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Man’s main task in life is to give birth to himself.
—ERIC FROMM
The only woman awake is the woman who has heard the flute.
—KABIR
LIFE IS A STRANGE BUSINESS, as most of us discover eventually.
We come into this world in the midst of a story that has been being told since the first human emerged out of the ecological matrix of this planet. And while there are very deep elements to that story (species elements, ecological elements) normally, we are only aware of its surface aspects, the parts concerned with the family we are born into and the culture in which that family resides. At a level deeper than conscious awareness, we take in that story and learn the part we are to play. An identity emerges.
Who we are is, in many respects, determined by where and when we are dropped into the story and of course, we, knowing nothing else, have no reason not to believe it. We learn what can be done and not done, we learn what words are “bad” and what words are “good,” we go to school and learn that the dinosaurs died out because their brains were too small (and other things, some of them even true). We are given a lens through which to see the world and ourselves and the process begins so early that we just take the lens for granted, as if it were a part of us, as much as our lungs and our breath and our hopes and dreams. In short, we learn, through a unique form of adaptation, to fit into the story into which we are born.
The only trouble is that the story most of us learn has very little to do with the reality of this world or our life. We rarely learn that plants are potent medicines (often much safer and more effective than pharmaceuticals) or that wild animals will sometimes on a clear night stop at the crest of a hill just to look at the stars. We rarely learn that our bodies have their own deep intelligence or that there is a much deeper world inside the physical one that we see and take for granted every day of our lives. We rarely learn of the deep power that resides in each of us or just what we can do with it. We rarely learn of the soul destiny (or how to follow the golden threads that are expressions of its touch) that is our personal birthright. In short, for many of us, we spend the first twenty years of our lives learning a lot of nonsense and the rest of our lives trying to get rid of it.
Usually, the catalyst for the recognition that much of what we have learned has little relevance to the real world (or who we really are) occurs when something interferes with the regular, day-to-day routine of our lives, when something alters the fabric of our story or the character we play in that story. That “something” might be severe depression that strikes out of nowhere. It might be cardiovascular problems or massive weight gain. It might be debilitating lyme disease or a life-threatening antibiotic-resistant infection we picked up during a “minor” procedure in the hospital. It might be long-term unemployment and the sense of helplessness that it engenders. It might be divorce or the death of a loved one. It might simply be growing old. Whatever it is, that event, whether we wish it or not, forces us to confront the deeper elements of our lives, forces us to grapple with the shadow side of life, insists we find out for ourselves what is true about our own humanity and the interior of our life. It forces us to really look at the story we have accepted and to discover what is and is not true about it.
Questioning that story is one of the bravest things a person can do; it is also the beginning of personal freedom. As Eric Berne once observed, “There is something which transcends all classifications of behavior, and that is awareness; something which rises above the programming of the past, and that is spontaneity; and something that is more than games, and that is intimacy.”1 It isn’t an easy journey, this journey to personal understanding and empowerment, but it beats the alternative.
Deep fasting can be a powerful element of that journey to intimacy, spontaneity, and awareness. It is one of the most potent ways humankind has found to explore the world that lies underneath the surface of things, to heal, to explore our own interior world, to open the door to the deep self. As Robert Bly once remarked about a young man (or woman) who decides to work in interior time—sooner or later he discovers that:
the door to the soul is unlocked; that he does not need to please the doorkeeper, but that the door in front of him is his, intended for him, and that the doorkeeper obeys when spoken to.2
There are many ways to speak to the doorkeeper; fasting is most assuredly one of them. And on the other side of that door? There is a very different kind of life. As Father William MacNamara says, “The experience begins with the free, deliberate decision to suffer. It ends with the uproariously happy surprise of being in harmony with the universe.”3
Remember, it is never too late to have a happy childhood.
THE GILA WILDERNESS, 2012

Preface
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Fast: to keep, bind, observe, pledge. Firmly, fixedly, closely, quickly, to attach. From the Gothic fastan, which is the root used in nearly all northern European languages for the word fast.
—OXFORD ENGLISH DICTIONARY
THROUGHOUT THE HABITATION OF OUR SPECIES on this planet, fasting has, until our time, been concerned with much more than the physical body. Traditionally, fasting concerned itself with the emotions—our psychological selves—and with the soul and our souls’ communication with the sacred. Because of unique historical events that have taken place over the past five hundred years, the focus of fasting has shifted—either to the body’s health alone or to a drive to subdue the body in order to conquer the “evils” (or limitations) of the flesh. Neither of these perspectives are of much interest to me—except in how they affect contemporary approaches to the more ancient and holistic fasting that our species has always known.
You can use this book to explore only the spiritual aspects of fasting, or only the emotional aspects of fasting, or only the physical aspects of fasting. All are examined in the pages that follow. Doing so will still be of benefit to you. But fasting is really a highly complex and multifaceted act that is most effective when viewed as a whole and not as a mix of three pieces glued together. For when we fast we are engaging in a multidimensional process filled with myriad ramifications for who we are and how we live. What we are doing is deciding to consciously engage the hidden parts of ourselves, the secret face of the sacred that is within all forms of the material world, and our most fundamental relationships with food and nurturing.
When we decide to fast we make the choice to become aware.
For it is important that awake people be awake, or a breaking line may discourage them back to sleep; the signals we give—yes, or no, or maybe—should be clear: the darkness around us is deep.
—WILLIAM STAFFORD, “A RITUAL 
TO READ TO EACH OTHER”

A Note to the Reader about Water and Juice Fasting
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ALTHOUGH MANY FASTING PROPONENTS insist that a true fast allows only water, in actual fact fasting means the intake of nothing at all. While it is commonly believed that water is necessary during fasting, this is not actually so. During the powerful fasting movements of the late nineteenth century, physicians carried out a number of very sophisticated, controlled studies of the physical dynamics of fasting. Their research, most of which was published by the Carnegie Institute in Washington, D.C., is highly provocative and intriguing. A number of the fasters they studied took no food or water for as long as 15 days, then took water only for up to another 30 days. They were under a physician’s care daily, their vital signs closely monitored. None of them experienced any physically detrimental effects from fasting without water.
Nonwater fasting is highly unusual now; the only instances I know of are during certain types of vision quests. Currently, the most common forms of fasting are water and juice fasts. (Juice fasts, for me, also include lemonade/maple syrup and herbal tea fasts.) There is, however, a significant difference between the physical impacts of these two types of fasts. A water fast is more demanding and is accompanied by tremendous fatigue. It is not possible to work a regular schedule on a water fast. Physical exercise is difficult; usually easy walks are the most that is possible. A juice fast possesses many of the benefits of water fasting but is less intense; energy levels remain high, and work and exercise are still possible. Both have their benefits.
Water fasting is indicated for those who are working with more serious or long-term chronic conditions, wish to lose a large amount of weight, or desire to engage in deep transformational fasting. Juice fasting is especially good for regular tune-ups of the body, for initial fasting work, or if you cannot arrange time off from work and still wish to fast. Historically, wilderness fasting retreats or vision quests are almost exclusively water fasts.

1
On Fasting and the Spiritual Life
When we fight for the soul and its life, we receive as reward not fame, not wages, not friends, but what is already in the soul, a freshness that no one can destroy.
—ROBERT BLY
What the eyes are for the outer world, fasts are for the inner.
—GANDHI
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THERE IS AN OLD NATIVE AMERICAN OBSERVATION that when the white man took tobacco back to the Old World he merely took its body—its spirit was left in North America, lying on the ground. Tobacco, for ancient peoples, was considered a holy plant, a plant with great spiritual powers, whose purpose was to facilitate communication between human beings and the sacred powers of the Earth and Universe. This same dynamic, the splitting apart of the body and the spirit of a thing, has occurred with a great many other things that have always been considered intrinsically spiritual in nature. Fasting is one of them.
For the past five hundred years the trend has been, increasingly, to view matter as devoid of spirit, intelligence, soul, or purpose. A lump of rock—merely inanimate matter, a resource or something on which to stub your toe, certainly not something filled with soul. But throughout human history, human cultural perspectives about such things have been very different. In earlier times, it was commonly understood, irrespective of culture or historical period, that the world was alive, that all things possessed souls, that human beings were only one of a multitude of ensouled beings, and that there was a constant soul energy going out of and into our bodies as we traveled through the world. Beyond any health aspects it was known to possess, fasting, like tobacco, was one way, an important way, to deepen communication with the sacred. Fasting, it was recognized, increased human sensitivity to the nonmaterial world, enhanced personal experience of the sacredness of both self and Universe, and helped the fasting person regain a sense of orientation and purpose.
Compared to the mechanistic worldview that is now so dominant, older perspectives of the Universe are much more complex and multidimensional. Ancient and nonindustrial cultures understood that the Universe and the Earth were deeply sacred. Human beings, along with all other life-forms, are, within those earlier perspectives, considered to be inextricably embedded in this sacred world, indeed to be an integral part of it. These ancient viewpoints are not beliefs as we now understand the term but are representative of a living experience. They lie deep within the epistemology—the way people see reality—of all older cultures. Their components are remarkably similar in all cultures on all continents and in all times. While containing numerous variations, themes, and differences, they do have a basic framework that is very similar in a number of areas. Most assert the following.
	At the center of all things is spirit. In other words, there is a central underlying unifying force in the Universe that is sacred in nature.
	All matter is made from this substance. In other words, the sacred manifests itself in physical form.
	Because all matter is made from the sacred, all things possess a soul, a sacred intelligence, or logos.
	Because human beings are generated out of this same substance, it is possible for human beings to communicate with the soul or intelligence in all other matter and for those intelligences to communicate with human beings.
	Human beings were ignorant when they arrived here, and the powers of the Earth and the various intelligences in all things began to teach them how to be human. This is still true. It is not possible for new generations to become human without this communication or teaching from the natural world.
	Parts of the Earth can manifest more or less sacredness, just like human beings. A human being can never know when some part of the Earth might begin expressing deep levels of sacredness or begin talking to him or her. Therefore it is important to cultivate attentiveness of mind.
	Human beings are only one of the many life-forms of the Earth, neither more nor less important than the others. Failure to remember this can be catastrophic for individuals, nations, and peoples.

Luther Standing Bear, a Sioux holy man, writing in the early twentieth century, gives a typical description of this way of experiencing the world.
From Wakan Tanka, the Great Spirit, there came a great unifying force that flowed in and through all things—the flowers of the plains, blowing wind, rocks, trees, birds, animals—and was the same force that had been breathed into the first man. Thus all things were kindred, and were brought together by the same Great Mystery.1
These ancient perspectives, in a very rough way, represent, perhaps, the oldest epistemology of humankind and have been present in most cultures on Earth. Each one has codified this in differing ways, described it in different words, rigidified it as religion in varying forms. But beyond its varying forms of expression in different cultures and beyond its classification as religion it represents a specific kind of human relationship with a living, aware, and sacred Universe and Earth.
For ancient peoples, human beings were never alone; there was a continual exchange of soul essence between people and the other inhabitants of Earth, a constant, intimate sharing of life essence between life-forms that are, at their core, kin. Something was leaving their bodies and something entering them. Perhaps the easiest way to gain a contemporary sense of this experience is if you think about puppies, if you, perhaps, imagine a puppy slowly walking across the floor in front of you now. His nose is to the floor, completely caught up in what he is smelling. His hind legs are walking a bit faster than his front legs, so his body is walking at that slight angle at which puppies often walk. His tail is up, slowly waving back and forth as he concentrates on what he is smelling. You can stand it no longer, and so you say, “Here, boy, come on, here.” And perhaps you pat your leg. The puppy looks up and sees you and stops; his eyes light up in excitement, his body turns to you, and all of his energy says, “It’s you! It’s you! I have been looking everywhere for you!” At that moment you can feel something leave the puppy’s body and enter yours, and something leaves your body and enters the puppy’s, and the two of you want nothing more than to touch each other. You pick him up, running your hands over his back and sides, petting his head, and perhaps he licks your hands or face, and both of you feel a particular kind of feeling. A very good, warm feeling.
(If you have ever seen a puppy encounter someone who does not like puppies, who does not send something out of his or her body to the puppy, you have seen what puppies generally do in response—they respond to that person with caution, sometimes with active dislike.)
This kind of exchange with a puppy is one of the most satisfying experiences we can have as human beings. We experience it when we see old friends we love, or close family, or a beloved pet. It’s as real as a lightning strike or the kiss of one’s beloved, yet there is no word in our language for it, this exchange of soul essence. Love, that overworked word, is not really descriptive of what is happening. There is, for a moment, a common meeting of similarly inclined souls, an exchange of something essential, a touching that goes much deeper than the physical. It is one of the most meaningful experiences we can know as human beings, and once upon a time all human beings knew of it, named it, and experienced it—not only with family, friends, and pets but with all of creation. For it was known that all things are alive and filled with soul and purpose and intelligence and that this type of sharing can take place anytime, with anything—anything at all.
But in our modern drive to reduce the Universe to a collection of parts, to dissect and study it, something crucial has been lost; and, increasingly, people are finding something amiss in seeing the world as merely inanimate matter. Two very important aspects of human experience stand out as having been severely diminished by the assumption that there is no sacredness and aliveness in the world: the complexity of feeling that it is possible for human beings to develop, and deep, daily connection with the sacred.
These two things are crucial to understand when exploring the deeper aspects of fasting, for fasting increases human sensitivity to just these things. Spiritual fasting is, above all else, a way to encounter the deeper spiritual world directly, to explore its territory, and to bring back a knowledge essential to living a fulfilled life.
THE SACRED AND THE HEART
All ancient and nonindustrial cultures make an interesting assertion: that the soul and its intelligence are located around or in the heart. Further, it is this heart intelligence that directly experiences the deep spiritual realities embedded within the world. This understanding is crucial to transformational fasting. During deep fasting, what is called the rational mind is left behind for a time, and a different intelligence, located in the heart, is activated. During such fasts, reliance on two-dimensional sight begins to weaken, there is a thinning of the wall between us and all other things, and the organ of perception uniquely designed to perceive the sacred, the heart, begins to take on more and more importance. As deep fasts progress, as the veil between us and the spiritual world thins, the heart begins to perceive the hidden face of the sacred within everyday things.
The heart brings us authentic tidings of invisible things.
—JAMES HILLMAN
Each thing of the world possesses a hidden aspect. This is not hidden in the sense that it is intentionally concealed but in that it must be seen with other eyes than the physical. Physical sight is, in many respects, only a two-dimensional sight. Things that exist outside of that plane of two-dimensional vision cannot be seen, no matter how hard one tries, if only the physical eyes are used. Like many things, sight possesses both emotional and spiritual dimensions. These more sophisticated elements of sight have to be cultivated, however, and the skill to use them must be developed over time. There is nothing necessarily grandiose about this. It is a simple thing, a natural part of the human journey, a potential skill that belongs to each of us by birthright. One does not need to be especially pure or spiritual, to find a master or a guru, or to be born with special talents in order to develop this deeper way of seeing. The understanding that physical vision is only the beginning of the complexity that is sight is, however, an important initial step. Once this is recognized, when the deeper elements of sight manifest, as they naturally do during life, the skill of seeing can be intentionally cultivated. And the organ through which the hidden aspects of the physical world are apprehended is the heart.
While modern science generally insists that the heart is only a muscular pump, it is also true that there are more than forty thousand sensory neurons in the heart, the same kind of neurons that are found in the brain.
Each individual section of the brain contains thousands to millions of neurons, several billion when all added together. Significantly, certain crucial subcortical centers of the brain contain the same number of neurons as the heart. The heart possesses its own nervous system and, in essence, actually is a specialized brain that processes specific types of information. The heart is tightly interwoven into the neurophysiology of the brain, interconnected with the amygdala, thalamus, and cortex.
These three brain centers are primarily concerned with (1) emotional memories and processing; (2) sensory experience; and (3) problem solving, reasoning, and learning. What this means is that our experience of the world is routed first through our heart, which “thinks” about the experience and then sends the data to the brain for further processing. When the heart receives information back from the brain about how to respond, the heart analyzes it and decides whether the actions the brain wants to take are going to be effective. There is a neural dialogue between the heart and brain, and in essence the two decide together what to do. While the brain can and does do a great many things with the information it receives, the heart can override it, directing and controlling behavior if it decides to do so. Knowledge about these deeper aspects of the heart has, throughout history, been held by all of the world’s cultures.
Our daily language contains (as do all languages) wisdom about the heart that we rarely call up into our conscious minds. We have all known, at one time or another, a man who is “bighearted” or a woman who is “goodhearted” or have even had friends who are “kindhearted.” If we tell them so, we may do it in a “heartfelt” way. We sometimes eat a “hearty” meal, share a “hearty” laugh, or even look “hearty.” Our profession or our mate may become the “heart” of our life, or we may work for long years to attain our “heart’s desire.” And because the heart does in fact act as a specialized brain, it is actually possible to “follow your heart” or to “listen to your heart.”
If we are dejected or hopeless, it may be said that we have “lost heart.” If a loved one rejects us, we can become “brokenhearted.” If we are being unkind, someone may implore us to “have a heart” or not be “heartless.” People can be “coldhearted” and cruel, and it is literally possible to be “hardhearted.” During arteriosclerosis, or hardening of the arteries, bony calcium growths can form in the openings to the heart and occlude blood flow. These growths can become stone hard, hard enough to break saws specially designed to cut through bone.
Over the past twenty years, researchers in an emerging specialty, neurocardiology, have discovered that the heart really is a specialized brain in its own right. It can feel, sense, learn, and remember (as Balzac noted some 150 years ago when he said that the heart has its own memory). As the heart senses the world outside us it generates emotions in response to the type of information or the meanings embedded within the information that we are receiving. These emotional complexes that are generated are the linguistics of the heart. They are sophisticated informational cues or gestalts about the world around us and can be extremely complicated. Emotional languaging is very different from languages built around words. The latter tend to be handled more linearly (two-dimensional processing), while the emotional language of the heart is handled more intuitively (three-dimensional processing).
Many of the emotional experiences that flow through the heart are stored as memories within the heart, much as memories are stored in the brain. The heart literally learns from the emotional experiences it has and begins to act in certain ways on the basis of what it learns. It begins producing different hormones and creating different beating patterns depending on what experiences flow through it and what it decides about those experiences.
The evisceration of tradition takes place when the heart loses its relation with organic nature, its empathy with all things, when the core of our breast moves from an animal to a mechanical imagination.
—JAMES HILLMAN
That the heart is the primary organ of perception of the deeper aspects of the physical world around us was long recognized by ancient peoples. The Greeks had a particular word for it, aisthesis, from which our word aesthetic is derived.
Aisthesis describes a particular event, the moment when a human being encounters, and feels the impact of, the deeper soul essence in a thing of the physical world. The word literally means “to breathe in.” The ancient Greeks knew that this moment of recognition was usually accompanied by a gasp, a breathing in. Something from outside is entering into us, something with tremendous impact, something that causes an immediate inspiration, or breathing in. It is important, and often overlooked, that at the same time the world is taking us in, we too are breathed in. When we experience this sharing of soul essence, we have a direct experience that we are not alone in the world. We experience the truth that we live in a world of ensouled phenomena, companioned by many forms of intelligence and awareness, many of whom care enough for us to share this intimate exchange.
Aisthesis happens to us still, although few of us consciously understand what is happening. On seeing the Grand Canyon or coming unexpectedly upon a beautiful ancient tree in a forest, there is an immediate turning to the thing seen, a stopping, and then a gasp, a breathing in, as the power of the thing is felt. But it doesn’t happen often—not continually, as it has for much of our species throughout most of our time on Earth. For such soul sharing is impossible in a mechanistic universe that possesses no soul. The soul of a thing cannot leave it and enter us if it possesses no soul in the first place. Nor, if there is nothing there, can we be “inspired” by the breathing in of the world.
Still, this basic experience—this aisthesis—has been at the root of human relationship with the world since our evolutionary expression out of the Earth. We are built to experience it, to be aware that each thing possesses a unique identity, its own particular eachness. We are made for the nature of each thing to pass into us through our hearts, which think about it, store memories about it, and engage in dialogue with it.
As with all developed human skills, it takes years of exploring and experimenting with the perceptual capacities of the heart for this perception to become sophisticated, just as it takes years to develop fluency with verbal language. Unfortunately, because we are trained out of using our hearts as perceptual, thinking organs during our lengthy school years, if we try to begin using this ability in later life, it is often a fumbling, awkward experience. Our heart intelligence is still working at a six-year-old level, while our mind intelligence is absurdly further ahead.
Still, there is a great power in the world around us. It has not disappeared just because we no longer notice it. Fasting can help each of us reclaim personal perception of the sacredness within the world, within each particular thing. Spiritual fasting moves the faster from a rational orientation in a dead, mechanized universe to one in which the unique perceptions of the heart are noticed and strengthened—to a deep experience of the living soulfulness of the world. As the fast progresses, this process continues to deepen, and it strengthens our spiritual sensitivity and, in the process, helps us gain a deeper understanding of our own sacredness. During deep fasts there is often a period when the accumulated scar tissue that covers most of our hearts begins to be stripped away. This allows the heart to become flexible again, once more enabling us to use it as an organ of perception. This process is crucial, for it awakens in us, as Robert Bly has noted, a freshness that is inherent in the soul. (It is also no accident that on a strictly physical level, fasting is one of the most potent methods to heal long-standing heart disease.)
The freshness that Bly talks about is lost to many of us through years of living within an inanimate, dead universe. When the world is redefined as dead matter, the physical forms of the world, once living places where soul resided, become mere cemetery markers where spirits once moved through the world. The grass in this new inanimate universe may be green and of a uniform cut, and (plastic) flowers may decorate the graves, but it is still very hard to live in such a cemetery. Once we accept that there is no soul in the world, that there is no living, intelligent, wise soul in ourselves, we collude with others in the breaking of our own spirits, and, literally, in the breaking of our own hearts. There is a reason that heart disease is the number one killer of people in the Western world.
Everything is speaking in spite of its apparent silence.
—HAZRAT INAYAT KHAN
Experiencing the world as nonliving has powerful implications for how we live our lives. Our lack of real experience with our own soul, its intelligence and wisdom, and our failure to regularly engage the soul of the world and other living things cause all of us to live a half-life, cut off from the luminous, one of the primary sources of direction in life. The sense of alienation and depression that is so common now, the feeling that things have no meaning, the loss of a sense of personal direction in life, come directly from this misperception of the world. All too often these internalized experiences are also accompanied by a denigration of the physical world, a belief that it is less important than the spiritual. Sometimes this denigration even extends to a hatred of the body, often engendering a belief that it is a pollution of the spirit. This can force us up and away from the body and the material world when we seek the spiritual to enrich our lives. The emphasis shifts to transcending the body and matter itself—onward and upward rather than here and downward. As James Hillman comments,
Western morality tends to put all better things up high and worse things down low. By this last century, growth became inexorably caught in this ascensionist fantasy. Darwin’s thesis, The Descent of Man, became, in our minds, the ascent of man.
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