How to be present in the body when we experience difficult emotional states.

Sensations that are difficult to contain, even unbearable, rarely take the form of physical pain that cannot be tolerated.  What is intolerable is usually cognitive or subtle-body component of the sensation.  That is, deeply-held attitudes prevent us from fully entering into certain emotions or sensations.  Some of the more common intolerable sensations that herald a loosening of old egoic patterns experiences and an expansion into a more authentic existence are listed below. This is not an exhaustive list, only an illustration.  

1. Body-boundary shifts: fragmentation, dismemberment, expansion/ contraction

Union with the image brings critical changes in the sense of body boundaries. With our “I” so intricately connected to our bodily reality, the sensation of imploding, exploding, or disintegrating can be highly threatening.  In such fragmented states of mind, shifting the sense-of-self to the spaces between the scattered particles of our being encourages connection with the larger matrix of consciousness, rather than the fragmentation itself.  Resting in the arms of the containing consciousness, we can more easily let such fragmenting or dismemberment occur. We may resist sensation of expanding to fill the room, the country, or even all of outer space.  We may also oppose the sensation of growing smaller, into a tiny dot perhaps.  These sensations are “ego-dystonic,” not me. “I” am not that small or that large.  (Lewis Carroll knew  about these shape-shifing domains and described Alice going through them in Wonderland.) . 

Our identities are fluid and can stretch far beyond and beneath our usual bounded sense-of-self.  Birth of the new may require us to expand or shrink to reflect the new presence. As with all novel sensations, boundary shifts require some degree of disidentification with the body if we are to feel them through, since almost by definition they expand our sense of who we are and our relation to the world. For instance, women often have unconscious, culturally prescribed, prohibitions about the danger of taking up too much space that impedes energetic expansion. Being “too big” has become associated with punishment and dread.  The cult film The Attack of the 50-Foot Woman is just one example of this fear being played upon.

2. Pressure in the head or eyes

The head is sacred ego country. Often we stay “in our heads" for a feeling of security even when the rest of the body is allowed to expand, disintegrate, and so forth.  When the familiar sensations of the head go, we experience profound disorientation, a true launching into the unknown. The impression that the boundaries of our head are changing in any way can be unendurable, producing pressure or stabbing, anxiety headaches.  On a more mundane, but imminently practical level, the fear of the pain of a threatening headache will arrest the flow of the daimonic image.  The prospect even of this sheer discomfort may cause us to shy away from sensations associated with the head area.  Neck and shoulder pressure often hold rage: the desire to choke, beat, or strangle. Since rage is commonly cut off by many people in our culture, it is wise to suspect it may underlie any tensions that present themselves around the head.

When the image unites with the body, it needs to unite with the whole body. Sometimes the imaginal union will seem complete, except for the head.  This is a sign of partial union, at best, and probably indicates a split-off state of consciousness.  In this case, the  body/mind split is reflected physically as a sense-of-self located in the head, observing the body -- down there -- merging with the image.  When the sense-of-self resides in containing consciousness, that larger field holds the entire body, including our precious head.  For the daimon to reunite with and become present in the body, our identification with the head must go, for the imaginal partner will not consummate a headless union.

3. “Hunger” or “thirst” in the throat, chest, and belly

Early body-based "memories" often need to be cleared before the image re-enters the body.  Such memories relate to the foundational sense of who we are.  Subtle body hunger or thirst sensations lead to “oral” feelings of vulnerability, dependence, and neediness — another group of feelings routinely rejected in the West.  Often these feelings are intolerable to us (particularly to men).  Involuntary movements of the mouth to bite, suck, or nurse that may be activated as part of the imaginal flow are extremely ego-alien to most adults.  These sensations may relate to early deprivation, an inborn pattern, or a religious feeling (hunger and thirst after contact with God), depending on what level we tap into. They often connect with a sense of longing, loss, or grief, and will disappear once we can endure the emotional pain of lack – of not having received what was once so desperately needed.  Longing may also reveal a need for the nourishment of the daimonic source, which has been called to mind by the nearness of an emerging image. The temptation is always to act out the feelings and try to satisfy the longing with food, drink, or drugs.  Craving for a chocolate malted milk is always a give-away for me that these feelings want to be acted out. Still, malteds taste especially good at these times.

4. Strength: tingling energy surges throughout the body

As the numinous image re-enters the field of the subtle body, sensations associated with power and strength naturally emerge.  These tingling energy bursts, which may feel like body expansion, may be more difficult for women than for men.  Feelings of strength can be frightening when we fear we may act them out destructively or attract hostility to ourselves.  Perhaps we have been attached to an unconscious image of ourselves as small, meek, and helpless.  Perhaps we are not willing to face the responsibility such strength implies.
5. Sensations of falling or dizziness

The sensation of falling into an endless space commonly  precedes imaginal episodes.  Actually, we need to fall into the darkness of the subtle body, because it is there that the union with the daimonic image takes place.  Thus we need to get accustomed to the free fall of the mind.  Falling sensations generate fear, disorientation, confusion, and lack of groundedness as perceptual reality loses its substantiality.  “Falling” seems to signal that we are entering into a space of unknowingness, where we will lose our bearings, the security of our ordinary world. A free fall that seems to have no end may also bring up feelings of fragmentation or despair. We need to be able to let ourselves "fall," remembering from within the containing presence that the fall is intrapsychic. The creators of Back to the Future: The Ride at Universal Studios in Los Angeles captured this inner geography of dizziness and falling and used it to produce one of the most popular attractions there.  We yearn to confront this fear of falling into our craggy depths.

6. Genital excitement/tension

We may think we enjoy being sexually stimulated -- perhaps, but not as the annihilating daimon beckons.  We commonly numb or restrict the sense of numinous sexual excitement that invariably accompanies the daimonic image reuniting with the body. We know that sexual desire and pleasure are deeply defended against in our culture that values self-sacrifice, work, and delayed gratification.  Repressed desire may feel like anger or fear until we notice the heat being generated in our genitals.  The daimon generates unitive sexual impulses which connect our sense-of-self with a larger more permeable world.  Surprisingly, many fears accompany the pleasure of such sexual excitement. 

Might we not act on our impulses, unleashing some diabolical sexual fantasy?  Or perhaps we will attract unwanted sexual advances.  We may unknowingly fear that the sexual energy will reach the heart, its intensity breaking open levels of pain we are not yet ready or willing to handle.  Most of us do not realize how much we block or move to act out sensations of sexual pleasure.  Obsessive sexual attractions can drain off the pressure of these sensations that accompany the rising of  powerful images, and probably occur often as the daimons begin to arise.  Falling in love, we project the daimon onto the attractive other in order to avoid it in ourselves.  If we can pay close attention to our attitudes regarding sexual excitement, we may discover our defenses.  When we can be reassured that it is safe to feel sensations of delight, we may be able to allow the edge of sensual excitement to grow and the daimonic intensity along with it.

7. Pressure or pain in the heart

Pain in the area of the heart often signals unlived grief, the natural accompaniment to loss.  By the time the daimonic image begins to reunite with the body, we will have become accustomed to grief.  Insight, the unio mentalis, brings plenty of grief as illusions die, and we begin to accept formerly rejected parts of ourselves.  The loss associated with integration, the reunion of the daimon with the body, provokes greater changes even than those experienced at the level of insight.  The entire body-self is alchemized by the unio corporalis.  Reunion with the body activates unpredictable changes in us.  Furthermore, it may take years to open up to the bodily pain of the past.  Historical events, such as trauma in infancy or childhood, may have frozen us on a deep “cellular” level.  

Unacknowledged grief freezes feeling.  Unfreezing implies entering into rage, terror, and vulnerability that the frozen panic has successfully blocked for so long.

Thus, letting the heart break means death to a former way of life.  Are we not as attached to our emotional outlook as we are to our familiar body patterns?  We may profoundly distrust life, perhaps with good reason.  We may severely limit our trust in certain people or situations.  Or we may naively trust without discrimination.  Each time the heart breaks, we crack through a way of being in the world to a new emotional perspective.  The heart radiates as another center of our sense-of-self--probably more effective than head--connecting all parts of the body.  A new experience of heart requires a shift in the entire way we feel ourselves.  The parameters of the heart, our capacity to feel the world, define deeply who we are.  Grief changes her, as we let go of a subtle pattern in our lifestyle.  We may need to go through deep personal pain about our birth, childhood, lost possibilities and people, the suffering of others, the fate of the planet, before we begin to feel more fully our connectedness. The expanded heart embraces our mysterious link with animals, nature, other people, history. Stephen Levine suggests we cultivate the attitude "let it break," to help us stay with the star-dust scattering of the breaking heart as part of our daily lives. Such breaking may be deeply impersonal and subtle, connecting us to the most delicate inner archetypal realms, or dramatically personal and physical, as we re-live abandonment, abuse, or betrayal.

We may be concerned for our physical well-being.  We may fear suffocation as the waves of the breaking heart spread into the throat; or perhaps we fear a heart attack from throbbing chest pressures.  We may resist the tears that often accompany a breaking heart or the moans, the groans, the little animal sounds that seem so foreign to the mature adults we fancy ourselves to be.  Or perhaps it is the uncontrollable body shaking we fear.  Will we fall apart?  The fear is of dying, of not holding together.  And perhaps we will actually need to be held to let this break happen, by an outer, as well as inner, mother figure.  In times of heartbreak, let us allow ourselves to be held.
8. The “unbearable lightness of being”
Finally, a floating, airy presence may intrude as we relax more into our bodies.  Even this can be alarming, as we are accustomed to sensing ourselves as physical material beings.  Deep relaxation, a loosening of major constrictions, can produce an all-over lightness that threatens our sense of solidity. Can we allow ourselves to become air, unbearably light, wafting with the wind, dissolving so intimately into the world around us?

Excerpted from S. Dennis, Embrace of the Daimon, Nicholas-Hays: York Beach, ME, 2001, pgs. 134-139.

