OST OF THE BODYWORKERS
M I know have chosen their pro-

fession as part of an ongoing
process of transformation for themselves
as well as for their clients. They meditate
or pray, they encourage their own self-
awareness in order to develop their spiri-
tual riches, they continuously examine,
testand revise their values, and often they
participate in groups devoted to these
interests.

A commonplace of spiritual teaching
is that growth comes not simply from the
entertairiment of enlightened ideas, but
from “practice,” the daily shaping of our
activity in the light of those ideas. We
manifest our ideas in behavior, we live
them. “Practice” is the detail work of
spiritual growth, the retraining of habits.
It requires that in the twists and turns of
our doings we keep a steady hold on the
ideas that have captured our allegiance,
while at the same time allowing experi-
ence to teach us not only whether they are
true but what they mean. Suzuki Roshi
speaks of this creative relationship be-
tween idea and action:

Zen is not some fancy, special art of
living. Our teaching is just to live,
always in reality, in its exact sense. To
make our effort, moment after moment,
is our way. In an exact sense, the only
thing we actually can study in our life
is that on which we are working in each
moment. We cannot even study Bud-
dha’s words. To study Buddha's words
in their exact sense means to study
them through some activity which you
face moment after moment.!

Because we spend time at it and be-
cause we care about it, bodyworkis one of
the important arenas for our spiritual
practice. We have learned a particular
professional technique which brings its
own set of values, and we can use the
work as a means for putting those profes-
sional values into the light of our more
general spiritual values, and vice-versa.
Also, the very physicality of bodywork—
usingourownbodies tointeract with oth-
ers’ bodies—is particularly advantageous
for spiritual development, because we
cannot be satisfied simply with the articu-
lation of ideas. The work itself demands a
thorough transmutation of idea into ac-
tion.

Reprinted with the author's permission
from SOMATICS Magazine, Autumn/
Winter 1983-84, pp. 19-26.

The purpose of this article is to offer both
a conceptual framework and some con-
crete steps for bringing spiritual disci-
pline to bear on the daily activity of
bodywork.

A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK:
PEACE, HEALING AND
FORGIVENESS

Aworkinghypothesisof this paperis
that the evocation of peace is the funda-
mental act undertaken in bodywork and,
in fact, in all healing processes. By “peace”
I do not mean a state of inactivity or com-
pletion, but of “at-home-ness.”?Peaceisa
quality that underlies and gives meaning
to the infinite variety of human doings.
When it is clearly present, activity has an
artistic quality—of being there simply as
manifestation or expression, the efferves-
cence of one’s nature.

The alternative is action arising from
desire, or need, or anxiety—"attachment,”
as the Buddhists call it. Attachment pits
our personal coherence against an end-
less succession of threats or enticements
and its mode of action is what we call
stress (using the term in its popular sense,
not Hans Selye’s more technical defini-
tion.)? Sustained stress falls into the pat-
terns of inappropriate musculoskeletal
tension and imbalance that we work with
in the somatic disciplines and that we
sometimes call “character.”*

The coherence of the body seems to
be determined by the network of tension
inthemyofascial (soft tissue) system pull-
ing thebody in onitselfand balancing the
outward, compression-resisting and space-
enticing thrust of bone ® Character canbe
seen as “extra” tension, holding me to-
gether more tightly than is necessary for
support and action and creating more
“me” than thesituation calls for. The habit
of attachment creates a “self” built out of
repeated stress responses. Ida Rolf once
mused about this building of a material
image out of its mental counterpart:

A self exists in a real material body. In
order to create a self-image, you have
hadto put material particles together in
a particular way. An image is some-
thing which is expressing itself in three-
dimensional material. This is a very
basic concept, for this is the reality
whichis restructured in order tochange
the image. The image is the result. The
image may have been the cause from
which you started, but at this point the
image is the result.®

Doing
Bodywork
as a
Spiritual
Discipline

Roger Pierce, Ph.D.

An exploration of the subtler,
deeper pathways of communica-
tion with another through touch—
pathways that do not create peace
but, rather, disclose the peace that
isalready there, waiting to be dis-
covered.
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The emergence of self-image tends to
deprive people of their capacity to realize
truth. Psychotherapy particularly deals
with our tendency toproject, toimpose on
our surroundings the forms and colors
appropriate to our character commitment.
Projection is sometimes known as “judg-
ment,” and the injunction to “judge not”
isaninvitationtolet goof thistendency to
rigidify experience into our character molds.

We can, then, think of peace as ab-
sence of “character”: as an easy, flexible
state of balance that has the quality of re-
sidinginreality, grounding usinanaccu-
rate perception of, and a good-natured
relationship to, reality. The effort of de-
veloping, enriching, polishing and de-
fending the elaborate mask of self-image
falls away, as does the uneasy fear of
selling non-existent real estate.

To put all this is theistic terms: peace
is the primary cue that we are grounded
in God: that our values and consequent
behavior are “real” in the sense that they
are manifestations of God. Stress is a
manifestation not of God (at least not
simply and directly) but of the fabricated
character, or ego, or what Thomas Hora
calls “self-confirmatory ideation.””

Behind specific techniques such as
bodywork, psychotherapy, and medicine,
healing is the evocation of peace as a sus-
tained condition. Ifstressisless “realistic”
than peace, we might say that it needs to
be seen through. Healing penetrates
through problems to unmask the whole-
ness, or peace, that is underlying them.

In order to reach through to peace,
the healing presence reaches from peace,
and therefore has no self-confirming axe
of its own to grind, no emotional hooks
out to get entangled in the client’s prob-
lems. In the vocabulary of transactional
analysis, the healing presence refuses to
play games, but steadily witnesses peace

The evocation of peace is the

fundamental act undertaken
in bodywork and, in fact, in
all healing processes.

in the client. This witnessing is an act of
love which encourages the client, too, to
regard himself or herself from the aspect
of peace, that is, with love and respect.
Healing brings a shift in context: what is
powerful and fundamental in the situ-
ation is not the problem but the underly-
ing current of goodness or wholeness or
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Godor“the Kingdom of Heaven,” which,
we are told, is within us. As awareness of
that grounding emerges more clearly, the
energy of attachment to problems de-
creases.

We can use the word forgiveness to
describe this process. To forgive is to
assert a holistic view of the person for-
given, to refrain from defining him or her
in terms of problems, to step behind or
“rise above the level of” the problem and
to maintain that attitude in the face of the
client’s “cathexis,” or compulsive attach-
ment toit. When Jesuswasbroughtaman
sick with palsy (Mark 2:1-12) and “saw
theirfaith” (that they, and particularly the
sick man, were ready to transform their
understanding), he told the man that his
sins were forgiven. The scribes (scholars,
those without faith, those who already
knew and were unwilling to redefine the
situation) were shocked at the implicit
claim, whereupon Jesus told the man to
take up his bed and carry it home, which
he did. Jesus did not undertake a second
healing (of the palsy) to prove the efficacy
of the first healing (of the sin). He was
showing that healing had taken place on
both levels. He had “reached through”
the problem to the peace, or wholeness
(health) of the man, that is, he had for-
given, and the man had realigned himself
to that perspective.

The healing presence is a kind of
mirror in which peace reaches through to
peace and our energies are swept up and
focused by that process. Bodywork takes
the body as its particular channel for this
communication. We witness the body as
peace not essentially with words but with
touch: one body meeting another, one
consciousness meeting another, with tactile
forgiveness.

I do not suggest “believing in” the
ideathat peaceisour fundamental reality.
Belief will only get in the way of explana-
tion. Spiritual practice not only informs
action with idea, but purifies idea by test-
ingitagainstaction. Thatis whyIspoke of
the importance of peace tobodywork asa
“working hypothesis.” If it is a sufficiently
compelling idea, we can organize activ-
ity—in this case doing bodywork—in its
light so as to find out what it means.

[ am deliberately not raising here
some of the sticky issues associated with
the idea that our ills can ultimately be
traced to the loss of our grounding in
peace (what about brutalized children?
what about automobile accidents? what
aboutbirth defects?).Itis obviousenough

that characterization is a potent force in
our lives and bodies and that peace is a
basic value. This gives enough sense of
direction to move ahead into “practice”
and see what further light it can shed.
We need to be very careful about
choice of words in thinking about the
process of realizing peace, because we are
likely to be tempted to use the thoughts
and techniques of stress to find peace, and

We are looking for a style of
self-use that will allow peace
toexpressitself, particularly
in our touching.

that does not prosper the venture but
simply reinforces old ways. Spiritual teach-
ers continually keep warning us that there
is nowhere to go for enlightenment, noth-
ing to seek, that we must come to under-
stand that we are already there. As Da
Free John puts it, “the practices of this
Way are not methods for attaining happi-
ness, but they are the expressions of Hap-
piness.?

In the following discussion, I will
suggest three avenues for directing expe-
rience while doing bodywork:

(1) organizing one’s own body for
peaceful touching;

(2) sensing the client’s body as an ex-
pression of peace; and

(3) establishing a form of communi-
cation with the client that embodies this
peace-oriented understanding of thesitu-
ation.

(1) ORGANIZING THE PRACTI-
TIONER’S BODY FOR TOUCHING
Perhaps the most appropriate way a
practitioner can develop bodywork as
spiritual practice is to refine awareness of
his or her own body while working. If we
really mean that an easy, balanced, mo-
bile body is the sort that is not only the
happiest to live in but gets things done
most effectively, then here in our work,
where we care the most, is the essential
place to practice what we preach. Besides
manifesting our work for ourselves, the
sessions are where our clients witnessour
movement behavior and that is, forbetter
or for worse, the strongest teaching we
have to offer. In particular our tactile
behavior, the way we give ourselves in
touching, is the essence of what we have
to “say” with our hands, underlying
whateverspecific techniques we mayuse.



We are looking for a style of self-use
that will allow peace to express itself,
particularly in our touching. I suggested
earlier that stress—the tension of self-
characterization—is an imposition on the
deeper, truer state of peace, and that a
healer’s function is to penetrate that “veil”

This is where the force of
gravity seems to reverse it-
self and lift the body.

inordertowitness the underlying whole-
ness. Since only peace can witness peace,
this penetration must first be effected in
oneself, and indeed when it is, one cannot
help witnessing wholeness. Onebecomes
what Thomas Hora calls a “beneficial
presence,” sheddinglight effortlessly and
without any special activity.

The strategies for habituating oneself
toaloving, peaceful use of the body while
doing bodywork are rich and endlessly
intriguing and rewarding. I will sketch
here only a few basic ideas and sugges-
tions and would strongly recommend that
the matter be pursued further by a series
of sessions with a professional movement
teacher.’

Expansion

The loving act of the healing touch is
always in two directions simultaneously:
inward to peace and outward to peace.
What does this mean to the body? In the
inward direction the body rests into its
own structural support, gives itself to
gravity, experiences weight, grounds it-
self. In the outward direction it is expan-
sive, without the excess tension that tight-
ens and twists joints into held patterns.
The expansive body throws its weight
intoaction, gently or vigorously, bringing
space into the joints. The expansive use of
thespine is the core of this radiatory use of
the body, which Ida Rolf referred to as

“spanning.”*°

Reverberation

Expansive movement permits rever-
beration,'! where movement anywhere is
reflected throughout the whole structure
and where the impact of thebody’s action
is also allowed to wash back through it,
liketheripplesspreadingout fromastone
dropped in a pond, reaching the edge of
the water and rebounding with a reverse
flow of ripples. A man hammering a nail,
for example, will expand his whole body
into the swing of the hammerand then let

theimpact of hammeron nail beabsorbed
by aflow of movement back through him.
Reverberative movement is natural to the
body, a part of effective and efficient ac-
tion, and will happenas part of any action
if it is not restrained.

Reverberative movement permits all
the joints to be mobile and to participate
in the control of action. In a bodywork
stroke this will read out to both practitio-
ner and client as a commitment of whole-
ness and as a less pushing or aggressive
approach than when joints are locked by
tension. The act of touching becomes more
receptive. The impact is not braced against
but is allowed to send back its wave of
response.

Support

Expansion and reverberation are
possible only if the body is adequately
supported so that contact with the earth
(foot on the floor, sitting bones on the
chair, knee on the table) is under the weight
being supported.”?? If the body projects
out in front of its support, the spine be-
comes a cantilever, which can work only
insofar as it is stiff.

To illustrate the relationship between
expansion, reverberation and support in
a typical bodywork movement: the back
foot in touching the floor sends a forward
impulse of the wholebody into the hands.

The body does not move as a block, but
sends a ripple of expansion as it moves,
particularly through the spine to the head,
which will nod forward in response. The
front foot receives the weight and (in con-
cert with its knee and other joints) can
with the tiniest backward impulse modu-
late that forward movement and contrib-
ute to the control of the touch. Every joint
participates in the resultant action of the
hands; every muscle, superficial to deep,
contributes itself to your contact with the
client.

You can test the effectiveness of your
support system by imagining a client on
the table and holding your hands in a
single working position for two or three

The flesh under your hands
is real flesh, and it is spirit.

minutes. Aches will develop where you
are holding unsupported weight. Shift
the placement of feet, knee or sitting bones
until the tension is relieved.

Grounding

The differentiation of expansion, re-
verberation, support (balance) and ground-
ing is artificial and is simply for the pur-
pose of sequential presentation. Inexperi-
ence these are four components of any
action. Within the framework of this dis-
tinction we might say that balance sets up
the condition in which one can rest into
oneself, or ground oneself, without com-
pression and that grounded movement is
expansive and reverberative. This set of
relationships is the mysterious suppor-
tiveness of gravity that Ida Rolf talked
about, where the force of gravity seems to
reverse itself and lift the body."

There is a tendency to apply the term
“grounding” in two different senses: ina
physical senseas restingone’s weightinto
the body’s own internal system of sup-
port (the musculoskeletal tensegrity sys-
tem)and throughit into thesupportofthe
earth; and in a spiritual sense as resting
into one’s source of assurance or suffi-
ciency. There is good reason for this
ambiguity: these are two phases of the
same basic mode of being. Grounding is
closely related to meditation, which also
generally insists on the balance of the
spine as a precondition for expanded states
of consciousness. Here is a meditative
exercise that can help bringclarity into the
relationship between support, reverbera-
tion and grounding:
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Sit comfortably with your head bal-
anced on top of your spine, with your
chest open and released, your lower
back easy and flexible. Become aware of
your breathing. Do not manipulate it.
Beparticularly attentive to the moment
of rest between expiration and inspira-
tion (This may be a brief moment or a
long pause. Let it be what it is and
simply be in touch with it.)
Let your awareness of this pause
between breaths carry you into a sense
of your grounding in depth-space, or
peace.
As inspiration lifts you, continue
deepening, resting into the lift itself.
If you get a sense of the active, crea-
tive interplay between the lift of the inspi-
ration and your resting into that lift, you

have a direct experience of the relation-
ship between expansive movement and

grounding; and you can look for this

same experience in body movements other
than breathing. For example, doing the
bodywork stroke illustrated above. In
addition toestablishingasupportivebase
and allowing reverberation of your body
from that base into the touch, let yourself
rest into the expansion—give your weight
to the expansiveness of the movement.
Expansive, supported, reverberative,
grounded movement is peaceful move-
ment, whether it be large or small, quick
orslow. It delivers us whole toouraction,
with delicacy incontrol and refinement in

Healing as the evocation of
peace is not a process of one
person doing something to
another.

tactile sensitivity. It is not a style of move-
ment, but the natural, “god-given” ex-
pression of our basic architecture. Its
development is a matter of stripping away
the overlay of mistaken learning rather
than of imposinga pattern. For those of us
who have chosen the body as our particu-
lar point of focus, it deserves the careful,
evolving daily attention of spiritual prac-
tice.

(2) SENSING THE CLIENT’SBODY AS
AN EXPRESSION OF PEACE

What sort of attitude toward clients
best serves the purpose of evoking their
grounding in peace? The challenge is to
find a way to get the focus of attention,
both practitioner’s and client’s, off the
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problem level; and since touching is our
basic transaction with clients, to touch
problems only as the pathway for touch-
ing through to peace. For me the most
practical step in this direction has been to
develop a consistent awareness of each
client’s breathing and to work as if I were
touching the breathing itself. This process
is also closely akin to meditation; like
meditation it is at once simple, demand-
ing, and rewarding. Watching and feel-
ing, you stay in touch with where the
client is in the breath cycle: beginning of
inspiration, inspiration itself,-end of in-
spiration, “climax,” beginning of expira-
tion, expiration itself, end of expiration,
and “juncture,” the rest between one breath
cycle and the next.

Focusing on breath means focusing

on the movement (specifically, the rever-
beration) of the tissue rather than on its

solidity. The hardness of tissue would

seem H’le ObViOLIS place {0 fOCllS aware-
ness, since it shows the hands where chronic
tension is located. The more solid, dense
and compact the tissue, the more it is
calling to the practitioner for work. [ am
not suggesting a suppression of all this
tactile information, any more than I would
suggest closing your eyes and refusing to
see structure, or ignoring the quality of a
person’s voice. All these analystic cues
and many more remain in the field of
awareness, but they never define the
individual.

Deliberately focusing the attention
onbreath, that ison movement, organizes
your mind around wholeness, and the
challenge is to keep discovering that the
breath’s movement, expressing life and
consciousness, necessarily expressing its
grounding in peace. We find the breath
movement particularly where its discov-
eryis mostneeded, where the hardnessis.
We know where the hardness is, we are
skilled at following its lead, but we focus
through it, not on it.

For this purpose there is one moment
in the breath cycle that is particularly
significant: the juncture, or pause between
expiration and inspiration. This is the
breath’s silence, the stillness out of which
the movement arises. It is a specific event
in the sequence of breathing events and it
can also be sensed as a dimension or
quality underlying all the other parts of
the breath cycle.”**

Test this now by placing your hand
onyourownribcage and simply allowing
it to ride the movement. Feel the tissue
comeout tomeet your hand as you inhale,

and thenrecede as you exhale. Follow it as
it recedes, so that you deepen your con-
tact right down into the juncture between
breaths; this deepening is an act of con-
sciousness which carries your hand with
it. As the next inspiration comes, stay
with your depth: meet the inspiration

Clients see that bodywork pro-
ceeds by acts of release on
their part, not by acts of
pushing on the practitioners
part.

from that depth, follow the cycle around
and deepen further into the next expira-
tionand juncture; it is as if you are touch-

ing through the movement to the quality
of quiet that is overtly manifest in junc-

ture. Your contact, then, is rhythmical]y
organized by the breath cycle.

When you touch flesh as if you were
touching through it to the underlying
consciousness, you are witnessing peace;
you are treating the body as if it werea
manifestation of that peace, as if in that
depth dimension we are, our bodies are,
continuous with the underlying spirit.
This is practice. The flesh under your
hands is real flesh, and it is spirit. “The
kingdom of heaven is within you”—and
within your client.

By contrast: when your attention is
focused on the hardness or density of
your client’s tissue your inevitable reac-
tion is to harden yourself, to push, and
implicitly to agree with your client’s
conviction as to the importance of muscu-
lar holding in self-definition. Your vo-
cabulary will probably support this ag-
gressive attitude. If you tell yourself (and/
or your client) that you are attacking
clearing, fixing or cleaning the problem,
you are affirming it. If you speak of your
client’s tissue as junk or gunk or knots or
wires, even in the privacy of your own
thoughts, you affirm those qualities. Some
affirmation may be necessary to establish
common ground with clients, to assure
them that your healing perspective is
inclusive of their sense of themselves as
suffering or limited. But some verbal forms
of affirmation will tend to push a client
deeper into that fixation while others will
tend to induce healing. I am not suggest-
ing simply a different way of speaking,
but a different way of thinking and of

giving your attention.’®



Doing Bodywork as a Spiritual
Discipline
A Continuation

The client’s problems do not fade
from view when you witness wholeness;
on the contrary they emerge into the
light. Ina mysterious way they stand not
simply over against, or in contrast to,
peace, but also as an expression of it.
Witnessing wholeness emphasizes this
continually so that transformation is not
felt as change—from this state to that—
so much as it is felt as realization, putting
the problem itself into a different and
more inclusive context.’®

In the shift of attention from the
“material” of flesh to its movement, from
problem to wholeness, there is no need
to throw anything away. Structural analy-
sis, anatomy, kinesiology and all the rest
of the “physics” of bodywork are still
there and they go on developing as the
perceptual tools of the trade.

Here are some practical steps for
developing the discipline of touching
breathing while you work:

1. Keep the focus of attention on the
breath-movement of the tissue that is di-
rectly in contact with your hands—in
other words on feeling that movement.
Let the deepening of your contact follow
the deepening of your awareness, down
into the juncture of your client’s breath.
This isnotsomethingimagined. Youwill
probably feel a shift in your conscious-
ness, or brainwave pattern, as you do
this, your mind becoming quieter and
more one-pointed.

2. If you cannot feel the movement
of the tissue where you are working,
watch the breath and deepen your con-
tact on expiration as if you were feeling
it. This will not only synchronize you
with your client’s breathing rhythm, but
will train you to feel breathin parts of the
body where its movement is more subtle.

3. There is no need to try to force
your attention to the breath all the time.
Touching breathing is a demanding dis-
cipline, though a pleasant one. Let it
grow. There are no doubt times when
your relationship to your client needs to
be different, such as when you are talk-
ing, or observing. The more you practice
working with the breath consciously the
more you will be able to be coordinated
with it when yourattention is elsewhere.
Bring the focus back to breath when you
come intoareas of your client’sbody that
are particularly sensitive. When a client

winces, zoom in with your awareness to
the precise point of contact and feel for
the breath.

(3) COMMUNICATION

Healing as the evocation of peace is
not a process of one person doing some-
thing toanother. Itisuseful sometimesto
thinkand trainasif thatfiction were true.
Practitioners of structural integration, for
example, may focus on the textural
changes in the fascia under their fingers
or elbow as if it were simply a mechani-
cal structure responding to their pres-
sure. But if this “doing” framework is
notclearly embedded inanothercontext,
where the practitioner is seen simply as
a contributor to a process carried on by
the client, a power relationship will be
established that will inevitably be dimin-
ishing to the client. This is not to say that
fascia does not respond to mechanical
pressure, but that as live tissue, the ex-
pressionof consciousness, its response is
a choice made by the individual.

In the Divine Comedy Virgil and
Beatrice know the way and serve Dante
as guides. Without them he would sim-
ply remain lost. But the journey itself is
entirely his. Every event of the story
takes place in Dante’s consciousness.

The shift of attention from
the "material" of flesh to its
movement, from problem to
wholeness.

Similarly in bodywork. The practitioner
may know a route but cannot make the
journey for someone else. Every event in
the story takes place in the client’s con-
sciousness. Usually clients do not come
with a clear understanding of this, but in
the manner of a visit to the automobile
mechanic, where someone fixes some-
thing. Practitioners need not only tohold
clearly and intently to a holistic attitude
but to communicate to clients that “the
work” is a client’s work.

The holistic attitude involves what
spiritual teachers call humility, orbegin-
ner’s mind. In the present context humil-
ity includes a refusal to build one’s pro-
fessional identity on knowledge, which
is to say on clients’ ignorance. There are,
in fact, parts of the work in which we
practitioners cannot participate—indeed
the central, most essential part of the
work, the client’s shift in consciousness.
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