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Focusing as a Prayer Practice

Elizabeth Morana, Ph.D.

I came into Focusing about four years ago to help me with the process of writing a 
memoir. But within a few months, I realized there was something I wanted more than the 
ability to write meaningful stories and have the pleasure of sharing them with others.

I became aware that Focusing could help me with my prayer life. 

The basis of prayer for me is simple, not dependent on religious beliefs, church affilia-
tion, or ritual. To me, prayer is me reaching out to God and asking for my soul to be filled—
and then transformed—by His great Divine Love. Nothing more. I simply seek to become a 
pure channel for that Divine Love. 

But often during prayer, I’d had the sensation that I was sitting in front of a very thick 
stone wall—a prisoner wailing in a dungeon, unheard. The words, “from the depths I cry to 
Thee” seemed to capture my stuck sense that I believed God was ‘up there somewhere,’ but 
I just couldn’t reach Him.

Within a short while of exploring the felt-sense to strengthen the depth of my memoir-
writing, I began to realize in working with my teacher, Kye Nelson, that Focusing was help-
ing my prayers to be less intellectual, less from my limited thoughts and old stuck patterns 
(e.g., God doesn’t hear me) and more from my heart and soul. I was beginning to feel ‘heard.’ 

Making space for all that needs our attention and listening those needs with compas-
sion seemed to be providing the missing step in my usual approach to prayer. No longer was 
I just asking for help with ‘overcoming’ qualities that separated me from Divine Love, but I 
began to see that giving those issues attention was not only more healing and more effective, 
it invited in a healing, listening presence. As the me-listening, me-making-space happened, 
the stone wall began to crumble.

I had not felt a rapport with any of the major religions, and I had prayed alone for 
years. A solitary prayer practice made the most sense to me and I believed—and continue to 
believe—that no one need mediate between me and God. However, when I began to Focus in 
partnerships, I saw that the shared field created by listening from the felt sense was serving 
to enhance my spiritual yearning, as well as the experience of Divine Love that sometimes 
came to me. And I saw that my Focusing partners need not consider prayer as their goal for 
this shared field to enhance my awareness of my own yearning and of Love’s answer to it.

Also, I found that—for me—the elements of Wholebody Focusing (WBF) helped me 
to go further, tapping into that within me that doesn’t understand anything, cannot handle 
concepts, but can understand what is received by the body. Paying more attention to the 
sensations of my body and the ways my body moves added to my ability to be with all that 
had been needing attention all those years. 
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As I continued with Kye to explore ways of finding connections between my spiritual 
life and this new thing called a felt sense in my training, I also explored WBF in various 
settings and then joined the two-year Intensive WBF Certification Program. 

I attended the WBF morning workshop at FISS 2012, and it was during this week that 
I attended Kevin’s “mini” class, designed to give people a taste of what WBF is about. In this 
short class, Kevin introduced the “arm raising” exercise inviting students to see that when 
we become conscious of our body, the body becomes conscious of itself, and then there is 
a possibility of ‘more’ coming. This exercise has helped me to understand more deeply that 
my body is not just a vehicle I drive around in; it knows something. And, I’ve been ignoring 
that for a long time.

Kevin opened with a short introduction in the large meditation hall at the Garrison 
Institute that night. A woman from our morning WBF class invited me to be her partner; I 
felt fortunate to work with someone who was very experienced in WBF.

My partner suggested I go first. I was happy to do that. She stood with her back to the 
wall in the meditation hall; behind her was the step up to the individual pews that surround 
the room. The windows, high up on the walls, were open. There were lots of people around 
us, some silently facing each other, others speaking. There is always something disconcert-
ing for me about Focusing with the sounds of the voices of other Focusers around me. I 
noticed that and set it aside.

Grounding always comes first. The direction had been to “invite your arms to raise, in 
their own time, in their own way.” I’d done this before. But each time is different. I wondered 
if I’d be able to be responsive to the body, would I push it to do something I insisted upon, or 
would I be so uncertain that I wouldn’t recognize its own decision to move? This is always a 
quandary that comes to me when I invite my body to move on its own. 

Ordinary life experiences hadn’t prepared me for this approach to the body. ‘Some-
thing’ in me still believes this is a silly idea; of course the body doesn’t move on its own—I 
tell the body what to do, and IT OBEYS. Bodies don’t have minds of their own! That’s what 
brains are for. I’m just kidding myself; it’s only moving because I want it to, because I told it 
to. How can an arm or a leg have an intention?

The doubting thoughts fly like birds over my head, and I begin to ground myself, as I 
watch my body “awaken to itself,” begin to “become conscious of itself.”

I relax my shoulders. I feel my feet. I notice the weight of my body pressing against 
the floor—Kevin often suggests that we “feel the support” of the floor, but those words don’t 
always work for me. It doesn’t feel like “support.” I’d spent too many years managing the 
environment to feel floor as support. But I can and do notice the weight of my whole body 
pressing down, comfortably, reliably, into my feet—I can feel my ‘contact with the environ-
ment,’ as Kevin puts it. That’s a better starting place for me.

Yes, I’m here. I sense gravity doing its work. There’s floor; it’s strong, reliable, unmov-
ing. There’s skin-sensing warmth of air. There’s body-sensing space around it, other living 
bodies nearby. There are my lungs, drinking in air. I begin to feel ‘fed’ by the environment, 
as it gives me solid floor, safe room, comfortable temperature, like-minded folks peaceably 



138 • The Folio • 2013

engaged nearby, air effortlessly feeding oxygen to my cells. The environment is beginning 
to feel like “support.”

I notice parts of my body become energized and awake. As soon as one part of the 
body begins to warm up and feel itself, another part announces itself. It happens as though 
my body were a house at night, and slowly the lights turn on in each room, and light shines 
out the ‘window’ of my leg, my arm, my shoulder, my belly, my chest, and so on. Yes. I am 
me-here-now. I am grounded.

My body adjusts my posture and my position. I straighten my spine; one shoulder 
drops just a bit. I move my feet a bit further apart and feel more stable. I notice a fleeting 
self-consciousness with a partner there, someone I don’t know well. She’s much more experi-
enced than me, something worries, I’ll never be able to . . .  and a helpless feeling finishes the 
thought, saying so much more than words could capture of that paralyzed place.

Then my attention goes to my sternum. That familiar yearning comes again. There it 
is, in my heart area, a kind of clenching, like when you grasp the hand of the person you love, 
the person you feel you need, sitting there next to them, telling them all of what you need in 
the gentle grasping of your hand in theirs. It’s a nice feeling.

The clenching/wanting feeling quickly moves through my upper chest, into my throat, 
into my mouth, as a warm stimulating kind of substance; there’s a kind of wanting being 
expressed there in the throat and mouth along with a feeling, that if it had words it would be 
saying, “I need your Love.” 

It doesn’t feel like it’s coming from an intellectual place. It’s more like the direct feel-
ing of the little child who finds herself alone in a train station, separated from her mother—
but no, not quite, because there’s no fear, no panic. Just the wanting.

No, not like alone-in-a-train-station; more like seeing your Grandpa when your 
mother brings you into a room where he’s sitting on the couch, and his face turns toward 
you and his eyebrows raise, his mouth goes wide into a smile, his arms begin to open toward 
you. The feeling is like that. Everything in you starts to run toward him, even before you 
move your body.

Now I notice the right arm. It’s expressing this yearning, I can tell; I am somehow 
watching. The arm is now like that child, not afraid either, just reaching with strong yearn-
ing. I watch and cooperate with the arm, and I notice my body beginning to stretch as arm 
goes up, hand well above my head now. Muscles on right side of body stretch; I notice space 
between vertebrae opening up. 

Now it seems my right hand has gone as high as it can. But no—it goes higher, and 
space between the vertebrae expand. I’m sure that it can’t possibly go any further. But no: 
again, it goes more, and more, and I notice how my legs and feet are helping with this 
stretching, supporting the whole body as it reaches for that Love.

The left arm slowly rises and joins right arm in its search. I’m amazed at how high my 
body can reach, and it doesn’t seem to be losing balance. It’s pure expression of yearning. If 
it had words, it would be saying, ‘Please. Please.” 
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The arms stay up there, hands and fingers moving so slowly in patterns that don’t make 
any obvious sense; they are like long grasses at the bottom of the pond, moving slightly with 
the movement of the water around them. I notice my legs and torso; they are solid, support-
ing upper body in their reaching, an image of the trunk of a tree comes there. Torso and legs 
feel woody, alive, able-to-bend-but-not-break quality there. Rooted and solid, ready, strong, 
and moreover, legs are aware of what arms are reaching for. Whole body is working together 
in this yearning. So much is happening inside that has no words, it is too big for words, it is 
a rushing of energy and love, and yearning for more love, it is moving upward from me to 
something beyond me.

Ah, now what’s happening, I wonder, as the arms start to lower. Is the yearning stop-
ping? It’s quieter inside now, and something is moving. I wonder, what’s happening now? No 
answer comes. Did this experience make any sense whatsoever? 

But I wait: I remember that we can be with the “not-knowing”—that place where we 
just wait in the dark, really having no idea what is going on, and yet we are willing to stand 
there with all of it, not-knowing what it all means, not-knowing if we will ever know what 
that particular experience meant. Maybe just having to trust that something did happen and 
will continue to work through me, through my body, even if I am never able to articulate it 
to myself or anyone else. I rest in the complacence of knowing that it did happen, even if I 
never know any more than that.

Something more comes. I feel as though thick syrup were flowing down the outside of 
my body, from the top of my head, all the way to my feet. Thick and warm, like the honey 
a penniless hobo poured on his bowler hat in a silent film I watched when I was four years 
old, and how delicious that looked!

I notice now that my arms have lowered but they are still active. They have been mov-
ing in delicate slow motion, something I’ve never been able to do by my own intention. The 
movements are so slow, so smooth. No, I would never be able to; I’m a speed freak in contrast 
to my body when it is conscious of itself and invited to move on its own. 

So I watch and cooperate, and my arms bend at the elbow and my hands come together 
in front of my chest. There’s a feeling of comforting, nurturing love there, around my hands, 
in front of my chest, in my chest, and really all around me as I pay attention to it. As each 
hand slowly moves in small rotating motion in front of chest, I can feel something inside the 
chest. My hands are not touching my body, and yet it is as though they were holding a big 
spoon that is stirring something in my chest, and my chest feels the effect of the stirring, 
so clearly. No direct contact, no big spoon, but chest feels it. Hand moves left to right, chest 
feels gentle loving movement inside, left to right. Hand moves up, chest feels the loving 
movement upward. Inside my chest it feels like there are clusters of magnetic ‘dust’ being 
drawn this way and that by a large powerful magnet just a few inches away. This goes on for 
a while as hands explore and chest follows.

Meanwhile, I’m watching and cooperating, silently amazed that, inside my chest, I 
can plainly feel the hand movements even though hands do not touch my body. Then my 
hands slow their movement and become still, my palms tilted at an angle, not quite toward 
each other, not quite upwards, but at an angle. The way hands look when you’re talking about 



140 • The Folio • 2013

something important, frozen in time, in that moment of thoughtful, precious reflection. My 
hands are still. And yet there is a great deal of power here—in them, around them, in my 
body, around my body. The space around me is thick. How am I able to feel something I’m 
not touching, I wonder.

I notice the sounds of the crickets outside; the windows must be open. There must be 
millions upon millions of crickets there; the night air is thick with the sound. I feel a smile 
come up and I feel the vibration of all those little beings who seem to be rejoicing in the 
world around them during their short life here in Garrison, New York, here near the Hudson 
River, hovering around the branches of those gigantic trees outside, feeling the warm night 
air, living the good life. 

With my own body, I feel the vibration of their bodies and of the sounds their bodies 
are making. It seems that I feel the movement of all molecules in the air; even the sound of 
the crickets is felt as movement, as tiny vibrations.

It occurs to me that I do not feel that I am “one with the world” as I’ve sometimes 
heard others say. For me, that expression evokes a loss of self and I don’t resonate with it. I’m 
feeling things inside—not only as arm, leg, or belly—I’m feeling every particle that makes 
up my arm, leg, belly. I am solid and I am a mass of moving particles. Both, in this moment. 
And, at the same time, I can somehow feel the particles that are not-me, but are around me, 
separate from me—inside this room, outside those windows. I wonder, How is this possible? 
How can I feel that?

Now my body, my arms, my hands, become completely still. Not only a physical 
stillness, but another kind of stillness, where I am right-here-right-now. I have ‘stopped.’ I’m 
being shown that I am now able to perceive the imperceptible. I can’t assign any words to 
that. I am now able to be aware of the invisible. There’s a strong sense that I can slow down 
enough to capture this moment and all that is in it. All that is in it. I sense, from a deep place 
that the more still I become, the more I can know. All to be known is here and accessible to 
me—to anyone who becomes still enough.

I get a flash of understanding that once I invite the body to move of its own accord, 
and once I see that it can move of its own accord, I learn that it’s not really important how 
the body moves, or where the arms go, or how fast or slow they move. 

I’ve learned the first lesson: they can move of their own accord—with my consent and 
cooperation; there is life that is not managed by me. And I can invite and welcome that life 
to move and to show me things.

And now it’s showing me my second lesson: that it’s possible to slow down, and it’s 
possible to ‘stop.’ I sense that my arms moved only to get my attention, so that they could 
show me this other, greater thing. My arms tell me—silently and without words: “Look 
around you. You’re still enough now to look around you. Let your yearnings go out for that 
Divine Love and be still, and now see it. It’s here. The Love is here.” 

That was it. I was brought to the place I’d hoped for. And I knew there was still more 
to come. Later.
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That captures the Focusing session I had that night with my partner at the ‘arm-raising 
exercise’ at FISS 2012. I remember learning in WBF training that, at the end of a Focusing 
session, we might want to “invite all that’s come to continue to inform all of my life’s situ-
ations, even as I move forward into the next activity and into the next part of my day.” And 
that I need not analyze it, or understand it, but only to welcome it and be grateful to it, and 
ask it to continue to do its work. Understandings and connections to my life situations will 
come naturally, of their own accord, when ready. And some have already come.

And I see what I’d hoped for all along: Focusing can help my prayer life. In fact, 
Focusing is the way I pray. First through grounding, then inviting all that wants to come, 
then holding all that comes without trying to figure it out, then waiting patiently with the 
not-knowing, and having with gratitude for all that comes. 

Prayer is the most precious form of my Focusing practice, but not the only one. I also 
Focus to discover all that is stuck and needing my attention, and all that gets triggered in the 
course of a normal day. But just as I hope to ‘live from the felt-sense’ as much as possible, I 
also hope to eventually live in a continual state of prayer/yearning for Divine Love. And the 
process of Focusing helps me to approximate that state. 

This seems true to me now: Divine Love speaks to me through my body. And Focus-
ing has given me the missing steps that take prayer out of the intellectual realm and into the 
directly-experienced-authentically-and-soulfully-felt realm. 

And I wonder: Who is that me-listening, me-making-space that enabled that stone 
wall to begin to crumble?
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