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Kinesthetic Spirituality
Spirituality connotes the mind, the heart, the soul – the ethereal.  When you think about spirit and spirituality, you don’t think about the body but rather of the soul.  This is a distinction that was created years ago by Plato and thinkers in the three great western traditions – Judaism, Christianity and Islam.  The soul and the body are separate entities requiring and serving different masters.  A kinesthetic spirituality speaks to a different sensibility, one that we should pay attention to if we – at least some of us – are to have a spirituality that carries power and purpose.

A kinesthetic experience is one of a sense of movement and feeling.  A person moves his arm and senses the kinesthetic movement of that limb.  Speaking in the first person, I move a foot, barely aware of the movement, but kinesthetically sense that it has moved from one place to another.  Our self-experience of our body is very kinesthetic.  The pleasure of an infant in being carried and suckled by a mother is kinesthetic.  The excited pleasure of a toddler being tossed into the air by the sure hand of her father is also kinesthetic. Take a look at how universal and longstanding these experiences are.  Witness how Disneyland serves the kinesthetic nature of both children and adults alike (if you can tolerate the rides).  Hordes of people flock to southern Florida throughout the year to experience a Ferris wheel, a magical ride, a swift roller coaster or a scary encounter.  Many of these experiences are kinesthetic – the sense of the body moving in space.  Disneyworld is testimony to the power and ubiquity of the kinesthetic in our lives: the pleasure – the fear –the excitement – and the surety of the body’s capacity to withstand and return to normal.  And, like other aspects of human experience – cognition, sexuality or love - the kinesthetic can also be a vehicle for spirituality and devotion to God.  The reason lies in our youth.

As a child and adolescent psychiatrist, I am very aware of the way of we bring childhood experiences into our adult world.  The soft, tender touch of lovers reawakens similar softness of touch in early childhood.  Indeed, intimacy is easier for someone – in my opinion – who has had a mother who held him.  The familiar pleasure of a blanket held by an infant – a blanket that carried mother’s essence inside (either imagined or real) becomes, in adulthood, the pleasure of a familiar smell, song or, better yet, that special feel of an old sweater.  The kinesthetic is everywhere, just like our memories are deeply everywhere.  

Before a child develops words to describe experience, he or she has the kinesthetic, the tactile, the olfactory and with it, the sweet appreciation of reliability.  Some of us were tended to nicely when we were infants.  When we cried, we were fed; when we were wet, we were changed; when we were frightened, we were tended to.  These memories are not verbal and often not even visual, but kinesthetic and beyond words.  It is the infant’s simple knowing that things will work out, that there is always someone there when he or she is in need.  Eric Erikson called this accomplishment – Basic Trust.  It is beyond words, underneath words, before words.  And so is much of spirituality.

Yearning for God in whatever tradition we deal with – is the deep wish to get close to an entity that is simply beyond words.  The mystics in many traditions bring down to us just how inadequate words are to truly express their experience of God.  While I do not mean to deconstruct their experience into infantile longing, it is fair to say that these mystical experiences probably are informed by the early life of each mystic when he or she was little.  Once again in the first person; when I pray, I put on a prayer shawl – a Tallis.  I wrap myself in the Tallis and murmur my prayers urgently to my God.  The child psychiatrist in me knows that being wrapped in a large cloth, yearning to get close to an entity bigger than myself, awakens pre-verbal feelings that are kinesthetic and connected to my early life.  I don’t need to have a memory of my mother holding me, or somebody tending to me properly, when I was hot, cold or hungry.  The Tallis becomes a powerful experience of faith because a channel in me is open to the pleasure of the experience of God through the material.  You see, I believe that those who separate the spirit and body are essentially wrong.  They don’t understand the beauty and dignity of our psychology.  They underestimate the power of psychology to build bridges to spirit.  Psychology is not spirit, make no mistake about it, but spirit without a healthy psychology does not pay homage to one of its great sources of power and pleasure.  
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