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This extraordinary work is the personal account of a contemporary woman’s experience of initiation. But unlike the classical experience of initiation that takes place within the protection of culture and society, Janet Adler went through her experience of purgation and illumination mostly alone. It is a story about suffering and insight, and when reading it, one cannot help reflect on the narratives of shamans and mystics who recount their harrowing trials.

Janet Adler is a dancer, and we enter her experience through her body. She writes as though the body tissues are speaking directly to the reader. Adler feels that the body is the text through which mystical visions arise, and she has faithfully recorded her experiences from the body, from the flesh, in such a way that the reader feels taken into the skin, bones and marrow of the poetry of death and resurrection.

I met Janet Adler at the beginning of her initiatic journey. A strikingly beautiful woman, she moved with a freedom and depth that stopped this viewer’s breath. Her thick brown hair and translucent smooth body was electric and subtle. Her face was full of wonder and pain. A spirit was before us, a soul being crafted by its very gestures. Her body was poetry in motion. On reading the remarkable account of her visions and journey, I see that the inside and outside have merged in her narrative. Like her dance, the text that we read is an emanation of a boundariless continuum, an ocean of suffering and poetry that has no horizon, a place that as well is stillness in motion.

Today, there are few refuges for those crossing the great river of change. For Adler, her refuge and healing has been the practice of writing. We too are the recipients of this gift; we are given refuge, an island of beauty to abide on as she moves through her story, her life, her text of embodied suffering and wisdom.

Joan Halifax


PROLOGUE
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Now comes the dawn, winter dawn. As I prepare to offer this book about my direct experience of the mysteries, I can feel that the very energy that so fiercely initiated me is moving in me again this morning. Once more my movements slow down, the pressure behind my eyes pushes forward. I leave all that surrounds me—the rain boots, the dog bowls, the white flowers on the round table in the center of our home, three stems arching out from the blue vase. Lighting the candle as the pressure builds, I step into the hot bath. The water is my medium. The heat, the fluidity, the weight open me.

As I sit down in the water, I look through the glass doors into the back patio. I see the doves, the one white lily, just opening below the ivy-covered cage. We came here toward a wider sky nine years ago, seeking an open landscape to reflect my developing inner sense of emptiness, a vastness, created by my experience of this energy. Our house here receives the light everywhere, so different from the other house where this all began fifteen years ago within the protection, the darkness of New England’s traditions.

This primal energy that has been moving within me, has a name in most cultures, and thus is recognized and integrated into the language, the psyche itself. It is called n/um by the !Kung tribe in Africa, tum-mo by the Tibetans, huo by the Taoists, quaumaneq by the Eskimos, ch’i by the Chinese, kundalini by the Hindus, ki by the Japanese. I can only call it energy, because we have no name for this phenomenon in the West.

For reasons that I do not understand, my nervous system translates this energy into visions. During my initiation, between 1981 and 1986, when such energy spontaneously entered and dominated my life, I received hundreds of visions reflecting archetypal images from several mystical traditions. Visions are different from my dreams because they directly affect my consciousness, occurring when I am awake. They are different from my experience of fantasy because they are made of light or electrical energy. The unusual visual clarity heightens my experience of the imagery as it burns, like fire, within my body.

What a great longing I have had to describe these indescribable experiences of vision—an unending paradox. I know it is the direct impact of the energy, not the visions themselves, that has irrevocably changed my life, yet I feel compelled to record them immediately after they occur, no matter what the circumstances. I write because of a persistent “knowing” that I must, with no embellishment, translate each vision into words. Perhaps I do this to simply bring into form that which originates in formlessness. Perhaps I write words in an effort to help me contain the experience. Perhaps the writing is an expression of hope, hope of communicating, and therefore reducing the loneliness that such experiences create.

Beneath the “knowing” to write in this way is another subtle knowing. Though direct experience of the numinous happens within my body, causing me to perceive life in a completely new way, it is not about me, it is not mine. My body is a conduit for energy destined for the collective body. Since the first vision, I have known, though not known how, that a text must be published. Containing it until now has been imperative. Publishing it, with deep ambivalence, has been inevitable. The experience is inseparable from the offering.

I know that translating the embodiment of these visions into words by tracking the experience is a way of witnessing myself, helping me to stay in a negotiating relationship to the energy rather than to merge with it. I know I am writing sensations vastly beyond accurate description, but my longing to move closer to a truer reflection of my experience is uncompromising. I long to write in a language that embodies the mysteries, to write the experience rather than to write about it. Thus this text, this offering, is by necessity spare and by definition inadequate.

Though my relationship with the energy is profoundly intimate, each time I notice its presence, I am again innocent, not knowing, deeply respectful. I have chosen to fully receive it at this moment as there is space in my teaching practice—there is time before my responsibilities to the outside world begin once more. In this early morning vision, it is apparent that Arching Backward is published.

[image: ] Sitting on a stack of my journals in which the visions are written, I am being burned alive, not by the fire within, but by a fire outside me, ignited and fueled by a determined unconscious, by a white people who don’t understand. I see them watching me burn.

I realize that what happens now in this instant, being misunderstood and thus destroyed, has been an irrepressible fear since the beginning of my initiation. I must be experiencing the perseverance of a cellular memory, a shadow of Western religion’s relationship to the mystic.

[image: ] I see a circle of women and men, mystics who were also burned in this way, standing behind these people who must destroy me. Transparent beings, the mystics are containing, encircling my final burning. Their presence is humbling, helping me to stay in correct relationship to the changing of my form. While I am burning to white bone, those who destroy me with fire step backward into the circle of those who, because of fire, manifest compassion. Becoming one circle, I cannot tell the difference between those who burn and those who have been burned.

I experience the timing of this vision as uncanny, as is often the case. Central in my relationship to these occurrences has been my awareness of and my respect for the organic and sequential order of the content of the visions. When I am living in correct relationship to this process, honoring the demand toward impeccability, I glimpse a synchronicity between the content of the visions and the unfolding of my life.

Yet I knew from the first vision that the content was not about my personal history, to be analyzed within any psychological framework. Because of the preceding ten years of practice of Authentic Movement, a movement discipline that concerns the complex and developing relationship between moving and witnessing, the nature of my experience of the visions was that of receiving them, witnessing them, without interpretation or judgment and without intention to direct or control them. Instead of perceiving the content of the visions from a psychological perspective, the word mystical appeared in my mind as spontaneously as the initiation itself, though I had no cognitive understanding of its meaning, its history, or its roots.

In ancient traditions the embodiment of this energy created sacred experiences that were contained within the ritual and practice of the specific tribe, temple, or ashram. Today, in the lives of many Westerners like me, there is an absence of a living circle, a community in which the spiritual life of the individual is at the center. The absence of a teacher, a language, symbols or texts, a sanctuary or an elder circle magnified my aloneness and my vulnerability. As a marginal Jewess, my connection to a spiritual collective was invisible, the lineage increasingly inaccessible. And my body, a woman’s body, has historically been mostly invisible as a vessel for holding such direct experience of spirit.

Paradoxically, I had no religious beliefs, no meditation practice, yet I was having a profoundly religious experience in the historical sense of that term. Though I believe we are currently experiencing a shift in the relationship between religion and mysticism in the postmodern, Western world, mystical experience has tenaciously and for centuries been described within the context of organized religion.

I knew very little of the philosophies and histories of the world’s religions and nothing of mystical traditions. Neither the concept of spiritual seeking nor the desire for spiritual experience was in my conscious awareness at the time that my initiation began. I had no God who intended this great change within me, who chose me to be challenged in this way or to be graced by such a gift. From my perspective, this particular energetic phenomenon is metaphysical, its potential existing in every person. My experience teaches me that it comes into existence because of the movement of a specific vibrational energy field in the universe, mysteriously touching the vibration of that same energy within a human being. This fusion occurred within my body, creating my devotion to a path of not knowing, yet trusting, a path of direct, embodied experience of a divine energy.

Because of the considerable force that this energy can manifest, psychosis and death are two major dangers inherent in initiatic journeys. I am grateful that psychosis was not a threat to me, perhaps because of the in-depth work I had done as a client in psychotherapy as a younger woman and as a movement therapist for the preceding fifteen years. Such continuous immersion in the ongoing engagement between body and psyche helped me, when I became an initiate, to maintain clear boundaries in terms of ego-consciousnesss, thus protecting me from identifying with the images in the visions, from psychological disturbance.

But death became an active, consistent companion. As though with intention to change my form, it entered my cells through the direct impact of the energy itself and it entered my mind through recurring themes in the vision imagery. Because penetration of the energy occurred so rapidly, so fiercely, and without enough respite between rounds, the depletion of my physical body became a serious problem, a problem that at times became life threatening. A welcomed paradox: I experienced the grace of not having to literally die in order to change form.

Surviving and knowing I had to understand what happened to me, I returned from the intensity of such experiences with a great and ancient need to offer back. A mystical journey belongs to the culture in which it is seeded. The process of return was in itself a paradox because I was always returning to a self that I experienced as new, the old form continually burning away. When I became strong enough, after several years of rest, recovery, and integration, I turned to the writing of mystics to embrace me. Ultimately doctoral work in mystical studies offered me the necessary context within which I could place my personal experiences. Discovering the correct context enabled me to imagine this text safely received by the contemporary culture in which I live.

It was then that I found the other essential element of my return. I discovered the form that organically and thus correctly manifests my experiences, this book. It is a weave of two narratives, of ordinary and nonordinary realities gleaned from journal entries from the initiation years. I remember the moment when I saw an image of my journal recordings of my experiences of the numinous, the visions themselves, pouring down over the edge of the right margin into columns. Such long shafts of words creating images, surrounded by wide spaces of emptiness, remarkably form an energetic resemblance, an invitation to the mysterious, direct experiences themselves.

And within this great mystery, every time another round of energy moves into me, I forget to recognize the signs that alert me to its arrival. I forget to ask for help. I forget to remember the last vision. And I forget still that I have known the gifts of high order, protection, and a profound innocence regarding the entire process. With each new invitation I recognize the suffering, the ecstasy, and once again surrender to the divine forces that be, to the infinite unknown. When it is over, I write, an old story retold anew. And once again I learn that my teacher is the energy itself, the visions, the emergence of a subtle, unmistakable clarity.

As though in labor before a child is born, I experience a knowing beneath the not knowing, beneath the dying of my old form, that I am a participant in transition from one world to another, embodying a passageway toward new life. As dawn breaks into this new day, the hot water of the bath holds me as I see Arching Backward released from the heat of the fire.
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Looking through the glass doors, I see Theo coming down the hill with the dogs. I get out of the tub slowly because, as always, it is very hard to move after receiving a vision. I feel weak and enormously relieved. Pulling on my robe, I let the water out, put the soap dish back, lay the bath mat over the curved edge of this old tub, smoothing it with my hand. I take the candle with me through the door and back into the household where the white orchids in the center of the round table greet me, welcome me home. I am comforted by the candle light now as I fill the kettle, drop the tea leaves into the pot, and reach for two cups. I can see the doves safely held by the ivy twining. I can see one white lily, first opening of spring.
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LYING DOWN
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November 11, 1979

The Crew House

Longing to move, I have come to the studio above the boats. I see the pond through these windows that roll open, out toward and over the water. In here, the floor, walls, and ceiling are of dark wood placed in long, thin strips. Returning again to Authentic Movement, I return to the only vessel that can hold the complexities of my life. As long as I can move and be witnessed within the form of this discipline, I find a way through to a clearing.

I want a witness while I move here, another person to hold consciousness. But I do not want to talk about my experience of my movement and I do not want to hear about my witness’s experience while I was moving. Rosa and I have been spending more and more time together. Recently in conversation we discovered that she wants a moving model at this time in her work as a visual artist. Since I need my witness to be silent, we try this collaborative approach for the first time today. Rosa sits to the side of the space, drawing as she witnesses me.

I step in. This space, open and empty, invites me. There are no other people in this space or nearby. There is no need to fill it. Moving through it, slowly, in such awe, it is hard to believe how clear, how free it is. This space is mine. Putting my cheek in my hand, I sink slowly toward the floor.

I lie down on my back, knees bent, feet flat. I feel warm, the grey wet of the morning surrounding me. I sink slowly into my body, receiving my weight, receiving myself. I am opening. An energy field appears between my legs, pushing them apart. The movement is infinitesimal, slow, until my legs fall open wide. With eyes closed, I see images.

[image: ] My hands reach toward my yoni, pulling out a long, long rope, laden with lingams. Hand over hand pull. Under the last lingam is a vibrant sphere, textured and beautiful. As it opens, a baby falls out. She glides back into me now, becoming a pubescent girl, released with utter joy and freedom to explore my entire pelvic cavity. It is open in there, pink and wet, free of organs. She moves, as if swimming, with big and full strokes. She is home, returning home.

Opening my eyes, I return to Rosa. She offers me her drawing. I receive it silently, gratefully. We walk home together.

February 14, 1980

The Crew House

Rosa and I have been coming here once a week for the past three months.
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