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What People Are Saying About

Embodying Prayer

Jenny Eades has written a lovely book in which she brings together the Franciscan spiritual tradition with the Alexander technique, showing how both can be integrated in a contemplative approach to living. It is evident that she walks the path of which she writes, and the result is a quiet wisdom and strength from which all who read or who meet her may draw. Her writing manifests simplicity, a right humility, joy and an ‘at homeness’ in the body as well as compassion and insight. It has been a healing process to read her words, and I am sure that many others will find it so too.

Professor Nicola Slee, author of Praying Like a Woman and Sabbath: The hidden Heartbeat of Our Lives 

Jenny Fox Eades’ Embodying Prayer is a gentle treasure that illuminates essential spiritual practices in a beautifully inclusive and accessible way. Eades centres the divinity of the body and reframes rest as fundamental to existence, both issues that are important to me as a Muslim disabled person dealing with chronic health challenges. I will be returning to the tender practices offered in each chapter. Skilfully weaving traditions, Embodying Prayer has given me a deeper appreciation and desire to experience more of the Alexander work, and reminded me of the blessings of dear St Clare and St Francis. Jenny Fox Eades is an important voice in the future of holistic worship that transcends religious dogma and self-imposed boundaries.

Saimma Dyer, Sufi facilitator and co-creator of RAY of God

Dr Fox Eades draws on her in depth experience of both the Alexander technique and The Third Order of St Francis to address the important but often neglected topic of integrating our awareness of our bodies with our spiritual lives.

Revd Sue Walker, TSSF

As a student of the Alexander Technique and a practicing Muslim of thirty years I find Jenny’s confessional compassion rooted in her Christianity gives clarity to my own spiritual and elemental journey with Islam and the Alexander Technique. She answers so many questions for me.

Chris (Abdul Kareem) Stone 
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This book is dedicated to my Union Chapel Alexander groups. Thank you for all you have given me.
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Preface

In 2014 I qualified, after four years and 1,600 hours of training, as a teacher of the Alexander technique. Alexander is a 100 year old, Western self-help technique that is best known as a way of helping bad backs. It is a movement-based, contemplative body/mind discipline, and what always interested me most about it was that practising it felt very like meditation. In Alexander work you learn to be quiet at a deep, physical and emotional level. You learn to be more aware of your whole self, body, mind and spirit and of your environment.

In 2015 I made a lifelong commitment as a member of the Third Order of the Society of St Francis. The Third Order are not monks or nuns but lay people who try to walk the Christian spiritual pathway with a particular focus on the virtues of love, simplicity and justice, inspired by the life and teachings of St Francis and St Clare of Assisi.

This book is a series of reflections on how these two spiritual paths—and I do see the Alexander technique as a spiritual path though not all Alexander teachers would agree with me—intertwine.

Some people use the Alexander technique to play the violin or to sing more easily. Others learn it to run without injury. Many people come to it to find relief from chronic pain. It is a technique or a practice, that helps you to do the things you do with ease and grace and pleasure. I use it to practice my religion, to pray, to walk along the path of Christ in the footsteps of Francis and Clare.

So, this is not a book about the Alexander technique per se. There are plenty of excellent Alexander books by teachers with far more experience than I. Nor is it a book about following St Francis and St Clare—I am not an expert and leave that to others. This book is about how I draw on the example and teachings of Francis, Clare and F.M. Alexander to pray and to live out my vocation of being loved in the world.

The philosopher John Dewey said that it is of grace not of ourselves that we lead civilised lives.1 To put it another way, as one of our Third Order principles puts it, we have nothing that we have not first received.2 It is therefore our duty—and our privilege and our joy—to offer what we can and what we have received in the hope that it will be of use to others. It is in this spirit that I offer these reflections.





Use of Terms

There is an increasing tendency in modern writing to drop the hyphen in ‘well-being’ so that it becomes wellbeing. I prefer to keep it because I don’t think being well is a noun, a thing inside us that we can measure easily. It is more of an adverb, do we live well or in a way that makes us unwell?

I also follow some feminist theologians in mostly preferring to use the term ‘kin-dom’ rather than kingdom of heaven. It is a way of emphasising the fundamental importance of relationship to all social and spiritual experiences, and a gentle push against the dominance of masculine and hierarchical language and imagery.





Foreword

In a simple, unassuming way, this book points us towards doorways into new and profound experiences. Jenny Fox Eades shares her honest reflections about her journey of self-discovery, identifying signposts along the way that are relevant to helping each of us on our journey.

At first, it may seem odd that a follower of St Francis and St Clare should write about the joy of having the Alexander technique—better known for alleviating aches and pains—as a tool and companion for her spiritual journey. However, freeing ourselves from the constraints of habit, and placing trust in some greater guiding power, is necessary for both.

Jenny points out that Western Christianity has long regarded mind and body as separate entities, ignoring the body and giving priority to the reasoning intellect. In general, we now have a greater understanding of the interdependence of all our faculties and how our physicality is the means for connecting with other aspects of living. The Alexander technique makes no claim as a spiritual discipline, yet, as the Anglican Fr Geoffrey Curtis observed, by applying its simple principles, one is disciplined spiritually through the self-realisation that can arise. It provides the educational bridge between idealistic theory and what it is possible to do—or choose not to do—in practice.

Today, it is all too easy to get swept along in the tide of competing demands for our attention. We can feel unsure about doing anything that might make a difference; at the same time, we fear change and the unknown. It seems that to give ourselves time and permission to stop and to appreciate the sky above, the ground beneath and the air we breathe—is as good a place as anywhere to start any journey afresh and to discover what happens next.

In keeping with this ethos, Jenny concludes each section with some simple practices—starting from here-now and doing what is practical. As is often remarked, these are simple though not necessarily easy; but their effectiveness is in their simplicity. So be patient, be persistent, be kind to yourself and keep an open, lively interest, and—most of all—be trusting.

Malcolm Williamson

Former Head of Training at Manchester Alexander Technique Training School

Edinburgh, April 2022
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Chapter 1

St Francis, St Clare and F M Alexander

Spiritual Pathways 

In 2010 I started on two distinct paths. One path was that of becoming an Alexander technique teacher. The other was becoming a member of the Anglican religious order, The Third Order of the Society of St Francis. At that time, I saw no great connection between these two strands of my life. One was professional, the other spiritual. Over the years, as I have studied the Alexander technique and explored what it means to attempt to follow in the way of Christ after the example of St Francis and St Clare, I have come to see that the two strands have entwined with one another to the extent that I now see my Alexander work as embodying my Franciscan Christian principles and my Franciscan Christian principles as the heart and soul of my Alexander work.

In this book, I use a prayer by St Francis to explore how I have come to understand Alexander work, in my own experience, as an embodied, contemplative discipline. I reflect on how I use it, moment by moment, to be more aware of myself in my environment and to be more aware of the Real, which is another way of referring to God. Each line of the prayer forms the subject and title of a separate chapter. This is the prayer:

Help me to live this day quietly, easily.

Help me to lean on thy great strength trustfully, restfully.

Help me to meet
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