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Aiki


This is the beginning place, the place the cup

gets emptied and I am bare

as blank page,

layers peeled away,

onion finding its fleshy center.

It could make me cry here, such openings

finding voice, finding spirit underneath spirit.

Or I could laugh here over something partially

obscene, partially hidden. I could laugh here

at the difference between erratic and erotic,

at the ways I’m thrown. Or my head could get turned

in several directions at once, showing the way I hold on too tightly,

the way one energy can shut me down, shut me up,

while another makes me want to sing loudly and off-key.

This is the place body finds her voice—

as good as coffee ice cream and bumper cars,

kid at a carnival,

as ready as a fresh wound

for new skin to emerge.
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PREFACE

Words That Become You

The Writer Who Inhabits Your Body is not a book on how to write. It’s a book about how to bring heart, body, and soul to your writing. It’s a book that will help you come into a stronger relationship with your essential self so that you can write from that place within you—a place where you know what it means to rest in yourself and let words arise. Language born from such a place resonates within all of us and ripples out into the world, touching all of us.

This book will help you to come into relationship with that elusive partner called writing. How do you come into right relationship with yourself first so that the words you really want to write or even to say come tumbling out of you? Who we are as human beings and who we are as crafters of language are inextricably linked. This book will help you to dig deep and find the true language that resides within you. It will help you embody that language and find words that beat to your own pulse—words that matter, words that become you.

Author, speaker, coach, and consultant Richard Strozzi-Heckler wrote that “language is a bodily phenomena and not the result of a disembodied mind.”1 Indeed, language arises as much—or more—from our guts and hearts as from our skulls. For language to be powerful, it must arise as much from our bodies as from our minds. How do we know what we know? The way we think, the stories we tell, the poems we write derive from our nervous system, the wisdom of our lived experience, our emotional lives, who we are in mind and body and spirit.

Remember what the poet Rainer Maria Rilke said in The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge: that we must see many cities, experience gestures of animals, travel roads in regions we don’t know, be beside the dying, have memories of many nights of love. But Rilke also said that memories are not enough: “only when they have changed into our very blood, into glance and gesture” can words truly arise.2

Although Rilke did not name it so, this is embodiment. We know what we know and can translate this into language when the knowing, the experience, the sensations, and the emotions have seeped through every fiber of our being and arrived at the tips of our pens.

What does it mean to embody language? It means to come to the conversation, the writing desk, the presentation, the speech with such alignment in yourself that your words take shape from that solid ground, that you feel yourself enough to be able to feel the other, that when the words emerge, they sparkle, they rumble, they beat to your own pulse and to the heartbeat of all you come in contact with.

Have you known what it’s like to find your way inside yourself through a body-centered practice such as yoga or a martial art or walking, running, or swimming, perhaps? Such practices can bring us to a place of openness where we tap into the deep stream of what it feels like to be fully alive and to let life flow through us. This life includes energy as well as language. Recently, I returned from a yoga class with a teacher I love because she teaches us to go deeply within ourselves and to move and breathe from a place that is ours alone. I enter such a deep stream through my body as I practice under her guidance. I feel utterly open. Oftentimes, I sense that words want to find their way through this openness, as if such openness is a doorway to language.

This is where the purest stream lives. Our task is to keep finding ways to return to that stream. Of course, getting to that pure stream is not instantaneous. Many teachers have helped me find my stream. Many years of practice have helped me hone my questions. Years of training on the aikido mats have put me in touch with parts of myself I could not see through language and emotion alone. By moving beside, with, and across from other bodies under the gaze of many powerful teachers, I have felt, witnessed, and shifted parts of my own psyche that I didn’t even realize existed. Through the rigor of showing up day after day and year after year on those mats, I could feel, see, and understand the relationship between my psyche and my body and how each could inform the other.

Aikido teachers showed me the importance of centering and gave me practices that would help me deepen that center. Sometimes they gave me this in language. Sometimes they gave me this by example—watching their deeply centered movement and what became possible there. This included moving and blending with another’s energy to change the course of an encounter or relationship by engaging with that energy. The importance of alignment—that it’s possible to shift perspective and access to our knowing by aligning our energy centers of head, heart, and hara—became crucial, as well as the experience and increased ability of shifting even in the moment of consternation or challenge.

I have come to see that center is everything. What began on the aikido mats got amplified through years of study in somatics, leadership, body-centered learning, and coaching. Engaging deeply beside another in the coaching relationship effects change, and placing body-centered learning beside language helps us to trust the knowing that arrives from our guts and hearts as much as from our skulls. We can then see how deeply this affects what we write.

I’ve worked as a poet for most of my adult life—nearly forty years now—and books of my poems have been published consistently over these decades. Many have been single volumes of my work and several others collaborations with other poets. Over the years, I’ve often taught workshops privately and in university settings. Sometimes these workshops have centered on poetry writing and other times on a combination of writing practices and body-centered learning. I practiced the martial art aikido for twenty years and earned the rank of sandan. For many years I taught aikido at the dojo I attended and also started a small dojo in my community. Aikido led me into the study of somatics where I earned certification as a master somatic coach. Over the past fifteen years I’ve worked with hundreds of clients individually. I started teaching body-centered learning beside writing over twenty years ago and have taught, mentored, and coached hundreds of writers and would-be writers.

This book is about bringing this learning to others on the path. It is a path of self-acceptance as much as one of self-discovery. It’s a path that leads you to a sense of belonging as much as a sense of belief in the sound of your own voice. Reading these pages and engaging in new practices will help you to find language for your most deeply felt emotions, to own a voice that resonates, to feel words powerfully emerge, and to feel yourself open to language as much as you open to life.
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INTRODUCTION

Please Remove Your Shoes

As you enter an aikido dojo, you are asked to remove your shoes before stepping onto the mats. I recall one dojo where the sign read: “Leave your ego with your shoes.” The act of removing your shoes has both intimacy and recognition in it—the intimacy of your bare feet touching the mats as you practice and the recognition that you are in new territory, one in which you don’t need either your ego or your shoes. The effect is immediately humbling, but also has the seeds of revelation in it. We show up as we are at the doorway, take our shoes off, bow, and enter the space. As we cross that threshold, we leave the events of the day, indeed the world, behind us so that we can fully enter and see what wants to be revealed.

A dojo is a training space, a place of learning, even a place of awakening. In a sense, a dojo is a declared space, an intentional space. We know that when we cross that threshold, something new will occur. We don’t know what that is, but as we bow and enter, we are committing to the possibility of learning something new about ourselves, or of putting ourselves on the line, or of being able to feel what it means to blend with another person’s energy, or even to be thrown hard by our sensei.

When I left the aikido dojo and the physical training that I’d been committed to for decades, what I missed most was the dojo itself, the sacred space I’d found there and the learning that became possible in that declared space. I kept asking: Where’s my dojo? I missed the clarity and spirit. And yet I also remembered that I’ve always thought of the mats as a blank page. So why couldn’t I create my own dojo wherever I went and certainly in my writing space? And why can’t this very book be a dojo?

So welcome to this shared space we’ll occupy together. In the dojo of this book, you’ll grapple with and consider many writing-related topics, and you’ll encounter and learn from body-centered practices. Through full engagement with the topics and practices presented, you will experience firsthand what it’s like to move from constriction to freedom, from a tight heart to an open heart, from silence to speech, from hesitancy to flow.

In an early draft of the manuscript, each chapter began with a poem from one of my books. In reviewing and including this work, I realized again how many of my poems encompass the body, either overtly or energetically. My intent in beginning each chapter with a poem was to give the reader an energetic way into each topic. In the end this seemed a bit cumbersome. But if this idea intrigues you, I encourage you to seek out poems and to let poetry inform you as you move through this book. Let poems fill the spaces around you and within you. Let yourself be touched.

Through this book and through your own words, you’ll find your own way forward. The path you’ll be on includes the following:

• exploration and deepening of your creative presence

• an increase in your ability to dig deeply within yourself to bring to light what most wants to be expressed

• facing your fears and doubts so you can turn obstacles into doorways

• learning what is central to you, what is uniquely your voice, how to open the portal to that voice

• persisting in expressing what is true for you by honing your original thoughts into more powerful expression

• knowing you’re ready to deliver your words with full presence and heart, directness, and confidence

In each chapter you will be presented with the opportunity to try a new practice. The practices are designed to help you experience the topic at hand through your body and through language. I’d encourage you to engage fully with the practices. Get a notebook that’s reserved just for your writing and observations as you chart your path, trying out new ways of being and of writing.

When we’re given the chance to see and sense ourselves anew through the language of our bodies—which includes our history, commitments, dignity, wounds, moods, identity, strengths, dreams, images, sensations—we expand what we know ourselves to be capable of and we become the powerful voice that is our birthright. Welcome to the dojo!
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Part One

Center Is Everything

► Explore what opens up when you build awareness of the physical center of your body and how this increased awareness can be a source for you in your writing.

► Learn about increasing your perceptive abilities through the language of your senses as well as through your center.

► Feel what it means to consciously align energy centers to draw on all of your intelligence.

► Explore what centeredness has to do with care and intention and also how being centered carries over into your writing.

► See how practice can transform your writing life, what a difference repetition, attention, movement, and emotional engagement have on how you bring more aliveness to the work at hand and to yourself.


1

A Source of Knowing

For nearly twenty years I showed up, sometimes daily, on the aikido mats and practiced. We were practicing a martial art, yes. I was learning how to pin and throw and be pinned and thrown. I was flying through the air at times and landing hard on the mats. I was blending with the energy of countless others, learning how to move around rather than against, how to extend my energy beyond the limits of my physical body, how to wield a wooden sword or staff and throw another person who held a wooden sword or staff. All this. Yet what I was learning most was what it meant to move from the physical center of my body, the hara.

My second aikido teacher, Takashi Tokunaga, would suggest that, when we left the dojo, we do everything from this center. I remember practicing driving from center, eating from center, walking from center, playing tennis, cooking, cleaning, making love . . . all this from this newfound place in myself. I began immediately to take the lessons of aikido off the mat and into my life.

Hara is much more than physicality. The first time I sensed this “much more” quality, it related directly to my writing. I’d begun the study and practice of aikido only a few months before. I was only beginning to become familiar with this new concept of moving from the center of my body. I was clumsy at it, but the awareness was beginning to take hold. I was struggling with the writing of a new piece, which was evident in that look of consternation, brows scrunched, head bowed in concentration and concern. I was getting nowhere. Then all of a sudden, I felt my attention drop into my belly, as if I suddenly realized that I had the option of holding my attention there. My pen started moving across the page. I realized I was writing from my belly and that I’d never done that before. I felt a physical difference. I could actually feel the energy moving out from my center. I felt this in my body. I knew that whatever I might be grappling with in language, I could bring into my own center and from there find a new way forward.

Feeling hara allows us to find our balance, yes, in our physical body, but also in our lives. Coming into ourselves is the first step toward knowing what we want to say. Then we can begin to know this truth: that living from our physical center balances us emotionally, spiritually, and intellectually at the same time. The belly is a source of knowing. The Japanese have even elevated this concept of hara to an art form: haragei, or the art of living through the belly. Haragei holds the belief that our knowing is brought to plenitude through the belly. Belly as source. A kind of birthing.

Haragei is not only an “art of the stomach,” but a particular manner of communication, too, one that is both intuitive and somewhat hidden. Haragei speaks to the sixth sense that the martial arts help to develop in us. It’s that sense that you know the other person’s next move because you feel it. With haragei, the Japanese might say they exchange thoughts and feelings from one belly to another, without words. This sort of communication is implied, nonverbal and subtle. The belly-to-belly quality of the art is the same: we know another through feeling into our own hara and then feeling into theirs. That simple and that profound. Imagine the implications of this for your writing. Imagine that as you develop your ability to tap into your own belly knowing, you increase your ability to not only know and feel yourself, but also to reach out into the kingdoms (human, animal, natural) of this world and know them anew. All good for increasing and deepening our writing territories, right?

Other Japanese expressions that contain the word hara speak to the ways in which “having a belly”—knowing what to do and how to act calmly—is quite distinct from living “without a belly,” which is not only dishonorable but dysfunctional. To possess hara means one is fully developed as a human being, all accepting and all embracing. Such a person not only speaks with the belly voice, but even thinks with the belly.

Haragei’s territory is nonverbal and relies on intuition and silence. What about expanding the concept of haragei into our writing lives? What if feeling into our haras and developing the ability to both settle our energy there as well as move from our centers could generate new language? By engaging with the art of haragei, we can find another way into language that might even be more true, more solid and more grounded than we’ve ever known. What would happen if we all started thinking from our bellies and speaking with our belly voices?

When we access hara, we literally seat ourselves more deeply in what we are. Seating ourselves in hara settles us and quiets our more frenetic, achieving natures. What we tend to get caught up in—others’ opinions, ambition, comparison, worry—melts away, and we are left with only what is in the moment. The expansive, precious moment. From here we are better able to connect with what is emergent—we can allow what wants to be, what wants to live through us. Dropping into the place of hara, we’re able to forget our smaller self and open into what is always in the world for us to see, feel, and connect with—other humans, animals, new ideas, creative expression, words, the wind, our breath. When we are deeply seated, we have access to what is beyond us, more than us, larger than us: we touch into the universal.

Over and over and to this day, I practice accessing hara because of the difference this still makes in my writing
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