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My Soul’s Address 

by Laura Randall
In the parking lot between the two main buildings that house the Harvard Divinity School, there was a labyrinth painted on the pavement.  

It was erased, along with most of the parking lot, during construction last summer.  

I keep meaning to go back to see if the construction project is completed and a fresh labyrinth has been painted.  

If it is not back yet, I hope it will return soon.

That labyrinth was one of my lifelines during Divinity School.  After Hinduism and before Biomedical Ethics, you could probably find me staring at my feet, slowly winding my way toward the center and back out again.  

A lot of the time, I would be lost in my own thoughts as I walked the labyrinth; thinking about the class I had just left, or worrying about all the reading I hadn’t finished for the class I was about to go to.  

Sometimes, though, I was able to focus simply on placing one foot in front of the other, in no particular hurry to reach the center, and be where I was:  

Outside, in a parking lot in Cambridge: hearing the leaves rustle and the traffic pass on the adjacent street, 

seeing my fellow students move between the buildings, 

smelling the grease from the nearby dining hall, 

and feeling the unyielding pavement beneath my feet.  

With some effort on my part, the labyrinth could do its job by getting me out of my head and back into my whole body. 

What’s sad is that, in our culture, it takes some effort to get out of our heads and back into our bodies.  

For hundreds of years we had the dominant religion of the time telling us that our bodies were inherently sinful and these bodies were completely at odds with the divine nature of our spirits.  

Ignoring the needs and desires of our bodies was considered the ultimate in spiritual discipline.  

On the surface, we have gotten over this.  But our Puritan roots run deep.  

Nowadays our bodies are not necessarily sinful, but they are flawed.  But, hey! Good news!  You can buy things to improve them!  

Our bodies have gone from being fleshly chains which tether us to a Fallen world to being just one more piece of property we own and can thus modify endlessly with a never-ending litany of products and services.  

We have gone from one extreme to the other, and yet, the result is the same.  

A false separation occurs between the mind and the body, the spirit and the bones. 

But this separation is an illusion and this illusion can do real harm.

Our bodies are not mewling blobs of craven desire and they are not living vehicles we ride around in.  

They are our homes. 

We live here.  Yours is a body like no other and it is deserving of reverence.

Your body deserves reverence from everyone, but it most especially deserves reverence from you. As Barbara Brown Taylor puts it, it is  “Your soul’s address.”  

Your body is your soul’s address.  

We are embodied souls; intertwined, connected, dependent.  

What could be more miraculous than that?

I think we do ourselves a real disservice when discount our bodies as unworthy of reverence.  

We miss out on many of the things our bodies can teach us about the world and what it means to live in it.  

I’m not trying to discount the intellect here.  I love information more than most.  

But we live in culture where we are bombarded with information almost around the clock.  

Facts, figures, ideas, and opinions are constantly offered up for our minds from every media outlet that surrounds us.  

The Internet, and all the devices we can now access it on, gives us an unfathomable amount of information with a few key strokes.  

Got a question?  You can most likely find the answer with a few key strokes.

Does someone have a question for you?  You can respond immediately.  The world of information and all the work that goes with it has become an anytime, anywhere enterprise.

In an environment like this, it is even easier to discount our bodies and what they might be trying to teach us.  

If we feel tired, we are more likely to get some coffee than to take a nap.  

Got a headache?  Take some aspirin.  

Feeling stiff? Take some more.  

We eat when are not hungry.  

We neglect to eat when we are.  

These are simple things our bodies are telling us.  Babies understand this language very well.  Yet, we often feel so separate from our bodies that even these simple messages, 

messages like: Rest, Heal, Move, Eat, 

are not getting through like they should.  

Living in this swirl of information, with all importance placed on all things of the mind, it is little wonder that we don’t often listen to our bodies and rarely let them teach us.  

What do our bodies want to teach us?  

How about that living an embodied life here on earth is a spiritual experience in itself?

Through our bodies’ pain we can learn about endurance and compassion.

Through our bodies’ pleasure we can learn about joy and responsibility.

Through our bodies’ aging, we can learn about impermanence and interdependence.

Through our bodies producing new life, we can learn about sacrifice and love.

Through our bodies’ death, we can learn about grief and letting go.

There is no limit to what our bodies can teach us if we are willing to let it happen instead of constantly thinking: 

“Not me.  

Not now.  

Not yet.”

Above all, our bodies are saying, 

“Slow down.  

Pay attention to me.  

Pay attention to others.  

Be here.  

Right now.  

Feel this.  

Know this.  

Experience this.  

Pay attention.”

These are not new ideas.

Although some of our body/spirit separation issues do stem from the religious history we have inherited, most, if not all, religious traditions do look to embodiment as the core of human experience 

and the body as the most primal and important spiritual teacher we have.  

The labyrinth that I mentioned before is an ancient spiritual tool which became popular in medieval Christian Europe.  

It was designed to model the journey of the pilgrim, a journey where the physical progress of the body mirrored the spiritual progress of the soul.  

If you could not make the journey to the Holy Land, you could probably make the journey to the center of a labyrinth.  

As the pilgrims neared the center of the labyrinth, it was thought their souls become closer to God.  

As in all things, the labyrinth demonstrates that whether it is a physical or a spiritual path we are traveling, it is the journey and the not the destination that truly matters.  

The labyrinth is meant to be walked, or even crawled, with great mindfulness.  

Slowly and deliberately, in order to turn your entire body into the prayer.  

Because the labyrinth has but a single meandering path to the center and back out again, the pilgrim does not have be concerned about getting lost or making a wrong turn.  

She does not have to worry when the path seems to be heading in the wrong direction, taking her away from the center.  She can trust that the path will get her there eventually and she can focus on the experience of the embodied journey.  

The Buddhist traditions also look to the body as a teacher.  Buddhist pilgrims will often prostrate themselves along each step of their journey.   On each and every step they will get down on their knees and then down on their bellies.  

Such a journey cannot take place in the mind alone.  

After such a trip, I’m sure the pilgrim must know that he is one with his body and the earth he crossed so carefully, feeling the pebbles beneath his palms and breathing in the dust of the miles.

Modern neo-pagans, who seek to reclaim ancient pagan traditions, are perhaps the best known champions for embodied spirituality.  

Although the mind/spirit divide dates back to ancient Greece, so pagans aren’t off the hook with that.

Many pagans today view the earth as the actual body of the Goddess.  As humans are made from and sustained by the same matter as the earth, our bodies are also sacred.  

One popular pagan chant says: 

Earth my body, 

water my blood,

Air my breath,

and fire my spirit.

Another says, “Behold! I am the Goddess! All acts of love and pleasure are my ritual!”  

It doesn’t get much more body-positive than that.

Sacred poetry like the Jewish Song of Songs, the Hindu Gitagovinda, and the Sufi works of Rumi all speak of the relationship of humans to the divine as being like that of lovers.  

The poetry is very sensual and very much centered on the body.
So with experience and worthy tradition on our side, we can conclude that regardless of the age, size, ability, color, or gender of our bodies, they are worthy of respect and reverence.  

This might seem like a self-serving mode of operating in world.  If we really follow this path of realized embodiment, how do we know we won’t all end up as arrogant divas infatuated with the glory that is us?  

Because if we are really making steps toward mindful embodiment, that won’t happen.  

As Barbara Brown Taylor writes,  “One of the truer things about bodies is that it is just about impossible to increase the reverence I show mine without also increasing the reverence I show yours.  My body is what connects me to all other people.”  

If you are having trouble revering your own body, perhaps you can start the other way around.  Revering the bodies of others will certainly increase the reverence you have for your own.  

This matter of embodied reverence is far greater than one of self-esteem.  It is a matter of justice and perhaps our own survival.

Daniel Berrigan, a Roman Catholic priest and peace activist, boiled down the question of justice to that of bodies.  He said, 

“It all comes down to this: 

Whose flesh are you touching and why? 

Whose flesh are you recoiling from and why?  

Whose flesh are you burning and why?”

As we approach Memorial Day, a day when we honor the bodies and spirits of veterans, both living and dead, these are important questions to ask.  

Perhaps your body or the body of someone you love has been touched by violence, as are the bodies of so many of our veterans and the ones they encountered.  

Perhaps the scars you bear are not visible to the eye.  What happens to our bodies happens to our souls as well.  

It is worth asking these questions of ourselves from time to time in the interest of justice:

Are you only touching flesh that looks like yours or that has had similar experiences to yours?  Why?

Are you recoiling from flesh that has been altered by violence or disease?  Why?

Are you burning, literally or figuratively, the flesh of those you believe differently from you?  Why?

The first step toward changing behavior is questioning behavior.  

Whenever I am feeling overwhelmed, out of my body and nearly out of my head, I have to remind myself to breath.  

Focus on the breath is perhaps the simplest and most profound way to slide back into your body and into the present moment.

One of my English professors in college was also a student of Zen Buddhism.  

He began each class with a meditation session.  

To help us along, he would often teach us techniques that would help us focus on our breathing.  

My favorite one is the following:  Please join me if you would like.  Close your eyes and take a deep breath in.  

And breathe out.  

Now as you breathe in, say to yourself, “I have arrived.”  

And as you breathe out, “I am home.”

I have arrived.

I am home.

I have arrived.

I am home.

I have arrived.

I am home.

You are home.  

Your home is lovely beyond measure.  

Honor it.

Enjoy it.

Please join me in saying Blessed Be.

