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Praise for 
Returning Home to Our Bodies


“In this book, Abigail Rose Clarke has synthesized some of the most important processes of our time and woven them into a single process. In a unique and radically new way, this book gives us simple and manageable ways to grasp what it means—and feels like—to be human.”

—Patty Townsend, developer of Embodyoga




“Returning Home to Our Bodies is tenderly expressed and full of precious insights that remind even the most self-aware reader that being present in oneself is real, deliberate work.”

—Soleil Ho, cultural critic for the San Francisco Chronicle




“Abigail uses poetic, down-to-earth language to illuminate the magic of our bodies: the processes, rhythms, and science of being human that are, in fact, quite fantastical. With keen insight rooted in both spirituality and scholarship, this book describes how nature’s wisdom can inform our activism and support a radical reimagining of our bodies in relationship with the world.”

—Mira Weil, DTM, MPH, doctor of Tibetan medicine and sexual health educator




“There is such a poetry to the way Abigail Rose Clarke coaxes a new understanding of our bodies into being in this book. You will find yourself marveling at what the body is made of, what it can do, and what it can reveal to us, if we are truly attentive to it. This book is both a guide and a companion in a quietly radical quest for changing how we experience ourselves and, from that, the world.”

—Tina Antolini, audio journalist, The New York Times




“Abigail’s book reminds us to look to our soft, gliding, attentive, and queer animal nature. So that we might practice presence. So that we might practice awe. So that we might heal, not as an end goal, but as an activity of our true nature. Thank you, Abigail. This book is a gift, and a celebration.”

—Autumn Brown, cohost of How to Survive the End of the World




“Somatic educator and embodied poet Abigail Rose Clarke invites you to come home to the present moment and to your body, and to join her as she gently explores the meaningful metaphors she finds in the sciences of ecology, biology, neuroscience, anatomy, and physiology. Clarke encourages us to live into these metaphors to question the cultural assumptions that lead to so much inequity, pain, horror, and suffering. She guides readers into gentle, meditative practices that can open us to embodied experiences of grounded calm, and sometimes even joy and love—and the awe of being alive.”

—Barbara A. Brehm, health coach and professor of health sciences at Smith College




“In Returning Home to Our Bodies, Abigail bravely integrates, not alternates, between spirituality and science in this breathtaking work. Abigail blurs the lines between science and magic in a way that values both data and the divine. This incredible work of integration has made the study of somatics feel so whole and so close to my heart and mind in a way that no other work ever has. To quote Abigail, ‘there really is no distance between us and this wisdom,’ and now there’s no distance between you and returning home.”

—Colin Bedell, astrologer, author, and creator of Queer Cosmos




“I am thrilled to endorse Abigail Rose Clarke’s remarkable book that explores the mysterious and rich area of somatics. This book has left a powerful mark on me and my relation to the universe.

“What truly sets Clarke’s book apart is her creativeness in connecting somatics to scientific concepts, igniting the reader’s imagination and opening doors to new possibilities. As a scientist, I appreciate her adeptness at bridging seemingly disparate worlds, weaving a tapestry where scientific understanding harmonizes with somatic wisdom. One powerful example was how she guided a meditation using the anatomy of the connection between the heart, breath, and pericardium in a way that my heart can optimally relax. Many of the meditations of the senses she eloquently shares in this book really resonated with me also.

“As a scientist specializing in quantum physics and pioneer of a somatic movement modality utilizing therapeutic tremoring called Shaking Medicine, I am keenly aware of the difficulty in balancing scientific and spiritual principles. Clarke does this so poetically while maintaining scientific accuracy. Her book educated and inspired me on the interconnectedness of my being as a whole within my environment.

“Abigail Rose Clarke’s book is an invaluable resource for anyone seeking to explore somatics. Whether you are new to somatics or well versed in the field, her words will inspire and guide you on a transformative journey of self-discovery. I wholeheartedly recommend this book to anyone seeking to expand their consciousness, deepen in connection, and embark on a profound somatic exploration.”

—Dr. Keith Motes, quantum physicist and founder of the Shaking Medicine Foundation




“If you find yourself picking up a book called Returning Home, it is perhaps because you might be feeling lost or unmoored. In a world of self-help books and media, Abigail Rose Clarke throws weary travelers a solid buoy to hold onto in a vast ocean of commodified wellness tactics. In doing so, she invites us to be held by the incredible healing and love that already exists all around us. By witnessing the miracle of our body, the breath in our lungs, the ongoing life cycle of all things, Abigail beautifully compiles a list of ancient healing practices we have known, and perhaps lost, but can come back to. When you feel like you can’t turn anywhere else, you can return to your body, you can return to the world around you, and you can return home.”

—Uzma Chowdhury, writer, teacher, and sociologist
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Para mi Caoba, que siempre me enseña que asombrarme con el mundo es lo más natural

For Caoba, for always showing me how natural it is to be amazed by the world

And with deep gratitude for the many lands and waters that have held me as I’ve written this book






Seed


Don’t imitate the natural. Be Nature.

—Martín Prechtel








Introduction: 
a beginning is never a beginning



It’s a warm day in late spring, and we are planting the garden. The forest is covered in the tender green of new leaves, and the air is filled with the chatter of black-capped chickadees who have been here all winter, fat and chittering in the branches, now joined by the laughing call of northern flickers and the bubbly exuberance of house wrens. In my hand, I hold a squash seed taken from a small paper packet. It’s for zucchini, and this one is an heirloom variety called Black Beauty.

In just a few short weeks, this tiny seed will be a riotous tumult of prickly green leaves and vines, and vivid yellow blossoms, bright as the sun in a child’s drawing of the sky. After a few months of rain and sunshine, this seed will hopefully grow into a plant covered in so many dark green fruits I’ll be practically begging my neighbors to take some. And when we cut them open, the cream-colored flesh will be filled with dozens of shining oval seeds, pale as the glowing moon. Here is one seed, a beginning to so much more. Seeds are a beginning, of course. Each seed is a tiny bundle of magic, containing incredible potential for growth.

But a seed is not a beginning, not in the absolute sense. This seed, named Black Beauty, Cucurbita pepo, comes from a long line of squashes related to a species that predates humans on this continent, which was then cultivated over millennia through close relationship with the Indigenous people of this land. Over thousands of years, the plant genus (borrowed from the Latin: “birth,” “origin,” “kind”) now called Cucurbita (from the Latin cucurbita, “gourd”) was grown by generations of hands, each seed carefully saved over months of winter to be planted again in the spring. Zucchini are often called Italian squash, and it’s true that they did come about through close relationship with Italian cooks and gardeners: its name carries that relationship, coming from the Italian word zucca, the plural diminutive of squash.

While the zucchini was cultivated in Italy, its origin is here, in the Americas. The plant that became zucchini was among the seeds brought back to Europe after the invasion of the “New World” that started in 1492. It was then cultivated in Italy, becoming the tender, green-skinned, and incredibly abundant plant we know today, and was likely reintroduced to the Americas by Italian immigrants in the 1920s.1 This single seed in my hand is the result of over ten thousand years of close relationship between people and plants, and centuries of trade routes across continents. Hardly a beginning, in the most absolute of terms.

A beginning is never a beginning. Everything arises from something else.

This is the beginning of this book. But it is not a beginning in the most absolute sense. I am able to begin this book only because of the efforts and thoughts of so many other people. Everything we do, certainly everything we begin, is in a web of nearly infinite relationships. But while nothing is truly a beginning, everything has to begin somewhere.

Like seeds, and like ideas, our bodies also hold this paradox of past/present/future, and simultaneous beginnings and continuations and endings. Right now, your body is in a process of beginning and ending. Cells in your body are dying, and others are being born. The cells in the lining of your stomach can be renewed as quickly as every forty-eight hours. Your skin cells live for about two to three weeks before they’re sloughed off into dust. Your red blood cells live only about four months. You are in a constant state of renewal, which means you are also always dying, just a little.

You are a current stillpoint in a long ocean of genetic lineage. Your specific physical qualities and traits are inherited from those who came before: perhaps you have your grandmother’s eyes, or your father’s predisposition to heart disease. Research has been showing that the stress, trauma, or exposure to environmental toxins of our ancestors can have effects on our health, even generations later.2 So we are never really a beginning; we are always a continuation.

Here we are at the beginning of this book. Hardly a true beginning, in the most absolute sense of the word. This book exists because of so many other books, so many other scholars and researchers and poets, especially Black feminist writers and thinkers, and Indigenous scholars and culture keepers. My dream is that just like this tiny squash seed that can easily fit on the tip of my finger, this one small book, that is just one in a lineage of many, also contains the potential for an infinite number of future thoughts. We think and share in community. We are creatures of relationship; everything we do is linked in myriad ways to everything and everyone else.

But all things do in fact start somewhere. This seed will start the growing season; this chapter starts the book.

Let us begin then.






1

this is a book about relationships



Not the romantic kind, although there is a certain innate kind of romance here in a book about the body.

This is a book about the profound relationships within our bodies, of bone and muscle, belly and blood. It is also a book about the intimate ways we relate to the world we live in, the wild, mossy, muddy world. It is also a book about the ways we relate to the world that has been constructed around us, and the systems of power and control that fundamentally influence us in so many varying ways.

To explore these relationships, inner and outer, natural and manufactured, I am sharing stories of anatomy and physiology made possible by the rigors of scientific research. I am offering these stories from a different perspective than most of us learned them, definitely from a different perspective than I first learned them. I offer these stories from a perspective of poetry, intimacy, and reciprocal relationship in an attempt to give us the breathing room, to use a pun, that comes when we release the tight grip of isolation, control, and domination that permeates every layer of our current culture, including the way we view our incredible, fallible, always-changing bodies. These are scientific stories of the body told in a different way, from a relational and collaborative perspective rather than a competitive and domination-based one. This is science as shared by a poet with a firm belief in magic and mystery, an abiding love of the scientific method, and a lifelong obsession with microscopes.

We are living marvels, and it is my hope that this book will return a sense of awe to the stories we tell ourselves about these incredible bodies, in all their lumpy, bumpy imperfection. This is also a book about the world around us; to understand the body, we have to remember that we are kin to trees and moss and mud. We are natural creatures, even though so much of our language and metaphors encourage us to think of ourselves as machines, made for industry and productivity.

We’ve been taught and told to think of our bodies in specific ways, aligned with specific narratives. In choosing alternative stories, we can infuse mundane moments, like taking a breath or considering the heartbeat, with awe and curiosity. These stories offer us alternatives from the dominant storylines of constant productivity, and even from the hamster wheel of hope of a better future. That last part, the release of hope, is a difficult one, steeped as we are in these stories of industry that tell us a brighter tomorrow is always coming. I do not wish to imply that we should lose all hope and fall into doubt and pessimism. But the ticket price for hope in the way it is typically offered is a lack of presence to the way things are, and a projection onto some brighter future, out beyond this mess. We’ll be better, it will be better, things will be better … someday. When we drop the stories that speak of constant improvement, whether that’s from losing some weight or reaching a certain income level or even attaining more altruistic goals and visions of a better future, we come home to this moment, where life is happening. A vision for the future is important, but it can’t come at the expense of a reckoning with the present. In this too the body guides us.

So rather than hope, these are stories of awe and curiosity, as hope’s more present, grounded cousins. Awe and curiosity feel good. They feel better than rigidity and presumption, which often accompany hope in some way (things will only be better when the future looks like this). Awe and curiosity weave us into the world, which objectively feels better than isolation, because we are creatures of relationship. Awe and curiosity create possibilities. We need creative possibilities. We deserve to feel good in these marvelous bodies. We need the stories the body can tell us, which means we need to remember how to listen to these intricate, incredible bodies.

In returning to the body and remembering how to listen to our own blood and bones and glorious guts, we return to ourselves and each other. We aren’t alone. We are never alone. There’s comfort in that. There’s also responsibility. Returning to deep relationship with the world and with our own bodies can’t only be about what we get. It also has to be about what we give, even if all we can give is our deep, reverent presence.

I say this is a practice of remembering how to listen because so much of this is about getting out of our own way. Of re-membering: returning ourselves to a story many of us have forgotten, a story of reciprocity and regeneration, a story that spirals instead of marching in straight and narrow lines, a story that weaves past/present/future all together, because in a world made of so much ancient stardust (carbon, hydrogen, phosphorous, and oxygen all coming from the bellies of the stars) how can we possibly think the past is not currently alive? In a natural system where energy cannot be created or destroyed, but rather only change forms,* then how could we possibly imagine that the past and future aren’t also here with us now, in the present? In remembering these stories that break the narrow confines required of any binary, we return to the full spectrum life so abundantly offers. But it’s mostly a process of getting out of our own way, rather than having to go out and do something.

So much of what we are trying to do is actually already happening right now, in real life and in the flesh, literally. Our bodies are already experts at healthy boundaries; we can turn to the skin and cell membranes to learn this. Our bodies intrinsically understand community and mutual support; we can turn to the blood to hear those stories. Our bodies know how to rest; the heart does so in every beat. Even if the systems built by some humans have twisted our perception of rest into a luxurious commodity, the muscle of the heart can remind us how rest is natural to us, and the pull of gravity can offer a steady place to land even when so much feels uncertain and unstable. As the world burns and floods around us, we are understandably desperate for answers, and for comfort. The body can offer us answers to the questions our minds can only search for. And the body can offer exquisite comfort, even in the midst of the pain of loss and illness. This is the magic of the body. We just need to remember.

You will notice throughout this book that I ask a lot of questions, and leave many of them unanswered. Rather than an empirical expert, I am writing this book as someone who has had a lifelong obsession with the body and the natural world. As writer and prophet Octavia Butler wrote, “Obsession can be a useful tool if it’s positive obsession.”3 For the entirety of my life, I have been positively obsessed with the stories of the natural world, and how they might help me make sense of human rules and human relationships. As an only child growing up on a small farm, a lot of human ways of interacting didn’t make much sense to me, and still don’t. But I can watch a spider weave her web, or I can look over the pictures of bones and muscles in an illustrated anatomy book, and it will give me a sense of belonging in some hidden, almost indescribable way. This book is an attempt at taking some of these hidden, almost indescribable feelings of belonging and sharing them with you. I don’t have all the answers to all the questions I ask in this book. I have some answers to most of them, to be sure. But part of the beauty of being alive is a sense of awe and curiosity that comes from the willingness to not know, to imagine, paired with the humility to learn all we possibly can.

 

We, as humans, are creatures of story. The stories we tell give meaning to our lives. Rigid cultural stories rooted in domination and control have created such pervasive effects that they can seem inevitable. But in the words of the great science fiction writer Ursula K. Le Guin, “We live in capitalism. Its power feels inevitable.… So did the divine rights of kings. Any human power can be resisted and changed by human beings; resistance and change often begin in art. Very often in our art, the art of words.”4

The stories we tell ourselves about the body and the world are an art form we all engage in. We can tell stories that maintain the paradigm naming ourselves as productive machines, in need of being fixed when we are broken and always in need of tighter, better control. Or we can choose to live in a way that tells different stories, stories that are as inherently adaptable as our cells and bones. We can choose stories that speak of the awe and wonder we carry in these bodies. If nothing else, these stories of awe and relationship feel better than stories of isolation and supremacy. But beyond feeling good, they offer us a map back to the home of our bodies, back to the home of this earth, and back to each other.

So this is a book about relationships, but it is not a book about dating or marriage or family life, the relationships we tend to think of when we hear that word. Of course, as we change the way we relate to the inner world and our understanding of the natural world we are innately a part of, and our comprehension of the built systems and structures we are inherently affected by, we change the quality of our relationships. I am a better friend, daughter, partner, and auntie because of the ways these stories I will be sharing have changed me. I am certainly far from perfect, but even in my impatience and my imperfect communication and my tendency to jump to conclusions, I am held by the warm comfort of the body. This makes it far easier to come home to myself, and to those I am in various kinds of relationships with. The inevitable challenges that come with intimacy have softer ground to land in, because my body has become softer for me to live within. So this is a book about the soft ground of our bodies, and the capacity to transform how we relate to ourselves and to others, especially the inevitable hurt and challenges that come with living closely with other imperfect people, in a world that is changing with dizzying quickness and a constant flood of horrors.

This is a book about relationships, because to be alive is to be in relationships: trillions of them, in fact. Your body is possible because of the relationships between your trillions of cells and the innumerable cells and molecules of the world around you. You’ve been in a relationship with gravity since before you were born. The force of that pull between your body and the earth’s body has shaped your bones from the time you were in the body that grew you in the womb. Your body has been shaped and changed by relationships from before your very beginning, and it is right now, as you are reading this, being shaped and changed by countless different relationships both large and microscopic. This book is going to try to explore some of the relationships that form you, in ways that will hopefully increase your understanding of the nature of your body, as well as the awe that can accompany every moment in these incredible, imperfect bodies in this beautiful, imperfect world.

 

Relationships change us. I have certainly been in a relationship with this book while writing it, and that means, like in any significant relationship, I am changed by it. I am not the same person I was when I first began writing this book. As long as you’re reading this book, and if I do my work well, even long after you finish, you’re in a relationship with it, and so by proxy, a relationship with me.

I have studied the body for nearly all of my life, starting in my late teens and now spanning several decades (I am writing this book at the very beginning of my forties). I have studied the body through movement practices like dance, acting, and most primarily Western yoga and other meditative movement modalities, and also through the study of anatomy and physiology, biology, psychology, and kinesiology in academia and on my own. My idea of a good time is poring over almost any book on anatomy and physiology I can get my hands on.

I am white: a mixture of Ashkenazi Jew and northern European Anglo, raised Christian in a family of theologians in a predominately white rural community in New England, in an area known for a saturation of colleges, private schools, and liberal politics. I first came to activism and the practice of cultural critique through environmental activism, which is, in itself, a blazing sign of whiteness. As I became more interested in urban agriculture as a way to establish greater food security, I was generously schooled about environmental racism and white saviorism5 by Black and Indigenous people in my predominantly white New England community, a place we not-so-lovingly refer to as being “behind the tofu curtain.” It was the predominantly white local organic farming movement’s denial of environmental racism and their tokenism of Black, Brown, and Indigenous farmers that began to open my understanding to the insidiousness of white supremacy culture in liberal spaces.

I grew up on a small subsistence farm, the only child of a single mother. I raised sheep, showing them at country fairs for prize money, and we butchered them to fill our freezers. We had a small garden filled with a riot of beans and tomatoes that my mom would preserve each year, cans of red and green lining the shelves of our kitchen. For one rather adventurous season we raised three pigs, coming home in the dark placing bets on whether or not the pigs had escaped their pen (they almost always had).

In my late teens I began to practice yoga, mostly as a way to try and force a body committed to being curvy into the straight lines I grew up thinking were necessary for happiness. Yoga felt like something I should do, promising perfect happiness and perfectly thin thighs. My experience changed when I met Patty Townsend in 2008. Practicing yoga in the way she shares it transformed my awareness of my body. The practice became relational, rather than positional. She guided me into the practice of feeling the subtle movements of my body, and the relationship between my body and the earth beneath me, and space around me. This was something more, and deeper, than positioning my arms and legs to fit a certain shape. Patty was teaching the subtlety of somatic embodiment long before it became a buzzword. I am who I am, and my work is what it is, because of the generosity of Patty’s teaching, and her love and friendship over all these years. I am exceedingly grateful.

A car accident when I was twenty-seven pushed me into deeper study of somatics, and specifically somatic practice as perhaps an alternative, and certainly a companion, to allopathic treatments that prioritize pharmaceuticals and surgery. I greatly appreciate allopathic medicine where it is necessary, but in navigating the results of that car accident I was also shown to some extreme detail just how much invasive measures are offered by default, and how much the business of medical insurance prioritizes healing according to metrics typically based on productivity. Meaning: the goal, especially in healing from injury, is to get you back to work.

Motivated by the process of healing the injuries from the car accident, I began the endeavor of going to school to become a physical therapist. Having dropped out of high school at seventeen, the transition back to academics took some work, especially in a track so filled with the hard sciences of chemistry and physics. After finishing the arduous task of all the prerequisites, which took several years, on a solo backpacking trip in the Cascade Mountains in Washington, I was finally able to listen to that small inner voice that kept saying I did not want to go forward on the path I was on. I left the mountains in a bit of a panic at the realization. In a late-night conversation with Patty, she told me that sometimes all we get to know is which way not to go, and that has to be enough. This remains some of the best advice I have ever been given. And so I abandoned my plans of medical school and have been forging a unique path in both my life and career ever since. My departure from a more traditional career path has been possible in part because I was so well trained in research methodology, and had the very good fortune of working with some truly phenomenal educators while at Smith College, where I completed my undergraduate work.

After deciding not to continue with the plans to become a physical therapist, I moved to a small rural Indigenous community in central Mexico, which, as a white American, inherently carries huge privilege. I am forever grateful for the patience of the people who have taken me as their family there, especially as I stumble through unlearning some of the frigidity of white culture. Their love and friendship is central to who I have become.

In Mexico, my accent when speaking Spanish and my physical appearance mark me as not Mexican, but my fluency and appearance mean I am rarely pegged as an American. The result of this rather nebulous perceived identity has shown me some of the insidious ways racism expresses itself in white Americans and Canadians in how I have been treated when it isn’t obvious I am also a white American, and then how quickly those behaviors shift if they realize I am. It has also shown me just how difficult it can be to be perceived as “other” when the other place is not a place of global power and authority.

Obviously, my experiences will never give me a true understanding of what it means to live under the thick boot of racism and xenophobia. My passport is from the United States, with all of the economic power and privilege that still holds. Any challenges I face due to not being recognized as a white American simply require I make a few different choices, and I am once again in a position of privilege, even if that position is certainly not bathed in the golden glow of American exceptionalism I was taught to believe in.

In those years following my departure from a more traditional career path, I began developing what I have named The Embodied Life Method, a method of somatic practice and cultural study that explores how culture and the body interact. The body is formed by culture: bodies are shaped by cultural prioritization of movement or sedentary lifestyles, and also in the ways identities such as race and gender, while socially constructed, have an effect on physiology due to how people are denied or given access to care and fair treatment according to those identities.6 If the body is formed and informed by culture, then the opposite must also be true: the way we relate to our own physicality forms and informs the culture.

My work grows from the lineage of Body-Mind Centering, developed by Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen, which then influenced my primary somatic home of Embodyoga, developed by Bonnie’s student Patty Townsend. Both of these women teach that the mind is more than just something we think with, located only in the head. Their work centers the vast intelligence the body holds, accessible to our conscious thinking minds if we are willing to patiently attend to feeling what we feel as we feel it. Sounds simple enough, maybe. But like many things, it seems simple until we actually try. The simplicity that lies at the core of this practice is possible only with patient, persistent attempts and quite a bit of fumbling, and in the case of Bonnie’s teaching, no small amount of literally crawling around in the dark.

My work as a somatic practitioner explores the physical anatomy of the body and the ways the body is influenced and formed by culture, and the way our physical movements are influenced by lifestyle and responsibility. I am also interested in the ways the body influences and acts on culture. Culture is a collection of human interactions and customs, and the body is part of these interactions, however often we might forget to consciously include it. We are active agents in the creation of culture because culture is alive and always changing. Our physical and mental health are influenced by the beliefs and systems upheld within a culture, and it can seem like the way things are done is just the way things will be done. But every action has an equal and opposite reaction; Newtonian physics is clear enough on that.* “All that you touch you change, all that you change changes you.”7 Octavia Butler gave us this. So if we know the body is changed by culture, then the ways we inhabit the body can change culture. If we understand how the body is influenced by culture and we learn to recognize the ways culture is influenced by the body, then we can make different choices that are aligned with the culture and future we are hungry for, as we accept and are present to the culture and world we are living in.

To be clear, when I refer to a culture and future we are hungry for, I am speaking of an abolitionist culture, one that no longer uses punishment as a primary methodology to teach and control behavior. I’m referring to a culture that has thoroughly dismantled white supremacy down to its toxic roots. I’m talking about a queer culture that no longer celebrates diversity as a thrilling extra to a bland and beige mainstream, but honors diversity as central to life itself. I’m talking about a culture that has remembered our deep interdependence with the land and waters that hold us. I’m talking about a culture that is not only sustainable; it is generative. I realize this is not the future all people are reaching for: this is painfully apparent. But here, in the space of this book, I trust you and I are reaching for the same future, and are committed to cultivating the same culture here in the present. Thank you for reaching for this generative, healing future alongside me. Thank you for being here, in this broken and beautiful world, with me.

I offer this book with the intention to use my training in science, my decades-long love of the body, and the childlike awe of the natural world that I have managed to keep intact (in no small part because of the children I am so fortunate to be an auntie and godmother to), along with my love of words and language, to weave stories that enhance our engagement with the natural world, with ourselves, and with each other. I don’t know what the future brings, and the idea that I might offer us a way to heal feels painfully self-aggrandizing. But I do know that it feels better to be held in my body and held in relationship with the earth. And in whatever ways I can, I want to share that. I don’t know what the future holds, but I do believe that any process that brings us home to ourselves is a process of growth and healing.

My various privileges as a white American make my voice a risky one to listen to. Who am I to write of shaping our thoughts in ways that grow us toward life and healing? That’s a good question. But who am I not to think I offer shape to our collective thoughts? We are constantly shaped by the thoughts of others. In our capitalist, heavily consumerist culture, we call this advertising. In the era of social media, we call it influencing. Our teachers did it to us at every stage of our education; our parents did it as part of raising us; movies and TV shows and pop music do it everywhere we turn. We are constantly being shaped to think in specific ways, and that’s not always a bad thing. What if we let our minds be shaped by the soft flesh of our bodies, and by the intrinsic, reciprocal relationships inherently part of being alive on this miracle of a planet? I have found again and again that the tone and quality of our relationships change when we are anchored in these soft, wise bodies. We become softer, even as we become more resilient, when we are guided by our bodies.

There is a lot I might be wrong about, certainly in life, and probably in this book. And yet, here we are. I am not writing this book to present myself as someone who indisputably knows the answers. I am writing it because the body has so many intricate and beautiful ways of guiding us, and through a combination of privileges and proclivities I have had access to the time and other resources to obsessively study some of them. And I’m willing to be wrong in public, if it means we gain insight into what might be possible.

A positive obsession with the topics of this book means as I have had questions, I have researched the possibilities. I hope you’ll do that as well. Dive in deep, and check your sources.* Note the limitations of any research, and remember the golden rule of scientific study: nothing is ever proven, and any theory must be adjusted or rejected if quality research does not support it, or better research (meaning better technologies or better-designed studies) refutes it. Especially in this era of clickbait, artificial intelligence, and the twenty-four-hour news cycle, it’s important to remain aware of the tendency to jump to conclusions and make up or accept stories that only feel true. I know that might seem confusing in a book about the senses of the body. We’ll get into more of those subtleties as we go along, because while feeling what we feel as we feel it is a radical act, basing our opinions and actions on our likely biased feelings is not. If that seems like a paradox, that’s good: paradoxes are where the truth is found. And if you need help in learning how to discern between quality research and propaganda, talk to your neighborhood librarian (and pay your late fees).

As we learn more, we change our ideas, and sometimes that means we must release theories that formed entire pedagogies and paradigms. At its best, science does this. But we are not always at our best. Science, at its best, is a practice of nonattachment, rigorous wonder, and engaged curiosity. But it’s incredibly easy to perceive the world as we expect to perceive it. So question everything! Just like the bumper stickers have been telling us. Not to be difficult, not to be unteachable, but because the question is the process.

 

René Descartes famously wrote “Cogito, ergo sum” (I think, therefore I am),8 placing the mess and impermanence of the body below what was considered the purity of the mind. This book embraces the mess of these human bodies. We can utilize the incredible insights, clarity, and rigor of the methods of science while remaining aware that it contains an inherent tendency toward thinking of ourselves as separate from the natural world, and objective observation as an attainable and desirable goal. A fundamental tenet of the practices and
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