s sensations but will be unable to unite with them. When you liberate the center of your awareness from the head, drop it through the body and allow it to come to rest on the perineum, you soften into the currents of the voluble Present and activate the stillpoint of your core—the center of your intelligence from which wholeness can be felt.

        	3. Receptivity: Our doing-obsessed culture primes you to give, give, give: you give as a friend, a coworker, a neighbor, a citizen, a sibling, as a son or daughter and perhaps as a parent, a boss or an employee. And that’s all fine, except that it tends to pull you out of balance, because there is no designated occasion when you are given permission to just receive—and it is in receptivity that you are able to ‘be’.
          If you aren’t receiving, even as you are giving, you can’t be present—because there is an equivalence between receptivity and presence. To be present to someone is to be fully receptive to them; to be fully receptive to someone is to be present to them. The most crucial gift you can offer anyone is to be present to them; but when we speak to someone, we tend to go into presentation mode to ‘deliver’ our ideas, and get our part of the relationship right, which puts our attention on the self and collapses our receptivity. Receptivity is made possible by the grounded stability that comes with being at rest deep in the pelvic bowl. Without that, you can only calculate. The pelvic bowl is the original beggar’s bowl, receiving into itself all the gifts of the world; and it receives those gifts directly, without mediation.

        
          Just as the stillness of the node receives all the energies passing through the standing waves, your center of awareness, at rest on the pelvic floor, receives the currents of the Present passing through it. You no longer merely hear the sounds around you; you receive them into the pelvic bowl and understand them with the whole of your being. You no longer merely see the world around you; you receive its sights into that place of attuned rest. As your inner realm of sensation embraces What Is, you come to know it by receiving it. That imparts an intimacy to your experience that is both grounded and naked. Fully, fluidly present, you receive the intimacy of the Present without any need to objectively know it.

        

        	4. Integration: To summarize the first three stages: when the breath awakens the realm of the pelvic bowl, you reclaim the place in the body where you can land and come to rest; centered in its fluid stillness, you can soften your attention onto What Is and just receive; and your receptivity itself is rooted in the realm of your consciousness that feels wholeness—the wholeness of the self, of being and of the all-sensitive Present. As you receive, then, you are feeling the sensational world in relationship with your being rather than keeping the body’s energy in check and holding the Present at a distance from your being. Receiving the world like that, you are able to continuously integrate it.
          As I’ve noted, unintegrated energies are organized in the body in such a way that they are segregated from the core of your being. As you learn to trust the wordless, integrative genius in the pelvic bowl, it enables you to safely and deliberately bring those energies out of segregation and into relationship with your core. As they integrate—like cotton balls falling out of the bell—they newly sensitize your being to its continuously integrating, fluid exchange with the Present. And once the intimacy of that exchange is felt, it brings you back to your wholeness so powerfully that you feel your place in the world clearly and hear its beckoning invitation to come and play and perhaps risk everything by doing so. A doorway cracks open, summoning you into the unknown.

        

      

      
  

Freedom of being

      The hero finds security by freeing himself into a remembrance of being: his path is a self-achieved submission to the Present. If you choose that path, you are choosing to allow your thinking to decentralize and come to rest in the emergent, felt mystery of the coursing whole, as a surfer rests on a wave: balanced in stillness among its energetic currents, sensitized to the partnership that moves you forward. At play in that field, you are never alone. The companionship of the all-knowing Present is always there, just as Athena was present to all-enduring Odysseus.

      The hero’s choice is ultimately about coming back into relationship with the female principle of ‘being’. You cannot enjoy a freedom of being without submitting to being. Choosing that path is not just doable—it is necessary if we are to recover our balance in this world, learn to live intelligently in it and prove ourselves an asset to its harmony, rather than a toxic liability. No top-down modality we might devise can guide that transformation. However benign and well intentioned such modalities seem, they validate the very division from which we suffer. The change we need can only take root in the ground of the individual. And because of the way such things work, when we as individuals find our way into wholeness, we are helping others find their way as well.

      What is being asked of us is not a little thing. It is not just a new technique or a certain skill we need to learn. It is not an add-on or an adjustment to our way of being: it is a different way of being. It is a revolution in consciousness—more profound in its implications, perhaps, than the one initiated when Copernicus displaced the earth from its position at the center of the heavens; for we are not just accommodating a new piece of knowledge that overturns an old belief system and thereby changes us. The change that is needed is one we have to initiate within ourselves voluntarily: to self-achieve a submission to wholeness that will transform how we live in the world. It will displace the head from its position at the center of our thinking, and attune us to the very intelligence out of which and into which we were born. This journey into wholeness is a revolution that the entire planet is crying out for—and it can only begin with individuals like you making a personal choice.130

      
  

The wholeness revolution, through the body

      Of all our senses, holosapience is the one we most urgently need if the greatest of our accomplishments—our art, our science, our spiritual traditions—are to survive the worst of our accomplishments: our devastation of fragile ecosystems, wars waged with unthinkably destructive weapons, the ravages of poverty and the tyrannical obscenities of wealth. Some believe a new way of being will be made possible by new technologies—but history, hubris and the law of unintended consequences tell me otherwise. As the creators of new technologies, we cannot impart them with a wisdom we lack. They can never replace nature as our most intimate teacher. Stuck in our own narrative of separation, we will create technologies that reinforce that narrative. To look to technology to save us is to look in the wrong direction, pretending that we don’t need to change; we just need more sophisticated means of control. Technologies, bless them, can help mitigate the damage we do—but they cannot grant us holosapience or undo the gnawing restlessness in us that needs always more.

      How would our lives and our world change if we ceased hoping that technology would save us from ourselves? What would happen if there were a general awakening to the fact that the major change we need is a change of regime within the self? What if people appreciated that until our experience of who we are changes, how we act won’t; and that until we unlock our thinking from the confines of the head, our experience of who we are will remain on its current trajectory? What if we as individuals began to relinquish our need to dominate and supervise the breath, the body, our circumstances, our thinking and the world in general? If we liberated ourselves, instead, to a world-consciousness that dilates our attention into the guidance of the Present?

      No one can say for sure how things would be different, and no one should imagine that such a regime change within the self would usher in a utopia: wholeness includes loss, hardship, grief, ease, gratitude and joy. But there is a crucial difference between fighting reality and dancing with it; between living in self-conflict and living in the grace of being; between feeling alone in the world and feeling held and known by it.

      If we dared to visualize how this revolution might change us and our relationships, and how it might go on to affect others in the world; if we could but summon that image forth, we might help to inspire it. So here’s a brief and entirely incomplete start: a glimpse at how our lives might change if we found our way back to the body, and through its subtle and attuned intelligence, back to a remembrance of wholeness. We’ll begin at the beginning: your relationship with yourself.

      
        What would happen if there were a general awakening to the fact that the major change we need is a change of regime within the self?

      

      Being Present to Yourself

      Once you recognize the identity between your mind and your body’s energy, it’s clear that you cannot fully inhabit your mind until you fully inhabit your body; an experience of the whole of your intelligence is an experience of the whole of your being. Freeing the mind into its fullest awareness also means freeing the body’s energy, allowing it to come into coherence and dance with the Present, as a murmuration of starlings dances with the dusk. In our culture, the challenge of liberating the body’s energy into the coherence of the Present requires that we make peace with ignorance. There cannot be wholeness without it.

      Ignorance can be thought of in many ways, but in this context it is simply the possibility of discovery—insofar as you know something, there is nothing to discover. Ignorance is anathema to the supervisor: if he doesn’t know what to do, how can he supervise? So we run from ignorance in order to safeguard our supervisory role. We know what emotions are appropriate and expected in most circumstances, and tend to supervise their arrival. We also know when certain emotions are inappropriate, and put them on hold. As for being fully present with the whole of our being, and feeling what we are feeling, that isn’t something we’re often encouraged to discover. And so the energy in our bodies remains unacknowledged, divided and in conflict. If it were to show up as a flock of starlings, it would be in utter disarray.

      Ignorance plays a similar role when it comes to liberating your energy into the Present. The Present can never be a known entity: what is here now has never been before and flows ever on, never to be replicated. It is an unthinkably complex process that can be felt with astonishing subtlety but never objectively known. So we are all ignorant of it. You can only truly join the Present, then, if you allow yourself to remain unknown, ready to be discovered through its revelations. Aware of the Present coursing through your being, in partnership with it, you feel your way forward—called, cradled, summoned and tugged towards wholeness by its emergent guidance. And your love of freedom, your security of being, your inner resonance will say yes to that guidance with the clarity that lives in your core.

      Being Present to Others

      It’s one thing to become more present to the energy of your being and soften into the unity of the bodyworld while alone; it’s a different challenge to do so in the company of others. Social interactions easily fracture wholeness because they involve so many triggers that can reroute you into ‘prescribed behavior’. That rerouting takes you out of the place of rest in the pelvic bowl and flips you into division. Your behavior is no longer at one with your being, but is supervised: you want to look good, hold your own, score points, get your point across, make an impression. Before you know it you are in presentation mode. I have dubbed the reflex that takes us there ‘the trampoline effect’ because of how quickly it can bounce you into the head.

      When a social interaction trampolines us out of our center, it often shows up in the face. The supervisor, wanting to control the narrative, takes over the face to communicate the appropriate expression. And so we start doing things with the face to guide the other person’s experience of us. The etymology of the word ‘face’ traces to the Latin facere—“to do, to make.” When the face takes over the narrative, doing takes over from being and an experience of wholeness in this moment-by-moment life we are sharing with someone becomes impossible.

      When the center of your awareness rests on the pelvic floor, it rests in the realm of your consciousness that receives and integrates. It is a realm that includes the background of the Present, which imparts a specificity of moment to you and anyone you are with. To see and listen to someone from that realm of wholeness is to be able to receive their presence without self-consciousness. I refer to this state of receptivity as ‘faceless presence’ because there is no sense that your face is separating ‘you’ from ‘them’. It’s not that the face is immobilized—but it doesn’t run ahead of being and leave it behind. Instead, it is softened into the body, as though it were floating passively on the currents deep within the pelvic bowl. Every stirring of your life passes through it without judgment or emphasis or intended effect, and without ever diminishing your attunement to your shared life, here and now.

      Once you honor wholeness in yourself, you naturally see and honor wholeness in others. Liberated from the anxiety and constrictions of self-consciousness, you can rest in the ease of seeing and being seen. Whatever is spoken between you arises from wholeness and illuminates wholeness. This makes possible a different sort of play, a different kind of give and take. And however the conversation might veer, or leap, or pause, it will be less about establishing a conclusion that puts a period on some issue, and more about an improvisation played out among the currents of a mystery.

      When an individual softens into a love of being, the fetters of status quo, judgment and self-absorption fall away and the shared Present moves front and center. When that happens with enough individuals, a sense of community takes hold and spreads into the world. Where it flourishes, its effects will touch and transform every aspect of our relationships with ourselves, each other and the life of this planet; it will renew every practice and hierarchy and value system. The staples of our culture will be transformed, including business, consumerism, politics, education, competition, our appreciation of service and of truth, and how we experience time. A whole book could be written about any one of these, but even to look at each of them briefly will shed light on where we could go together.

      
  

Holosapience, changing our culture

      Business

      In a community, the bottom line cannot be personal profit. If it is, community will suffer. In our life on this earth everything is shared. To profit by exploitation of any sort—of workers, of consumers’ goodwill, of the earth’s frail resources—is a fractured way of functioning that will beget further fracturing. Once you honor the wholeness in yourself, you see and serve wholeness in the world that supports you. Any action that is not grounded in a sensitivity to wholeness will be understood as an assertion of tyranny. When individuals in a society sensitize to their own wholeness, businesses that deplete community, whether among people or in the larger community of nature to which we all belong, will fail. Businesses that serve community—“all my relations” as the indigenous phrase puts it—will be honored and supported.

      Consumerism

      Consumerism becomes toxic when it is made the basis of an economy. When ‘consumer confidence’ goes up, the planet groans. What drives our patterns of frenetic consumption is a largely unacknowledged craving, one that might manifest as a need for status or control, to have the best, to be pampered or distracted, to acquire something new or to feel better about oneself.

      All such cravings belong to the restlessness the Pueblo chief spoke of, and they all point to a disconnection from being. When we disconnect from being, that neglect registers in the psyche as an emptiness—a lack that no river of consumer goods can ever fill and no distraction can put to rest, try though we might. And so the emptiness gnaws and incessantly goads us to reach for more.

      As people deepen into their wholeness on our planet, they won’t stop consuming. Life requires consumption in some form or another. But resting in the sensitivity of your wholeness alleviates the craving for something ‘new’ and brings you home to the ordinary world that holds you. It enables you to appreciate what you receive from that world as a gift. And it makes you intolerant of buying anything that assumes there is such a place on earth as ‘away’ to which unwanted goods can be sent. Your love of this world will caution you against buying anything that makes that assumption, particularly anything packaged in plastic. And you may recognize in such plastic packaging of your broccoli, your chicken, your cheese a tacit, reassuring barrier that mirrors the fortified boundary of the self. And like the boundaried self, plastic serves only itself: it nourishes nothing, disdaining nature rather than expressing a love of it.

      Appliances will change as well. The washing machines and fridges of today are replete with more functions and options than anyone is likely to need, and they seem to come at the expense of durability. And who wants durability anyway?—in five years there will be fancy new functions. Your washing machine might be able to scan the clothes you are wearing and let you know when they need laundering while it reads you tomorrow’s weather report.

      Dwelling in wholeness makes all of that look unappealing. It will create a demand for a generation of appliances that meet new criteria. They will do their jobs well, without bells and whistles. They will be simple, and beautiful to look at. They will be well built and engineered to last. And unlike what is mass-produced today, they will be specifically designed to be easy to repair and amenable to upgrades as they become available. Imagine being able to buy a washing machine that will last for fifty years or more.

      And buying a used washing machine will be a completely different proposition because shops will be able to refurbish appliances indefinitely. Parts will be available, shops to rewind motors will appear once more, and skilled trades will be available to do quick repairs. The economy will shift from one that turns the world’s resources into garbage as quickly as it can to one that is devoted to honoring to the best of its ability the gifts we have extracted from it.

      Service

      One of the hallmarks of the tyrant is a compulsion to acquire that no acquisition can put to rest. When we move from the self-consciousness of the tyrant into the world-consciousness of the hero, many aspects of that compulsion will also shift. Primary among them is the understanding of ownership as stewardship rather than entitlement; and as we take the responsibilities of stewardship seriously, our needs shift from acquiring and replacing to caring: caring for your furniture, appliances, clothing and other possessions, and finding value and gratitude in that caring relationship. Such caring signals a shift from known relationship to felt relationship.

      Wearing a mended sweater in a headist culture is taken as a signifier of low status, an indication that you can’t afford to throw it ‘away’ and replace it. As we recover our holosapience, we would see instead that caring hands did the mending and sense the history of a relationship with the garment that, in all its ordinariness, holds cherished memories. And what would that elicit from us if not appreciation and respect?

      When caring is expressed in the world, whether in repairing something or supporting someone, it requires skills that machines can assist in but never replace. As our values shift, remuneration would be based on service rather than on the wielding of power, which always seems to find some way to serve itself. And our understanding of service would broaden into an appreciation that it is our way of according with the world’s harmony, and with what the Present calls forth from us. As we truly come to value the love that expresses itself in world-conscious action, we might honor those who serve the most vulnerable among us, such as nurses and teachers, as some of the highest-paid professions—as their skilled caring and its effects so profoundly nurture all of society.

      On the other hand, the club of power brokers insisting on obscenely disproportionate benefits would be increasingly understood as a blight on community and a corrosive continuation of top-down tyranny. The very need for that much money would be seen as the expression of an insatiable disconnection from being and an entrenched self-absorption. Far from seeming to represent the pinnacle of success, it would be understood as a failure of wholeness.

      Truth

      Presenting as a truth something you know to be false indicates that you are in presentation mode: you are presenting a constructed self rather than speaking from your wholeness. Refusing to acknowledge What Is, you assert a fantasy—usually for self-centered reasons. We have been in a post-truth era for some time, and seem to be sliding more deeply into it. Advertising has become the art of titillating consumers with half-truths and groundless innuendo. Social media abound with wishful thinking posing as wisdom, and with ‘exposés’ that dress up crumbs of truth as far-reaching verities. These strategies have proven successful because most people live in presentation mode and rely on its persuasions to successfully reassure themselves of flattering half-truths.

      A deepening relationship to wholeness comes to cherish the clarity bestowed by attuning to What Is. Giving up that clarity by straying into presentation mode or speaking falsehoods is felt for what it is: a violation of one’s being. Similarly, you become acutely aware of instances when that clarity is obscured in others. So what our familiar, personal divisions and strategies make tolerable in a post-truth era will lose all persuasiveness and become unpalatable as we attune to wholeness and, individually and collectively, help usher in a post-post-truth era.

      Politics

      Our politics—like every institution, belief system and value in our culture—are shaped by our relationship to the body. So, for instance, the more we dominate the body with ideas, the more likely we are to find ‘strongman’ politicians appealing. It’s what we trust in ourselves. And just as we divide the body with tension, our politics are similarly divided. If divisions in a society disappeared, politics would disappear: no sides to take, no ‘us’ and ‘them’ to identify with. Division is the oxygen that keeps politics alive.

      The divisions driving our politics are ultimately created by different ideas about how power should be used: the power that enables us to tax and legislate and enforce. And those ideas in turn are often about promoting different rights: the right to free expression, the right to health care, the right to bear arms, the right to education, the right to be fed and clothed, the rights of a fetus, the rights of corporations and more. In mythological terms, an obsession with entitlement is characteristic of the tyrant; the hero is activated by responsibility.

      In our rule-based culture, responsibility has come to be associated with an obligation imposed on you from the outside—a ‘should’. In its deeper sense, responsibility is about the ability to respond, as the hero responds to the call. If you organize your identity into a static construct of head-based ideas, your ability to feel or respond to What Is becomes so impaired that you genuinely lack any sense of responsibility to the life around you; and then your actions serve only you and yours. When you soften into the unified experience of the bodyworld and your intelligence decentralizes, it is newly experienced as a responsive attunement to the Present—and in that responsiveness you will hear the world whisper to you, intervening in your plans and calling you elsewhere. Wherever it calls you, your ability to respond to that call—your response-ability to it—will carry you more deeply into wholeness, even as you are called into service.

      In a culture that deactivates responsiveness so successfully that we have difficulty sensing the whole that holds us, the only political argument that will persuade is one about rights, because any such argument is concerned with establishing boundaries: I have a right to this, but you have a right to that, while they have a right to these; let’s see how we can draw lines to reconcile our competing interests.

      But when your ability to respond is unlocked to the currents of being, your deepening presence will discover your unique gifts being called into service by the ever-present work of harmonizing. When your responsibility is activated in that way, it will be summoned especially to circumstances where there is vulnerability or suffering, and the issue will no longer be about entitlement or control; it will be about remaining in your wholeness such that your heart’s passion, and your heart’s compassion, are open to being ignited.

      When responsibility arises from wholeness, it finds guidance there and excludes nothing. As individuals recover their personal sense of wholeness, the effect on a nation’s politics will be seismic. When holosapience is understood as the ability to feel reality, the top-down political system we currently rely on will seem quaintly authoritarian, clumsy and irresponsible in both its disregard for truth and its primary commitment to gaining and retaining power. We will understand anew the ways in which its methods undermine rather than foster wholeness. And the presumed agenda that considers above all “What will benefit our nation’s economy?” will shift its focus from profit to welfare: the welfare not just of citizens, but of our domesticated animals, the plants, soil, water and wildlife we rely on and the battered biodiversity of our planet at large. Such a concern for welfare is not oblivious of profit—it is rather a concern for actions that profit “all our relations.”

      Education

      As I noted earlier, once intelligence is understood as ‘grounded sensitivity’, the functioning of our public education system appears to have been designed to inhibit a child’s intelligence—undermining her groundedness and eroding her sensitivity. But then, most top-down systems function in conflict with their own aims.

      If the individuals teaching our children learned to deeply honor their own wholeness, they would be in a position to see and honor and support our children in their wholeness. If that were taken as the explicit aim of education, everything about it would change, beginning with the top-down organization of the classroom.

      As Plutarch pointed out, education isn’t the filling of a pail but the lighting of a fire.131 Children, unless deeply traumatized, are innately curious. Curiosity is the engine of learning, and curiosity isn’t fueled by answers but by questions. Our current approach to education relentlessly directs a child’s attention to answers: to facts, dates, sums, names and on and on. It does almost nothing to develop the skill of formulating questions. This leads to an adult population that is uncomfortable harboring the uncertainty of a question in their being; they are more inclined to embrace answers that ‘feel right’. That is enough to win their approval—and such approval is generally as intolerant of curiosity or questioning as a tyrant is. Rigor is denounced as ‘elitist’. This aversion for feeling questions has laid the groundwork for our post-truth era, in which the answers and solutions proposed by politicians and commercial interests are polled and tailored to ‘feel right’; and the curiosity to hold those answers to account by questioning them sleeps like an undeveloped muscle.

      
        Some of the most fruitful questions will never be definitively answered: What is love? What is life? What is freedom?

      

      In recent history it has become possible to find an answer to almost any question in mere seconds. “When was J. S. Bach born?” Type, click, and there it is. What no search engine can provide, though, is the pertinent question—the one you need in order to clarify your thinking, to crack open a problem, to take down an assumption that is limiting your freedom, or to reveal some door beckoning to be opened.

      Picasso is quoted as saying, “Computers are useless—they can only give you answers.”132 A question moves you forward; an answer pretty much stops you—unless it begets another question. We have been trained to believe that a question finds its justification only when it leads to an answer—but some of the most fruitful questions will never be definitively answered: What is love? What is life? What is freedom? Such enduring questions empower engagement and curiosity and even passion and art. Occasionally a question arises from the whole of your being and takes your life for a ride—like the one about wholeness that spurred the writing of this book. Living with questions can be disturbing because they open us to change. But all of nature—every fern and bug and creek—can be seen as an embodied question feeling its way forward. Nature doesn’t show much interest in answers.

      Fact, names, categories, sums, history—all of these will be learned and remembered when a deep curiosity is ignited, because it will lead to an explication of contexts, not answers. And any context eventually reaches to include all contexts. The primary limitation to your learning is the limit on your willingness to feel and formulate the questions that really matter to you. And those questions can only bubble up from deep within your wholeness. When a child’s wholeness is nurtured, she will launch herself full-fledged into learning everything her innate gifts attune her to. If education were dedicated to supporting children in their wholeness—supporting their ability to feel and question, supporting the flame of their curiosity and the skill of grounding in the felt Present—they would grow up to revolutionize what it means to be an adult.

      Competition

      In our approach to the world, we justify a certain dissociation from wholeness by appealing to an ideal erroneously attributed to Darwin: survival of the fittest. It is an ugly sentiment, based on a half-truth, and it breeds entitlement, contempt and animosity. It is also a meaningless concept because it rests on a circular argument. ‘Fitness’ in this context has no objective definition. We can only determine what ‘fitness’ for survival means by looking at what happens to survive. Sometimes what survives is not the biggest and strongest but the smallest. When we speak about “the survival of the fittest” as the principle of evolution, then, we are actually saying evolution is about the survival of whatever happens to survive. As I said, meaningless.

      To look with wonder and honesty at the world of nature—the world of ants or trees or ecosystems—is to come face to face with the principle it actually manifests: survival of the most harmonious. The animal or plant that is able to come into relationship with its environment and serve it—supporting it, adapting to it, harmonizing with its energies—is most likely to survive. The capacity to cooperate and serve is deeply embedded in all of nature. What cannot harmonize will perish, like a parasite that kills its host. Peter Wohlleben, who wrote The Hidden Life of Trees, has noted myriad ways in which the trees of a forest actually cooperate and support each other. As he explains it, each tree knows that it is not a forest and that it can survive only as part of a forest. Would that we were more like trees.

      The word ‘competition’ carries this sense of harmonizing in its etymology: it literally means “to strive together.” We treat the word as though it actually meant ‘contrapetition’—“to strive against.” But two athletes running a race, if they are well matched, will help each other to do their best, to exceed what they might have done on their own. To run well in a state of wholeness is to know that you are helping your competitor run well, as she is helping you—and to celebrate that.

      Anyone who wants to ‘crush the competition’ in any arena—business, politics, sport—is trapped in the tyrant’s values of status, control and power. Out of touch with a state of personal grace, she is out of touch with her true reality. The more power she wields, the greater the damage she inflicts.

      Time

      Cut off from wholeness as we are, we lean on the authority of machines to mark time for us; watches, calendars, alarms and traffic lights, among others, announce its passage. Machines also shape the texture of time: the hum of the refrigerator, the ringing of a phone, the din of cars and trucks, the chiming of a computer, the tumbling of the clothes dryer, the drone of the ventilation system, the roar of a plane overhead. In an urban setting, we can easily spend every minute of the day enveloped by the insistent white noise of machines asserting their temporal rhythms.

      Time described by machinery is very different from time described by nature. Nature reveals time with birdsong, thunder, the sailing of the sun from dawn to dusk, the wheeling of the night sky, the fluttering of wings or leaves, babbling brooks, the breeze sifting through pine needles and the beating of the heart. Machinery vibrates, and its vibrations tend to be metronomic—its beat driving senselessly, incessantly on. Living in the ever-present field of its influence, our cells are infiltrated by its mechanical beat, and that beat comes to dominate us. When that happens, our body’s energy—our thinking—acquires an undercurrent of driven jitteriness.

      This effect is amplified when we are in control of a machine. When you sit behind a wheel of a car and start driving, it’s sometimes difficult to appreciate to what extent the car is driving you—enveloping you in its imperative and urging you forward with its impatient, entitled rhythms.

      The historic shift from breathing rhythm to implacable beat shows up in our music. Much of the music of the early baroque unfolds with rhythms that disdain the metronome as much as the human heart does, and are as unconcerned with building to a conclusion as nature herself.133 The early baroque period occurred in the 1600s. The first patent for the steam engine was awarded in 1698, and the Industrial Revolution got underway in 1760; in tandem with that, music began to adhere to a more regular beat. Beethoven indicated specific metronome markings in his music in 1817. In the twentieth century the drum machine appeared, and by the late twentieth century the advent of rap and hip-hop moved the mechanical rhythms of the urban landscape front and center.

      This bears relevance to the issue of our wholeness. Your nervous system is imprinted with the rhythms of the mechanical sounds in which it is immersed—your cells tugged by the frenzy of its jittery beat. You may not even realize how long it’s been since they’ve come truly to rest until you move so far into nature that you escape all audible evidence of machinery. If you can remain there long enough, you may feel the undercurrent of driving, repetitive white noise slowly leave your body, making room for the spacious orchestra of the wide world around you.

      The currents of nature’s time are infused with an intelligence to which you deeply belong. To return to that intelligence and open your body to it is to bring an entirely different quality to the way you listen to someone, to the way your eyes rest on the world around you, to the way you eat a meal, to the way you speak. That quality is the attunement of an intelligence at rest in the Present, at home in the body and devoted to wholeness.

      [image: ]

      A culture’s Story teaches its members what it means to be human. Our story teaches us that to be human is to live in the head—in relationship with the world but fundamentally separate from it. Our way of being and our way of relating are both top-down. We are advised to find guidance in our ideas about reality rather than in its living pulse. However brilliant they may be, ideas about how to live are not, by themselves, going to save us or bring us closer to our experience of wholeness. As long as we remain in the head, we will forfeit the new experience of ourselves and our world that we need. To come home to the self, to come home to the reality of the life of this planet, to come home to the reality of the wholeness that sustains our every breath, we need first to come home to the body. The final chapter of this book is dedicated to practices that can help us do that.

      
        
          126 Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1973), 15.

        

        
          127 When wolves were reintroduced to Yellowstone Park, their presence began to radically benefit both flora and fauna. A wonderful movie, How Wolves Change Rivers, was made about those benefits. It can be found at http://www.yellowstonepark.com/wolf-reintroduction-changes-ecosystem/.
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          129 This is also the sequence of stages in my weekend workshop (also called Radical Wholeness). Over two days it moves through the themes of Breath, Rest, Receptivity and Integration.

        

        
          130 I write about the need for and the nature of this revolution in “The Embodiment Manifesto,” which is posted on my website at https://philipshepherd.com/manifesto/.

        

        
          131 This quote is commonly attributed to W. B. Yeats but actually originated with Plutarch in an essay called “On Listening.” See Essays by Plutarch, trans. Robin Waterfield (London, UK: Penguin Classics, 1992), 50. 
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      Chapter 8

      A Speleology of the Body’s Intelligence

      The uncharted cavern

      There is no map to wholeness. No set of directions. When your heart yearns to surrender to the freedom of your wholeness, the journey that beckons is one that has never been made before: no one has ever stepped into your wholeness, and no one can predict where it will take you. You are treading into the unknown. You are opening the body’s sensitivities to the thriving wakefulness of the Present living through your being. The more you experience that wakefulness as your thinking, the more your thinking will be informed by the coherence of the Present, so that its coherence becomes yours.

      Although you cannot map out the journey to wholeness, it is possible to describe landmarks within the body’s intelligence—features of the cavern into which the journey to wholeness leads. The term ‘speleology’ means “the study of caves.” It considers their makeup, life forms and structures. Speleology seems an appropriate term to describe a journey of exploration into the makeup, life and structures that lie within the cavern of the body’s intelligence. Its spaciousness remains largely unexplored by our culture—but it is within that spaciousness that the body’s intelligence lives hand in hand with the world’s: the realm of seselelame. This chapter, then, will undertake a speleology of the body’s intelligence.

      
  

Feeling the whole

      An experience of wholeness is an experience of the bodyworld. You can sensitize to the bodyworld in different ways—each a little surrender. You can allow yourself to become permeable to the aliveness of the world around you, and feel how that aliveness holds your aliveness. You can rest so deeply in the still node within you that you feel it grounded in the sensitized exchanges of mutual awareness. You can allow the experience of your mind to escape the silo of the head and attune to an emergent intelligence you will never understand but that is always there to be felt. You can also experience the liberation of your energies into the Present, that they might delight in the play of its harmony and coherence. Any surrender that sensitizes you to the bodyworld sensitizes you to the whole.

      The nature of your ability to feel wholeness is akin to your sense of balance and is equally reliant on seselelame. When you find your balance, what are you feeling? Gravity? We can’t point to gravity directly: it doesn’t exist as a stimulus or as a thing. It didn’t even exist as a concept until Newton came along. Einstein helped us understand it not as a force but as a curving of the space-time continuum by the presence of matter. But whatever gravity is, we can feel it, and its effect is borderless—which is why we speak of a ‘gravitational field’.

      We’ve looked at the fact that wholeness is also a field. You cannot point out the field of the Present. Nor can wholeness be contained in the four dimensions of space and time. The reality of wholeness is fundamentally nonlocal—a space-time-mind continuum. Within that continuum, the presence of everything resonates through everything. The presence of everything—matter and mind—resonates through you. And like gravity, the whole can be felt in your being. The sense that alerts you to it is what I have dubbed holosapience.

      Your holosapience is compromised by any aspect of your body’s energy that is held in check and secluded from the core of your being. By refusing to come to rest in the Present, such tension baffles the body’s intelligence and imparts a sense that you are independent of it.

      The real issue you face in moving towards wholeness, then, is not how to ‘get rid of’ the impediments that keep you from it, but how to recognize them as energies of your being that need integrating. Once you recognize them as such, you acquire the option of bringing them into relationship with your conscious being—with that genius in the pelvic bowl—and allowing them to be integrated.

      
  

Our unintegrated energies

      The unintegrated energies of your being lodge in the body as shadows, or islands of desensitivity. These make the terrain of your intelligence as individual as your fingerprint. The compartmentalizing of those energies might start as a lifesaving measure, especially at a young age when the energy of the world is too overwhelming to integrate. Moreover, such divisions are encouraged by our culture, which insists in its messaging that holding your intelligence in division is a prudent measure—necessary for achieving control.

      As I’ve mentioned, I use ‘the body’s energy’ as an umbrella term to refer to all the energies of the self, which I find indistinguishable from the mind of the self. When we consider the range of energies that might resist integration, it seems to me that they fall broadly into seven types. The most familiar of them is emotional. We are all aware, I imagine, that emotions can become stuck in the body and be held there for weeks, years, even decades. Shame, grief, rage or terror you might have experienced will remain reactive if it hasn’t been welcomed into your wholeness. Bound by tension in the body’s tissues, such emotions impair its intelligence and its ability to heal.

      Ideas are another form of energy that can resist integration. When we protect our ideas from the sensitivities of being, they turn the processes of the world into static, independent things. An unintegrated idea will stand like a road sign between you and the thing it purports to represent, blocking it from view even as it flatters you with ‘knowing’ what the thing is. And there’s no question that all our categories, names, labels, stereotypes and abstract ways of knowing can facilitate inquiry and deepen our sensitivity. But if they remain unintegrated, it’s because we rely on them as a kind of shorthand that saves us the inconvenience of coming into felt relationship. You know what a tree is—why should you bother feeling this one? Knowledge that is not integrated preempts sensitivity.

      A belief is also a kind of idea that may resist integration. If that’s the case, it will remain reactive—felt with an intensity and conviction that make any attunement to the whole seem quite unnecessary. Such a belief renders curiosity or inquiry unnecessary: there is no further need to know because you already do. When a belief is integrated, on the other hand, it remains permeable to reality rather than closed, and newly sensitizes us to the whole—even as the belief acknowledges that it cannot offer a complete account of the whole.

      A third kind of unintegrated energy lies in muscle patterns. The body’s responsiveness to the Present will never be entirely unpatterned—and indeed, patterning enables us to perform with ease certain functions that would otherwise demand all our attention, such as riding a bicycle or writing longhand. But there are also muscle patterns that will confound a surrender to wholeness.

      Patterns of speaking are one such example. Humans are verbal creatures—but the act of speaking is risky because of its paradoxical nature. When you speak, what is inside your body is suddenly made audibly apparent outside your body: your tensions, your desire to please, your fear of being seen, your wish to be seen in a certain way, the dead dark space in your belly, the tension held in your thighs; as the breath carries the voice out of the body and into the world, it reveals all that and more. And we intuitively know that. We witness it in others. And we fear being exposed like that ourselves. So we develop muscle patterns that enable us to manage the breath so we can speak without connecting to our core, thinking we can thereby conceal ourselves—even as we broadcast our need to be concealed. We hold patterns of tension in the tongue root, jaw, soft palate, neck, sternum, sacrum, belly, pelvic floor and legs that prevent the breath from releasing from the body as a whole.

      In my experience, very little in our culture trampolines people into presentation mode more quickly than having to speak. Our culture doesn’t encourage us to explore the questions “What does it mean to speak from the whole of your being? Or from the whole of your intelligence?” And when we speak from a fragmented intelligence, we encourage the same fragmentation in the listener. If we weren’t verbal creatures, embodiment would be so much easier. Embodiment modalities that ignore the voice neglect a rich terrain for discovery.

      A fourth kind of unintegrated energy is what I call warnings. These warnings live inside us and work diligently to keep us safe, often for the whole of our lives. Such warnings are usually internalized during childhood. We are told, or we tell ourselves, “Don’t speak up, you’ll sound stupid,” or “Be nice or they won’t like you,” or “Why bother? You’re just going to fail,” or “Keep your responses under a lid or you’ll be hurt,” or “Who do you think you’re fooling?” or “Speak up or no one will notice you.”

      There is no end to the warnings we may have internalized in our youth, and if they remain unintegrated, they live in us still, ever vigilant, working tirelessly to keep us safe, unaware that we are no longer six years old. And again, we may try to shout them down or banish them—but there is no place of exile. They need to be seen, clearly felt, genuinely thanked for their vigilance and lovingly given permission to slip through the body’s tissues and come to rest on the pelvic floor.

      Number five is centers of intelligence in the body that haven’t integrated with each other, so that our intelligence is fragmented and compartmentalized and we can only access one portion of it at a time by making an either/or choice. There are many centers of intelligence in the body, including the cranial brain, the heart, the belly, the pelvic bowl, the genitals, the hands and the feet. Because our culture prefers management of the self to wholeness of the self, though, we generally supervise our responses by experiencing those centers one at a time, which puts us in charge and avoids feelings of ambiguity. As we have seen, for instance, the body’s intelligence can remain out of relationship with the brain’s; we might soften into the pleasure and joy of our sensuality, but if asked a question about something abstract, we abandon the sensuality and trampoline into the head. The genitals and the heart can also remain unintegrated—so that you can love someone, or have sex with them, but if the two aren’t integrated it prevents the fullness of your heart’s love from expressing itself in the act of sex. Similarly, the ‘doing’ of the head can remain out of touch with the experience of ‘being’ in the pelvic bowl; or what the heart knows can remain unintegrated with what the head knows.

      The heart is a crucial center of intelligence, but I don’t discuss it much for a very specific reason. Our culture generally understands the importance of the heart—it’s in our language, our rituals and our emojis. In stressing the importance of ‘living from the heart’, though, we have tacitly set ourselves the task of moving from the head to the heart. When that is the journey we undertake, we leave the heart in the position of taking directions from the head so that it is quietly supervised about when to open or where to express its love.

      But the roots of your heart lie in your being. It is in the energy of your being that your heart finds its support and nourishment. And the truest impulses that pass naturally through your heart are those that arise from the deep connections of your being. If your heart isn’t expressing your being, what is it expressing? And if the heart is disconnected from the support of your being and is directed by the head, it will be left vulnerable, unsteady and out of touch with its truth.

      I experience the heart as a portal or conduit through which my wholeness meets the wholeness of the world—and as they meet, the genius of the heart brings both into focus. If you are out of touch with your wholeness, it’s not available to meet the world’s. Trying to open a heart that is detached from your being is like trying to grow a flower without roots.

      
        When you truly come home to yourself, you are coming home to the Present.

      

      The sixth form of unintegrated energy is the energy of the Present. Again, to hold the energy of the Present ‘out there’—to keep it from touching your core and coursing through you like a river—is to give your allegiance to the tyrant’s fantasies that control trumps harmony, division trumps wholeness and the riches of your being are to be self-achieved. If you were to consider all the relationships that illuminate your life and imbue it with meaning and purpose, I think you would eventually appreciate that your primary relationship is with the Present. When you truly come home to yourself, you are coming home to the Present. When the truth of your life lights up, the Present lights up in all its specificity. When you surrender to your inescapable wholeness, you surrender to the Present. To join the energy of the Present as you might embrace a lover is to find in its embrace your most intimate companion.

      The seventh and final sort of secluded energy is also the one that most frustrates our attempts to integrate the other six: the energy of our vigilance. The word comes from a Latin root, vigilia, which means “wakefulness,” and it is related further back still to a Sanskrit word, vajra, which means “thunderbolt.” So the word bespeaks an ancient sense of wakeful being that resonates through the world around it, a useful trait for survival. But vigilance can be unintegrated—dissociated from our being—and when that happens it turns into its opposite: a supervision of the self rather than a wakefulness to the world. Supervision of the self is a form of inner patriarchy. And it is the source of social patriarchy.

      The literal meaning of ‘supervise’ is “to oversee.” When we sit up in the head and oversee what we are doing, we are by definition ‘self-conscious’: the supervising part of us is watching the supervised part. In our culture that divided state is taken as the normal human condition. It is the state that parents unknowingly model for their children because their parents did the same for them.

      Moreover, the Story induces a child to put the intelligence of her body to sleep and think her way forward objectively. She is being taught to oversee herself and her world—judging, correcting, second-guessing and deciding—and to ignore the thrumming guidance of the Present. An incessant running commentary in the head develops to remark on everything she does, thinks and feels. She even learns to supervise her supervision because if only it were better, success would be assured. We habituate to the energy of this unending, unintegrated supervision. It turns our gaze from the world and anchors us in the stagnant waters of self-absorption. That’s why it tends to baffle our attempts to integrate the other six forms of energy: obscuring the whole, it leaves no possibility of surrendering to the whole.

      Vigilance is crucial to the soul, to the body’s intelligence, to our very harmony with the world to which we belong; unintegrated vigilance is deleterious to them. And however clever we are, however strenuously, doggedly vigilant we might strive to be about all that is happening, our personal efforts will pale in comparison to the unthinkably subtle, all-encompassing vigilance of the Present. To descend from the head into the resonance of the body—which is tuned by the world to all the orchestrations of being—is to attune to the vigilance of the Present, in all it wakefulness. You have only to join it.

      
  

Our complementary poles

      Within the body’s intelligence are three sets of poles that are complementary opposites; our consciousness is tuned to the whole by them when they are in balance. In our culture they tend not to be in balance. The poles lie in creative tension along three axes in the body: vertical, horizontal and front to back. Considerable attention has been given in our culture to the horizontal axis between the left side of the body and the right, which correspond respectively to the right hemisphere of the brain and the left. Some popular distinctions have been drawn between them that are generalized and often inaccurate. In his book The Master and His Emissary, Iain McGilchrist brings rigor and an astonishing breadth of research to the issue and renders those distinctions anew.

      McGilchrist contends that it’s absurd to associate each hemisphere of the brain with a single gender, and he’s right. Even the categories of ‘male’ and ‘female’ are not separate in nature but run along a continuum that leaves each of us with a balance of both. But without making erroneous generalizations about men or women, I still find it helpful to understand how the two universal principles of male and female unite within each of us. And when the three axes within the body’s intelligence are understood in terms of those principles, it turns out that we neglect and demean the female pole of each. It’s my belief that until we honor the intelligence of the female principle within ourselves, we will fail to honor it in others, or in its work in the world.134

      McGilchrist argues that the left hemisphere of the brain, which I would associate with the male principle, tends to provide a narrow focus on the world that decontextualizes what it’s looking at: it abstracts the world; is not integrated with the body; understands meaning in terms of signs, words or categories rather than through direct experience; has a preference for familiar patterns; and tends to experience its representations of the world rather than the world itself.

      He argues that the right hemisphere of the brain, which I associate with the female principle, sees the whole. It characteristically identifies with the body; feels an affinity for what is living rather than for the constructed or mechanical; notices individual uniqueness rather than category; attends to relations among things; and understands meaning as a whole and in context. In short, it is primed to see living beings in the context of the aliveness of the world.

      Just as our culture reveres the head and demeans the body, it affirms the right (if you are ‘right’ it’s a good thing) and mistrusts the left (our words ‘sinister’ and ‘gauche’ come from roots meaning left). This bias is cultural rather than universal. McGilchrist tells us, for instance, that “among the Zuñi Indians of North America the left and right sides are personified as brother gods, of which the left is the elder and wiser.”135

      There are close parallels between the way McGilchrist characterizes the left and right brains and the differences I experience between the intelligences of the head and the pelvic bowl. He potently warns that our culture’s overt preference for left-brain thinking is perpetuating a range of imbalances in our relations with the world and each other—just as I warn about the consequences of ‘living in the head’. It strikes me that we are observing the same phenomenon from different perspectives, his informed by a depth of understanding in both science and the humanities that I’ve never seen exceeded. I think that he would agree, too, that there is far more to our intelligence than can be found in the brain alone, central as it is; but mainstream neurology, having largely devoted itself to the cranial brain, has little understanding of how all our centers of intelligence—head, heart, enteric nervous system, microbiome, vagus nerve, immune system—might cooperate to create a unified experience of the self.

      Unlike McGilchrist’s book, mine will not advance science. My hope in undertaking a speleology of the body’s cavernous intelligence is to provide a living testament to features within it that are crucial to a remembrance of wholeness. This testament is informed by other cultures and is grounded in experience—not just mine, but that of countless others. I have had the privilege of exploring these realms with participants in innumerable workshops around the world and have found that their experience reliably accords with mine, even when they harbor no expectation. So although mapping these realms lacks a scientific pedigree, it has been road tested and confirmed by many explorers spelunking through the depths of their own bodies.

      The second axis in the body that spans a male/female polarity lies between the intelligence in the front of the body and that of the back. In our culture, we are all about the front: being up front, facing up to things, presenting ourselves and our opinions and even outfacing our opponents or circumstances. Presentation mode is our go-to option. What I feel as my female pole of that axis, the back, is generally trivialized in our language. We might call someone backward, or say they are from the backwoods, accuse them of backing out of an agreement or having a yellow streak down their backs.

      In line with that cultural appraisal, our backs tend to have been as desensitized to the world as our pelvic bowls. And that takes us out of wholeness. As an actor, if I allow my back to become desensitized when I am on stage, I’ll be drawn into presentation mode: focused on my front, out of touch with my being, I can only spiral into self-consciousness. By contrast, when my back is alive to the breath, I feel the world as a whole that holds and informs me. Without such a sensitivity to breath, the back can contribute little to the sensitivity of our being as a whole.

      When the sensitivity of my back awakens, I feel the half of the world I will never see. I feel at my back the whole of my past life lived, present to me in this moment. I feel clearly the presence of my grandmothers—watchful, loving, full of humor and understanding support. I feel other ancestors as well, though less clearly. And I feel the presence of a mystery that is simply there, always, ready to support my next step forward. When the back is desensitized, when it is shut down to the breath, all of that disappears.

      The third axis is the one most of my work has been dedicated to: the vertical axis, which not only joins the intelligence of the head with that of the pelvic bowl, but also unites sky and earth. The structures and hierarchies and values of our culture tell us ‘up’ is good and ‘down’ is bad, defeated or degraded, which is consistent with its message that the head should be in charge. Both poles are needed—each has its strengths—but we have been deeply misguided about what a balanced relationship between them looks like. That relationship is clarified for us by a modern version of the hero’s journey: the Apollo 8 mission, which was the first manned spacecraft to orbit the moon.

      
  

Bringing perspectives home

      The events of Apollo 8 are well known. The three-man crew blasted off from mother earth, headed into space and sailed into orbit around the moon. After orbiting it a couple of times, they looked out the window and saw the first earthrise ever witnessed by humans. With the gray, cratered curve of the moon’s landscape in the foreground, the pastel-dappled sphere with a razor-thin atmosphere floats in the distance, hugging to its surface all the known life in the universe. Crew member Bill Anders lifted his camera to the window, took a photo and brought it back home. This was 1968, and I remember the shock of looking at the earth from that perspective for the first time. The photo became known as Earthrise. It graced the cover of Life magazine136 and became one of the most frequently reproduced photographs of the twentieth century.

      The journey of Apollo 8 around the moon mirrors certain features of our journey through the spaciousness of the body’s intelligence. The astronauts begin at home, at rest on the earth. Similarly, you are truly at rest in yourself, at rest in the Present, when the center of your awareness has settled onto the ground of your being, the pelvic floor. This is the realm in the body where you can consciously ‘be’. If we were drawing a map of the body’s intelligence, we would mark the pelvic floor, and more specifically the perineum—which lies at its center—as ‘Home’. It’s the landing place in the body—and if you don’t have access to that stillpoint of conscious being in the body, you’ll never escape the head.

      Just as the astronaut’s long journey began on the earth’s surface, the center of consciousness in our culture has gone on a long journey that began in the pelvic bowl. There’s considerable evidence that in the late Paleolithic and early Neolithic periods of European history, the center of thinking was experienced deep in the belly. Like the astronaut’s space capsule, that center began to rise as our attentions shifted from the hunting and gathering skills of noticing nature to the agricultural skills of controlling it. Homer’s use of the word phren tells us that by his day that center of thinking had arrived in the chest.137 Phren means both “mind” and “diaphragm.” There was an identity between them for the ancient Greeks because they experienced their thinking in their chests. By Plato’s day the center of thinking had risen to the head, where we still experience it.138

      When the astronauts achieved orbit around the moon, they gained perspective on the world that was their home. So too when the center of our awareness leaves the world-attuned intelligence of the body and retreats into the silo of the head, it busies itself with what that distance from the world reveals: it applies its analytical skills to its perspectives on various parts of the whole. Gaining perspective on our world is an invaluable asset, enabling self-reflection, creative thinking, categorical understanding, systematization, planning and critical assessment.

      Here’s the rub, though—any perspective is but a partial glimpse of something. Nor is there any number of perspectives you can paste together to create a whole understanding of something. A perspective only comes into its true value when you carry it down through your body and bring it home, into contact with the core of your being, just as the astronaut brought his photo back home. When you do that, the perspective can integrate—and when it does, a funny thing happens: the perspective births a new sensitivity.

      Again, the astronaut’s journey illustrates that. When Anders brought his new perspective home to earth, we were newly sensitized to what it means to live on this planet. In fact, that newborn sensitivity has been credited with helping inspire the range of environmental initiatives that sprang up in its wake, such as Greenpeace, Earth Day, and Friends of the Earth. Famed wilderness photographer Galen Rowell called it “the most influential environmental photograph ever taken.”139 Similarly, when a perspective is carried from the head and brought down to the ground of your being, it too births a new sensitivity.

      Unlike the astronaut’s journey, though, which carried him home, ours seems stuck in orbit, where we are still gathering perspectives, not sure where home is. Not sure what integration means. We feel our world in shattered bits but believe that what’s needed is simply more perspectives on what’s happening. And so we go round and round inside our heads like an astronaut stuck in orbit around the moon—gathering more and more ideas about the world outside and believing the lack of integration we feel is merely a sign that we need more knowledge. Knowledge will save us. We fill our heads with facts as an astronaut might fill his space capsule with photos, obsessively arranging and rearranging them.

      When our perspectives are not integrated, we slot them into a mental construct that represents the world, thereby saving us the trouble of having to notice it directly. Our thinking grows increasingly centripetal as we tinker with our personal abstract creations. Self-absorbed in our efforts to get this construct right, we barely realize that it is distracting us from the very reality it presumes to represent.

      By contrast, when a perspective is carried into the realm of your conscious being, it comes into relationship with your wholeness, as a starling might join a murmuration and merge with it. Harmonizing with the whole, it affects the whole in turn by newly sensitizing it to the world in some way. And that process matters to us all, because sensitivity is the much-neglected foundation of our intelligence. It is also exactly what a resistance to integration stands against. If we as a culture are to learn to live intelligently—if we are to re-sensitize ourselves to wholeness—we need to cultivate and practice the skills of integration. So that’s what we’ll look at next: means of integrating the energies of the body and restoring balance between male and female in its cavernous intelligence.

      
  

Paying close attention, gently

      If what is needed in the modern world is a revolution in our way of being, and if such a revolution can only start with an individual like you, then where that revolution needs to start is with the activation of your nucleus basalis and an appreciation of the complementary power of gentleness. The nucleus basalis is a curious region in the brain that is responsible for the brain’s plasticity—that is, its ability to adapt and learn. You cannot initiate a revolutionary new way of being by acquiring new facts; it can only begin by surrendering to a renewed experience of your body’s intelligence. In that regard it is like learning to ride a bike: it requires experiential learning that forges neural pathways. And forging new connections among brain cells requires the nucleus basalis.

      The funny thing about the nucleus basalis is that it is ‘switched on’ all day every day until the age of ten or eleven, at which point it pretty much turns off. And then you are no longer a sponge for new information or experience. Past that age the nucleus basalis will switch on only “when one of three conditions occur: a novel situation, a shock, or intense focus maintained through repetition.”140 The last of these points our way forward. It is what stroke victims rely on to regain the use of a hand, for instance: concentrating patiently, repeatedly, paying close attention as they devote themselves to trying to pick up a pencil, for example—which becomes easier and easier as the brain adapts. Similarly, restoring wholeness to the deep divisions seeded in you by your culture will depend on your ability to pay close attention over and over again. That is the first quality to bring to the exercises in this chapter.

      The second quality they require is gentleness. A lack of gentleness indicates a reliance on known relationship, which is what ‘doing’ turns to when it dissociates from ‘being’. Gentleness brings us into embodied awareness. It is the quality that most facilitates felt relationship. It opens our sensitivities to wholeness. As you move an infant’s arm into the sleeve of a sweater, for instance, your gentleness with her enables you to feel her as a whole and come into harmony with her.

      Gentleness opens a rich realm of exploration. If you allow yourself to breathe as gently as possible, where does that take you? What do you become aware of? What does it mean to turn your head slightly to one side, as gently as possible? How does that affect your experience of who you are? What does it mean to allow your seeing to rest as gently as possible on the world around you? The qualities of ‘paying close attention’ and ‘gentleness’ are preconditions for the process of re-sensitizing the body’s intelligence.

      
  

Bottom-up breathing

      To come to rest in yourself as the astronaut comes to rest on the earth means coming to rest on your pelvic floor. To enable that, it helps to locate the perineal body.141 This is the part of our anatomy that sits at the center of the pelvic floor—and it’s found among all those lower regions of the body we learn not to discuss in public: between the anus and the genitals. You can easily feel it because it’s the muscle you engage when you want to stop or interrupt your urine stream. By gently engaging it, and sensing it as clearly as you can, you are bringing your awareness to the center of the pelvic floor. And you may notice that the more gently you engage it, the more specifically you can feel it.

      Breathing is made possible by the movements of the thoracic diaphragm, which is what we refer to when we speak of ‘the diaphragm’. But technically the pelvic floor is also a diaphragm. It moves in sync with the thoracic diaphragm to support the breath—or at least it does if it’s not habitually clenched, which tends to happen a lot in our culture. So we have habituated to the thoracic diaphragm moving on its own, actually having to work against the unyielding barrier of the pelvic floor. By contrast, if the pelvic floor responds to the breath, the thoracic diaphragm will necessarily move with it, as will the structures of the pelvic bowl—the hips, the sacrum and the lower belly. In fact, when the pelvic floor releases to the breath, the whole of the body is invited to release to the breath. And when the body freely releases to the breath, it freely releases to the Present.

      In our culture, we know deep breathing is healthy—but we are so habituated to top-down control that we’ve turned breathing itself into a top-down experience. We imagine that we need to push the breath down into the body to achieve a deep breath. Doing that takes muscular effort. The muscles we enlist eventually fatigue and the breath becomes shallow again.

      
        The natural inbreath isn’t initiated by a muscular contraction, but by a muscular release.

      

      Top-down breathing reinforces top-down thinking: both impart a sense of control. To liberate ourselves from that double bind, it helps to appreciate that the natural inbreath isn’t initiated by a muscular contraction, but by a muscular release. When we no longer dominate the process and instead allow the body to simply release itself to the inbreath and release itself to the outbreath, we move from supervision to experience. And since the inbreath begins the breath cycle—the first breath a newborn takes is in, just as the last as we die is out—let’s look at how the inbreath can be initiated with a release.

      The first step is to experience the responsiveness of the pelvic floor to the breath—and it’s a crucial step. Without that awareness you remain out of touch with yourself, with your center and with the ground of your being.

      One way to bring awareness to the pelvic floor is by sitting towards the front of a chair that has a firm seat. If you tilt your sitting bones slightly back, that will help to open the pelvic floor and put it in contact with the seat. Then allow the breath to move through the pelvic bowl as gently as possible. It will tend to fill like a balloon with the inbreath and slightly deflate with the outbreath. If you bring your attention to the pelvic floor as the ‘balloon’ fills, you may feel it pushing slightly into the chair seat, and then lifting slightly away from it on the outbreath.

      Another way to feel that responsiveness to the breath is to go into a flat-footed squat—a very healthy position that we used to assume at least once a day before toilets were invented. This position also opens the pelvic floor, sensitizing it like a drumskin to the rhythmic movements of the breath. Yet a third way of feeling the same thing, and perhaps the most dramatic, is to bend forward at the waist and reach your hands around to place them on either side of the perineum. Doing that, you will feel with your fingers the natural movement of the pelvic floor as it expands with the inbreath and eases back with the outbreath.

      Once you’ve experienced that responsiveness of the pelvic floor, you are ready to feel how it can release to initiate the inbreath. It may be easiest to try this lying on your back. As you are breathing out, deliberately engage your body’s muscles to squeeze all the breath out of your body—and it helps to take this to an extreme, as though you were pushing out every puff of air. When the body feels completely empty of breath, just let go: instantaneously relax every muscle and feel the air rush into the body in response. Then try that again but place your attention on the pelvic floor the whole time and feel how it engages to support the outbreath and then releases to let the breath rush back in. That’s the experience to play close attention to, gently: the release of the pelvic floor to the inbreath.

      Neuroplasticity specialist Michael Moskowitz points out that “We have to bring in conscious control in the form of new learning until the brain and body can carry on without that conscious input. It is a fact that brain and body reliably turn conscious effort into unconscious action that allows us to move from learning to mastery.”142 So repeat the breath cycle consciously, slightly exaggerating the engagement of the pelvic floor to support the outbreath and then releasing it to feel the rush of the inbreath. Gradually soften the engagement of the pelvic floor on the outbreath until eventually your breathing normalizes—but retain your awareness of how the pelvic floor supports the outbreath, and especially of that crucial moment when it releases to initiate the inbreath.

      Be aware too of where you feel the inbreath initially appear in the body. You may have a sense of it first appearing deep in the pelvic bowl, effortlessly filling the torso from the bottom up. This mode of ‘bottom-up’ breathing is what the body’s intelligence understands and is nourished by; it is a mode that invites the whole of your being to be present to the experience and participate in it.

      Releasing the body to the outbreath is more familiar to us, for that is the essential quality of a sigh. As you surrender yourself to a sigh, you can almost feel every cell in the body releasing along with it. But any breath, whether in or out, can be initiated with a release of the pelvic floor, because it engages halfway through the movement of the breath in either direction to support the conclusion of it—and so is ready to release to initiate the next movement. And when the pelvic floor releases freely to the breath, that release can gently ripple through your entire being. That is the experience of a whole-body breath: the sense that every cell is releasing to the inbreath and every cell is releasing to the outbreath.

      
  

Returning to the core

      Once the pelvic floor is sensitized to, and by, the breath, it becomes available as the ground of your being—the place where the center of your thinking, perception and awareness can rest in your wholeness and attune to the world. As I noted earlier, if that realm of your conscious being is not available, you cannot land there, and then the leash of habit will tug you back into the head. Now, it may sound far-fetched to claim that the center of your awareness can leave the head and descend through the body to land on the pelvic floor, but historically speaking the real anomaly is to have that center stuck in the head, dissociated from your being. That is literally far-fetched—and it leaves you both out of balance and divided from your true nature.

      To be dissociated from your being is to be out of touch with your core. And when I refer to ‘your core’ I am referring to a crucial feature of the body’s intelligence. As I’ve said, I feel the core of my being in the shape of a little sphere, deep in the pelvic bowl. Like the ‘node of consciousness’ on the standing wave, it is held as a stillpoint by the energy of the whole, which courses through it. My core quickens to that energy as a needle resting in the groove of an LP quickens to the music of the orchestra flowing through it.

      The core of my being is only truly activated to the energy of the Present when my center of awareness merges with it—and that happens when the center of my awareness arrives on the perineum, uniting my thinking with my being. When the center of my awareness ‘goes it alone’ and rises out of the pelvic bowl towards the head, my core deactivates: it is no longer awake to the whole. And when I experience that separation in the self, I experience my separation from the world around me.

      Different practices and traditions locate the center of one’s being in different locations. Many locate it in the heart; many Eastern traditions locate it deep inside the body at a place a couple of inches or so below the belly button—where the second chakra lies, or the place referred to as tanden in Japanese. I experience my core somewhat differently—it does not stay put in one location but travels along an axis: it moves as high as, but not higher than, the place known as tanden; and it moves as low as my perineum. If the center of my awareness starts to rise above tanden I can feel my thinking divorcing itself from my being.

      Depending on where my core sits along its axis, my relationship to the world feels different. When my core is at the top of its axis, at the tanden, I’m brought into an ‘I-Thou’ relationship with the world; there is no longer any sense of ‘I-it’. Whatever I offer my attention to will be met as an equal in the deeply shared presence of mutual awareness. As my core descends from the tanden and eventually comes to rest on the perineum—so that I am aware of the world from there—I feel What Is with a nonpersonal intimacy. That is, my awareness is centered in a realm in which I take nothing personally but from which I feel the particulars of the world with a ravishing intimacy. When my consciousness rests at that place in my body, my being joins Being and knows itself as such.

      Bringing the center of your awareness to rest on the perineum carries it into the realm of your consciousness that feels wholeness. When you know the world from there, you feel the Present as a whole and you feel its sights, sounds and whisperings as revelations of the whole. The surrender that carries you there, though, contravenes foundational precepts of our culture, and may meet longstanding patterns in your body that resist and baffle your descent. In mythic terms, that descent into the body’s depths is the hero’s journey into the vast unknown; and the pelvic bowl, rediscovered, is the Holy Grail—the much-sought, treasured receptacle that illuminates the truth of the world’s wholeness and endlessly receives into itself the sacred Present.

      The dynamics of that journey into your cavernous intelligence are personified by the Greek myth of Orpheus and Eurydice, which is continually playing itself out within your body. Orpheus was a divinely gifted musician; if his music was heard by battling armies, they would grow calm and lay down their weapons. Trees and rocks would seem to yield to its strains. He and the nymph Eurydice fell deeply in love—but on their wedding day she was killed by a viper and taken to the underworld. Beside himself with grief, Orpheus resolved to find her and bring her back.

      Armed only with his lyre, he approached the entranceway to Hades, guarded by the three-headed dog Cerberus. Walking towards it, Orpheus played his music and the dog grew peaceful and let him pass. As Orpheus descended into the dark cavern, he was met by the Furies, and the flitting Shades; at each encounter he played his music and was able to pass—until finally he stood before Pluto, the lord of the underworld. Once more Orpheus played and Pluto, listening, wept tears of iron.

      The longing of Orpheus to be reunited with Eurydice lives within you now: it is the longing of the male pole of your consciousness to be reunited with the female. And the journey that will bring them together is the transformative journey that allows the center of your awareness to descend from the head into the dark cavern of the body and finally arrive at the perineum. That descent is facilitated by a corridor of access within the body’s energy that runs between the clear, distanced perspectives of the brain in the cranium and the verdant, earthy life of the pelvic floor. This inner corridor brings those two poles of your consciousness into relationship, that they might never be out of touch. It is an axis of exchange that can be felt in the body as an open shaft, tube or column. The spaciousness of that column, like an empty hallway, is what facilitates the exchanges between the complementary poles. In mythic terms, it is the path along which Orpheus descended to recover Eurydice. Its base rests on the pelvic floor, centered on the perineum. From there it rises up through the body to the top of the head. Its center sits in front of the spine, although its spaciousness includes the spine at the back of it.

      I’d invite you to pause and gently feel this dynamic within your body: the spacious column rising through the body, connecting the poles of your consciousness; the center of your awareness in your head, so far from the center of your being on the pelvic floor; and the longing within the center of your awareness to reunite with the center of your being, just as Orpheus longed to reunite with Eurydice. To facilitate that reunification, I developed a practice I call The Elevator.

      The Elevator

      
        	• Begin by feeling the perineum as clearly and specifically as you can. Again, it’s easy to locate it by gently engaging it, as you would do to stop yourself from peeing.

        	• Feel the spacious corridor that rises through your center from the pelvic floor to the top of the head.

        	• Then locate the center of your awareness in your head and allow it to show up for you however it needs to. You might feel it as a sphere of light, a pearl, a flower, a drop of oil or even as a center of energy that doesn’t evoke any particular image.

        	• You’ll find you can move that center of your awareness around inside your head. You can slide it through the head over to one side, and around to the back, and then over to the other side. Play with that, and then center it at the top of the corridor.

        	• Allow yourself to feel the longing between that exiled center of your awareness in the head and the perineum so far below it—a longing to reunite. It’s like a little tug between them, such as might be felt between magnets. And then give in to that longing and allow the journey to begin. Allow the center of your awareness to slide down inside the body slowly, smoothly, continuously—dropping towards the perineum as a pebble tossed into a pond seeks the bottom.

        	• Be patient with the descent. You may find that it starts to drop but then stalls at a certain point and seems reluctant to go farther. If that happens, it helps to appreciate that you have encountered a gift—the experience of a little shadow in the body’s intelligence that you might not otherwise have been aware of. That shadow is a bit like an orphan—some aspect of your energy that has been held in isolation from your core, for whatever reason. And just like an orphan, what it needs above all is to be accepted unconditionally and to be seen as clearly as a child longs to be seen by her mother’s love. If you offer those qualities to the shadow, as Orpheus offered his music, you’ll find it will eventually dissipate and the center of your awareness can resume its patient descent.

        	• Eventually you will feel that center come to rest on the perineum. As that happens, very gently engage the perineum just to double-check that you are truly there. The perineum is very deep within the body, and you may discover you are actually an inch or so above it; continuing down that last little bit makes a huge difference. It’s like a phase shift in consciousness, to truly come to rest there. As you allow that to happen, be aware that your core is being activated.

        	• Once the center of your awareness is at rest on the perineum, you have accessed a realm of the body’s intelligence that doesn’t require words and often finds them inadequate. It ‘knows’ not through ideas or words but through felt relationship; its language of thought is sensation.

        	• Resting there, you may notice that you no longer feel the body distinct from the world but are rather feeling the unity of the bodyworld.

        	• The more deeply you come to rest on the perineum, the more deeply you come to rest in the realm from which you feel wholeness. You will be able to feel the stirrings of the world, changing that it might rest, resting that it might change. You may feel its coursing energy, holding your core in stillness. You may be able to feel the divine Present, felt in its wholeness as a tangible, divine presence—a Thou, feeling you even as you feel it in mutual awareness. Welcome home.

      

      [image: ]

      In our culture, the corridor that leads the center of your awareness back home to the perineum can become a little like a neglected chimney in need of a spring sweeping. The more often you navigate that journey through it, the more spacious the access between the head and the perineum will become, until eventually they are never out of touch: your thoughts will be felt in your being and new perspectives will resonate through its intelligence because the poles of your consciousness have reunited and are always in relationship. And your intelligence itself will be experienced not as a contracted, local phenomenon but as a field held by the vertical axis in the body, as a bar magnet sustains its field.143

      
  

Fluid Coherence

      Ours is a self-conscious culture—a culture of self-regard, self-service, self-centeredness, self-management, self-doubt and selfies. Disconnected from wholeness, we clench the self within the surface tension of our flesh and contract it even further to within the cranium: our castle keep. And there we live, bounded in a nutshell, alone with our ideas—feeling separate from the world, just as we have come to understand that humanity itself is somehow separate from nature.

      Our sense of separation is at the root of all the dissonances we have created in the world around us, and the source of that feeling of separateness is our divided relationship with the body. Having separated our thinking from our being, we excel at gaining perspectives but have grown forgetful about how to integrate them. Our way of being has turned the essentially wavelike reality of our world into one that seems to consist of independent things. That effect is akin to the way a wave of light will change its nature and behave like a particle if we start observing it.144 Our way of being also deeply affects the wavelike reality of the self: the more you observe rather than inhabit your body, the more it will feel like an obdurate, mechanical thing rather than a fluid field of intelligence.

      You have a choice in the matter, though. If you surrender your awareness to the body’s cavernous, connected intelligence and unite with it, you will unite with the world. And then you will experience what might be called the wave function of the self—extending infinitely, indeterminate, overlapping all that exists. It is a choice that carries you from self-consciousness to world-consciousness. It is also a choice between maintaining the status quo of a collective fantasy and surrendering to your individual, flesh-and-blood communion with the eternally fluid, vigilant Present.

      
        Our sense of separation is at the root of all the dissonances we have created in the world around us.

      

      In reality, of course, the nature of the body is more fluid than solid—well over half of your body is water—so it is an inherently wavelike medium. Water is essential to life: it is the blood of the planet’s biosphere, pumped by the sun and running through veins on the earth’s surface and below it. We might also note that life is made possible by exchanges, and that those exchanges are facilitated by fluidity: place one brick on top of another and not much passes between them; pour a glass of water into an equal volume of water and the exchange that ensues unites them as one.

      Transfer that distinction to the body and it becomes clear that the more your body feels like a thing—solid, impermeable, separate—the less open to exchange it becomes; and when exchange diminishes, relationship diminishes. The top-down perspective that feels the self as a solid thing diminishes your relationships not only with the Present but also among the parts of the self: the relationship between your thinking and your being diminishes; the energy of your heart can’t exchange with the intelligence in the pelvic bowl; the intelligence of the legs is isolated from the intelligence of the head; and so the wholeness of your being becomes compartmentalized.

      The supervisor in the head derives a sense of security from this state of lockdown. He feels protected from the world and in control of himself. What he can’t appreciate, though, is that any such lockdown inescapably generates fantasies: your experience of reality, remember, is your experience of the world passing through you. To compromise your natural fluidity is to desensitize yourself to reality—and then all that’s left are your fabrications.

      The reality of your flesh-and-blood communion with the world can only be experienced when you release the body into its essential fluidity—for it is in the porous fluidity of feel-feel-at-flesh-inside that the world’s sights and sounds are felt, and in which every exchange with the world’s energy is traced out and known.

      The challenge we face, then, is to release the consolidated energies of the body into their natural fluidity, that we might bring those energies into a unity that is able to join the coherence of the mindful Present. I developed a practice I call The Trickle-down Effect to help facilitate that.

      The Trickle-down Effect

      
        	• Stand with your fingers grazing your thighs—although if standing is uncomfortable for you, you can do this sitting as well.

        	• Bring your awareness to the pelvic floor and feel it release to the inbreath and release to the outbreath, and gradually allow the body to join in the ease of those wavelike releases.

        	• Allowing the knees to soften, offer your attention to the body and gently scan it just to notice where its energy is and how it feels. Your body’s energy, which reveals the diverse experience of your being, includes all the sensations of your life at this moment: the energy of your ideas, your emotions, your muscles and organs and breath. And there are no clear borders between any of those. They all belong to each other and affect each other. They are the energy of your being here and now. So you might be aware of a pocket of coiled anxiety, or a fuzz ball of anticipation. You might feel a little sense of buzzing here. A sparkly bit there. A subtle clenching elsewhere. You might feel energy sifting through you like a fog, or fluttering in a little birdcage. Allow yourself to notice all the energy showing up in your body without judging it at all—without any need for it to be other than what it is. The more gently you pay attention to it, the more specifically you will feel it.

        	• Notice the energy in specific regions of the body: the energy in your legs, your hips and pelvic bowl; your belly and back and chest; your shoulders and arms; your neck and your head. Without prejudice, without needing to name a thing, notice how the energy is at play in the body’s inner field of exchanges.

        	• Once you feel that subtle dance of energy throughout the body, gently give it your permission to begin to melt. Just as a snowflake floating through the air might land on the back of your hand and surrender its delicate structure into fluidity, allow all the specifically felt energies in your body to soften their structures and liquefy.

        	• As they melt, feel them trickle down inside your body, just as water trickles down through pebbles. The energy melts in your thighs and you feel it trickling down through the knees. It melts in your torso and you feel it trickling down inside to the pelvic bowl and through the hips. It melts in the shoulders and trickles down inside the arms, and through the fingertips into the thighs. It melts in the head and you feel it trickle down though the neck into the torso.

        	• In each instance, you notice the energy, feel it, give it permission to melt and experience it gently trickling down inside the body. Your body’s energy eventually becomes a cascade trickling inside you towards the soles of your feet.

        	• Bring your attention to your feet and feel the first little trickles of energy arrive there. They land on your soles and pool inside each foot; and those pools grow and rise as more of the body’s energy liquefies; and those pools eventually rise through the ankles and inside the legs like a tide.

        	• And still you are scanning the body and noticing the little clusters of energy held within it, and giving them permission to melt. As your body’s energy melts and cascades down within you, the pools of fluid energy rise in response—up past the knees, up inside the thighs, and eventually to the top of the pelvic bowl, which is right in line with the tanden.

        	• Allow that fluid energy in the legs and the pelvic bowl to deeply, deeply settle: feel it come completely to rest on the soles of your feet; feel it come completely to rest on the earth so that it joins the earth; feel it come completely to rest in the Present. Gently notice whether there are any bits of energy still lingering in the torso; give them permission to melt too, and feel them trickle down inside the body like water through pebbles, to eventually join that deep reservoir resting in the legs and the pelvic bowl.

        	• Notice that from the top of the pelvic bowl down, the fluid energy of your being is at rest on the earth, here and now. And above the pelvic bowl is the spaciousness of your being: available to the energy of the world around you, with room enough for it all to pass through you without impediment; and grounded in the Present by the deeply settled energy beneath it. Notice how the groundedness of your being feels and how its availability to the world feels. And you may notice too that you are touched by the harmony of the Present subtly living through you and informing you.145
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      The Trickle-down Effect allows the body to hold within it the seeming paradox of ‘grounded sensitivity’—my revised definition of ‘intelligence’. From the pelvic bowl down, you experience groundedness—your energy deeply settled and at rest on the earth; from the top of the pelvic bowl up, sensitivity—spacious enough for all the currents of the Present to live through, imparting their vibratory imprint as they do. This is how your body feels when the intelligence of your being is brought into coherence. It is how your body feels when, like a bell, it is free to resonate to the currents of the Present, even as it rests in the ordinary grace of being.

      As with The Elevator, as with almost all the practices I teach, you can practice The Trickle-down Effect on your own, in your own time and space; but where it really belongs is in the world. These practices can help you come home to yourself in the grocery store or while in conversation with a friend, washing the dishes, walking down the street or enjoying a meal. When they find their way into your life like that, their transformative power begins to take root, illuminating new possibilities for being carried by the Present in the most commonplace of circumstances.

      
  

The Tripod

      Both The Elevator and The Trickle-down Effect can help you liberate yourself from our culture’s message that your energy is to be neglected—or if that’s not possible, that it belongs high in the chest, or even in the head. In my experience, energy that is held anywhere in the body above the top of the pelvic bowl is a form of resistance to the Present: immobilized there, unable to integrate, it impedes your experience of the world passing through you. When your body’s energy is allowed to liquefy, it can be brought to rest. In The Trickle-down Effect, I speak of that energy as being ‘fluid’—and it’s worth remembering that a fluid can be either a gas or a liquid. It’s felt more tangibly as a liquid, more subtly as a gas.

      I’ve referred to the pelvic floor as the ground of my being—and I actually feel it alive with fecundity and possibility, like the surface of the earth. If the pelvic floor is analogous to the ground, and the vibrant life within the pelvic bowl is analogous to the life on the earth’s surface, the realm above the pelvic bowl is analogous to the sky. When energy is caught there, clarity is compromised. If bits of energy are stuck there, I might feel a little foggy. If my energy thickens above the pelvic bowl, my being becomes cloudy. And sometimes the energy consolidates in my head and becomes so intense it feels like an electric storm going on.

      I’ve learned to recognize energy that is caught in the realm above the pelvic bowl as the inner tyrant at work, seeking to control, to establish divisions, to consolidate and compartmentalize. I’ve also learned that I can allow that energy to liquefy and drift down inside my body like rain to come down through the pelvic bowl and rest on the earth through the soles of my feet. When my energy comes out of self-conflict like that, and the realm of my body above the pelvic bowl is as clear as the blue sky, there is nothing to impede my seamless experience of the bodyworld.

      To imagine the pelvic floor as the dark, fecund ground of your being and the body above the pelvic bowl as the clear sky might seem to leave the legs out of the equation—as indeed our entire culture does, treating them as an afterthought. But the legs hum with intelligence; they are alive with intention, joy and sensitivity. Reaching down as they do below ‘the ground of your being’, the legs serve as the roots of your being. When you allow their energy to liquefy, and you release the energy of your being to flow into them—like the rush of blood into an arm that’s fallen asleep—that energy dropping through your legs will come to rest on the earth and hum with its harmony and sensitivities. So it is that the legs, nourished by the presence of the earth, nourish your being.

      The Elevator carries the center of your awareness from the head down through the corridor and allows it to come to rest on the perineum; and The Trickle-down Effect releases the body’s energy into fluidity, that it might trickle down through the body and come to rest in the soles of the feet. We have established three places of repose for the body’s intelligence, then—places where its energy can ground itself in the body, in your being and in Being itself. I call these three places of rest within the body the Tripod. Resting on the perineum, your awareness enters the nonpersonal intimacy of wholeness. Resting on the soles of the feet, your body’s energy enters the ‘grounded sensitivity’ of wholeness. Stabilizing the intelligence of your being within the flux of the world, the Tripod enables that intelligence to attune to the river of the Present.

      A workshop participant whom I remain grateful to helped me clarify how this work with the body’s energy provides a counterbalance to our self-absorbed culture when he asked me, “So, are you aware of the pelvic bowl pretty much all the time?”—to which I replied, “Not aware of, aware from.” The distinction is crucial.

      
  

Wholeness and your primary relationship

      As we have seen, we are primed by our culture to notice the world in certain ways: we devote our attention to the foreground rather than the background, to the things of the world rather than the process of the Present, to knowing rather than feeling, to ideas rather than energy—and to the self rather than the whole. Our attention has been so habituated to these tasks that we might find it in disarray when we wish to turn it elsewhere—for instance, to the Present as a felt whole. This is not a small concern: reality is found in wholeness, and our primary relationship is to the Present. But how do you activate your sensitivity to wholeness? You might attempt to notice and feel your environment in its every detail. This is impossible: you can’t feel the specifics of everything all at once—and even if you could, it wouldn’t necessarily help you to feel the Present as a whole. Feeling the wholeness in which everything rests is only possible when you rest in your own wholeness.

      So I would like to close this final chapter with a deceptively simple exercise that builds on all that this book has set forth. It is the most potent means I have found of opening your being to Being. It allows your body’s intelligence to welcome What Is and attune to it without a need to understand or pin down a thing. If approached gently, it can enable you to slip into the swimming currents of the here and now—freely surrendered to the unknowable life of the world around you and secure enough to feel it all. If approached with innocence, it can ease you into the companionship of the Present, into its frolicking, bottomless, welcoming love. If approached without any destination in mind, without needing to self-achieve anything, it can effortlessly dilate your intelligence into the nourishment of the felt whole that you might rest there, fully activated. I call this practice The Smile.

      The Smile

      
        	• Gently awaken the intelligence of the pelvic bowl by releasing the pelvic floor to the inbreath and releasing it to the outbreath as you pay close attention to it. Feel the perineum as specifically as you can, and you might notice it floating slightly down on the inbreath and up on the outbreath, as a leaf on a pond might be lifted and lowered by waves.

        	• Bring your awareness to the spacious corridor rising up through the body from the perineum to the top of the head.

        	• Feel that corridor of access bringing the two poles of your consciousness into relationship, and allow a little smile to appear on your lips. Let it linger there for a bit, feeling it clearly—and then allow it to leave the face altogether and move inside the body.

        	• Feel the smile move inside your head, and then allow it to begin an unhurried descent. Feel it drift down through the body—slowly, smoothly, continuously, the way a leaf might drift to the earth—until eventually it settles into the pelvic bowl and finds its natural resting place there.

        	• Feel the effect of the smile on the pelvic bowl, and gradually allow the whole of your being to adjust to its presence, in whatever way it needs to.

        	• Notice how you feel with the smile tangibly at rest in the pelvic bowl, and allow yourself to soften into the Present. Notice how each of its particulars feels. As your attention dilates and decentralizes, allow that smile in the pelvic bowl to newly reveal the felt Present, and gently wait until you feel the Present as a whole—until you feel it feeling you, in mutual awareness. Until you feel its companionship. Its subtle guidance. And your timeless inseparability from it.
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      I have introduced this exercise to hundreds of people, and they consistently report that the smile in the pelvic bowl opens their being as a whole to welcome What Is. And though the smile might seem like an artifice or an overlay, I don’t experience it that way. It feels like a restoration of something long lost: the gentle wakefulness of my being to the whole in which it rests. For that reason, it feels like a neutral starting point. To gently welcome What Is, by my definition, is a state of neutrality in the world. Anything less than that—any resistance to, or impediment to, or detachment from the Present—is a bias we are all too familiar with: the one we associate with the tyrant. Standing against wholeness, he refuses reality. An unconditional acceptance of reality seems like the only truly neutral beginning. And that can only happen with a welcoming surrender. The smile in the pelvic bowl helps illuminate the hero’s freedom.

      When holosapience is recovered and we can once again feel wholeness, we begin to feel its guidance. And if a mere ant is guided by the emergent intelligence of its colony—an intelligence that is invisible, un-locatable, irreducible—does it not make sense that we might find guidance in the emergent intelligence of the Whole, though it too is invisible, un-locatable, irreducible? The felt, unknowable Present won’t exist for you while you remain in your head and insist on being in control—but it steadfastly abides as your most intimate companion. If you find self-tyranny exhausting, if you find the top-down mode of our culture impoverishing, why not permit yourself the neutrality of a smile deep in your being that illuminates Being and welcomes What Is? In that surrender you will be gifted with a sense of rest you do not own, but that is home; and you will share in a harmony you do not own, but that is home. In that surrender you will be summoned to devote the whole of your heart to some work you cannot know the outcome of, and that does not serve you alone.

      In the intimacy of that rediscovered relationship, you may occasionally sense the whole expressing a fathomless love and intelligence. Intimately seen and known and held by it, you may find yourself whispering, “Thank you.” Or asking of its tangible presence, “What do you ask of me?”—a question that, spoken from the stillness of your core, never goes unanswered. You may even find yourself, when facing some problem or challenge, handing it over almost bodily to the harmony of the Present, asking, “How are you going to solve this?”—knowing that your question is rippling limitlessly into the reality of What Is, and into the wholeness of What Is, and is felt by all that is.

      There is a gravity that is calling to your heart, and that loves you in all your brokenness. It is gently inviting you into a dance of surrender to your wholeness—a surrender to its freedom, passions and luminous truths, and to its provisions for unconditional service. That dance of surrender does not end, and it isn’t without risk—but it is a dance that could not be more deeply grounded in the security of being. And when you take a chance on that dance, and venture even one step into its wild peace, you will be helping us all.
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