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This book is, in essence, a love story. It is a falling in love with self, with another, and with Earth story. The journey of being in love—of letting love in to shape you, grow you, change you—takes you through many landscapes, territories unknown and unfamiliar to you, to the windy, rocky precipice of deep change. The journey is punctuated with surprises, brilliant insights, deep joy, and a discovery of rich, dynamic, internal strengths, and genius. Travel well.
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Dedicated to

Hailey Elizabeth Kennington

and

Araina Marie Kennington.

And for Darian Sahara Marie Ronan—to the

day we meet on this extraordinary journey.

Also, to the young girl inside each of us.
May your spirits stay wild, unbroken, and joined to Earth.

May your bodies be strong and your hearts beat passionately.

May your minds always be hungry.

May you know deep love and ecstatic joy.

May wonder and awe be your constant companions.

And may your souls be whole and thrum from the adventure.
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SEX AND THE INTELLIGENCE

OF THE HEART
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“A beautifully written and honest book about exploring the depths of sensuality and consciousness and how this awareness affects our lives, relationships, and the planet.”
BRIGITTE MARS, AUTHOR OF THE SEXUAL HERBAL
“With unflinching honesty, Julie McIntyre beautifully delivers a critically important message for all of us on the path to self-realization: a rarified spirituality divorced from the human energies and impulses of the erotic simply doesn’t work. Ecstasy is our birthright, and the shaming of our bodies needs to stop now.”
WILL JOHNSON, AUTHOR OF
BREATHING THROUGH THE WHOLE BODY AND RUMI’S 
FOUR ESSENTIAL PRACTICES
“Sex, Earth, and Spirit are one. Fearless sex, healed earth, healed soul: all one. The afflicted modern mind has forgotten this truth; contemporary sages merely glimpse it. McIntyre has done the profound work to reclaim and thoroughly live it. With this book, she has created a glorious bible with innumerable inroads to joy.”
APHRODITE PHOENIX, AUTHOR OF
ARE THEY BAD 
GIRLS OR BRILLIANT?
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INTRODUCTION
It Stops with Me
 
The basic problem is that everybody has sexual thoughts.
JUNE JORDAN, “A COUPLE OF WORDS ON BEHALF OF SEX (ITSELF),” IN 
SOME OF US DID NOT DIE
Everything that people do is connected with “sex”: politics, religion, art, the theater, music, is all “sex.”
G. I. GURDJIEFF, PARABOLA
I placed my feet on the trailhead, half hidden under leaf litter. Ideas, thoughts, and images of where this trail might lead, written on disjointed notes, were scattered about the forest floor. Some were stuck on branches set there by winds, still others continued dancing about, flitting here then there. Once the start of this journey called “writing my first book” began, there was no turning back, no u-turns allowed, no way of knowing where it would lead, who would appear, or what news they would bear from distant lands. And though I could feel the presence of invisibles—those of myth, of Earth, early travelers of old, writers of the territory and my own destiny—falling in stride behind and alongside me, not knowing where this trail was going was as important as the trail itself.
Writing this book was an exercise in personal psychological restructuring. The experience was the best, and most difficult, therapy I’ve had, ever. At times I was torn up inside, and at other times, the experience brought me unbounded joy and confidence. There were days when the only reason I wrote was because I had given my word. I have always wanted to be a writer; to not write would be an abomination to my soul. To say it was a love-hate relationship is trite; however, true it is. This book, and the process of it, became my therapist, my lover, my companion. We loved and hated each other. I thought about it all the time; I talked to it, dreamed of it, woke with predawn thoughts of it, with whole chapters lingering in the interworld between sleep and wakefulness.
Eros and Psyche spiraled through this journey with me. Eros, the god of love and passion, irresistible and clever, seduces the psyche with temptations of pleasure and occasions for suffering. Love always leads to the interior world of reflection and contemplation.
Eros always leads to Psyche.1 Touching fingers to keyboard, each stroke took me deeper into the meaning of this book, the spirit of which came to sit in my room day by day, taking me around this bend and that, exposing unusual connections and insights, showing things I hadn’t, wouldn’t have, thought of on my own. Often, it would stand over my shoulder and whisper sweet inspirations and musings in my ear. We walked, trotted, strolled, ran down back alleys and side streets and down the stairwell into the cavern (or abyss as it felt on some days) of my psyche to rattle her awake, to shake the foundation of my beliefs, hang-ups, fears, dreams, history, to emerge fresh and ragged, awake, and drunk from the long, strange trip.
All serious daring starts from within.
EUDORA WELTY
Until I gave myself over to the writing and the magic and the struggle, I did not know, could not know, where this book would lead and what it would ultimately become. When you first discover that you are pregnant, you nurture the fetus, the baby, as it grows, and you pray that the baby is healthy, has all its functions and parts, but until the baby is born, you have no idea what she’ll look like, how healthy she’ll be, what sort of person she’ll mature into, and, especially, what’ll she do in the world. Such has been my relationship with this book. What it will do in the world I do not know. And like children, it does not belong to me; it never did. I have been merely the messenger.
Saying out loud my personal and family secrets sent me into a three-year spin before I got clear enough that I could be devoted to writing this book. As I wrote the chapter on sacred sex, a wee voice inside me insisted “You can’t say that,” “No, don’t say that either,” “What are you doing describing that intimate thing?” That part of me and I were able to reach an agreement so I could continue. Conversations with myself continued throughout as I also found myself writing things that confront social, cultural, religious, and political values around sex, sexuality, and our relationship with Earth.
I’m making two assumptions at the beginning of this book. The first one is that if you’re reading this, you feel something is missing from your relationships, your love life, and maybe even your life. We have all felt such a sense of something missing—of emptiness—at least once in our lives. Many feel it most poignantly in those quiet moments just after sex, or sometimes after a conversation with a friend: a bit of emptiness like something is absent. There is a knowing in our deep selves that there is the possibility of something more, and perhaps, from time to time, you strive to name it and sometimes even strive to find it. This book is about that missing thing. It explores the nature of deep intimacy, the juice of life, the food that feeds the soul of love and relationships. It also (and necessarily) challenges deeply held beliefs about sex, intimacy, and relationships that are often carried from a young age. It challenges the way we see, think, and feel about sex personally and as a culture, for all these things are involved in the generation of that emptiness that we sometimes feel. And it explores the ecological function of sexuality and our relationship with Earth and the world of the invisibles.
So, I think it’s safe to say we all carry baggage, some lack of clarity, and (to greater or lesser extents) shame about sex and intimacy and about our sexuality, our bodies, our relationships, and our feelings. It is nearly impossible to grow up without some of that detritus, particularly in the United States. We also carry an ecological dysfunction, a disharmony within our personal ecology and with our relationship with the deep ecology of Earth. Thus, the second assumption I am making is that you are looking for some resolution, some healing around all of this.
Most of our parents had issues around sex. They didn’t talk to us about sex or bodies or relationships. Many of us grew up thinking, if we ever even heard the word, that intimacy only meant the act of sex or making love. Intimacy often involves sex, but it does not mean sex. Nor is sex the only arena for intimacy. Real intimacy takes place between real people, or rather, people being real—unguarded, undefended, unconcealed, and vulnerable. To be real, without a façade, requires a willingness to be naïve, to see what’s in front of you as if for the first time.
Even if we did get some sex education in school or from our parents, it was almost never from a place of deep caring and genuine sharing. Often, it was guarded, haphazard, or superficial. It almost never included talk about intimacy, emotional openness, masturbation, pleasure, or consciousness. A lot was missing from those teachings, and in the West, it still is.
All of us grew up being lied to, blatantly or by omission. Shame grew around our sexual longings, sexual interest, and our bodies. Shame grew because it was all a secret and because those who told us about it carried shame in themselves. The baggage and misinformation around sex has not changed in any meaningful way. And since the sexual revolution of the ’60s, it has not gotten better. It’s gotten worse.
The use of sex toys—dildos, vibrators—was all hidden. We found out about them from friends and magazines and through our own curiosity driving our need to know. We covertly sought them out where information and access to them hid—in shadows. In seven states (Alabama, Georgia, Texas, Indiana, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Virginia), it is illegal to sell sex toys. Information is systematically withheld from our children. Government, schools, and church programs deliberately lie to children and withhold health services and health products in order to promote abstinence-only propaganda.2
The most powerful thing you can do for yourself, the most healing thing you can do for your children, nieces and nephews, grandchildren, and students is to become a subversive activist. Someone, who by means of thinking for yourself, will cause the system of lies and regulations to disintegrate from within bit by bit. But thinking for yourself is only one part of the dynamic; you must think behaviorally and act differently from new choices. Sexual patterns are social constructions; as Carol Hanisch is credited with saying, “the personal is political.”3
The way to begin is to inventory and take an honest, penetrating look at your beliefs and values around sex, sexuality, intimacy, eroticism, shame, masturbation, and your body and your relationship with Earth and all her inhabitants. Begin to clear out all the old impediments and deformities around being a sexual, sensual, erotic, fully alive human being. Where did your beliefs and ideas come from? Why do you still hold them, or why do they still hold you? What do they serve? Is there another way of seeing things? What is true for you and why is it true for you? What beliefs and behaviors support you being a fully alive, fully sexual, empowered human being? What are your fears and how do they dictate your beliefs and behaviors?
When we stop contaminating sex, love, and intimacy with lies and misinformation, we start shaping our own ecstatic sexual experiences and we begin to decolonize the ideas we carry around sex and intimacy. Until we have thoughts and ideas that are our own, that we have come to through feeling them, through analysis, experimentation, and contemplation, only then can we be free to travel in the realm of the sacred, a realm that our sexuality opens up to us, the realm of the gods. The veil between their realm and this world is thin; sacred sex is one of the ways we can pass through the veil. And traveling in that realm is our birthright. Let no one tell you different.
To tell the truth is to become beautiful, to begin to love yourself, value yourself. And that’s political, in its most profound way.
JUNE JORDAN
Sometimes you just have to say: Fuck it, it stops with me. Owning our sexual nature is a subversive act. Giving our children permission and encouragement to think for themselves, to own their sexuality, to be curious is an act of political, emotional, spiritual, and cultural restoration. It is an act of relationship fostering and trust building. And it is a reclamation of the sacred. Giving our children honest information is empowering to them and to our relationship with them. They have a right to know. We have an obligation and a responsibility to tell them and to be present for them when they have questions. It is a loving thing to do. We cannot begin to tell the truth, to step up to the plate of honest information, if the beliefs and information we carry are contaminated. Thus the need for unearthing and sifting through what is true for us and discarding what is not, of separating the wheat from the chaff.
It means healing the splits between our sexuality, our sexual behaviors, the sexualized Earth, and how sex is pretended to be in our culture. At the time of this writing, Christine O’Donnell, Republican candidate for the Delaware senate (thankfully, she lost), has been on an antisex campaign for ten years. She is antisex, antimasturbation: “It is not enough to be abstinent with other people, you also have to abstain alone. The Bible says that lust in your heart is committing adultery, so you can’t masturbate without lust.”4 Tiger Woods, the world’s best golfer, finalized his divorce and announced that he was taking a break from golf to work on his “infidelities.” As a result, he has entered sex addiction therapy. AT&T, one of his largest corporate sponsors, withdrew sponsorship without stating why. The “public” is outraged at his “immoral” behavior; yet, we are secretly fascinated with the juicy details. This is part of the hidden world of sex—our secret fascinations.
Magazines use sex, eroticism, and sexiness to sell their products; yet, we refuse to admit we are sexual beings, that we have sexual longings and fantasies, except in those magazines and pornographic Internet sites openly devoted to doing so.
Imagine this (fantastic) scenario: People take responsibility for their needs and talk with each other honestly about them. What if we (those of us who feel this way) said to each other that one person is not enough to satisfy all our needs, that we need multiple sex partners, and that those who wish to be monogamous should do so without putting fears and moral codes onto other people? What if we gave up that disintegrating toxin, shame, and lived a life of empowerment rather than one of victimhood?
How can we ever expect to change anything if we are unable to shape our own sexual and core experiences? If we continue to feel oppressed, repressed, and victimized by something that happened chapters ago in our life, by the rules of behavior fed to us by the religious right, neoconservatives, our parents, our culture, and the media, how can we imagine ever changing or having an influence on anything? When will we get our priorities in order and start saying no to political and religious meddling that is mucking up the sanctity of relationships, pleasure, and our spiritual destinies?
You’ve got to have something to eat and a little love in your life before you can hold still for any damn body’s sermon on how to behave.
BILLIE HOLIDAY
Any energy or inspiration we may have to influence our own lives, communities, schools, and government is diminished while we insist on feeling shame, guilt, and unworthiness about ourselves and while we keep ourselves repressed in the bedroom. As long as we persist in letting others think for us and tell us what appropriate behavior is and acquiesce to scare tactics that threaten to withhold love or money if we don’t behave, we will remain utterly powerless in the face of any real or imagined power outside ourselves. If we don’t own and take charge of our sexuality, someone else will. (Oh, wait, they already have.) It’s time to bring it all back to its rightful owners, to each of us as autonomous individuals. For you must understand, Nature, Gaia, is sexual, sensual, and highly erotic. Nature is having sex all the time; that’s one of the reasons why it feels so alive, and it’s one of the reasons why, when we are immersed in Nature, we feel alive. Birds and bees are pollinating flowers every day. And flowers? They are the reproductive organs of plants.
Trees, heavy and dripping pollen, rub their branches against each other in sexual friction. Plants have gone through countless metamorphoses in their sexual organs since before the beginning of time, developing ingenious and innovative ways to spread their pollen and propagate their species. Every flower we put on our dining table is the sex organ of a plant. Each time we eat corn on the cob, wrapped in pubic corn silk, we are ingesting corn ovules, which hold the ovary that becomes a seed when fertilized by corn pollen. Flowers exude a seductive odor when ready for mating, causing birds, bees, and butterflies to join in ritual dances of reproduction. Some male plants exude an odor that remarkably resembles the seminal emissions of men and animals. The ailanthus species (tree of heaven) will produce flower clusters that are either female, male, or both. Only the male and male/female flowers produce the odor that fills the air with the unmistakable scent of a man’s ejaculate.
Human sexuality and our reproductive organs have evolved from plants. Plant reproductive systems were the template or prototype that Gaia innovated on as animals and humans evolved. The semen of animals and men performs the same function in almost precisely the same manner as does the pollen of plants. Pollen enters the sticky folds of the flower’s stigma, much like a human vulva, and traverses the whole length of the style, which is analgous to a vagina, until it enters the ovary and comes in contact with the ovule.
Slugs, hermaphroditic (possess both sex organs) and slow moving, make love for hours. Each slug inserts a penis into the other and are then simultaneously impregnated. Bonobos, or pygmy chimpanzees, are one of the most peaceful groups of mammals on the planet. They have evolved a unique system of peacekeeping and bartering: exchanging sex for food. Bonobos engage in tongue kissing, mutual masturbation, face-to-face sex, homosexuality, anal sex, and oral sex. And instead of fighting, they have sex, lots of sex.
We are inspired and transfixed by mating songs and the tandem flights of birds during courtship. How can we deny our curiosity upon seeing animals being tender and affectionate with each other and even having sex? None of us is unmoved upon seeing spectacular sunrises or the way a full moon enlightens and casts shadows in a dark forest. Nor are we unmoved while sitting on the porch and smelling the rain as a storm thunders toward us across the horizon. Sometimes we are so moved we take the feelings that have been stirred up into the bedroom or to a bed of leaves in the forest.
If you have ever let your hands caress the slow, smooth curves of water-worn boulders, you have been touched by the erotic, sensual, elemental power of Gaia. However much we try to deny or control Nature, we cannot separate ourselves from her; we are part of Nature. Nature is our nature.
Gaia is in a constant state of heat: expanding, reproducing, and expressing herself. Volcanoes and earthquakes—Earth orgasms—shudder and quiver in ecstatic rhythms. The moon pulls on the waters of Earth, causing the ebb and flow of tides. Women’s wombs respond to the moon’s influence on their bodies and psyches as they circle through menstrual cycles. Semen of the gods rides the ocean waves as foam. Sex is a basic drive in all living organisms. Without sacred sex, how can we imagine the sacredness in land and ecosystems? Indigenous peoples around the world have an ongoing concept of sacred sex that is incorporated into their seasonal and yearly ceremonies to increase abundance.5 West African tribes have elaborate sex ceremonies that may last for weeks at a time.
Oh, what a catastrophe, what a maiming of love when it was made a personal, merely personal feeling, taken away from the rising and the setting of the sun, and cut off from the magic connection of the solstice and equinox! This is what is the matter with us, we are bleeding at the roots, because we are cut off from the earth and sun and stars, and love is a grinning mockery, because, poor blossom, we plucked it from its stem on the tree of Life, and expected it to keep blooming in our civilized vase on the table.
D. H. LAWRENCE,
LADY CHATTERLEY’S LOVER
Perhaps our deepest fear is not that we would be uncivilized and out of control but that we would be free to rediscover the sacredness of being alive. The enchantment of Gaia and the split between wild Earth and our wild natures would be healed. Do we fear the power that is there in the deep Earth, in our deep sexual selves, would be too great? It would seem that we are more afraid of sex, of our sexuality, than we are of drugs, prescription medicines, corporations, or governments.
There is a tremendous amount of rhetoric coming from the pulpits and benches of religious and political edifices admonishing us on “right” or “moral” behavior and what is customarily acceptable sexual behavior in and out of the bedroom. Jeffrey Escoffier writes that “[t]housands of case histories have been researched and published to illustrate the dangers, penalties and pitfalls of any deviation from the prevailing sexual morality.”6
There are equally similar admonitions regarding our behaviors and relationships to the environment, though those who would have us behave accordingly are incapable, at least not demonstrably capable, of following their own precepts. We need not look any further than current politics, policies, and legislation regarding logging, mining, oil drilling, water-use rights, and so on to find a fairly comprehensive picture of our relationship to the natural world and finite resources. There are just too many rules, rules that never have been and never will be the solution to the problem. If they were, we would all be sexually and ecologically healthier and happier and more secure in the future survivability of the human species. No, rules are not the solution, and moreover, the rules are creating more problems. If they serve anything, it is in forcing us to examine what works, what needs re-working and what needs abolishing.
I assert in the pages that follow that there is a direct relationship between our beliefs, values, and behaviors about sex, sexuality, and intimacy and our beliefs, values, and behaviors toward and about the environment and Earth. I also assert that healing one relationship will heal the other, that the two are intimately, inherently intertwined; how we treat our bodies and ourselves is how we treat Earth. If our sex isn’t sacred, we won’t treat Earth as sacred.
Sex has been around since the first single-celled bacteria duplicated through mitosis in the primordial ooze 3.85 billion years ago. Gaia took that single-celled organism, split it into two, and inserted a drive to reconnect, to be one again. It is that drive to reconnect that urges us toward a more intimate sexual experience. It is that same drive that pulls us out of our four walls and into the wild. In Dazzle Gradually, Lynn Margulis and Dorion Sagan explore the origins of sex—that drive to reconnect.
Sex has many origins: evolutionary, sociolinguistic, and perhaps even unconconsious or metaphysical origins that are not really origins at all, since they stand, at least psychologically, outside of time. Metaphysically, the conjunction of two individuals in an act of mating recalls the original split of each individual in his or her essential solitude from the universe of which he or she is a part. Thus, biology aside, the union of opposites resembles a sort of awkward “healing” of the primordial condition in which each of us finds ourselves: separate and alone.7
Honoring that innate drive is to acknowledge the gift of life, and it calls us to do deeper healing of the damage caused from secularizing and marginalizing sex.
What we would see around us in the natural world, if we choose to take in the view with wonder and awe as if for the first time, is what is inside us, what has always been inside us: our true nature. We would see, as Thoreau said, “The earth which is like a map spread out around me is but my inmost soul revealed.”8
This leads us to the concept of most primitives, that “the sacred” is power. The “power” flows through animals, plants, waterfalls, mountains, humans, etc. in endless abundance.
GREGORY BATESON,
QUOTED BY DOLORES LACHAPELLE
IN SACRED LAND, SACRED SEX
Many are the attempts to heal that separation, to restore the sacredness and spirit of sex, often through a resurgence of Eastern tantric practices and pagan Earth fertility rites. However, even in these practices there is a tendency to reduce them to techniques and mechanical uses. Western practices of tantric sex are more a hybridization of new age techniques, including yoga, aromatherapy, massage techniques—“a single invented tradition,” says David Gordon White in Kiss of the Yogini. “What passes for Tantric sexuality in the West has almost no connection with its original inspiration in medieval India.”9 And in Shamans, Mystics and Doctors, Dr. Sudhir Kakar says, “New Age Tantra is to medieval Tantra what finger painting is to fine art . . . a remarkably unimaginative series of yogic exercises applied to the sexual act . . . a coitus reservatus par excellence . . . a sad attempt to mechanize the mysteries of sexual love.”10
Our separation from our sexuality is equivalent to damaged ecosystems, so eloquently described by Aldo Leopold, John Muir, and so many Deep Ecologists. And like damaged ecosystems, our damaged human ecosystem, separated from sex, is in need of repair. As Deep Ecology principles are applied to heal ecosystems, healing the damaged human ecosystem requires that we be sensitive to our spiritual, physical, and psychological needs and evolution. It is important to seriously consider and explore what role a sense of place, a sense of our place, plays within the circle of all life.
The healing begins when we shift our perspective from seeing sex as some thing (the character of being either male or female) or a thing (technique) that happens between two beings and move sex into the realm of relationship. Seeing and experiencing sex from a place of communication and relationship takes us into the realm of the sacred and a state of sacredness. Sex as technique will always maintain a level of one-dimensional superficiality, the flat and parched landscape of human secularized experience. Dropping below the surface level of sex brings us to the source of all healing, in the deep waters of relationship and intimacy. Holding sex, our bodies, our relationships, and our place in the great scheme of biological diversity and evolution will return us to the ancient and archaeological roots of our species origins, to the primordial ooze where the first single-celled bacteria split. It returns us to the realm of the invisibles, the gods and goddesses of myth and legend who are more than storybook characters.
Sacred sex heals the split that has occurred between spirit and matter, between male and female, between physical and the numinous. It heals the dichotomy between humans and the sexuality of Earth. Sacred sex transmutes the sex act into the rejoining of the original split into male and female and the secularized split of body and soul.
Most of us today are hungering for intimacy in our lives, to feel a deep connection that was lost when extended families broke up and when we fell away from the wild sexuality of Earth that expresses itself through every life-form. First, we must feel connected to and be intimate with ourselves and get to know all the voices inside. Georg Feuerstein writes, “Intimacy is conditional on our acceptance of embodiment. We must be intimate with ourselves before we can be intimate with another person.”11 Once we are intimate with ourselves, we can be present with another human being, and then we can sense the sacred, the numinous, the spirit that enlivens all of life.
Sex is a union of the energy of two bodies, two lives, two spirits, two souls. Sex is explosive. It’s the process for creating life and for rewriting a life. Sacred sex transforms a physical act into a prayer, a devotion. And in sacred sex, a life, a relationship, a story is transformed. Old wounds are healed. Stories become narratives and not predetermined fatalism for the way our life unfolds. Each becomes something new, something different, something other than what he or she was before. Each being becomes whole, and as a result of that wholeness, Earth moves closer to a state of wholeness.
In the pages that follow, we’ll go beyond and below superficiality, traveling into the territory of the sacred as we repossess and restore the lost connections of intimate relationships with another human being, with Nature, with Gaia, with wildness. In the territory of the sacred, we will once again return to our lives and our world the sacredness of sex and the healing that comes from knowing our true nature and Nature outside us, as well as how the two natures are inextricably interwoven. We will learn to navigate the world with a sense of wonder and awe as we once did as children. Do not let time and familiarity destroy the mystery.
As I wrote this book, I was primarily telling all this to four people: my three granddaughters Araina and Hailey Kennington and Darian, and the fourth person is the young girl I was that so desperately needed to hear these words so long ago.
This book is meant for anyone wanting to have a life ensouled with sexual vitality, intimate human and nonhuman relationships, and for those wanting to heal the separation between humans and Earth. It is written from one woman to women in heterosexual relationships, though the work is meant to be used for anyone in any form of relationship: It is transferrable. In the interest of full disclosure, I want to say that this book does not affirm the limited reality you may currently live in. But, it does affirm a reality that you could live in if you give up limitations.
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PART 1
The Fall from Earth


1
Intimacy
Food That Feeds the Soul of Love
 
Love, I know, is essential if death is to be put in its place, and it has a place, but love is essential even if I do not know the words that give it flesh and scent. That is why we find it so difficult to write about sex. Not because we are so inhibited and prudish but because when we write about sex, we get acts and organs, a breast, a vagina, a cock, juices and tongues and thrusts—and wind up with recipes but no food. Orgasm is just a word. We have a hunger and love fills it, however briefly, and our accounts of having sex do not catch what drives us into the night seeking light.
CHARLES BOWDEN,
BLUES FOR CANNIBALS
Why isn’t love enough? For over fifteen years I have been asking the Universe this question. I had the naive notion that if you love someone enough, have enough integrity and keep your agreements, everything else will take care of itself. I have loved much, deeply, and passionately. But something has always been missing. I hungered for more depth in my relationships, for talks deep into the night about the meaning of life, talks of the personal struggles we all go through. I hungered for soul-to-soul bonding and to be seen at the deepest parts of myself. As much as I ached and fought for more, the missing feeling was always present, pushing on my psyche like a bone spur in the bottom of my foot.
What was this hunger, this consuming passion and desire? I wanted to name it, to know its shape and texture. I wanted to know its taste and smell. But it was elusive, some invisible thing I chased in the dream corners of my heart. The reality that was present in my family and relationships never satisfied my heart and soul. I wanted, needed to know the truth, what was real.
This yearning, this appetite scared me at times for it seemed insatiable. I felt its powerful force pushing on me from the pit of my stomach; a soul hunger always wanting the next meal. Nevertheless, I was driven by an inborn, deep-seated belief that the depth I sensed was possible; it really could be.
When many people think of intimacy, it’s often oriented around thoughts of making love or having sex, but this was not enough for me. It was emotional and spiritual intimacy that I longed for. Ideally, I wanted to marry it with physical sharing. I wanted a depth of intimacy, a bonding of spirit with another person. Through this bond, in the act of sexual union, my partner and I would travel together in the world of Spirit. That is what I wanted. And eventually, that is what I found.
The journey of learning the steps to the dance of intimacy was long and well worth the work of transforming myself, of unlearning and dropping defenses that kept intimacy out of my reach.
THE YEARNING FOR CONNECTION
I was born with a belief that love was supposed to be this way, not the way I saw it in the faces and distant behaviors of my parents, lovers, husbands, and friends, people who said they loved me. I felt love from them. Still, I was unsatisfied. Something was missing, and there was too much space, too much drama, too many games, too much unspoken, between people who said they loved each other.
When I was six years old, each night at bedtime my younger sister and I kissed my parents good night. It was an organic movement on my part, an impulse that arose naturally from within, for I had not witnessed that behavior in any of my older siblings. At six years old, I didn’t understand why my father wouldn’t show his love. Why, when I kissed him on the cheek, didn’t he return the kiss, or look me in the eye, or hold me? I needed him to return the affection. I needed to feel his love for me. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He never allowed himself to drop the façade of strength that he had spent a lifetime building. I felt that he didn’t love me. But to my child’s mind, it didn’t make any sense. How could a father not love his children? So I believed that something was wrong with me, that I was somehow damaged and unlovable.
As a child, I spent a great deal of time and energy trying to show my father how much I loved him, trying to get below the surface, hoping my love would be returned. As a young adult and well into adulthood, I would bake his favorite desserts and take them to him on Sundays. My parents came to depend on me visiting them with fresh-from-the-oven home-baked cakes and cookies in hand. My mother was often gracious. On a few occasions, my father thanked me. I knew he enjoyed the treats but what I needed was to hear him say something genuine and sincere. At that time I didn’t have the skills or permission to ask directly.
When I was thirty-eight years old, I moved two hours away from my parents. After years of being a devoted daughter, going through two marriages and two divorces, and raising a son, who was then seventeen, I was finally starting my own life (I’m a late bloomer, but bloom I did). I stopped baking for them, and my visits became irregular. My mother made it clear to me how disappointed my father was. I felt like the bad daughter, which is how I was supposed to feel. Families do that; they have an ingenious way of trying to get you to keep up the old, familiar behavior and family script, to maintain the status quo.
For forty-seven years, my father and I walked in each other’s life, but we never got to know each other. We didn’t know how. For seventeen years we were strangers to each other, living under the same roof, eating the same food, working side by side in pained silence. I ask myself if I knew him. Did I know what made him happy, what fed his soul? What drove him to rise each morning? Did intimacy terrify him so much that he’d do about anything to avoid it? Or was it simply that he didn’t know how to go there? How did he deal with the pain of his own family, I mean, deeply, inside himself? Outwardly, he didn’t hide the rage and betrayal he felt. How did he feel watching his wife of fifty-five years suffering a slow death, helpless to make her well? How could I have made better our time together here on Earth?

IN THE LUMINOUS WORLD OF INTIMACY
Without intimacy to feed love, relationships are lonely and desperate. In the deepest sense, even among friends, there should be an invisible, yet palpable, flow of trust and love between people. Though rare, I did sometimes experience it, like the time a friend shared a part of himself he had long kept secret.
The two of us had made a conscious, out-loud agreement to have a deep and intimate relationship where we would actively work to reveal hidden parts of ourselves. In the beginning of our friendship, he found the courage to ask me to sit with him so he could tell me this thing he had carried inside him, hidden. We sat under the grape arbor partly shaded from the afternoon midsummer sun. Sitting across from him, looking into his eyes, I could see how afraid he was, how difficult it was for him to tell me his innermost secrets. His body tensed up as it responded to the inner voices telling him that saying secrets out loud was too risky, that something bad would happen if he did. He sat, uncomfortably at first, on the edge of his chair, facing me with the sun at his back.
Seeing him in distress, I felt the invisible fingers of my heart go out to touch him. My entire being swelled with love and compassion for this man. Gently, I wrapped my heart field around him and held him in it as he began to speak. His body slowly began to relax. It seemed as if with each word he uttered, some resistance flowed out of his body with it. The stress left his face, and then his shoulders relaxed. We held each other’s gaze. As the sounds and meanings of each word came up to meet me, I greeted every one, breathed it in, and let it find a place to rest inside me.
As he talked, I silently acknowledged him with frequent nods of my head. I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees or my chin in my hand. Only a few moments had passed when I realized that he and I had moved from the mundane world into some extraordinary, other, and sacred territory. The sounds of the world around us began to fade from our awareness. Water flowing in the nearby stream, an occasional car passing on the road, even the slight breeze in the trees, all these sounds retreated from the world we had entered. My senses were heightened, the warmth of the sun moved from the surface of my skin into the marrow of my bones. Colors took on an iridescent glow. My gaze softened, and the hard edges of the physical world became soft and out of focus, like the edges of a ball of cotton.
Without diverging from the telling of his own story, my friend and I shared an aware, unspoken understanding that we had slid through an opening between worlds. As we held taut the unseen realm we found ourselves engaged in, a small wild bee flew over to us and then stopped. She hovered at the edge of us, seeming to touch, to taste the bond that was being birthed between the two of us. She hovered, and then moved along the edge, the arc, of an invisible force field from me, to my friend, and back again. As if drinking in nectar from a beautiful, invisible flower, the bee would stop and taste this wonderful food. She never altered her course as she traveled in a curved sweep back and forth from my friend to me. She would stop for a moment, near each of us, in midair, the way a kite pauses momentarily in the air held by the tension of the string and air currents before some imperceptible force gently alters its position.
In that moment, the three of us were immersed in an ecstatic, luminous world. We had found the key to a door that, until this moment, had been locked. We had entered the world I had hungered for. And in that moment I realized that that world exists side by side with ours. Intimate, deep sharing and a communion of souls collapses the separation of the two worlds. I sensed that all of creation responds to such intimacy as we did. And I wanted that closeness, that experience of the luminous world as a way of life, every day of my life. It took me a long time to get to that place where the two worlds overlap.

FOOD FOR THE SOUL OF LOVE
After enough relationships had gone awry, with me going away feeling empty and disappointed, I realized I had taken on the smell of resentment. The need I carried stirred some aspect of my soul, or some need in my soul stirred up the question. It’s difficult to know which happened first and doesn’t, in this case, really matter. What matters is that I followed it.
I revisited the question.
Sitting in a coffeehouse with pen to journal, I held the question in my heart and awareness. “What is this depth I hunger for?” “Why isn’t love enough?” As I wrote, authentic knowledge from the Universe entered my conscious mind, traveled down through my fingertips, out my pen, and appeared on the page:
“Intimacy is food that feeds the soul of love.”
I looked at the words I had written. I kept writing to fill out my understanding and to anchor it inside me. Love has a soul that needs tending, feeding, and nurturing. Like a newborn infant that needs to suckle milk from her mother’s breast, the food of intimacy is a vital food, a life essence that is chosen daily and given freely. When the infant leaves the womb, she enters a new world of unknown terrain. If we choose the path of intimacy, we must leave the womb of familiar old habits that prevent us from having the love we deserve. Intimacy is our birthright.
Intimacy requires taking risks, going beyond your comfort level. To have a life of intimacy, you must do that which you are most afraid of. The intimate, sacred life asks you to be vulnerable and exposed. It requires sensitizing yourself to the full range of feelings and emotions; from gross to subtle in increasing elegance. Being present with what you are feeling is the ground from which intimacy grows.
You must be willing to be seen in the deepest part of you and to give up hiding and lying. It requires rigorous self-examination (or as Data from Star Trek says, self-diagnostics) to see yourself clearly so that all of who you are can be present. And it asks that you see and marvel at the world and all that is part of it through the eyes of wonder.
Harriet Goldhor Lerner in The Dance of Intimacy says: “An intimate relationship is one in which neither party silences, sacrifices, or betrays the self and each party expresses strength and vulnerability, weakness and competence in a balanced way.”1
I had learned not to let love in too far or too deep. I adopted this from early childhood based on my belief (at that time) that there was not enough love to go around anyhow, so someone was going to get shortchanged and be brokenhearted. And I was afraid that if love got in all the way, or if I allowed myself to open to it, someone would see that something truly was wrong with me, that I wasn’t loveable. The risk of someone finding that out was, for too long, far too great. When love started to come into the hidden places inside, like water finding its way through sand, rock, and crevices, I created dams that prevented it from going too far or too deep.
To have the level of intimacy I longed for, I had to break deeply held beliefs and patterns of behavior. I began to give up ideas of who I thought I was. I gave up the romance of being alone, of marginalizing and privatizing my feelings. I gave up the façade of strength that I had crafted over the years, the strong, tough part of me that people first met. I crafted that skill from watching my father. It seemed to work for him, and the world is, after all, a dangerous place. I created that strong part to hide how terrified I was underneath. But my strength shielded the secret, tender heart inside me. I kept my natural childlike self in a closet. And as I gave these things up, I found that not many people wanted to look past the illusions or the pain to see the truth of who lay beneath. Eventually, I had to give up wanting to keep others comfortable to have the life I knew I wanted and was meant to live.
I gave up these things because, like razor wire, they hindered the path to what I wanted most: intimacy and the freedom to be intimate. Primarily, I wanted to be free, truly free, the kind of freedom that comes only from being awake, aware, and in charge of my own life; the freedom that is birthed when I am present inside my own body and thoughts and feelings; and the freedom that comes from strength of character, flexibility of options, and not feeling like a victim of anything that is happening around me so that I can choose how I feel, what I think, and how I am in each moment. I gave up hiding, gave up creating fights to make distance because being close was too scary. I chose over and over to do the things that frightened me the most. I could measure the level of intimacy each thing hid by the degree of fear I had around it. If there was tremendous energy running inside me, if I was shaking or felt pressure building, it was a clue that saying something out loud was important, for in my birth family, I had learned at a young age to not make noise and to become invisible. How many of us do that? Learn to remain silent as our deep needs and right to be alive are sacrificed to maintain the status quo?
I don’t want the cheese, I just want to get out of the trap.
SPANISH PROVERB

LEARNING TO HIDE
When my father’s farming partner, an old man who had been a state champion wrestling coach, grabbed my newly blossomed breasts while we were on the hay wagon together, I said nothing.
When I was molested and sodomized at age eleven by the hired hand, an all-star eighteen-year-old high-school wrestler, I said nothing.
When my first husband beat me and created a bone spur in my hip, I lied and said I had slipped down the stairs. I believed I had to make up something to tell the physician and my family to explain why I couldn’t walk or move without pain for days.
I didn’t know what to say, how to say it, or whom to say it to. As a survival mechanism, I learned to freeze up and shut down emotionally. Anything else was far too frightening. Though my body was still present, I was somewhere else deep inside my mind, unreachable.
Never did my mother or my older sisters ever talk about a woman’s body and the changes it goes through, about sexuality or being sexual. We didn’t talk about moon-time cycles. When my first menstrual cycle began at age twelve, I didn’t know what was happening. I was visiting a friend when it happened, and she knew. Her stepmother took care of me. She talked to me about what was happening and how to take care of myself. It was the shorthand version about how long the bleeding might last, how I might feel, and what to do about it. What she left out was all the mystery and potential power inherent in the bleeding time. I didn’t know it was a rite-of-passage time and that in indigenous cultures a young girl’s first moon time is met with great celebration and the young girl is honored and welcomed into the circle of womanhood. What I knew was that I felt alone, confused, and ashamed. I wanted to hide. I spent time wishing I was a boy and doing as many boy things as I could. Not until I was much older did I come to love and work with my female body and the sacredness of her cycles.
I knew my friend’s mother had called to tell my mom that I had started to bleed. But when I returned home, not a word was said. After a few hours, I finally asked, “Did Sharon call you?” My mother said yes. That was the end of the talk about menstrual cycles. When I was thirteen and wanted to use tampons, my mother accused me of being sexually active. She didn’t know that you didn’t need to have had sex to be able to use them. Thankfully, my sister, ten years older than me, informed her that it was possible to use tampons without first having had sex. Where my sister got that information I’ll never know, but thankfully, she had it and offered it in my defense.
A year into my first marriage my mother took me into her bedroom, fished around in her underwear drawer, and pulled out of one of her size 36 C bras. She handed it to me and suggested I wear it for something that sounded like a cliché: to show off what God had given me. It worked. If you like the torpedo look. I got the point.
I have to thank my mother here, for despite our problems and dysfunction, she had a sexiness that she carried and a classic, movie-star attractiveness to her. She was a strong woman with a sense of justice. She loved wearing barely enough clothes to keep herself covered, and in the protestant Midwest, she stood out. Only now, after years of working on myself, can I see the impact her behavior had on me, which outweighed the difficult and ill-equipped verbal communication between us. On an unconscious level, she was giving me permission to have my own sense of inner strength and sexuality in the world.
When I reached puberty and came into my sexuality, my father pulled away from me completely. I was emotionally cast away from him. An unconscious part of me was learning the power of sex, and without elders or mentors to guide me through it, I was in free fall. For some reason, unknown and unbelievable to me for a long time, older men were attracted to me. I learned quickly, and painfully, that sexuality is a form of power. For me, it became a sideways attempt to get love from men that I couldn’t get from my father. But because I thought I was unlovable, I put myself in more than a few dangerous situations proving to myself that I was what I believed I was: damaged goods. The damaged part of me acted out fiercely and desperately.
I watched my family. No one seemed happy. None of us would show genuine love and caring daily as a way of life. We were too afraid, too ignorant, too much asleep and shut down. I lived in an atmosphere of emotional and spiritual poverty, starved of love and affection. We would have fun now and then; but even in the croquet, volleyball, and softball games we played, there was an air of seriousness to them. And we all held back some part of us, as if it were illegal to abandon ourselves to spontaneous, childlike fun and let unrestrained joy be a part of it all. It’s taken years for me to be able to play cards again. There was always a deck of cards on the dining table alongside the condiments, and if we weren’t working or watching television, which was on all the time, there was a card game going on. It was not fun to me. It was serious, cutthroat, with fists of cards slamming the table. It was passionate, as if the card game were the only place for passion to have expression. Playing cards was how we dissociated from ourselves and each other. We could pretend we were close. My mother dealt with the pain of it by disappearing into the world of crossword puzzles. She would be bent over them at the kitchen table early in the morning, at the end of each meal, and into the late hours of night.
Something was deeply wrong. I could taste the acridness that hung in the air with each inhalation of breath. I actively began to find something different, unconsciously and clumsily at first. Without a guide or elder, I created my own tattered map from scraps of existential poems, glue sniffing, self-tattooing, my mother’s stash of prescription diet pills, Jack Daniels, and advice from the older friends I gravitated toward. They at least had a few more years of time in the territory than I had and they taught me how to swear.
In my sixteenth year, I began to fight for my own life. I began to make noise and demand to be noticed and I caused outward disturbances. It felt good. No, it felt great. Sixteen years of repressed rage began to leak out the edges as I rebelled against the silence, family lies, and games. I rebelled against being put to sleep, dulled by unspoken codes of behavior and family scripts. The waking up was slow for some years as I fumbled my way along. Incrementally, I began to have some sense of myself, to feel my own boundaries, and to take charge of my life, though from the outside I’m sure it resembled nothing like taking control of my life. From my parents’ and counselor’s perspectives, I was definitely not in control. I started the habit of running away from home, which dominoed into a ridiculous cycle that no one seemed to know how to break. No one seemed to care enough to find out short of grounding me.
I quit going home after school on Fridays. As soon I was absent without leave for twenty-four hours, my parents reported me missing. Eventually, the police caught up with me, and I was deposited at the police station to wait for my parents to pick me up. The next weekend, it happened all over again. They assigned a probation officer to my case for a year. It was a valuable experience, I must say. I learned things during my brief stint in “the system” that showed me the template for how our society operates. I learned how to be crafty, how to play their superficial games and still get what I wanted: older boys in butch cars, sex in backseats, rock and roll, and drugs.
At the end of that year, I was beginning to feel desperate for a way out of the bottomless, directionless, meaningless existence I had carved out. It was exceedingly uncomfortable and becoming increasingly dangerous. A few of my friends had begun to seek drug and alcohol counseling and attend meetings. Well, I thought, I could surely use someone to talk to, so I went weekly to a counseling session. I also went to that AA meeting place where you say, “Hi, my name is Julie and I’m an alcoholic.” During that time, I was not so politely asked to leave school and not come back. Twice. At seventeen I moved out of my parents’ house, rented a room, and took a shit job at a capon factory. Was fired twice. I managed to get fired from a capon factory. Twice. That is fucked up.
I thought about one of those twelve steps where you say: “I am powerless (over alcohol).” It left a bad taste in my mouth. I didn’t like feeling powerless (and I still don’t), so I set out on a journey to feel powerful (and I still am).
I admitted myself to alcohol and drug rehab. More than once. I was in and out of detox, the psyche ward, and half-way houses for two years. During one of my tours in the detox ward, a remark my counselor made had a lasting impression on me. “You have to learn how to talk.” Maybe yes, maybe no, I thought. There is power in silence. But I respected her, so I ruminated on that and concluded that it would be nice to know how to interact, to be socially adept and expressive. It became a personal project and a life goal. I watched people all the time. I watched how people changed when given the opportunity to talk about themselves, to say what they felt out loud. I learned how to engage them and keep the conversation going in directions we were mutually interested in. I began to understand the importance of talking from a simple place about how I felt and what I needed. The daily practice of refining my expression and language choices and calibrating the impact was tiring at first, and frustrating. It’s a choice I made again and again even when it made others uncomfortable.
I had to learn discretion and how to do “readings” on people and circumstances. I would go into a tailspin, terrified afterward that I had said too much, made someone uncomfortable to the point of him not returning, had revealed too much of myself, and as a result, as sure as hell never freezes, something really bad was going to happen to me.

BIRTHING THE AUTHENTIC SELF
Looking in the rearview mirror at my life, I can see now just how brave, how determined I was. I didn’t know I was those things at the time, but that’s why a rearview mirror is helpful—it gives you a perspective of the distance and the terrain that you’ve covered. It may be that you have friends who are able to see the calluses on your feet from walking the path and are willing to remind you.
To make changes takes courage and fortitude: those qualities of soul that enable you to go head on into the darkness, into uncertainty and difficulty. You must have spiritus and coeur, inspiration and heart. Being intimate takes you into uncharted and uncultivated territory. There is no place there for survival mechanisms of defensiveness, paranoia, or making up what other people are thinking or saying. To be in the presence of true intimacy, one must lay down the sword that maintains distance, separation, and game dynamics. In tilling the soil of intimacy, you prepare the ground by doing your own internal work, faithfully, devotedly, as if your life depends on it.
In the process, you meet your intimus; your inmost nature. Over time you become your own best friend advocating for your needs, wants, and happiness. You learn to craft a life of joy so that all you do, how you make your home and life, brings you a sense of wholeness. The child parts of you begin to relax and trust you to take care of them. You speak on their behalf so their needs and wants get tended to in the open. The old and familiar habits of behavior begin to break down as you choose to do something different.
This new way is frightening. And liberating. Simple and most difficult. There is a very young part of each one of us who knows that life can be more full, enriching, and deeply rewarding. Begin by discerning wants from deep needs. Needs can be felt in the body somewhat like a slight pressure. The more fear you feel about speaking out loud on your behalf, the more energy there is around the need. And the greater the freedom there is in voicing it. For example: “I need a hug.” Adding the phrase will you empowers you and activates the other person. “Will you give me a hug? I really need one.” There is natural childlike energy and naïveté in those two words. Say them out loud. Or practice saying them inside yourself to get the feel of them. You can feel how the
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