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“Life can only be understood backwards; but it must be lived forwards.”

—Søren Kierkegaard, from his 1843 journals

“It is as if the land secretes pheromones testifying to its abuse, detectable only by those who are themselves damaged.”

—Jan Zita Grover
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Back to the Body

“OH,” I THOUGHT AS I LEANED AGAINST A LIMESTONE WALL IN JERUSALEM. My fingers slid against the smooth stone, marked by the slow erosion of two thousand years of hands stroking these walls as they walked the same path Jesus would have taken through the city on his way to his execution. The Via Dolorosa. The Way of Sorrows. “Something is wrong.”

I’d been sick for seven days already. Like most people, I was familiar with flus and viruses and infections. But this was different. I was visiting family in Israel, and every day I had woken up feeling worse than the day before. My joints pulsed with discomfort. I couldn’t eat without vomiting. Still, I trusted my body. I trusted the promise of my youth.

You get sick and you get better. Sometimes, you need a pill. But usually your body catches you, like when you stumble and recover without falling.

Except sometimes you don’t catch yourself. You don’t save yourself. You hit the ground hard, and someone else picks up your cross and helps deliver you and the instruments of your murder to their tragic end.

That day, I followed my aunt through the old city.

“Something is wrong. Something is wrong,” I mumbled as I stopped in random shops to vomit. Did I mean something was wrong with my body? Did I mean that it was wrong that one man’s untimely execution at the hands of empire had been co-opted by that same empire and then used against his own people?

It was odd that my aunt—a secular Israeli Jew—had suggested we follow this path on our visit to Jerusalem. Neither of us were Christian. And yet that day, as I walked into illness, I also walked into ancient wounds, through a city that had known empire after empire, fire, genocide, and bloodshed.

I was dumbstruck by the thickness of time. The air shimmered with heat, with violence that refused to disappear after the bodies had been cleared and the slates of history wiped clean. I shook my head to clear the heat, the sour confusion. My cousin Adam grabbed my arm, peering at me with worry: “Are you okay?”

No. I’m not okay. But I didn’t yet have the perspective to be able to say that with confidence. I should be okay. I would be okay.

Wait. Had I ever been okay?

Later that day, as we drove through the desert toward the Dead Sea, I knew something was wrong in my body. It was as if every single one of my cells had shifted counterclockwise. Yes, I looked the same in the sand-scratched mirror outside the showers. I had the same shape. But nothing fit together correctly anymore. There had been a glitch. The matter of me was irrevocably altered.

One day I was well. The next day I was sick. Very sick.

This is the story I told and retold for many years. I told it to myself like a mantra. Perhaps if the words passed through my mouth one more time, I might finally understand what had happened. Maybe a clue would finally become visible, unlocking the possibility of a cure and an explanation.

But no matter how many times I told doctors, friends, and, most often, myself the story of “what happened,” it was impossible to identify the exact moment when I crossed from the kingdom of the vital into the realm of the unwell. There was no line I stepped across. No visible threshold or doorway. I spent years playing detective, trying to retrace my steps. When did I take a wrong turn? How?

The summer leading up to my illness was dripping with watermelon juice. I was sixteen and interning for the local newspaper, a publication that specialized in harvest festivals, escaped chickens, and contentious debates over renovating the ancient library. Luckily for me, my first day of work coincided with the most dramatic day my hometown had seen in years: the older brother of a classmate robbed a bank and there was a high-speed police chase down the winding mountain roads. I fielded tips and worried calls in the humid little office, feeling like I was a star in some indie coming of age movie.

My life was precisely on time. Yes, as a sensitive child I’d often felt out of step with the world and with my friends. Too precocious. Too attuned to suffering. I couldn’t watch movies in which the animal died. I couldn’t spend too much time in shopping malls or amusement parks. I was cynical—untrusting of adults—in a way that my peers were not, as if I had been born already battle-worn. But finally, that summer, I felt like my body and my brain had caught up with the culture.

I fit in. I had a new boyfriend. Blond highlights. A group of friends with such intimacy that we coordinated our movements like a swarm of starlings, dancing through parties in abandoned fields, slipping into swimming holes in unison, passing joints and cigarettes, bottles and cans hand to hand so we could all reach the same sparkling level of intoxication at the same moment, as the same extended organism.

One night, my boyfriend, Tom, took me to a secret lookout on Overlook Mountain and we sat in the back of his truck, kissing, watching moonlight shiver like a silver skin across the serpentine Hudson River in the distance. It was impossible to tell where the sky ended and the land began. Fireflies in the forest below us seemed like embroidered stars, coming to sew us back into the cosmos.

I was set to visit relatives in Israel at the end of August. It would be my first big trip out of the country. Yes, I was bummed to miss a final moment with Tom before he left me behind for college in the fall. But I was going to a new country: literally and figuratively. I could feel momentum coiling inside me. The future was a landscape of delicious possibility.

Misfortune and pain have a way of fossilizing the moment that precedes the fall. I think of those empty silhouettes in Pompeii. Women kneeling next to cooking fires. Children playing in the garden. Life becomes a snapshot. The sweetness of whatever came before is remembered as a Garden of Eden from which we’ve been exiled. When did I eat the apple? When did I damn myself to illness? For one sparkling moment, I stood poised on the brink of healthy young adulthood.

And then I wasn’t standing. I was flat on my back, flung into another story entirely.

Stories can be helpful tools for surviving hardship and navigating complexity. That is, when we craft them as sturdy boats, built to our dimensions and desires. But many stories are bigger than our single lives and desires. Many stories are invisible: so big, so culturally ingrained, that we are blind to the ways in which they drive and constrain our lives.

One of those cultural stories we live inside, but have trouble recognizing, is a story about health and personal responsibility. It’s a story that’s tangled up with theology, anthropocentrism, colonialism, and capitalism. It has very little to do with the happiness and vitality of our actual bodies. The story goes like this: Health belongs to an individual. Health is both a possession and an external reflection of someone’s personal achievements or moral failings. Every individual is personally responsible for the ways in which their body changes, misbehaves, and deviates from the norm. The norm is usually measured against white bodies. Young bodies. European bodies. Male bodies.

We all recognize the narrative from the headlines that come up on our newsfeeds daily: Stress linked to cancer. Early trauma linked to obesity. Obesity linked to overeating. Overeating linked to poor impulse control. Ten ways you can detox your system. Ten ways you are harming your heart health. Ten diets that will prevent stroke.

It’s not just scientific reports and the medical establishment. This story encompasses both traditional and new age spirituality’s obsession with sin and purity. If we are sick, we might have done something wrong in a past life. If we were raped or abused, we probably invited in this “soul contract.” If our cancer isn’t going away, we are not drinking enough celery juice. If we can’t pay for the foods and medicines that might improve our autoimmune issues, it’s because we haven’t yet manifested enough wealth.

Are you feeling bad? It’s probably because somewhere, down the line, you made a mistake. And now everyone knows. Time to prove you can get back on track. Time to pour all your money and energy into getting better.

Getting sick, then, isn’t just a simple bodily experience. It comes with thousands of years of moral baggage. To get sick is to be impure. To get sick is to fail.

In this story—a story I inherited from the culture at large—my illness represented a personal failing. The impurity in me was too dense, too murky, to allow me to return to health. In this story, that summer is a crime scene. Somewhere in that effervescent adolescent romp, I did something that tipped the scales away from health and toward sickness.

Until the age of sixteen, I was healthy. Then I woke up and I was sick. In that story, I lost my body that summer.

But there is another story. One that is very quiet. But one that strikes me as being closer to the truth.

I did not lose my body that summer. Instead, I finally found it.

Now, I look back on the summer leading up to my illness once more, but I slow down the film reel. I peer deeply into my own younger face. Here I am at the same parties, the same swimming holes, the same mountain summits, but I don’t see a healthy young girl anymore. There’s a wild glassiness in her eyes. They are unfocused, almost blind.

I see a girl moving so fast, experimenting with so many drugs, taking so many risks, that she might just be able to outrun confronting the pain she’s been haunted by since early childhood. I see an animal trying to gnaw its leg off to escape a trap.

At some point in my childhood, I decided to leave my body. My brain seemed to work pretty well. And it was faster, cleaner, and happier when it didn’t have to register the unpleasant feelings I associated with my stomach, my legs, my chest, and my throat.

The issue was that no one in my life recognized this dissociation as a problem. In a society that prizes our ability to master our bodies and work against our soft, fleshy needs, my ability to “not feel” my body was rewarded. It was seen as a kind of gift.

“Sophie doesn’t feel cold,” my mom would tell my friends’ parents when I would run outside barefoot, coatless, in the winter, with ice cutting through the soles of my feet.

Brutal cold didn’t touch me, and I was always covered in cuts and bruises and burns. I hardly ever wore coats or tights. I completed insane endurance competitions, running long-distance races and setting the presidential fitness record for number of sit-ups in a minute each year. I contorted myself into weird shapes and dislocated my joints to make friends laugh. I pictured my body as an action figure and my self like a balloon on a string, hovering above. What if I could just float up there forever, safe from the messy suffering of everyday life? What if I never had to come down? Everyone seemed to love the show. That summer, I jumped off cliffs into shallow water. I ducked under no-trespassing signs, climbing up through rusted ruins, balancing on the tops of oxidized cranes that hung over open water. I tried any drug offered to me at parties. I smoked cigarettes I convinced older guys to buy for me from the gas station. I snuck out of the house to ride around in my friend’s car, seatbelt unbuckled, screaming out the window as we hit a hundred miles per hour on winding mountain roads. I forgot to eat for days at a time. I drank until I passed out. Until I vomited. I ran miles and miles and miles barefoot, until the soles of my feet left bloody footprints on the asphalt.

My parents were terrified. It was tricky. I was a gifted and responsible student. My grades were better than ever. I was doing extracurriculars and winning writing awards. It was hard to pinpoint what was wrong. I was not a classically bad kid. In fact, by all superficial metrics, I was doing fantastically. But there was something about my behavior that was increasingly reckless.

Burn me. Fuck me. Humiliate me. I didn’t care. I couldn’t feel anything. I was invincible.

We live in a society that lionizes warriors, athletes, and heroic individuals who “conquer” their fears. Pop psychology has us complete an inventory of our limiting beliefs as we move along the path toward fulfillment. We must confront our fears and mute the parts of us that register terror. Fear is conflated with weakness. Fear is feminized. Fear is bodily.

The only thing we have to fear is the body itself. That soft, fallible organism, which is not immune to trespass, bullets, rape, and the passage of time.

A lack of fear is rewarded by our culture. But it is also extremely dangerous. Fear is not an accidental feature of being alive. It is an evolutionary gift that developed to help us survive.

Fear is the prickle of adrenaline in our system, telling us that a certain place is unsafe and that predators could be nearby. Fear is the correct knowledge that women feel when they walk home alone at night. To ignore that fear is to risk real danger. Fear is the understanding that our well-being is not guaranteed. Fear is a type of humility. We are animals living alongside other animals. We can be eaten. We can be injured. We must proceed with care and caution. Put very simply, fear keeps us from doing stupid things. It keeps us alert. Disembodiment denies us this somatic intuition. It cuts us off from our ability to smell storms, interact with other species respectfully, and taste for the edibility of wild foods.

When we override our fear, we don’t just override our bodies. We override our ability to read and respond to our environments and the messages they are sending us as smells, sounds, and textures.

If we can’t feel pain, we also can’t access the heights of pleasure. If we don’t honor the limitations of a sick body, the body gets sicker. Like walking on a broken leg, refusing to feel can end up making the injury much worse. If you’ve ever been in an accident, you know that physical pain hits you harder the following day, when your fight-or-flight response has dissipated and you finally deliquesce back into the shape of yourself. After the accident, in your home, in your bed, your body senses that it is safe to assess where the damage has been done. But for some of us, the sense of safety never arrives, and the disembodiment continues in perpetuity.

We keep walking on a broken foot. We keep pretending nothing is wrong because to pause to heal is dangerous. To stop and tune into our body is dangerous. We know there is pain to feel and if we felt it all, it could destroy us.

I look at Western culture and how it has terraformed the world, paving rainforests and marshes and wildflower fields under concrete. I’m struck that the way we live seems like a magnified version of dissociation on a culture-wide scale. Our extractive, ecocidal practices create open wounds in the Earth, escalating extinctions and unbalancing weather systems. We pretend that the Earth we burn for fuel, gash for minerals, and mutilate for capital gain is not connected to us. We live above it. We pretend this Earth is not our own body, extended. Just like I retreated into my head when I experienced pain, hovering like a balloon above my body, so has our culture retreated into the notion of human exceptionalism to avoid feeling the suffering it has inflicted on its own larger body.

But we are not floating above this Earth. We are intimately, materially, metabolically linked with every plant, animal, and ecology that is grappling with unimaginable pain and disruption. We have been numb for so long, we no longer understand that the body we are harming is an extension of our own. When we clear-cut a forest or drive another population of birds to extinction, we do not somatically register that we are twisting a knife in our own side.

What happens when your foot falls asleep and you try to wake it up?

It hurts. It really hurts. There’s a reason the sensation is called “pins and needles.” As pressure is taken off the sensory nerve and stimuli begin to flow along their proper channel, our body registers pain signals again. The leg was in pain when it was asleep, but we were blithely unaware. Once we wake the leg back up, this feeling rushes back all at once.

Coming back into our bodies isn’t always the lubricated pleasure bloom therapists and self-help gurus promise. Mostly it burns and prickles and hurts.

But we need to wake the leg back up again to walk, to move, and to survive. We need to wake up to the fact that we live in an intimate relationship with a world that is suffering. The threshold we have to cross is one of extreme discomfort. And most medical and healing paradigms tell us that discomfort should be avoided or medicated. Through force-fed techno-optimism and a constant stream of media distraction, we are encouraged to avoid sitting with silence, with uncertainty, and with howls of pain from the beings that live outside our doors.

But being numb doesn’t just mean we avoid discomfort. It means we are equally denied the full spectrum of physical pleasure and intelligence.

There is a world of wild love and bodily creativity just past the doorway of prickles and pins. There is sex without sin. Delicious, incorrect embodiment. Queerness. Interspecies collaboration. There is a community of more-than-human beings with advice on how to navigate climate change and social collapse.

I think back to myself that summer, skating close to death every day. Throwing my body around like it was a prop I could replace. What if I hadn’t gotten sick? Would I still be alive? Was that girl really so healthy?

There is another story about how I got sick. One that is harder to hold. One that prickles through me like pins and needles. That summer, lightning struck with illness. I finally had no choice but to come back into my body. Physical pain stitched me back into the physical presence I had been trying to escape my entire life.

I didn’t lose my body when I got sick.

No. I finally came back into it. On the Via Dolorosa I came back into my leaky, weeping, feeling body. I could taste my own repressed tears and, deeper than that, under the ancient cobblestones, I could sense a river of older tears that had been forced underground when a human tragedy was turned into religious dogma, stolen, and mistranslated by empire.

There was pain. But there was also pleasure. Finally, there was feeling. Everywhere. There was a big, fat “holy shit!” 
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