THE LIVING BODY OF TRADITION

David Michael Levin

) ““When I turn toward perception, (I) find at work in my organs of percep-
tion a thought older than myself, of which those organs are merely a trace.”’
- Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception.

*“We will therefore have to recognize an ideality that is not alien to the

flesh, that gives it its axes, its depth, its dimensions.”” - M
, , S rleau-
The Visible and the Invisible. erieau-Fonty.

INTRODUCTION

pr is the wisdom of a spiritual tradition kept alive? How is the truth of a
spiritual tradition passed on from the old to the new generation? In this
paper, we are going to reflect upon the human body as the primary ritual
beare_r, ar}d (_mginal text, of such transmission. Our reflections are meant to
beat: in significant ways on all the spiritual traditions with which we are
fgmxhar. Thus, for example, they will be specifically related, when approp-
riate, to Buddhism, Christianity, and even the Kogi Indians of Colombia
Nevertheless, in order to keep our thinking clearly focused, we will concen:
tr:%te .aImost‘entirely, for the time being, on texts in the J uda’ic tradition. OQur
prmgpa] objc?ctive will be to deepen our appreciation of the wisdom i;l this
tradl_tlor‘l, which prescribed, through its texts, certain rituals of prayer and
meditation, understanding that, since rituals inevitably appropriate the bod
through posture, gesture, thythmic movement, and the expression of in{’

spired breathing, the ‘‘natural attitude’’ of th
, e human b -
goes a subtle, yet profound metamorphosis. ! oY thereby under

Ip essence, this metamorphosis is an ongoing
cation: first, rituals of purification, :
reduction (epoche), cle
““my body’’; then, the g
tion, which it would be
iasm.”’

The ritually consecrated body,
and devoted to performing the sa
becomes, itself, a beautiful sa
disclosing of the presence of Go.
chest whose opened doors disc]
most, most invisible Torah, en
mortal flesh.

Religion is a tradition which binds and fastens the body; but it does so for

the sake of its health, its relea
: . , sement. Th i i
practices of its tradition, the living body is plotely sashumorEh the ritua

: evolving process of sanctifi-
: which is a kind of phenomenological
ansing and emptying the earthen vessel we call
lor‘lous moment of investiture, apotheosis of incarna-
entirely accurate to describe as a moment of ‘“‘enthus-

sheltered within the precincts of the temple
cred tasks spelled out by the tradition, thus
nctuary for the preservation and creative
d. The heart of the body, for example, is a
ose, or make visible, the scrolls of the inner-
trusted at the time of each human birth to

folded, to help us feel the meaning and val
organs and sensoria are receptively ope

with the healing presence of that which
“‘the divine.”’

nec_l, emptied, and gracefully filled
» since time immemorial, is called
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ARGUMENT

What is prayer? Perhaps you are ready to say that prayer is simply an
attitude of mindfulness: an attitude of reverence, praise and worship, the
giving of thanks for manifold blessings constantly received. But prayer is
surely not reducible to a psychological state, a mere turn of ““mind”’. Prayer
is also always manifest in, and through, the body. Not so much because, as
Wittgenstein states, the visible body is our best *‘picture”’ of the invisible
soul, but rather because the wholeheartedness of spontaneous prayer con-
cerns our being in its existential wholeness. In, and by way of, the obligatory
practices of ritual, the painful split between mind and body, spirit and flesh,
obligation and desire, is finally healed, so they can function spontaneously as
awhole, as one, in the commemoration and celebration of a sacred presence.
The rituals are intended to facilitate such integration, for, according to the
most ancient wisdom, there can be no health, no rejoicing, without it. When
rituals succeed in fusing spirit and flesh, blessing and healing may be felt.

It is, 1 think, customary to understand the wonder of the spirit’s final
salvation, its release from the sins of the body, as a real separation of spirit
from flesh; its departure, at the instant of death, and its everlasting return to
the heavenly temple where God abides and sits in final judgment. But there
is, in fact, a different and more subtle understanding of this release. For,
once we appreciate the fact that the human body is an on-going process of
embodiment, we may understand the notion of the soul’s release to be the
dream of a complete metamorphosis of the flesh, which, as such, would
release the spirit from its painful bondage to an ego-body wilfully attached to

its own lower satisfactions and repeatedly unmindful of the higher needs of
the so-called spirit. The notion of release as a real separation is vulgar; it is
in need of a deconstruction which moves our thinking beyond the mind-body

duality.
THE TEXT OF FLESH: OUR PRIMORDIAL TEXT

““Warum zeichnet, wie sonst, die Stirne des Mannes ein Gott nicht, Druckt
den Stempel, wie sonst, nicht dem Getroffenen auf?”’ - F. Holderlin, Brot
und Wein, V1.
In ““Freud and the Scene of Writing,”’ Jacques Derrida writes:
From Plato and Aristotle on, scriptural images have regularly been used
to illustrate the relationship between reason and experience, perception
and memory. ?
This is so, except that, by writing this, he casts away in shadow - as we shall
presently see - the ancient scriptural image of his own ancestors, the Jewish
people. Forgiving him this forgetfulness, we read on:
Psychical content will be represented by a text whose essence is irreduc-
ibly graphic. The structure of the psychical apparatus will be represen-
ted by a writing machine (as in Freud’s mystic writing pad, for example).3
And he asks:
What must the psyche be if it can be represented by a text?* Modifying
this question, we would ask: What is the process of embodying a liturgical
tradition, if it can be represented by a text? As we shall see very soon, the
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liturgical and scriptural texts themselves connect the human body to the
image of a text. But they also hide in shadow the full significance of this
connection. Our concern, here, is to shed some light on this connection, so
that we may see more clearly how the textual image helps us to understand
the transmission of a religious tradition.

If we accept Julia Kristeva’s definition of “text”, then the process of
embodying a liturgical tradition is indeed a text-centered process; but the
sense in which this is so turns out to be much deeper, much more complica-
ted, than we might at first have thought. Here is Kristeva’s definition,
proposed in her essay on Mallarme’s Un coup des des:

Let us designate as a text any linguistic practice in which the operations
of the genotext appears in laminar form in the phenotext, so that the
phenotext serves as a projection of a genotext and invites the reader to
reconstruct from it the entire signifying process. S
First, suppose that we construe *‘the reader’’ to belong to a devotional com-
munity, so that the invitation is understood as religiously binding. Second,
suppose we take the ‘‘phenotexts’ to be the visible texts of the liturgy.
Next, suppose that the ** genotext’’ is an invisible text inscribed by God’s own
hand. Then Kristeva’s definition implies that the visible texts of the liturgy
bind those mortals who have thoughtfully encountered them to reconstruct,
or interpret, their significance through a never-ending process of embodi-
ment. But how should we characterize this process? Is it simply a process of
liturgical reading? Surely not, since it is written into the liturgy that we, in
reading the phenotext, transform our embodiment, weaving, or, in effect,
writing the liturgical sense into the very flesh of our body. Is it, then, a
simple process of writing? Not quite, since it is written that what we write
into our flesh always turns out to have been written already, written invisibly,
in the divine genotext. So, if the embodiment is writing, it is the writing of a
copy: by copying the phenotexts, which are themselves mere copies of the
genotext, the embodiment untimately copies the authoritative genotext. But
the matter is further complicated by the fact that the originality of the geno-
text, and even its basic authority, are shrouded in impenetrable mystery.

The genotext is invisible, as is its author. Is the liturgy just its projection, its

trace, its copy? Or is the genotext a projection of the liturgy - a myth, a

fiction? We must now interpolate these obscure questions into the context of

the embodiment process.
In **The God’s Script,”’ a short story by Borges, the author invites us to
imagine the idea that, on the first day of Creation, God thought to write

‘‘a magical sentence with the power to ward off .. .. evils. He wrote it in

such a way that it would reach the most distant generations and not be sub-

ject to chance.”” And he speculates, while searching for that formula, that
sentence with the secret of health, that, “Throughout the earth there are
ancient forms, forms incorruptible and eternal . . . . A mountain could be the
speech of God, or a river . ... Perhaps the magic would be written on my

face; perhaps I myself was the end of my search.’’ ¢

Perhaps Borges’ fiction is a
In fact, Borges simply recasts i
that truth protected by the sac
which concerns the nature and
and which recognized, engrav

poetic lie; that is to say: a hermeneutic truth.
n modern print the shadow of an ancient truth,
red texts of the Judiac tradition, for example,
origin of writing, and of inscription generally,
ed upon the human flesh, the invisible hand-
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writing of God, compassionately transmitting: for the be.neﬁtllof ag. hur::sn
beings, the secret of their embodiment. This secret, dxspel ing dlsea A;
even madness, spells out the way to health, the way of ancient wisdom.
m explains: ) '
Gers]gtr:r:lf(}:g;ecamgs the secret trace of transmigrations of hls.soul in tthe
lineaments of his forehead and his hands, and in the aura which radiates
is body.’ ) .
Nowfr?vlz ::)ix})d c};nstrue this as nothing ‘but rn:letaphor. The.: pqmt of }t‘hls
essay, however, is that such an interpretation misses the experlentlaLtrut . .
In the Book of Psalms (139:16), it is §t§ted that the se?Eet trace, tke sleicre
spell that brings mortals their health, is in fact, a text:. in thy book, ab any
members were written’’. But the text is identified with the human ody.
Thus, for example, in the text (a piyyut) for the second day of the service
which commemorates the new year (Rosh Hashanah), we find a most power-
. ads: ) o
u plg}:gigrlxtg hear the voice of those who glorify thee w1th’all their l1mps,
according to the number of the two hundred and forty-e}ght afﬁrm;t.we
precepts. In this month, they blow thirty s9unds accqrdmg to the thirty
members of the soles of their feet; the additional offerings of the day are
ten, according to the ten in their ankles; they approach the alter lece,
according to their two legs; five men are called to t}}e law,. according t((l)
the five joints in their knees: they observe the agpomted time t(? soun
the cornet, on the first day of the month, according to '_che one in t%leu'
thigh; they sound the horn thrice, according to the three in their h1ps.'lo,
with the additional offering of the New Moon, thf:y are elew{en, accox:dmg
to their eleven ribs; they pour out the supplication w1t¥1 nine blessings,
according to the muscles in their arms; they contain t.hlrty verses,
according to the thirty in the palms of their harfd; they daily repeat th'e
prayer of eighteen blessings, according to t.he eighteen verteb'ra m_thelr
spine; at the offering of the continual sacnﬁce, they soqnd nine times,
according to the nine muscles in their head: in the two orisons .they blew
eight times, according to the eight vertebra in their neck; their sta?utes
and law are contained in five books, according to the fjxve perforat}ons;
he hath ordained the six orders of the Mishnah, according tq the differ-
ent imaginations of the heart and inward parts; also th.e kidneys, the
loin, the imagination, thought, belly, bowels afxd the}r moods; t'he
animal life (instinct), spirit, rational soul, perception, skin, flesh, veins
and bones . ... Shall all lift up the eye, and pierce the ear, and open the
mouth, that with the tongue and speech of the lips, and frc?m the sole of
their feet to the head (they) may show the particulars of their good acts.8

Gershom Scholem writes that, ) .

Long before the Kabbalah the Talmudists played with the idea of a
correspondence between the commandments of the Torah and the struc-
ture of man . ... Thus, each member of man’s body was made to fulfil
one of the commandments. ° )

I this correspondence should seem, nowadays, to be nothing but the: wo.rd-
play of magic or myth, is that not because we, we mod.efns of the scu?xmﬁc
epoch, have been denied the fuil teachings of our tradition? %ere is the
living tradition, now? Where is that tradition which once transmitted, frorp
old to young, the experiential significance of this correspondence? The tradi-
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tion which taught and preserved the healing of our embodiment, the healing‘
of the flesh and our release from its suffering, through which alone the!
beagt.)' of our spiritual life can blossom, is now gone. The continuity of the‘
tradition has been all but completely forgotten - or (if we may translate
Freud) deeply repressed. Still, as long as these texts, these prayers, are
extant,'the healing wisdom of this most ancient tradition is not, and wi],l not
be, entirely lost. Can we, in fact, restore it? Perhaps we can, if, even to some.‘
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faxtent,' we succeed in fleshing out, in the moving language of human exper-| '
lence, just what these texts concern, so that we rescue them from the per-g

verse fate of mysticism.

) It Qecomes crucial, here, to understand and appreciate t i
1mag1nation. in the process of healing. Even ifp tI;w corre;)eo::il:nocfen;: aitx:vz
sense, nothing but a wonderful waking dream, that is not to exclude the , 0ss-
ibility that, precisely by such wakeful dreaming, our experiencing ofpour-‘
selves, and above all, of our embodiment, may be profoundly changed
Wakeful dreaming is, as such, a form of therapy - perhaps, in fact, our rios{
gowerful method'of healing. Basically, it involves working with an ideal
ody-schema, an image of mortal incarnation which originates in what Kant
would call our ‘‘productive imagination”’. (Is it helpful to think of prayer as 2
for{n of waking dream?)!0 The texts describe, then, the dream of a cosmo-
ogical correspondenc.e. And they do this with a spellbinding poetry that
:pove.s us to .respond in such a way that the de-scriptions become pre-scrip-
lor;:, and, since these are techniques that actually cure, the texts succeed in |
ir:(t)z n::f ;}}emsbelves true (true descriptions, that is). Nor is this truth a mere
not differen from the possbly ot s sove. o L here
acure. And this means that the texts
true because they have not forgotten the origin i i out
flesh, a{xd of w,hi.ch they are merely the true ang failt}:ﬁﬁt ;r:rllssclgtti)s:s Jpon out
GOI;II?:I‘ ‘Z]Sr(i)d s ;lnf;mite ““tenderness . ... moved toward all ﬂesh”‘; How is
s ous holy name . ... blessed by all flesh”’? How is it poss;
the ““instruction’’ of divine | “ o1 the ot G
which seals their meal, thougl:vtftl(x)l Ji gvizll;::e ft]: Sc}llla;it' i the prayer of Grace
We will give thanks unto thee, O Eternal, our éod
ant, which t{lou hast sealed into our flesh. 12 o
The most obvious, or .r’:atu;al, interpretation understands this prayer as
€ rite of circumcision, whi -cisi
observe the sacred covenant. This interpretationc,h wsheizliéeger(;zirngfencc:ts 1?:1520

is yet a tragically restricted understandji i
ing.
note that the word in the text i e sidud e st place,

... for thy coven-

) we must

ciroumeision. bo o Lhe s not a one-sided word which just denotes

, » rather, the two-faced hermeneutic word, ‘‘sealed”
1 1

ivg?llclgrd}sclos.es the truth tl'la}t circumcision reminds us of the original incis-
gra,m i a1tn?cr1pt1(;n: the' v&.'rltlng. and attesting of the divine signature, the
ology of the original divine de-cision. 13 According to Irving F’ried
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Circumcision sanctifies the organ of sexual union and procreation: it reminds
us to infuse into our experience of sexual embrace and union the joyful wis-
dom of godly love. In properly consecrated union, even our separation from
God (in keeping with His fateful decision) can be erased and healed.

It must also be noted that, at Deuteronomy 10:16, we find the rite of
circumcision bound to the heart:

Circumcise, therefore, the foreskin of your heart, and be no more stiff-

necked.
This context surely establishes, not only that circumcision is a process of
opening, but further, that the very essence of circumcision - the heart of the
matter, as it were - lies in the fact that it opens. Circumcision therefore
corresponds to the breaking open of a path: the process which Freud called
“Bahnung”’. Itis, to be sure, a transgression which wounds; but in wound-
ing, it also opens. It is also an act of theft; yet it gives, in exchange, a gift
which is far more precious. :

In his Project for a Scientific Psychology (1895), Freud wrote that *‘pain
leaves behind it particularly rich breaches (Bahnungen).”” > Circumcision,
as the infliction of pain, brings about much more than a traumatic neuro-
physiological memory-trace (in Freudian language, an Erinnerungsspur).
Indeed, it initiates the spiritual process which Jews call ‘‘remembrance.’”’
And, as an act of commemoration, circumcision is quite properly located at
the scene, or site, or the covenant.

Now, the meaning of the Hebrew word, which we have translated by
“seal”’, is remarkably close, in fact, to the meaning of the Sanskrit (Budd-
hist) word mudra, which Professor Herbert Guenther explains in this way:

The term mudra, literally translated, means ‘seal’. But what is a seal?
Is it something that makes a very deep impression on what it comes in
contact with. So it might be better to understand mudra . ... as a tre-
mendous encounter in which two forces come together and make a very
deep impression. '®
Mudra further denotes a sacred gesture: gesture of offering, gesture which
makes manifest the very depths of heartfelt feeling, and seals our vow to
commit our existence to the path of righteousness and compassionate ser-
vice.

Circumcision, then, is a ‘‘tremendous encounter’’ with the commandments
of God. In sealing the covenant, God pro-grammed our bodies. (This in-
sight persists, oddly enough, in our scientific thinking about the genetic
““code”.)!” But this pro-gramme is originally, as the word itself informs us,
just a potential, which, in linguistic theory, would be called, I think, our
“‘competence’’: a very special one, however, since the text is woven, invis-
ibly, into the very texture of our flesh, as the secret, hidden scripture (sepher
torah), by the light of which our life (or, as linguistic science would say, our

“performance’’) may be properly guided. The pro-gramme is, therefore, a

truly unshakable standard, or norm, inscribed for safe-keeping into the very
flesh of our bodies. However, the circumcision only breaks open a passage-
way: what happens thereafter is up to us. The pro-gramme, after all, is
not a real seal, it is only the ideal pro-mise of one. The real seal, of course,
can only be placed at the very end. Thus, to say that the body of tradition is
inscribed with the Law of God is to concede that this body exists only in
deferment, or in delay. It is, in fact, precisely to remind us of this deferment,
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and even of the possibility of ‘‘erasure’’, that the seal of the covenant is put
in writing. But the inscription itself actually and explicitly exists only in, or
by way of, this difference, which we have articulated here as the temporal
delay - the temporal interlude, separation, and exile - between the mere
potential of a capacity and the holy life in which that potential is wholly
realized and fulfilled.

Hence, we are compelled to acknowledge that there is, in fact, no “‘orig-
inal”’ text at all. The “‘original’’, which is traditionally understood to be
invisible, only exists as an absent text. In truth, the inscription takes place
only after the fact (or, as Freud would say: nur nachtraglich): only, that is,
after the transformative encounter with the liturgical texts of the tradition.
Considered in this light, circumcision is a first encounter, traumatic precisely
because its significance cannot be known until many years later, when,
thanks to the encounter with liturgical tradition, the human body begins to
embody the visible scriptures. After the fact, in the living body of tradition,
Irealize, ‘‘in my organs of perception”, as Merleau-Ponty puts it, “‘a thought
older than myself, of which those organs are merely a trace.”” But this an-
cient thought, older than myself, and always already at work, is a weave of
symbols, binding our perceptual body into the maternal textures of the world.
It never was present as a text, since it is precisely in regard to the beginning
of life and its end that (in words borrowed from Derrida),

We must speak of the indissoluble union of the signifier and the concept

signified. 18
There is indissoluble union at the beginning, union prior to birth, because the
painful encounter with tradition has not y-t taken place; and there is indissol-
uble union at the end, union in death, insofar as the living body has compli-
antly bound itself to the duties of liturgical tradition. So the text really be-
longs to the middle, the interlude of life, which is also, perforce, the time of
exile and alienation, the time, as Derrida would say, of maximum dissemina-
tion, which only the gathering of liturgical re-petition can bring to an end.
The “original text’’ is myth, is dream, And yet, because it serves mortals as
pre-text to spiritual exertion and devotion, it meets their desperate need for
€ncouragement.

However, unless we are taught how to read (perform) this text, this most
hidden scroll of divine illumination, and unless we bend every effort to under-
stand it by translating it into the meaningful context of our daily life, the
human potential for well-being, granted us by virtue of this text, will remain
unfulfilled, our lives the merest shadow of what, otherwise, they might have
become. Without the wisdom in this primordial text of flesh, our mortal
existence is bereft of its most profound meaning and value. And, in the fall of
our mortality, we will not know the refreshing spring of joy in a life which
is moved by the inwrought Torah of godliness. In the print of the texts, we
read the shapes of thought’s embodiments, cast in articulate shadows. Do
these shadows foreshadow our translation of their wisdom into the sanity of
our lives? Or will they, instead, foreshadow a continuation of our period of
mourning, exiled from the healing light of God’s presence? - We must not
forget that the divine inscription may also be read as the engraving of our
fate, the seal, and shadow, of our death. Without the breath of truth (emeth),
hurpan beings are cast into the shadows of death (meth). Without the breath
which perpetually sings the ‘‘ethics of the Fathers’’ (Pirke Avoth), the
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wisdom which God engraved (haruth) will not rise up into the upright gait
and bearing of human freedom (heruth).*

THE FLESHING OUT OF THE TEXT

" t he cannot know it.”’
Man can embody the truth, bu William Butlor Yeats

In his discussion of how the Kogi train for the priesthood, Reichel-Dol-
hat, ) '
matol\f;::;eol;’vt;setsongs and recitations are phrased in t].1e ancient cerempmta;l
language which is comprehensible only to an experienced mama (prlss ,
but which has to be learned by the novices by sheer memonzf lOIll.
During these early years, myths, songs and dances'become co:e z
linked into a rigid structure that alone - at least, at that time - guarantee
the correct form of presentation. 2

And he points out, further, that, ) o ‘
On(I:) of the main institutionalized teaching concepts consists in iterative

behaviour. This is emphasized especially during the first half of the
curriculum, when the novices are made to repeat the myths, songs, or
spells until they have memorized not only t!le text and the precise inton-
ation, but also the body movements and minor gestures that accorppan);
the performance. Rhythmic elements are .1mportafxt and the learnmg' :)h
songs and recitals is always combined with dancing or, -at least, »;/lxt

swaying motions of the body. This is not a mere mechanistic appr'oac1 0
the learning process and does not represent a neurally' baseq ;tlm;.l us-
response pattern, but the child is simultaqeously provided with a daiﬁe
number of interpretive details that make him grasp the context and the

meaning of the texts. 2!

According to this author, )
The gnovices have ample opportunity to watch their master perform

ritual actions, a process during which a considerable body 'of knowledge
is transmitted to them . ... Now that they thgmselyes begin to perform
minor rituals, the recurrent statements contained in the tgxts, together
with the identical behavioural sequgznces, become linked into a body of
i rned experiential units. ' ‘
Throﬁ?}?%g:& e1:'itualls, 'g]e human body becomes the loom of life, weavnﬁg
into being the sacred body of knowledge, as preserved and taught by the
pnlei:lgu::la?illtﬁleo,nhow, to pursue the thinking which these ax}throp‘c)lc')glc.zzl
observations suggest, going outside the particulzgts of the Jewts.h rehgl‘on 11n
order to approach a universally true um.igr-standm.g. of tge function of FltuT s
of prayer and worship in the life of a spiritual fradmon. Stated succinctly,
the understanding I shall be approaching leth you concerns the process
whereby the rituals and ritual texts of a religious tra}(!xtlon'are progres§1vely
embodied in practice and slowly transform the practitioner’s experiencing of

the body - a painful body which is earthly, worldly and profane - into the hale '

and holy body of that tradition. This process of embodiment, then, is a pro-
found transformation which makes the human body whoI.esome. and healthy:
one’s body glows with the warmth and kindness of an ancient w1sdom-, whose
creative, healing work the teachers of the tradition have compassionately
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preserved in, and as, their own exemplary embodiment of holy knowledge, so
that they could pass on this ‘“body of knowledge’’ to the youngest people of
the next generation. Finally, we will realize, not only why the human body
e‘ssentially needs, and essentially depends on, a tradition of religious educa-
tion, but also why, correspondingly, every religious tradition needs, the fate-
fully.depends upon, the teaching of rituals of prayer and service.

It is crucial, however, that we have, to begin with, an appropriate under-
stam-im.g of the human body. If we cannot shake ourselves loose from the
conviction that the human body is just a complicated machine, or merely a
mz‘iterial thing of some sort, and that the human flesh is just a membrane of
skin whi?h enwraps a frame of bones and some internal organs, we will not
be _sufﬁcnently open to the more profound understanding of the human body
which, however obscurely, underlies - and underlies, in fact, with logical, or
conc?ptu'al necessity - the traditions of ritual and prayer we have b;:en
considering. Accordingly, we must take to heart what Merleau-Ponty says
about the flesh in one of his late manuscripts. He writes:

[

The flesh is not matter, is not mind, is not substance. To designate it
we should need the old term ‘element’, in the sense it was used to spealé
of water, air, earth and fire, that is, in the sense of a general thing
The flesh in this sense is an ‘element’ of Being. 24 ° o
Our flesh, then, is ‘‘the concrete emblem of a general manner of being.’” 25
ane upon a time, the Judaic religion understood this manner of being: it
d‘liagr'losed with great accuracy its inveterate tendencies toward dis-ease
(“‘evil”’) and prescribed the way toward a restoration of heaith. It understood
that, a’s Merleau-Ponty puts it, “my body is made of the same flesh as the
worlfi, ’ and moreover, that ““this flesh of my body is shared by the world.’’ 26
But if the body is that by virtue of which we share a world, does it not fo.llow
that'tl.le body must also be the historical emblem, the principal bearer, of the
tr.adxtl_on of that sharing? The human body is, in fact, our most p;ecious
Iztstor:zcal text, whose secrets of life are passed on, even without our under-
§tandmg, frpm generation to generation. And yet, without any tradition of
mstr'uctlon in rituals and prayer, how can the most wonderful, the most
precious, of these secrets ever be read - and translated into the cre;ativity and
g.rowth of human life? 1 am my body; but, thanks to this body, I can become a
different l}(}dy, a different embodiment, more in keeping with my potential
my capacities (for deeper feeling, for a more open and appreciative wa o%
listening and viewing), my skillfulness; and more fulfilling thereforey in
lr)(:)%z;rci forbriny f;siential nature as a manifest embodiment of ’spirit. I ar’n a
apable of becomin ivi
body of the syt tradit}gus' szz;cred body of holy knowledge, a truly living
But, as Scholem observes, there must be a tradition of oral teachings to
}slhoyv us how tg focus'on, and develop, our innate resources, especially those
aving to do with feeling and perceptivity. The oral nature of these teachin s
alre.:ady bespeaks the fact that the tradition is a tradition of embodimeri
while tl_le mere fact that there are teachings establishes that the tradition i;
normative in nature. ‘‘The Oral Law, which gives a detailed interpretation of
» is embodied,”” he
(the congregation of Israel), both in heaven and

the ways“ .of the Written Law and its application of life
asserts, “‘in Kenesset Yisrael
on earth.’” 28
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We must appreciate, however, that, if the body of knowledge vouchsafed a
religious tradition is to avoid reification and death, and escape the fate'of
moldy books silently turning to dust on archive shelves, it must be kept alive
as, and alive in, a tradition of embodiment which is also, perforce, a tradition
of textual rituals (e.g., rituals of reading, or performing, prayers), textual
translations, and ways of sharing the experiencing and understandings of the
sacred texts. The tradition relies on our understandings of the texts to
weave, with those threads, a new body of knowledge. )
This new body is also an ancient one. Merleau-Ponty, pursuing certain
hints in the late manuscripts of Edmund Husserl (traces of a pre-reflective
Cogito, and of a fungierende Intentionalitat), recognized, and even limned,
this archaic body, as a body of sentience and perceptivity. Walter Benjamin,
by contrast more interested in its historicity, likewise raises before our eyes
the dignity of the human embodiment. In his essay, ‘‘Ueber den Begriff der
Geschichte,”” Benjamin writes: ’
The Jews are known for having been forbidden to investigate the future.
The Torah and prayer, on the other hand, instruct them in remem-
brance. 2
Remembrance (Eingedenken) is indeed, as he says, the very heart of the
matter. But the question remains: What is remembrance through prayer?
Why, or how, does prayer become, for us, the very foundation of such
remembrance? We are compelled to ask ourselves whether remembrance
consists merely in reading and reciting prayers in a routine (i.e., mindless)
way, or even in a deep, but entirely intellectual, or cerebral, understanding of
the texts of tradition: or whether it doesn’t involve us, rather, in a complete
Gestaltung, an understanding so vital, so pervasive, and so fundamental that
it takes place, in large part, as a sort of “‘postural impregnation” (Henri
Wallon’s phrase), responding to the texts on a level “‘beneath the (dualistic)
relation of a knowing subject and known object’” 3 in a process of embodi-
ment that, for Merleau-Ponty, is *‘prior to cognition properly so-called.”” !
Indeed, it could well be that the performance of ancient rituals and the
chanting of ancient texts of prayer make possible, through their poetic
energy, an attitude of remembrance by which the textual meaning spontan-
eously ‘‘couples” with a long-sedimented texture of sense, or with a sense
very much ingrained in the sentient tensions and intentionalities of the body.
In that case, might we not be able to feel, reverberating through our own
body, like the myths of the Jungian ‘‘collective unconscious’’ or the memoire
involontaire which Benjamin enjoyed pondering, the primordial, ‘‘transcend-
ental’’ bonds of wisdom and kinship by which we are joined, through tradi-
tion, yet also without conscious effort at recollection, even to our earliest
spiritual ancestors? 32 According to Rabbi Pinchas of Koretz, disciple of the
Baal Shem Tov, we are blessed by prayer ‘‘when all the chambers of the body
vibrate with it.”” 3 But ‘‘all the chambers’’ refers to every cell, and even
every genetic element. Remembrance, embodied in prayer, penetrates the
meaning of the genetic code. Remembrance reaches down through all the
sedimented tissues of experiential meaning, to touch the loom of our pre- -
personal and mythic past - an archaic past rooted in the darkness beyond time
and transmitted through the body as the felt meaningfulness of an invisible
text, an invisible law.
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Somethi.ng of this is suggested, I think, by Lama Govinda, when he writes
of awakening a ‘‘spiritual instinct”’. As the Lama accurately notes, ‘“We can

be spontaneously and yet fully conscious of the forms and forces of tradi- |

tion.””3* For, .
spontaneity is built on practice; ....
actions in the past ... .
that they need no further decision or effort of will. 35
A tx:adition could become so ingrained, however, only if it cor-responded to a
grain, or destiny, already engraved upon the very flesh of our nature. What
1 ha.ve called ‘‘the primordial text’’ is, basically, just our human potential as
bodies of perceptivity and feeling. Considered in this light, ritual perfor-
mances serve to guide us through the process of embodying the secondary
f)uter texts (of ritual and meditation instruction), so that we become progress:
}vely more skillful at reading, or appreciating with a deeply felt understand-
ing, our abilities and endowments, the original, God-given text. (Is it really
any wonder, considering how well we understand ourselves and how poorly

we achieve the healthiness we dream of, that the ‘‘original text’”’ should be |

thought stehO\v hidden, invisible, or to have vanished?)

Prayer is the seal of tradition; through the symbols of its tradition prayer
transmutes the body, sealing the prophetic image of that tradition wi’thin us
Pr?lyer bestows on us the ideal of 2 new body-schema, a new body-image'
With the passage of time, the body itself becomes the hermeneutic seal an(i
protec.tor, the living, commemorative emblem, of the tradition. The process
then, is a double one: as we embody the tradition, we perpetually reincarn:
ate, a.nd keep alive, our tradition; at the same time, however, this embodi-
ment is also our own reincarnation, our own renewal, blessing,our flesh with
the rax.ilant sp.lrit of health. Since we always begin life having already forgot-
ten th1§ ‘blessmg, we need to be gathered, by reading, into its recollection
A trzfc?ztwn of embodiment is at the same time the embodiment of that ver);
Ziz(;iztton, for.lt teaches us how to open ourselves up experientially (in feeling
and Iﬁz;ﬁg)t{ltc;r‘x, for example) to the meaningfulness proclaimed by the
0 eL:.é :tss novx;; to conclude, t'ight.en the weave of our argument. According to
e we have been cons%dermg, we receive, as our destined being, a body
of flesh already engr?ved with a secret, but unknown text, programming our
gf)t'erftxal f(?r perceiving and feeling the concrete presence, or meaning, of

ivinity. Slfxce this inscription, however, is a prescription for our we11~b¢;in
.(our potential cries out for recognition and nurture), we need to receiv§
instructions from the tradition, teaching us the texts for ritual performance
As we.perfor.m the prescribed rituals with greater and greater skill, we be it;
to be m-hab.xted by Fhe powerful living sense of the outer texts. , With tghe
rp;;sszl:ge .of tlme_coytmuously repeated in the reading, inner and outer texts
e gr egin t.o coincide. Were there no longer any difference between them

ers'tandmg would be complete: thanks to the performance of the ritual;

s‘rlescrlbed by the outer texts, the sense of the inner would be fully translated.
woi (;vglslg, f:}?lly b.ec('iome tl}lle one true text. However, the ambiguity in th‘;
) ' reminds us that meaning, embodied in the sensuo
:z Stl}llefCt to _endless trgnslation, endless dissemination. So that :)l;re:f;;filtl)tr;
o te exts is a(ways in questi9n as a sentence of becoming. The infinite

1stential value and inexhaustible meaningfulness of the divine text thus

' it is a product of long-repeated !
which have become so ingrained in one’s nature
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continues to unfold - not only in our own life, but also in the lives of all the
living beings whom we chance to encounter.

This process of ritual embodiment is what I call the fleshing out of the text.
But “fleshing out’’ connotes understanding. Thus, in the remainder of this
essay, I would like to focus on the process of understanding. Principles of
decisive importance for humanistic education are, I believe, involved.
Athens certainly thought so, if we may trust Plato’s account of education in
The Republic and Laws.

In his essay, “‘On the Phenomenology of Language,”’ Merleau-Ponty
observes that the human body enables me to enjoy ‘‘a spontaneity which
teaches me what I could not know in any other way except through it.”’
This suggests that there are, within the texts of a religious tradition, certain
dimensions of meaning, or sense, which are of such a nature that it is only
with my body, only through the process of embodying those dimensions of
meaning in a disciplined and skillful way, that I may come to understand
them. The senses forever disseminate meaning; but they also recollect
ancient meanings otherwise lost. There are in fact, I suggest, meanings,
some deeply engraved in the text, which I need to hear to understand; and
there are meanings whose truth I have to feel. The Cartesian Cogito needs a
tongue to taste the sweetness of truthful speech, as it needs hands to show
charity and eyes to behold the glory of God’s Creation. The meaningfulness
of the texts needs to be woven into the textures of our body. Thus inwrought,
they function with great effect - and with a spontaneity appropriate to our

situation.
In Wahrheit and Methode, Gadamer writes:

" To understand it (a text) does not mean primarily referring back to past
life, but rather present participation in what is said. It is not really a
question of a relation between persons . ... but rather, of a participation
in the communication which the text makes to us. 3

Now, in the case of religious texts, this participation, this conversation with
the text, is always, I submit, a process of understanding through embodi-
ment. This explains, in part, why it happens that, as he states in another
work,
The real event of understanding goes continually beyond what can be
brought to the understanding . ... by methodological effort and critical
self-control. It is true to every conversation that through it something
different has come to be. %7

This is true above all, I believe, when understanding is a process of embodi-

ment. Understanding a text is not a discrete mental state, or a momentary

episode, in the disembodied ‘‘life’’ of a transcendental Cartesian Cogito.

(See Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations, to see this picture deci-

sively repudiated and cast out). Understanding is, rather, an on-going

process in unlimited time, a process, in fact, which is historically and cultur-
ally situated, since the relationship between text and reader is existential:

““What I have called the consciousness of effective history is inescapably

more being than consciousness.” ¥ ‘“Understanding itself,”’ says Gadamer,

“‘is not to be thought of so much as an action of subjectivity, but as the enter-

ing into an event of transmission in which past and present are constantly

mediated.”” 3 Furthermore, just as it is more ‘‘our prejudgments (our hori-
zons of pre-reflective understanding, which are primarily horizons of feeling)
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that constitute our being,”” % so too it is more by, or with, our primordial
corporeal sense and sensibility than by, or with, our ‘‘pure intellect,” that
we come to understand the body of knowledge entrusted to us by our tradi-
tion. The ‘‘mediation’’ of textual sense Gadamer speaks of is, first and fore-
most, the sensuous mediation of our embodiment.
Nietzsche’s notes, in The Will to Power, contain some fascinating insights

which bear on these points. In Note 314, for example, he observes that,

Our most sacred convictions, the unchanging elements in our supreme

values, are judgments of our muscles. 4!

In our muscles, and indeed, in our body as a whole, there lies:
The stored-up integrity and shrewdness of generations which are never

conscious of their principles . ...42
According to Nietzsche,
When morality . . .. has been, as it were, stored up through the practice

of a whole succession of generations, then the total force of this accumu-
lated virtue radiates even into that sphere where integrity is most
seldom found, into the spiritual sphere. 43
Thus, he concludes that,
One acts perfectly only when one acts instinctively.
Or, as he says in another note,
To the extent that it is willed, to the extent that it is conscious there is
no petfection in action of any kind. 4 ’
And he explicitly spells out the significance of his observations for the
process of moral and spiritual education:
The great rationality of all education in morality has always been that
one tr.led to attain to the certainty of an instinct: so that neither good
mterm(?ns nor good means had to enter consciousness as such .. .. In
fact, this unconsciousness belongs to any kind of perfection. 4 h
Even Edmund Husserl, for all his phenomenological sensitivity, could not
break free of the rationalism that nurtured him. No more than’Descartes
cou{d he appreciate the fact that the bodily ‘“‘expression’’ of a thought, or the
P‘Od,lbf reazflmg of a written text, will always, and of necessity, supplem,ent the
original cognitive meaning. 47 Thus, Husserl shares the Cartesian view of
the painter in Lessing’s play, Emilia Galotti who lamented the body’s
mediation as a lqss of meaning: “‘On the long path from the eye through the
?}tl'm to .the pencil, how much is lost!” It is not easy for philosophers and
eologians to respect and appreciate, as practitioners always have, the
r}r}onderfu]ly, and indeed essentially pro-creative role of the human bo;iy in
the process of understanding. When the transmission of sacred knowledge
is .med'lated by the human body, we need to ask ourselves how much is
ialggd. Sp rpuch may be gained, in fact, that the Jewish thinkers of the
: at alah‘ Insisted on the invisibility, or unintelligibility, of the primordial
ext. Ultimately, we may realize that there is only a continuous process of

embodiment; no original text, but only th i
it; , e gestur: f -
uate the writing of the Book of Life. yhes s of devotion that perpet

How well do we understand this gesture?
foremost, a surrender or submission of the bod
the body as willing to yield to the authority o:
do much more than that: we offer our body to
act of devotion. And, as we listen to the words

Under-standing is, first and
y. It is the body as receptive,
f the text. But in prayer, we
the text; we submit to it as an
we sing, as we consecrate our
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ears and our mouth to the enchanting spirit whose sounds we echo; as even
the frame of our entire body yields itself up to the rhythmic measures and the
rising and falling intonations, we gradually recreate within ourselves an
intimate, unshakable, non-objectifiable understanding of the body of know-
ledge: the holy language is woven, is insinuated, into the very fibers and
bones of the body. And then we know our tradition in a way that we could
never have known it, if we had been pure minds or souls, separate from the
temple of our body. Under-standing the texts, we place our body in a stance
which supports them and grounds them firmly on the earth where we stand:
in brief, we stand under the text; we uphold it, too, holding it up to the sky.
That is understanding.

In his Ethics, Spinoza states that, ‘‘The human mind is adapted to the per-
ception of many things, and its aptitude increases in proportion to the num-
ber of ways in which its body can be disposed.”” (Book II, prop. 14) It is his
conviction, strong like a true vision, that,

In this life, . ... it is our chief endeavour to change the body of infancy,
so far as its nature permits and is conducive thereto, into another body
which is fitted for many things, and which is related to a mind conscious
as much as possible of itself, of God, and of objects .... *
According to Spinoza,
He who possesses a body fitted for doing many things is least of all
agitated by those emotions which are evil, that is to say, by emotions
which are contrary to our nature, and therefore he possesses the power
of arranging and connecting the modifications of the body according
to the order of the intellect, and consequently of causing all the modifi-
cations of the body to be related to the idea of God .... (Book V, prop.
39, Note)
In this essay, I have been attempting to show that, and also how, a process of
embodiment guided by the ritual texts of a religious tradition can awaken and
cultivate a ‘‘knowledge of God”’, or an “‘intellectual love of God”, far deeper
and far more meaningful than we might have thought possible, insofar as this
process tecognizes ‘‘the essence of this or that body under the form of eter-
nity.”” (Book V, prop. 22) For, as he says, ‘‘Our mind, insofar as it knows
itself and the body under the form of eternity, necessarily has a knowledge of
God”’, powerfully ingrained in the living body. (Book V, prop. 30) This living
body, created by - and yet also for - our understanding of the form of eternity,
is the authentic body of knowledge. The body of knowledge that is contained
by the religious texts is, by contrast, just the imprinted shadow of this living
body, without which the tradition would surely, and abruptly, perish.
The human body either changes and grows, or else it dies. So it is, too,
with a religious tradition. Religious movements characteristically begin in
ecstasy - in dream and vision. In the beginning, they promise freedom and
health. But, as they establish themselves in the world, they have a tendency
to lose touch with their creative vision. A shift in focus takes place, and they
become dogmatic, judgmental, punitive, repressive.*® The heteronomy of
‘tradition and law conceals our initial dream of a healthy spontaneity, from
which would flow words and deeds of great beauty, truth and virtue. In this
essay, we have selected certain texts which are remarkable (although there
are others we have not been able to cite), not only for their poetic power, but
also for their unequivocal appreciation of our needs and capabilities as beings
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with a bodily nature we cannot dispose of, and which we can ignore only at
great cost. These texts are also remarkable by virtue of the lucidity with
which they articulate, for our benefit, the processes of feeling and percep-
tion, and powerfully motivate us, through a poetry strong both in feeling and
in understanding, to get in touch with our experiencing and work on opening
up. After all, what is so striking, and so utterly beyond question, is the fact
that the texts we are concerned with here ask us to focus on the way we in-
habit and experience our bodily nature, and do so, moreover, with but one
goal: the nurturing of our capacity for feeling and perceiving in more open,
more spontaneous, more creative and meaningful ways.

If we take the texts in question to heart, that is, if we take them seriously,
th.e}r poetry is not mystical, nor is it the naive expression of myths and super-
stition. Rather, we will discover that the poetry speaks truthfully and mov-
ingly, addressing itself directly to the way we are experiencing our being;
anq we will gradually understand the poetry as an expression, besides, of
avisionary standard by which we can measure, and test, our own experiential
‘gx.‘owtl?. The poetry of these great texts addresses itself precisely to that

‘_1dea11ty -+.. not alien to the flesh’’ which “‘gives it its depth, its dimen-
sions,”’ and of which, in the passage from The Visible and the Invisible which
opens this paper, Merleau-Ponty so eloquently speaks.

Wh.ere there exists a living body of tradition, then, as Santayana says, in
The Life of Reason, ““‘We are not left merely with the satisfaction of abstract
success or the consciousness of ideal immortality.”” 5 Wherever mortals
dyvell in the context of a tradition that has not forgotten the process of reli-
gious mcarpation, there yet remains, as he argues,

an ?nllghtening example, together with faculties predisposed by dis-
mpll.ne to recover their ancient virtue. The better a man evokes and
realls?s the ideal, the more he leads the life that all others, in proportion
to th‘elr worth, will seek to live after him, and the more he helps them to
live in that nobler fashion. His presence in the society of immortals thus
becomes, so to speak, more pervasive. He not only vanquishes time by

his own ration.ality, living now in the eternal, but he continually lives
again in all rational beings. 5!

Perhaps our reading, together,
to open our chests of immortal lov
knowledge which those texts ha
eternal life within the weavings of

of some ancient religious texts will help us
€ and realize, there, the concealed body of
ve long treasured, protecting the body’s
darkness wrought by their own print.

Northwestern University,
Evanston.
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