Wholebody Focusing:

The Alexander Technique Combined with Focusing

(The Whole Is Greater Than Its Parts!)

Prologue


We are all survivors and I want to suggest that this is truly remarkable. Every last one of us has learned how to survive and function in the particular life we each find ourselves in. And here we are alive today. To congratulate ourselves for this feat is not to overstate but to name and recognize our genius in our ability to adapt to life and to develop skills that are exquisitely right for what is needed for us to function in our world more or less adequately. 

We never question this ability. We take it for granted because it starts so young, until one day something happens and then the whole thing, our skill and our sense of our own ability are thrown into question. The event could be a simple thing, it could be something dramatic like an accident or a breakup, or it could be something gradual like the aging process. Whatever it is, what is real is that suddenly our ability to function and to know what to do comes into question. Depending on the situation, and the way we handle ourselves, this could come as quite a shock to our whole system, our whole survival system, even though we know it isn’t about our survival, but it feels like it is. We often panic at the very moment we need to be clear and centered, all because we don’t know what to do and we feel helpless in that frustration.

In short this whole thing could feel like it’s the end, with all the pain and despair that comes with that, or it could feel like the beginning of something, as strange as that may sound, with all the hope and promise that “new life” brings. It all depends on how we respond to situations in our lives that “happen” and how we respond to the realization that we “don’t know” what to do.

This article is an attempt to address this critical moment that seems to happen to all of us at some point in our lives. In this article I will explore a process that directly addresses the signal itself that says, “Something is not right in my life and I don’t know what to do.”  I will explore a process that I have discovered that has created just the skills I needed to help me with my own critical moments in life, events that changed my life in ways where old survival skills were no longer useful, and were even detrimental. In fact, this is really my story, and the stories of friends and people I have worked with, stories of what happened to us, and what we did about it. I will also explore a larger issue, an issue that validates and gives meaning to whatever happens in our lives as an opportunity to expand beyond what we know and connect with something that is in us, but is bigger than we know ourselves to be. I will explore this as a spiritual journey addressing the spiritual questions of:  Who are we?  Why are we here?  Why did this happen to us?

My own story starts with discovering the Alexander Technique after several back operations at the age of thirty-five, a time when it felt like I was at the very top of my career as an investment banker and consultant. A career that was actually going nowhere but I really didn’t want to know that. When faced with the probability of a degenerating back, a life sentence, I found the courage to take another look at my life. What was new was the insight to listen inwardly, perhaps for the first time, and that decision changed the course of my life.  It was some time before I could name this inward experience. And then one day I was introduced to Focusing. Focusing is a process developed by Eugene Gendlin at the University of Chicago, a process that was rooted in the work of Carl Rogers, his mentor, called Client Centered therapy.  I would like to start with Focusing because this is what I was really looking for from the beginning, where it really all started.

Focusing is all about listening inwardly and allowing something connected to our lives to come from there, something that feels fresh and new and positively creative. I want to say that what came for me twenty-nine years ago while having one of my first Alexander lessons is still as true and as rich today as it was back then, perhaps even more so now. My story is how Focusing and the Alexander Technique have come together in me in a way that feels so utterly physically, mentally, and spiritually gifted that I feel drawn to share this journey with others.  To share what has been gifted seems so naturally my own next step.  

Meet the Three Sisters!

In this Section I’m going to talk about three processes:  Focusing, the Alexander Technique, and how they come together in the process I call Wholebody Focusing.

Focusing is often defined as a step-by-step process of paying attention to a bodily sense-of a situation, problem or creative project.  It is more physical than feeling, and not merely body sensations, but the juncture where meaning is experienced in the body. Creative change arises at this directly-sensed edge of awareness, whether in thinking, psychotherapy, self-growth, art, or healing. 

For example, I know I love to paint. I could quickly list all the reasons why I like to paint. But if I take a moment, and experience the whole sense of how “to paint” is for me, and let that whole sense drop down inside somewhere into my core – and then if I wait for a “body sense” to form of how my body actually carries this experience of painting, something very different comes. When I took a moment to do this, turned my attention inward and asked the question, “What does my body know about my love of painting?”, out of nowhere came a place in me that seemed to open up, a place that felt so loving. And then a phrase came, “This is loving!”  And that felt very different from the list I had just made. It felt true, hitting a deep chord within me, and it felt rich and whole.  It was not what I expected. This is an example of a creative change happening at the edge of awareness.

There are many possible approaches to awaken this Focusing experience. Each approach has its own qualities and outcome.  One approach might be to ask inside in a bodily way: “What is the meaning of this?” “What’s the problem?”  “How is this whole thing for me?” “Where in my body am I experiencing this?” Or another approach might be to ask inside: “What is there in the body right now?”  “What is going on in there?” “What’s happening inside?” And then I step back and wait for something more to happen from somewhere inside of me that is at first unclear. This is Focusing, attending to something unclear in the body until something more comes.

The Alexander Technique is concerned with unconscious and automatic body functioning, and the way that some of these “habitual” responses are the causes of chronic physical disorders such as back pain and similar forms of dysfunction. F.M. Alexander realized early on how difficult it was for one to change these deeply embodied physical response patterns. Alexander teachers focus on ways to change dysfunctional patterns that are so embodied that they have become unconscious. They do so by attempting to replace “bad habits” through becoming aware of, and stopping an all too familiar dysfunctional response from being acted out. They then consciously “inhibit” the instinctive desire that comes at the same time, an instinctive desire “to do” that becomes even more intense when what to do is unclear. Instead of allowing us to do something to avoid the pain of not knowing, the teacher offers a set of orders to further prevent us from trying. The purpose of these directions is to make room for something else to happen, in Alexander’s words: “for the right thing to do itself.” An Alexander-type question might say something like: “What is in the way of my body’s natural functioning?”

F.M. Alexander observed that the body had to come alive as a whole in order for change to happen in a part. He observed that change happened out of a conscious relationship between an activated whole-body self and the part, and by making room for something new to happen rather than acting out of old habit. He also observed that any attempt to fix or make better through his own efforts only made it worse and defeated the very thing he wanted to happen.

Wholebody Focusing is a combination of the Alexander Technique and Focusing.  In truth I have never felt comfortable with an external authority on how I should be, even if it was intended for my own good. My inner self never felt fully seen or appreciated and that didn’t feel right. One day, through a powerful physical experience with a Shiatsu teacher, combined with my own inner sense, I experienced that change could happen out of my body's own inner wisdom. In fact, the change of functioning that came out of my body's own wisdom not only embraced all that I knew from Alexander, but so much more, as there was life in it that I could identify as my own. I began to move spontaneously while at the same time having a sensed vision of where I came from and where I might be going. Both inner-directed spontaneous movement and inner knowing were happening at the same time. As often happens in Focusing, I seemed to get in touch with my own inner blueprint of how I can be, in a very physically alive way. I realized in that moment that what Alexander imposed from without could be awakened from within, in a form even better than Alexander or I could have imagined.

The Wholebody Focusing process gives us a way to access the body's awareness of its own wholeness as a physical experience that has a sense of inner direction and purpose all its own. The body seems to be energized from within.

Some of the ingredients necessary for a poorly functioning part to change are:

· An activation of the embodied blueprint of how I could be if all the blocks were out of the way, starting as a physical experience of the self in movement. 

· The presence of the kind of energy that is able to move the body forward.

· The continual presence of the whole in relationship to a part that is searching for something more.

Alexander would call this an awakening of the body's "action potential". But there is a big divergence in attitude at this point that separates Wholebody Focusing from the Alexander Technique, although the issue remains the same (i.e., change in functioning). Rather than saying that the habit is faulty and destructive and I know a better way, we can help ourselves embrace the habit and give it all the space it needs to reveal itself in how it has served our lives up until now. We get a bodily felt sense of what we do and discover that the habit has been there for very good reasons. At the same time, because it is in the context of the whole body, the resonating between the two (between the whole and the part) opens up the part to new possibilities it had forgotten or didn't know were possible.

Wholebody Focusing starts with noticing body sensations. It starts with noticing how the feet are connecting to the floor, for example.

“How does that feel inside?”

“Can you name that sensation as a kind of sensing?”

“Can you allow that quality of bodily sensing to begin to move from the feet upward, through the legs and knees and move right through the whole of you as though it has a mind of its own?”


Wholebody Focusing begins with paying attention to sensory things happening, and we focus on this sensory activity as a way of becoming more aware of what is happening inside the body as a whole, starting with the feet and then moving the attention upwards.  The intention is to awaken and stimulate this kind of sensory attending. Out of this stimulation we begin to notice other places and other bodily felt qualities. We are becoming aware of and looking for more sensory information, especially those physical qualities that point to specific postures that seem to underlie what is going on in us. At the same time we also become more aware of the body as a whole.

Just for a moment, imagine a physical dysfunction that is really beginning to get you down. Where is it? Can you find the place in the body that suffers it the most? Notice what you normally do when it begins to bother you. Do you disassociate from the pain in some way? How about doing just the opposite? How about embracing it, letting it be there just the way it is rather than pushing it away? See if you can allow it to be even more “just that way” in the context of the whole of you, with an attitude of unconditional acceptance of how it is, where it is, and what it seems to need.  Then step back and make room for something more to happen directly out of the place in question. This is the Wholebody Focusing attitude, this is where we begin, and this is the starting place for more to happen.


The starting point in Wholebody Focusing is paying attention to what is happening in the body right now and making more room for that to expand or move in the context of the body as a whole, rather than trying to figure it out. It is not a denial of the problem. It is really trying to clear some space and create a safe distance from the problem long enough to have a well grounded sense of myself. From that grounded sense of me it feels easier to notice the place where my body experiences the problem.


I would like to suggest that the body, in its wisdom (before dealing with any specific issue, or even before naming an issue), wants to create a safer context for the issue. It does so very naturally and instinctively by grounding itself in a sense of the body as a whole as its natural support system.  For example, what comes in me when the sense of the whole body is present is an awareness that I really can stand on my own two feet and be with this thing that feels like such a challenge. Yet just minutes before, this felt too overwhelming.


Again I also suggest that the first thing the body wants to do for itself is to become more open and more receptive to what is going on. It creates a safe context to do this. In Alexander terminology, the first thing the body wants to do is to expand and connect up to itself in a whole-body kind of way. This is often experienced as a kind of freeing up of the head-neck relationship and a lengthening and widening of the back, a process that seems to shift the physical postural tendency from one of defended against to one that is more open and receptive. This also creates a major shift in our attitude towards, and our response to, whatever is happening. The qualities that come with this change of attitude could be described as more open, less judgmental, more accepting; and this shift is often accompanied by a sense of compassion and empathy and even gratitude for what is there. The body posture itself seems to expand towards one that feels more positive and self-assuring.

An Example of How Wholebody Focusing Begins

For example, I am working with a man who is paying attention to a very scary and hurting place in his body. It isn’t easy for him to be with this place, but this is what we did.

· I suggest he stand on his own two feet and at the same time be in touch with this place in his body that feels so scary.

· When he does this he suddenly notices that his body is moving at the same time: he is swaying from his feet upward. 

· I invite him to enjoy the swaying movement and to just let it be there.

· I remind him that the movement (swaying) creates a safe environment to be with the pain. I also tell him that he is free to move back and forth between the two places – the swaying and the pain – whenever he feels he needs to.

· Now he feels more able to be with this painful part of himself. 

This is what I mean by maintaining a sense of the whole person. We look for a safe place that is observable, that can be named, and a place that can be accessed at will when needed.  Something very specific happens in the body when we start paying ourselves attention in this way.  Given this kind of attention, the body tends to awaken to its inner processing. As an Alexander teacher I would name it as the body beginning to expand and let go of its habitual posturing, and beginning to have a sense of itself as a whole. In fact this is the first thing the body wants to do. The spontaneous but subtle shifts and movements are all part of the body’s wanting to release itself from all-too- familiar and habitual defensive postures (fixed, frozen etc.) that the body finds so exhausting, and find a way back to a whole body support that it knows.

I suggest that the body actually changes its posture dramatically when given this kind of attention. This is especially so when a particularly stuck or hurting place is given unconditional acceptance and permission to be just the way it is and permission to reveal itself even more. It changes its posture from one that seems so tight or held or pulled down, to one that feels more soft and more open, more connecting, more expanding, and more accepting of what is there. In fact these parts of ourselves welcome this kind of attention.  Given not only non-judgmental attention but also permission to be, they often begin to express their story.


For example, I notice the fear place in me welcomes this kind of unconditional attention. It is more than the fear itself, it is the part of me that suffers and endures the fear. My tight jaw and my head seem to feel relieved and begin to soften and feel not quite so tight and held. I sense that they begin to rethink. And that is what I am looking for and what I welcome. They seem to begin to rethink how they react to life’s fears. They might begin to rethink that maybe they don’t have to hold this fear posture so tightly. Maybe, just maybe, there might be other ways of dealing with threatening situations! 

The Rethinking Process Begins with Unconditional Acceptance 
My willingness to be with this place that holds the fear is the starting place for a whole new process to begin.  It gives this physically painful part of me an opportunity to notice what it does and to begin to rethink how it might react in other ways to deal with fearful situations. As it begins to notice what it does and at the same time begin to rethink what it has always done with a sense of new possibilities, there is a tendency to soften and let go a little and at the same time to reach out for connection with other parts. This reaching out and expanding and connecting seems so natural, and it happens both from the part that suffers the fear and from the whole of me that wants to come to the support of it. A relationship happens between the part that is suffering the fear and the whole of me that is standing in its own empowerment. This relationship provides an opportunity for a change or a shift in the way I carry the issue.

F.M. Alexander explored conditions necessary for change by suggesting that what is awakened through the use of his method of inhibition and giving order is an awakening of “the primary control,” a relationship that happens between the head and the neck and spine. The first order is “Let the neck be free.” Alexander teachers know a lot about the importance of this head-neck connection starting at the Atlanto-Occipital joint. The top of the spine, where the spine connects to the brain stem, is like the doorway for awareness to connect to the body as a whole, as well as the place where balance and coordination is sensed. This is where a sense of an overall bodily expansion seems to literally “stem” from, and where a very specific searching for meaning is activated.

One of the fundamental conditions of Wholebody Focusing is a conscious awakening of the older part of the brain (the central core) in conjunction with the central nervous system accessed through the spinal cord. When we are in a defended mode (as in fear or panic) we close everything down at this point. We shut off the flow of information between the two in order to focus all our attention on fight, flight, or freeze. In other words, this relationship between the “old brain” and the body posturing is altered to prepare itself to fight or to protect itself in some way. We “pull down” the drawbridge and prepare to do battle. Our mind and body become focused on doing one thing. It is a kind of defense posture that limits the kind of stimulation that naturally flows through the body, and instead channels it all in the service of a single task.

I am attempting to describe what happens in the most simple of terms. Although I make no pretense to have a profound grasp of brain function, it would seem to me that the “old brain” is very much involved with fight or flight and protection, and the “new brain” (the surrounding cortex) is more involved with consciousness and awareness, that is, with being aware of what is happening in the moment and being able to think about it and make choices. The “old brain” seems more involved with keeping us alive, regulating the body functions, and keeping us safe. But its “tunnel-vision” shuts down one avenue of solution and is unable to simultaneously consider several avenues among which it might choose; and it is slow or even unable to change direction as the situation develops and better avenues open up. It is the cortex that enables us to see these choices, while the “old brain” drives us to immediate and determined action. Sensory awareness gets disconnected when the “old brain” shuts down and turns off its normal connection with the spinal cord. There is a kind of freezing of awareness when this happens as the fight/flight mechanism is triggered. If this triggering is repeated often enough the defensive posture becomes automatic whenever a similar situation stimulates it. This response pattern becomes fixed, automatic and unconscious, and hence very difficult to change.

The Wholebody Focusing Process is a way to stimulate the “old brain” to rethink itself in the context of what is happening now rather than react in a habitual pattern that has become frozen and automatic. It begins to become more conscious of what it has been doing (i.e., the habit) and at the same time there is a conscious wakening to new possibilities as it begins to stretch out, expand and reconnect with the body as a whole. It is then that this part of us begins to realize it can make choices and not just act out of instinctive or automatic reflex.  It seems to say to itself:  “I am so tired of having to make such an effort.  Do I have to?  Is there another way?”

I suggest it begins to rethink, kind of crudely at first. And then it remembers that it has this other part of itself that can help here, in fact it has the support of the whole body. This “new brain” part can question more consciously what is going on here, and what has gone on in the past, and compare that to what is going on now. And then there is a shift, and perhaps an even greater sense of the whole self gets triggered that points us in the direction of something more, beyond what we could imagine for ourselves out of our own life experience to date. I believe this kind of insightful thinking happens when the whole self comes together in this way, when the whole self has found a sense of inner unity or integrity as a whole person. The “old brain” doesn’t seem to be as conscious as the “new brain.” It seems to be more instinctive, but very clever (in a way the “new brain” is not) in how to maintain life when confronted with life-threatening situations. In other words the “old brain” seems to be more part of the unconscious and instinctive processes. The “new brain” is more part of consciousness and what it is to be aware.

What a Wholebody Focusing Session Might Look Like

I am working with a man who snores so badly that the snoring is interfering with his relationship with his wife and deprives him of a good night’s sleep. I invite him to get a body-felt sense of what he does the moment he begins to nod off. Because he knows Focusing, he is able to go back and be with what happens and describe it. How, when he relaxes and lets go, his jaw drops forward and down and becomes a heavy weight on his windpipe. This causes deep snoring and then he chokes off his breathing so that he wakes up and then the process starts all over again. The question is, can we stop this pattern without medical intervention?

These are the steps we follow:

· I invite him to get a body-felt sense of what happens and he is encouraged to embrace it, befriend it, get to know it well. We both know from other experiences that change happens out of our unconditional acceptance of what is there.

· This is not easy, as the whole habitual cycle is essential to his survival. We had to create a safe way to be with this pattern.

· I asked him to stand and be aware of his feet as I placed a hand on his jaw so it wouldn't do what it normally does as soon as he relaxes. Now we could invite the windpipe to sense how it is.

· What came was that the windpipe was very tense, waiting for the next attack.

· Feeling heard in that, the windpipe relaxed a little knowing that my hand was preventing the expected from happening. And then more came; the windpipe began to remember how it would like to be if it could. In doing so it connected up with the neck and shoulders and there was a feeling of "assertive” which he liked. It is part of a new edge to his life that is unfolding, to become more self-assertive.

· This seemed to be enough for now, although what also came was a sense of the larger story. How, from childhood he has always held himself in check this way. During waking hours he tightens his jaw to such an extent that when he relaxes, as in sleep, the muscles let go and collapse because of the tension that they have been under all day.

We both knew that this experience needed to be repeated and reinforced and the story heard more fully. We were looking for a change in the way the windpipe functions as well as the way the jaw responds in daily life. As they come more into their own we hoped that the snoring would become less and less an issue. Sometime later his wife noticed that his snoring was no longer an issue between them. They were both surprised. Something had changed and they didn’t even know when or how.  

Here we have an example of a maladaptive survival skill becoming a destructive force in a person's life. And our question is, can we access the body's own wisdom to change this deeply embodied habit? This experience shows us that the windpipe has its own knowing of how it would like to be if it could, and that it has its own way of asserting itself towards this end.  At the same time it is clear that the larger story needs to be explored of why the jaw is the way it is. There is a story, a story of how the young boy kept himself safe by not speaking. He learned to control his responses by holding back and tightening his jaw. What kept him safe in early life has now become a destructive force when he relaxes and lets go of control, as in sleep.

Basic Principles Affirmed

What Wholebody Focusing affirms as a Focusing process is the importance of being well grounded in the body with a posture of open receptivity. If we are well grounded in the body base we avoid a lot of the pitfalls that can happen when we try to get in touch with a painful issue and then try to bring it into the body and attempt to get a body sense of it. In fact when we start with a traumatic issue it is very hard to get grounded in the body completely, at least a sense of the body as a whole. We are already triggered in the old response pattern, and it is almost impossible to let go of the trauma long enough to become fully embodied with a sense of the whole that is there to give support. It is my experience that the more grounded I am in my body in a whole body kind of way, the safer I feel “being with” something that often feels too scary or too overwhelming to be with. It is as if the body, as a whole, becomes the safe container for what wants to be seen and heard. The more I sense my wholeness the safer I feel to be with what is troubling me.

Another basic principle of Focusing is affirmed here. When we pay attention to what is going on inside we notice some things are calling for our attention more than others. It is like when we are in a social gathering, we sense that some people want to connect with us, and others hardly even notice that we are there. It is the same with our inner life, some parts will be calling us for attention and yet there are other parts that seem totally uninterested in our attention.

We make that discernment when we pay attention to ourselves in Wholebody Focusing. When we pay attention to those parts of us that want attention, connection happens with ease and something more opens up from that connection. There might be other parts of us we would like to connect with, but if they are not ready to open up to us nothing will happen.  Again, just like with people we might feel attracted to, if they are not ready to make a connection with us nothing will happen between us. In other words, the desired connection has to be mutual in order for the “more” to present itself. The body, in its wisdom, seems to have its own road map toward growth and healing. Our job seems to be to make room for this inner-directed process to unfold in its own unique way.
The Whole Is Greater Than Its Parts!

The Wholebody Focusing process is all about being aware of my body as a whole, standing on my own two feet, as it were, and also listening to a part of me that needs attention. It is really having a sense of both at the same time.  In fact there are three elements:

· There is the sense of me-being-with, 

· Then there is the sense of the whole body, 

· And there is a sense of the part that wants attention. 

The me-being-with is that sense of me that is aware and is able to hold in its consciousness the sense of the whole and the sense of parts at the same time! The me-here, that holds the awareness, does just that. It holds in its consciousness a sense of the whole self next to a sense of a part that is hurting (for example). Change happens at this place of inter-relationship activity, this bumping up against one another, the whole and the part. And then I become aware that something has changed, often with an element of surprise. But only when I give my consent to the change does it complete itself.

I invite you to take another moment to go back to the previous example of being with a body dysfunction that is giving you some pain. This is what often happens:

· In paying attention to this part of you in a Wholebody Focusing way, a relationship happens between what is going on in your neck or shoulder, for example, other parts of you, and then the whole of you. 

· Suddenly there is a physical change or realignment. 

· You find yourself in a new place and you express some kind of delight in that. 

· This new place happens and then you notice you are there! 

· It feels different (in your awareness), this new place, and you like it! 

· And then you realize that it not only feels different, it is different and it functions differently. 

· This happened by holding both (both the whole and the part), in your awareness, back and forth, long enough for something to shift that brought the change.

· You are also a very important part of this relationship and a very important part of what happens.

Holding in awareness and giving consent is the new element in the evolution of the process. The injured part instinctively knows how to keep safe and protect itself from harm, but it isn’t aware of “possibilities” beyond what it knows instinctively. It cannot think the unthinkable!

In naming three elements, I realize those elements could each be subdivided into more elements. But these are the three major elements. It is very difficult to be with an injury unless you are at the same time well grounded in the sense of the whole of you, and also know you can move to a place that feels safe if you need to. If attention is given totally and completely to the part that is injured it seems to take over and become your reality and that is often too much to handle. It is very natural to try to “escape” or run away or use some familiar survival skill to take care of yourself.

And this makes sense experientially as well. In a Wholebody Focusing discernment exercise called “Limitations versus Possibilities,” for example, we are asked to have a body-sense of Limitations and then Possibilities in order to explore how differently they affect us. We discover that there needs to be a relationship between what we sense are our body’s limitations and what we sense are possibilities beyond these limitations. We discover that, in fact, the two are connected; one cannot function without the other. Implicit in our specific limitations are our possibilities! The hard part is to stay with both and allow them to interrelate long enough to present what wants to happen next. 

Dr. Eugene Gendlin’s philosophy of the implicit really supports this discovery. For example, I encourage people to get to know their habits well, no matter how destructive they are. It is essential that we get to know them for what they are and how they affect us. Why? Because implicit in that knowing is the possibility of a whole other way of being and functioning beyond them! I suggest that knowing who your monsters are is the key to knowing how to free yourself from them. The monsters hold the key of their undoing! Being able to say, “This is what I do,” is the implicit next step beyond that, a next step that is usually not yet fully formed or clear.

 This is a kind of open-ended non-judgemental way of knowing what it is I do. It is about staying with the body sense of this truth long enough for the  “more” to appear that is implicit in this knowing! It is not saying that something sensed is okay as it is. It is naming something as it is without judgement in order to allow something more to come directly out of the truth that has just been named. There is a sense of discovery and wonderment. There is also trust that something new will surface, so trust is part of this process. I have a saying, “The old habit will never let go of us until it knows there is an even better deal in town!”

The Picture Expands
I suggest that there is a necessary thing that happens when we hold both our limitations and our possibilities in consciousness. Without this necessary thing happening we wouldn’t be able to sustain our attention long enough for something more to happen. I am suggesting that something presents itself in this relational space that is larger than what I know. There comes a kind of force in me that is not only larger than me but also a force that is able to show me possibilities that I would have never thought of on my own, and even present the means whereby these possibilities can be realized in me if I can give my consent to their unfolding. 

I suggest that we become aware after the event! Something happens inside of us and I describe it as a relationship thing, a relationship between the whole and a part. We hold this relationship in our awareness not knowing what is going to happen and suddenly something changes, in fact the whole thing changes and then we become aware of that change. This is Focusing! This is the kind of experience that builds faith and trust in one’s self as a person, a person who is in tune with his/her own life. It gives me faith that I can trust not only in life, I can trust in my own life. There is a kind of empowerment process that happens here. I believe that what we are really searching for in the Wholebody Focusing process is a strengthening and an empowering of the human condition that I would describe as a sense of “Me Here”, standing on my own two feet with a greater sense of my own congruence. To me this is all about why I am here: to become more the whole person I was meant to be. Wholebody Focusing is a way to uncover the blueprint of that unfolding.

Joseph Campbell once responded to this issue of why we are here by saying that what we are searching for in this life is not so much to understand life or ourselves but to discover within us a resonance between what feels alive in us and that larger sense of life which seems connected to the whole universe. In other words we are here to experience what it is to be alive in the context of life itself. I would suggest that understanding in this context has its own place and its own right time.

The Larger Significance of the Three Elements Coming Together in Us


Something very significant happens when these three elements come together. There is a shift in how we are with ourselves. We become aware that we have shifted and we do feel different and we are given an opportunity to give our consent to that change. I suggest that this “happening” comes about because something is present that is more than just that-familiar-me.  At this point we could withhold consent and then nothing happens, nothing changes. We may be a little more informed but nothing changes fundamentally.

I am suggesting that when these three elements come together and interplay with one another there is a larger sense of self that appears. And this sense of the larger self appears out of the blue, and there is nothing that we did to invoke its presence other than allow these elements to interact within us. If I had to give it a name, I would say the larger self is the presence of the Holy Spirit. It is the experience of what we call God or Higher Power or the vast mystery of the universe or the great beyond, different names depending upon the spiritual tradition. I can appreciate why some traditions step back from naming what is essentially an experience larger than what we can know. The experience of this – this something which is bigger than us – is awakened, and I am suggesting that it is this presence of the larger self that has the information and energy we need to become more the person we were always meant to be. Contained in the sense of someone or something larger than me is the sense of infinite possibilities, those kinds of possibilities that are beyond my customary ego limitations.

The Essential Qualities in Wholebody Focusing that Activate Change

Creating a Safe Place for the “Not Knowing”

· We need to create a safe place in order to be open and vulnerable and accepting of what is happening. 

· In order to be in a right place for change to happen we have to be ready to “not know” and to allow a sense of not knowing to be present.

· I would suggest that implicit in the willingness to be with this not knowing is an awakening of the larger self.

· It is the moment of surrender into the “not knowing” that the awakened larger self begins to move us towards new possibilities.

I call this experience a presence of the larger self because it seems to be contained within me, and not something that comes out of the heavens, or some other external source. It seems to happen through an expanded sense of myself. When this sense of the larger self is present I often feel bigger, more expanded and even loved.  I am suggesting that this presence of something larger than me is what makes this kind of change possible. We are accessing within ourselves something larger than ourselves that has this quality of possibility to allow us to change and the powers needed to do so.

How often have I heard someone say, “I know what I want but I don’t know how to get there? What do I do?” This is the magic moment. This is an opportunity to be with both:  both the knowing what I want and the not knowing how to get it. This is the place where change happens, directly out of the not knowing. And all you can say is, “I’m in a new place, it feels different, I don’t know how I got here.”

An Accepting Presence

There is a fundamental change in attitude that happens here, a very different way of thinking than what we are used to.

· We find a safe way to be with and welcome a wounded part of ourselves just as it is. This is very different from the tendency to push it out of our consciousness through denial, rationalizing, projecting, painkillers, etc. 

· We embrace the part that is wounded and are willing to stay with it long enough for this miraculous process to kick in! 

· We trust that by staying with a part that is hurting, the presence of the larger, more whole self appears. 

We experience the whole self as having the good energy in it to not only be with a part that is hurting, but also the energy and the insight needed for change to happen.  This is what some people call the third option. An option that is almost impossible to define.

A Very Special Quality of Knowing that Implies an Action Step


In that “coming to know” that we are referring to is both a knowing of what is wanted and at the same time the means to get there. There is a term for this that comes directly out of the Alexander Technique, the “means whereby,” a very strange phrase and yet essential to describe this kind of experience. Another way of saying this using Focusing terminology is that “implicit” in this quality of knowing is the means whereby this action step happens.

Giving consent activates the happening. By giving consent you are giving consent to what wants to happen, and by giving consent you are also giving your consent to the means whereby this does happen. It is not just giving consent to a possibility; it is also giving consent to the realization of this possibility in your body. So whatever you make possible for yourself in your heart or body-mind is then able to manifest itself. It is the wise man that chooses what he wants carefully, the saying goes.


This reminds me of a piece from scripture that goes something like this: whatever you shall release on earth will also be released in heaven. Often this is associated with the authority of the church, but here it is associated with the relationship between the unique self and the larger self. The consent of the individual self fundamentally changes the way we are in relationship to the larger self! In other words, I suggest that by giving consent in this kind of process everything changes more than we know or could imagine.

In Wholebody Focusing we make room not only for what is wanted but also the means whereby this wanting could be realized in the body. We stay with the wanting and wait for the getting. Implicit in the “movement” so characteristic of Wholebody Focusing is the “action step” needed to move our lives forward in a way they were meant to be from the very beginning! This is a good example of bringing together the essence of Focusing and Alexander.

The Empowerment that Comes with Giving Whole-Hearted Consent

I would like to go a little deeper into the nature of “giving consent”. When we are able to hold in awareness the whole and the part in question, possibilities arise in consciousness. Our job is to give consent to what wants to happen here that feels not only true but also a natural next step that feels just right. This is a very powerful force, this giving of consent. Unless consent is given, nothing happens. This brings me back to my childhood interpretation of the story of creation, how God made the world in seven days etc. The part I liked the most is when He described what He created that day and then said, “That is good.” It is only when He pronounced, “That is good” that I envisioned the whole thing coming alive. Up until that moment it was just an image in His imagination. It seemed to me that God needed to give His consent to its realization in order for it to happen. I feel we are doing much the same thing here. We are noticing what is happening between the parts, and between the parts and the whole, and then at some point it feels natural to give our consent to some specific possibility. We often find ourselves saying almost spontaneously: “I like that. That is good!” This is consent-giving and I believe this is what brings new life and awakens the body to new ways of being and functioning.

Qualities that the Alexander Technique and Focusing Seem to Share

What the Alexander Technique and Focusing have in common is an awareness of the power of “not doing” in order to allow something more to happen that seems to come directly out of a relationship between the whole self and the part in question as an action step. There is also an awareness of the power of “giving consent,” consent that seems almost spontaneous when it happens from the core of the whole self, acting as one. Consent seems to come from a place in me that knows, a place in me that knows that it knows without questions, without doubt.  It does need expression, but there is a kind of welling up of a “yes” rather than an effortful “yes”.  It is more organic as it is more whole, welling up from the whole of me. It is very much like a plant reaching out to the warmth of the sun and at the same time saying “yes” to it! It seems beyond my ego. It is more of a tendency or an impulse from the whole person and there is an element of gratitude in the “yes” at the same time. “This is what is wanted” seems to come from the sense of a larger self rather than from the selfish little me that simply wants what I want and must have!

A Life in Crisis Explored – Pulling It All Together

I would like to pull this all together in the remarkable story of Paul, a man suddenly confronted with a life crisis similar to a crisis we all may have faced.  

For some time Paul had been diagnosed with Carpal Tunnel Syndrome. This is a condition where the median nerve in the wrist is being pinched in the carpal tunnel and this causes the symptoms. Such a condition is often associated with pain, tingling or numbness in the thumb, index and half the ring finger. Paul had reached his limits; he couldn’t go on. He felt despair; there was nothing he felt he could do. His wrists were just too full of pain to sit at the computer one more time. He had had enough and he didn’t know what to do, where to go. His wrists felt cold, with a kind of dull aching and it felt like they couldn’t do the work he had to do.

Fortunately Wholebody Focusing was an important part of Paul’s life, in fact Wholebody Focusing was developed and expanded as it has been through Kevin McEvenue and Paul working with one another over the last twelve years. Paul had already received all he could medically. Special braces had been designed and fitted to support his arms and wrists while typing and at night while he slept. He had been thoroughly tested for loss of strength, loss of grip, etc. The results suggested that he was in an early stage of a chronic condition that could worsen if not relieved.

On this particular day he decided to do something different than what would be considered normal. He put his worries aside, sat down and started to pay attention to himself. He paid particular attention to his wrists with a Wholebody Focusing attitude.  Paul listened inwardly to the physical sensations in his wrists and allowed himself to feel that pain just as it was without the usual tendency to try to fix or judge or push away.  He just listened to the pain, felt the pain and made room for the pain.

Suddenly he became aware of his gut, something very unexpected in this context. There was such a knot there in his gut, and it felt connected to the pain in his wrists. As he made room for the knot he was filled with a new wave of despair. He could see how he couldn’t work any more, couldn’t support himself the way he has, even though he hates computer work. He was reminded of how he isn’t sleeping and how it has been ten years doing work he doesn’t like. Now he can’t work, can’t even sleep. How is he going to support himself? Despair deepened as he realized that he can’t even do the work he hates to support himself and he is reminded that he has long lost the skill of doing the work he loves. Despair deepened in the realization there was nothing he could do about this; that was so clear. He felt powerless.

Again, this time he did something different, rather than drown deeper in despair he chose to accept the truth that he was powerless and that he didn’t know what to do. He decided to listen to the pain in his stomach that felt connected to his wrists, as this felt new and maybe part of a larger story. Once again he realized that he couldn’t do anything, that what was needed was beyond him, beyond his ability to make it right.

And then there came a shift in the pain itself. If it could be put into words, it felt like there was a shift from a pain that felt stuck to a pain that felt almost pleasurable although still painful. He continued to just listen and pay attention to what was there. 

This must have gone on for two hours and more. And at the end of this time there was no clear resolution. He went off to work. But when he sat down at the computer he noticed his fingers were different, they seemed to be reaching out towards the keyboard. There was a kind of conscious trembling in the fingers as though they were stretching with a wisdom all their own, not his wisdom or even his consciousness. It was his fingers’ conscious wisdom. What seemed to be flowing out of his fingers was love, not the feeling of loving, but love itself. And that surprised him, he hates using computers!

In that moment he sensed a whole relationship change not only with typing at the computer, but also with people at work and the work itself. The chronic pain was gone. It was actually pleasurable to sit at the computer. It felt like all of him was doing the typing not just his fingers. It was like a dance coming from the whole of him engaged in making his fingers push down on the keys. This felt surprising and gratifying at the same time.

That night he slept. The chronic pain had dropped by about 80%. Over time he continued to have a good night’s sleep as the chronic pain disappeared completely. He stopped wearing the braces to type or at night to sleep. They didn’t feel needed; in fact, they seemed in the way of typing. They had protected him from falling back into old habit but they prevented him from moving into this new way of typing. Looking back, there hasn’t been the need for them since.

His work habits seemed to change spontaneously. He started to take breaks during his work periods. He started to smile at his co-workers, and in time developed friendships with some of them. He began to have a relationship with the computer rather than feeling smothered by it. This event happened seven years ago. Today if he works on the computer for too long, like continuously for days, he is reminded of the pain. In fact, the pain returns sharply, even more sharply than before, as a signal to stop and take a break. But it is a reminder rather than a return of a chronic condition. Paul’s experience of his wrists and how he was willing to listen to them is an excellent illustration of those special qualities inherent in the Wholebody Focusing attitude, namely:

· A willingness to stop and attend to what is happening inwardly.

· A willingness to make room for what is there just the way it is and the not knowing that comes, without trying to do anything.

· A willingness to allow other parts of the body to awaken and connect up with the part in question in the context of the body as a whole.

· A willingness to wait for and to receive what comes without judgment.

· Letting unexpected connections happen between different body parts.

· Letting more of his story came to the surface that supports the roots of this condition and gives it meaning.

· Embracing a shift in his body and accepting how the pain feels very different; how it feels new and perhaps uncomfortable, as it is unfamiliar.

· A willingness to spend time with this whole process of unfolding and connecting, without looking for any specific results.

· Making room for and accepting the changes that came later as a complete surprise, changes not only in functioning but also in attitude. It was the attitude change that proved to be the biggest surprise, an attitude change that really expanded the quality of his life.
Wholebody Focusing Creates a Context for the Larger Picture to Unfold

I want to say more about this sense of the larger self in the context of the Wholebody Focusing process. Wholebody Focusing is a process of the whole person acting directly out of his/her own integrity. This is manifested when the sense of me-being-with is holding in awareness a sense of the whole body and at the same time a sense of a part that is needing attention. I suggest that when these aspects of myself come together in this way something larger than me is awakened. This sense of more-than-me seems to gently inform me of new possibilities beyond what I know, possibilities that feel just right for my life in the context of how it is lived now. And if I am able to give my consent to what wants to happen in me, I feel a sense of a new me.


I suggest that this kind of change in our lives happens through no effort of our own other than a willingness to come together in this way as a more or less whole person, and the willingness to give consent to what obviously feels naturally right for my life. I would also suggest, given my personal spiritual tradition, that what is awakened in me is a conscious awareness of the Presence of the Holy Spirit, informing me of how I could be and giving me the strength I need to embrace this.  


So there are two things that happen. I become inspired as to what is needed in my life right now as a next right step and I am given the empowerment I need to embrace this. What is left for me to do is to give my consent, nothing more, nothing less. This is the process needed to change our lives fundamentally. This is the process that is needed to rethink the unthinkable. This is the process needed to become the Whole Person we were always meant to become from the beginning. This is what it is to be born again to new life. But as every mother knows, giving birth to a new life is both joyful and painful at the same time. Giving birth to growth changes in our lives contains both the sense of new life and new possibilities. This can be painful because what is new is a stretch beyond what is familiar and comfortable.

Life Is Full of Opportunities when We Can See Events as Opportunities!

Twenty-nine years ago I suffered several back operations for a herniated disc and it looked like I would have a chronic back problem all my life, perhaps with more operations etc. To say that my back problem was a gift and an opportunity back then would have been crazy- making for me at the time, but not now. The back problem changed my life; it changed the way I look at life. I have a different attitude towards my life now, and what a gift that has proven to be. Now I see events that happen to me as gifts. They may have happened accidentally, but they did happen, and now maybe they can be seen as opportunities that at first were unclear.

At the same time it is still easy to believe that I can’t make changes that I really want for myself. I have a negative belief system that tells me that the more I want something the less I can get it! It tells me that no matter what I do, how hard I try, no good will come of it! It suggests that it would be much wiser to put myself in the hands of those who know or those who can! Only they can fix me, I can’t! So goes this belief!

In Focusing we know this voice as the voice of the critic speaking. There is a critical part of me that says I can’t. It is a voice that tends to undermine rather than give support. It is easy to believe it because it is very clever and it often undermines with half-truths. And it is partly true; I can’t do this all on my own, make the fundamental changes I need to grow in my life. I need the intercession of something larger than myself to take me there. What is that?

A year ago I had an eye operation that rendered me blind in my left eye due to an infection caused by contamination during the operating procedure. Staphylococcus-epidermidis, a postoperative bacterial infection, is a major cause of hospital-acquired infections.  Of course I felt helpless as to what could be done, but I could make room for the pain of it with a Wholebody Focusing attitude. Because I felt so upset and so full of pain I felt the need for someone to sit with me while I listened to myself and to the eye that was infected. What transpired was remarkable and unexpected. The eye itself seemed to tell me to give the prescribed medication space and time to do its work. My fears and negative expectations were not helpful. In time I started to see again, gradually at first, until the sight was almost completely restored. But there was so much more that came in the healing process that was totally unexpected. I became aware of how I used this eye to control what I see! Now the right eye, the one that was habitually lazy, had to grow and live up to its potential! This brought subtle changes in the way I process information.  Questions arose; maybe I don’t need to see as well with this eye as I think I do? Maybe there is something I need even more? Maybe this eye condition points to that?

Once again I was given an opportunity to access my inner knowing process to not only help in the eye-healing process but also my own healing process in becoming more whole. I began to uncover so much more in what was truly needed in my life now. I feel so grateful for this opportunity! An eye specialist really couldn’t have helped me with the larger story. She could attend only to the eye, not to me. This is like my back problem: as it began to heal, it gave me the opportunity to think in this new way and what a gift that has been for my life as I look back on it now!

This is the starting point in Wholebody Focusing. In the end the question still remains: what is this someone or something that I sense is larger than me that can help me make changes needed to grow my life? What is this someone or something that can give me a sense of the next step as well as the energy needed to take it?   Who is this, what is this, and is some kind of relationship possible? How and in what way? Why is giving consent so powerful? How can I access this power? Wholebody Focusing addresses these questions experientially.

Does the Wholebody Focusing Process Speak to You?

Now that I have put out what Wholebody Focusing has been for me, I think what I am coming to in this article is the question: how can my life experience benefit you?  How can Wholebody Focusing enrich your life and give you a skill you need?  

I invite you to take a moment to choose something that is troubling you, something that is more than a thought, something that you can sense in your body.

· Think about how you normally relate to this issue. It could be a worry about events in your life, a problem to solve, or it could be a physical condition that seems to be getting worse.

· Notice how you normally would handle such discomforts. What do you do when worry happens or your body signals, “something isn’t right?”

· Notice if you seem to be alert or on edge. Has this become a chronic condition?

· What is your immediate reaction to any form of distress? 

· Notice what you do as a response to stress that has become so habitual that it is almost automatic.

· Does what you do solve the problem? 

· Is inner peace of mind restored?

You may notice that this kind of inner dialogue is going on all the time. Without even noticing it, your organism is giving you signals continuously and you are responding to these signals not only continuously but also almost automatically and you hardly notice. Everything seems just fine until suddenly one day the normal response patterns don’t work.  Panic seems to be part of it and compounds the problem. Now comes the question, what to do?

This is the point where it would be very useful to have a skill you can trust. When the normal patterns of taking care of yourself break down, and yet something inside you is demanding attention and you don’t know what to do, Wholebody Focusing might be a very useful skill for dealing with these signals. Wholebody Focusing is really a listening skill, a very special kind of listening skill that enables one to listen to a bodily felt sense of a problem that has a body-based signal calling for your attention. Listening to what is there, listening to a body-based signal and allowing it to inform you of what might be needed is a very different way to respond to these kinds of signals. Isn’t the normal reaction an effort to try to silence the signal itself rather than choose to listen to it?

Conclusion

There is no right way to be with these kinds of problems, but there are ways that could be more life-affirming than others. I suggest that Wholebody Focusing is such a way, a skill in fact; more than a skill, it is a process of being with an issue in a way  that is very different from what we are used to. We may not be able to change the condition or situation, but we can change the way we carry it, a way that is potentially life-affirming rather than one that leads to depression and finally to the bitterness that so often comes with despair.

What we offer is a process that has really worked for us, and has been tested over many years. We have found it a safe way to be with something troubling inside, something that we would normally avoid facing because we don’t know how or would be too afraid! Now we feel we have a skill we can trust to face fears, those scary signals that tell us that something isn’t right, or something is out of sync, or something just needs attention.

Wholebody Focusing, a fully embodied listening skill, offers an opportunity to explore those signals that call for our attention, with the trust that by doing so we can expect a positive outcome, even if the facts of the issue remain unchanged. What has changed is the way we carry the issue, and that is what really counts. We feel confident we can face an issue that is problematic, knowing that we have a good chance to find some space and inner peace with ourselves regardless of what unfolds. This is not a denial of the problem; in fact, by creating a sense of distance from the issue rather than drowning in it, we are better able to see what is possible. Is it not easier to accept what I am, knowing what is possible, than to continue to fight the impossible?

Epilogue:  Wholebody Focusing Can Be Taught


The Wholebody Focusing process is teachable.  To start, it is a process that really calls for a teacher, a partner or a good listener, someone willing to be present to you without any agenda, someone who is willing to hear you and accept you just the way you are, without trying to fix you or give you advice or help you in any way other than to act as a caring presence.


Again there are many ways to learn this process or to use this process in a way that fits your own life and practices. I like to teach people Wholebody Focusing related to   a life-changing situation. We might explore this situation through Wholebody Focusing combined with something they love to do, maybe a creative discipline like movement or dance, or painting, writing or singing; maybe it is a particular path towards self-discovery or a spiritual journey. Gene Gendlin suggests that Focusing works best in conjunction with another discipline and I fully agree with him.


However, experience teaches me this is not a process that can easily be done on your own. It needs another person just like we need the presence of another person in order to grow.  I think it was Paul Tillich who said – we become a person in the presence of another person and in no other way.

If I were to name a mission statement at this point in my life, this is how it would read:

· I want to touch into my own inner wisdom and empowerment as the place and source of what I want to share.

· I want to create a safe enough space for clients to discover their own inner wisdom and inner empowerment. 

· I want to provide a way for clients to find the courage within them to touch into an issue that they would normally avoid as too scary or too uncomfortable to be with. 

· I want clients to find a safe way to get to know about this issue in order to experience the means whereby this issue can move forward from an empowered place inside of them.

· I want my clients to come to know themselves in the largest meaning of what it is to know the self!

In my own life I have learned over time that to come to know and accept my dysfunctional habits without judgment is the biggest and hardest step to take. And yet I have learned that this is the starting point, this is where the deeper, larger self calls us to attend.  I have learned that it is the whole embodied self that creates the safe space for truth (what is) and possibility (what is possible) to co-exist at the same time. This is where and how change happens and more.


I want to teach my clients a way to access this inner knowing, an inner knowing that comes out of a sense of the whole in relationship to a part, in some kind of dynamic movement that seems to move the whole life process forward from within, in ways we can’t imagine.  And I realize I can teach only what I know and what I live forward.  Now I come to realize this is all I really know.  

I would like to end with something that I discovered on my journey that is particularly meaningful to me.  I came to realize that when a part of me is able to feel loved, it wakens to its own healing.

Kevin McEvenue, March 17, 2002

The Story of a Man in Conflict

I am a man who has always been in conflict with himself and this conflict effects everything I do, the way I function in the world physically, mentally, emotionally, spiritually. As I get older I realize what a toll my life struggle has been on my organism as the signs of wear and tear painfully emerge. I begin to realize the way in which I use myself effects the way I function at so many levels. Knowing this makes me wonder if change can happen, given that much of this is unconscious?


The reality hits home in scary ways when I begin to see how chronic patterns of behavior have really damaged the way the body works. I have become more aware how parts of me have been over-worked and worked in ways they weren't designed to function. Other parts are not functioning at all. I become aware how some parts overcompensate for other parts that are frozen or unable to function as they were meant to.


Now I see the problem that my life's conflicts have caused. I see how these conflicts have prevented me from living my life to its fullest potential. I sense my limitations. I sense how I function in partial paralysis. What can I do about this?

Wholebody Focusing can help


Wholebody Focusing gives me a safe structure to become aware of how the body acts as a "container." Parts of me suffer the experience of what is happening. It gives me the opportunity to be aware of what it is I am doing now, and at the same time to become aware of what is possible. It is holding both at the same time that opens me up for a new experience that is more life supporting. There seems to be no other way to effect change.


Wholebody Focusing invites a whole new way of thinking in activity. The real shift in consciousness for me is to accept myself just the way I am in this moment. The doorway into change is the ability to be able to sit compassionately and empathetically with what is happening. The ability to be with something that seems to want my attention without knowing why, that's the starting point.


When I make more room for whatever needs my attention I often become aware of an inner stirring inside me that seems to be inner-directed and actually moves me with a purpose all its own. It is then that I know something new is happening. Sometimes it feels like a silent inner guide who gently nudges me towards another way of being with myself beyond what I know. And then I seem to be able to hold in consciousness both; a part of me that needs attention (my sense of what is happening now), and a sense of the "more" in new possibilities.


For example, I sometimes find I am being moved in ways I know are beyond my usual limitations. My mind is saying I can't do this and at the same time my body is doing it! It is the movement itself that seems to take me from a place that is all too familiar to a place I don't know. This new place may feel a little uncomfortable as it is unfamiliar, but it also feels just right.

Understanding is not enough


Much of my life I have tried to understand myself in all kinds of different ways. Why am I the way I am? A lot of knowing has come. But it never seems to touch on the dynamics of what I am "doing to myself' in a way that brings change. I might know that I am in conflict, but I can't actually get a handle on the conflict itself. I need to find a safe way to bring it into my full awareness, see it for what it is and name it. Change seems to follow from this kind of attention.


It is my ability to notice how I function physically when in conflict, that enables the body both to show me "what I am doing to myself' and at the same time offer me ways of moving through this conflict that are more self - supportive. Experience tells me that change can't happen unless the body has a handle on a better way of being!

“You've Got Glaucoma, Mr. McEvenue!"
That's what I thought I heard the Doctor say that day that I sat in her office, getting the results back from a battery of eye tests. Next thing you know, I am drowning in full-blown panic. What she actually said was, "You are a candidate for glaucoma." In my panic, I hear through the filter of other times and other places. I remember when I heard a doctor say a long time ago, "You have degenerating discs Mr. McEvenue. After you recover from these operations there will be more."

Once again, I feel I have been given a life sentence with all the helplessness that has gone with it born of past experiences. And this time, I hear myself say, "I am getting old, I am going to die, I am going blind. I'm powerless to change here. Help me. Take care of me. You do it. I can't. I don't want to know! ..."

Is there a familiar ring in all of this?

Wholebody Focusing -An Action Step
I know I don't want to have to take the medication. I know that if I start to take

the drops for glaucoma I will be taking them for the rest of my life, probably in increasing dosages as I age. I don't want to, it feels like a life sentence. The reality is loud and clear. This part of me is beginning to wear out, beginning to stop working as it is meant to. My back was the first sign of this, years ago and now it is my eyes. And this time it is about pressure. The effect of pressure build-up in my right eye is leading to a serious situation that could end in blindness. What to do?

What I can do is Listen to myself. I can listen to that part of me, the right eye that seems to be suffering some kind of eye pressure that could develop into glaucoma. The Wholebody Focusing Listening Process has really helped me to begin to uncover how I carry the experience of being under pressure. I was aware that I am wee bit tense at times. And when I felt under pressure, I would just have a drink or two and some great food. That usually helped me get back to my oId self again.

This time I decided to do something different. I spent some time getting in touch with my right eye, saying hello to it, sensing into it. And then suddenly my attention was drawn down to my throat. There's the pressure! It's in my throat! And then I notice my neck is stiff and how tight my jaw is too. As I sit with all of that I get a real sense of how I cut myself off at the neck. No wonder there is pressure building up in the head, especially in the eyes. I am choking off the natural flow of energy and everything that goes with it. And I think; I have got to know more about this thing I do. That's the issue here. It is what I am doing to myself that is causing the pressure build up in the eyes. It is a surprise that it begins in the throat.

Over time, I become aware of the whole posture of “What it is I am doing that is so preventing.” It is a wholebody experience. It is also a piece of my life story and it is as rich as it is informing. It connects me more with me in who I am and why. And then one day the unexpected happens. It shifts. It lets go. The choking-off posture suddenly eases and a gentle flow begins to happen all through me once again, moving right through the whole body. I don't understand it. It just happens. And it happens in ways I couldn't possibly describe. It seems to happen allover and all at once. And then I feel in sync with myself again. 

What Happened to Stop Me from Choking Myself?

I don't really know. I allowed myself to become aware of the posture and of that sense of what I am doing to limit the flow of energy throughout my body. Maybe it is that simple. I just became aware of the posture itself. I do so in a way I call wholebody because it is as though every cell in me registers this. Maybe it was the awareness that enabled some kind of shift to happen? And then the body itself seemed to show me a whole other way of being and functioning beyond this habitual need to control that is so familiar. Maybe it was because I began to accept myself just the way I am and to trust that change happens directly out of what is there.

I noticed that when the shift happened, and the choking off posture eased, I felt more alive, more full of life and energy. I felt more whole. I sensed the whole of me. I could even feel the flow of energy moving right though me. And that felt so good as it felt light and easy and effortless. It is something I have always wanted for myself and didn't even know I wanted it until I experienced it. And the biggest surprise of all is that I felt so loving towards myself and at the same time I felt love

What Did I Do That Was So Different?

This is my story of a life crisis; a physical dysfunction that was really beginning to get me down. Rather than turn my back on it, cut it off from my consciousness even more, I embraced it. I allowed it to be there even more. That's what made all the difference. I did something contrary to what I would normally do instinctively. Instead of pushing it away, I welcomed it into my life even more. I invited it to become even more present in my body just the way it was, with an attitude of unconditional acceptance of where it is, how it is, how it needs to be, right now. That was the starting point for more to happen. This was the new step. I made friends with a part of me that wasn't living up to the way I wanted it to be. I accepted it with compassion just the way it was. And then I was gifted.

Just a Beginning!
This was just the beginning of an empathetic relationship between me and my eyes and a life story around pressure and control in my life. The good news is that the deeper I get into the story, the more the pressure releases and all kinds of changes happen in my life that seem to be for the better. That's exciting. 

Some Personal Observations

The need for a Good Listener

I want to say this right away. It is not easy to spend time with myself like this on my own. I need a good listener to keep me company and help me stay with what is there and prevent me from trying to interfere with it.

Putting the focus of attention into the movement

I put my attention into what is moving me rather than in the pain itself. It is as though the movement gives me something positive to hold on to. It keeps me safe as I move through and beyond what is familiar to a whole new place inside that I don't know.

The Posture Set is the Handle

The full posture set appears i.e. the thing that I am doing in order to protect myself or defend myself, that becomes the handle. I resonate between the body sense of the posture with a sense of the whole of me. And then something more happens between the two of them. 

And that's all that is needed!

It is the spending time in the experience, the physical experience of myself coming more alive and moving in new ways that seems to be what is wanted here, nothing more is needed.

Understanding is something else
Understanding, the need to know, to understand, insights, they may come, but they are the secondary not the primary focus. The primary focus is being in the experience itself. Nothing more is needed. Any agenda beyond a willingness to just be in the experience seems to gets in the way of what the experience itself can bring.

The Inner Guide often says nothing.

This inner-directed experience itself is often non-verbal, pre-verbal and pre-cognitive. The only sign of anything happen is often just subtle movements that seem to have a mind of their own. It is not easy to stay in this kind of place because the mind wants something to get its teeth into. It may feel very uncomfortable being in an unclear place of not knowing or not understanding. This is what the mind does for us, it wants to know, understand, and figure out in order to feel safe and to keep us alive. It needs to check with past experience and compares that with now. If there isn't a match it feels very uncomfortable. The mind likes to be with what it already knows. So it takes courage to stay with this pre-verbal, pre-cognitive experiencing that is still unclear and not yet knowing.

The attention is on bodily functioning as the threshold into more.

Wholebody Focusing is about changes in functioning toward ways that are better or more natural. It is not about knowing that leads to more knowing, although that can be a part of it. This process sits with the context, stays in the part of us that experiences, that responds physically to what is happening in us. And as we sit with and notice what is there, we become more aware of how we respond to life situations specifically and also how we could do it differently.

The Experience of others

I think of Paul and how he sat one day paying attention to his wrists that had suffered from carpal tunnel syndrome for several years. I remember how they suddenly changed, and how he felt so much better afterward. He doesn't know why or how. But, they just did, they just changed themselves.

And then I remember Kay and how difficult it was for her to just allow movement to happen in her body and not know why or where it was going. With a scientifically trained mind like hers, it wasn't easy to just allow movement. It was hard for her mind to simply stay with the movement without knowing the reason why. It wasn't easy for her to walk away and be satisfied with just having spent time with herself like this without expectation. And I remember how she felt so much more in sync with herself a short time later.

And I remember the story of Teruko too. I recall how during her first Wholebody Focusing experience, she touched down into the very essence of herself and discovered that she is a part of so much more. It was a very rich spiritual experience for her and it came directly out of her own body.

A time for Self Loving:
One day when I spent time with myself like this what came was a deep self loving experience that in words might have said: "When a part of me feels loved it awakens to its own healing."

One More Thing: The value in Listening Empathetically.
I have discovered that if I can listen empathetically to another person's experience, I can open up to new possibilities in me that I couldn't have known without this experience.

 For example, how could I know what it is to be "open minded" unless I have had a bodysense of someone who is very open minded in a way I have never been? I want to work with others, to share truth and share empathic moments with others who have the quality of "open mind" or other qualities I don't have - in abundance! This seemed to be a gift that comes in healthy empathic relationships. And the more empathic I become, the more I am able to expand and enrich my own experiences of what it is to be human.

Once I have learned to be empathic to the experience of others I can begin to become empathic with my own. I can begin to have an empathic relationship with parts of me that need special help or special attention. I can begin to listen to these parts and learn how they are. When I can do this something changes. There is a kind of shift and the part in question seems to find its rightful place in the whole of me once more. Or, I can ask a part of me how it might perform a certain action even better than how I normally do. 

For example, I can go for a walk and ask my legs and feet to walk me. They do and it feels very different, so much lighter and freer than my usual walk. What I notice is that there is something in me that is walking me. At the same time there is a "me" that is able to observe this happening. When I do it this way I can choose and even fine tune what is happening. I also realize that this mind-body connection doesn't happen when I am too caught up in expectation of how it should be, or how I want it to be.

 This is about me being the observer of what is happening and at the same time recognizing there is something in me that can carry out my desire effortlessly! And more. It is about me being in relationship with something in me that knows how to function naturally beyond my own imagining! What a great companion to have inside of me!

Kevin McEvenue (Published in The Focusing Connection November 2000)
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