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MAKING PEACE WITH OUR BODIES:  
A Paradigm Shift

Katherine M. Kehoe

Eugene Gendlin has pointed out that while the felt sense may not always arise in the 
physical body, the physical body is where we start to pay attention. As Focusers, we recog-
nize the body as a source of wisdom. Yet in Focusing sessions, we often discover feelings of 
distrust, anger or frustration toward our bodies. We may notice a tendency to withdraw from 
our body as a source of pain or shame. 

How do we hold this paradox? How do we turn toward our bodies in a friendly way, 
while also being present with the feeling “my body is not my friend”? 

Intrigued by journal reports of people using Focusing with serious physical condi-
tions, I wondered how everyday Focusers like myself, my clients and my students could 
communicate more successfully with our bodies. That led me to develop a Focusing class 
called “Making Peace With Our Bodies” as an accessible way to address this question.

In the class, we explore approaches that allow us to sense the body and its issues 
freshly. This friendly and curious approach, applied in specific exercises and invitations, has 
been getting some exciting results, and I’m pleased to share some of it here. 

I practice Inner Relationship Focusing (IRF) as developed by Ann Weiser Cornell and 
Barbara McGavin. For those not familiar with IRF, I offer two definitions that will clarify 
some of the points I make below.

Self-in-Presence — When we are in Presence, we are grounded, centered, calm, curi-
ous, with a broad perspective, able to act in mature and healthy ways. While Presence is the 
natural state of the Self, it is by no means habitual — it takes practice to move into this state.

Partial selves or parts — In very simple terms, we might think of a partial self as one 
aspect of ourselves that tries unsuccessfully to carry forward our blocked life force. An inner 
critic is an example of a partial self, but there are many, and they tend to both compete and 
collaborate in failed attempts to achieve carrying forward. Successful Focusing with parts 
requires that we move into Presence. From Presence we are able to hear all the parts without 
judgment or reactivity.

Accessing the centered state of Presence is the foundation of successfully making 
peace with our bodies. Only from this state can we have the attitude of friendly, respectful 
interest necessary to communicate with them. 
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BASIC PRINCIPLES

With this work we are creating a paradigm shift in our relationships with our bodies. 
Here are some of the principles that form the foundation of the new mindset. 

1. I am not my body: I am more than my body. 

Just as I am not my emotions, I am not my body. I — from that larger witnessing 
awareness that we call Self-in-Presence — am in relationship with my body. 

It is useful to note that just as I am not my body, neither am I my illness or my 
diagnosis. We often learn to identify with our challenges: I am a diabetic, an alcoholic, an 
insomniac, a migraine sufferer. Dis-identifying with a condition can give us “space” around 
it for a new fresh perspective. Instead of saying “I am an insomniac,” I could say (more 
accurately) “Something in me (or, some part of me) doesn’t want to sleep.” 

2. I can be completely fine, even if my body is uncomfortable or suffering.

For example, during an outdoor dinner in California last year, I was bitten by small 
flying bugs. Being very susceptible to bug bites, I was covered with big welts that itched 
intensely for days. One night, I was scratching so much in my sleep that it that it woke me up. 

As I lay there feeling sorry for myself, thinking how much I was suffering, I heard a 
quiet, but very firm voice inside saying: “You’re not suffering, I’m suffering.” In that middle-
of-the-night stillness, I realized that my skin was talking to me! And I realized it was abso-
lutely right: I was completely fine. It was my skin that was miserable. 

So I had a short conversation with my skin. I said I was sorry it was in so much 
distress. I asked if there was anything it wanted me to know. I was surprised to hear it say 
that it was thirsty. I was even more surprised when, following this conversation, my sense of 
suffering stopped, and I fell peacefully back to sleep. In the morning I was delighted to find 
that the overall itchiness was greatly diminished.

Remembering my skin had said it was thirsty; I slathered it with lotion for the next 
several days. Interestingly, I later read that dehydration can intensify reactions to bug bites. 
Funny how reading something in print helped validate the wisdom my body had to offer. 

When you can make the distinction between You and your body, then you can move 
into Presence, recognize that you are not the one suffering, and be a friendly witness to the 
part of you that is suffering. You can move from feeling oppressed by your symptom to 
feeling compassion and curiosity. And from there a way forward can open up.

3. My body is not my enemy.

An uncomfortable physical symptom is not intended to make us suffer; it may be our 
body’s attempt to communicate something important. But too often, not understanding the 
message, we interpret the pain or symptom as our body punishing us or being unkind to us. 
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Not recognizing the discomfort as a message, we often resent the messenger (body), feeling 
betrayed. It’s no wonder we don’t feel friendly toward a body that seems to inflict suffering 
on us. 

For many of us, our only response to discomfort has been to try to ignore it, suppress 
it, or run away from it. Many of us go to great lengths to avoid turning toward what really 
wants our attention. To make peace with our bodies, we must begin to listen. 

When we have a challenging physical symptom or condition, we also tend to have 
parts with many feelings about it. With a heart condition, for example, there might be fear of 
dying, anger, blame, sorrow, etc. All of these parts tend to have agendas regarding the heart; 
they want it to go away or be different somehow. And each point of view is important and 
needs to be heard. Yet with all these feelings swirling around, it may be impossible to hear 
the heart itself clearly.

By first attending to the voices inside that are scared of it, or angry with it, or worried 
sick about it, you create a truly safe place for your heart to come and talk about what’s going 
on for it. You’ve let your heart know, “I’m taking care of these other parts. It’s safe now for 
you to talk to me about what’s important to you.” Taking the time for respectful listening 
creates safety and trust.

If you find yourself bouncing off into distraction, dizziness, forgetfulness, or frustra-
tion, you may be encountering resistance. Oddly enough, when a body part is in distress, 
there are often other parts that don’t want you to talk to the distressed part and actively try 
to prevent that conversation. For example, in their desire to protect you, worried parts might 
‘kick sand in your face’ by sending fog or sleepiness. 

Move back into Self-in-Presence and check inside: Is there a part that doesn’t want 
you Focusing on some issue? If so, assume that it is worried about something. Acknowledge 
it and listen with respect to its point of view. Take the time to fully sense its concerns. Once 
this scared one feels completely heard, it will stop kicking sand. And you will recognize that 
it had a good reason for its seemingly hostile stance.

4. My body stores old emotional pain. It may also moderate or conceal uncomfortable 
emotions.

Our bodies store unresolved emotional material from the past, often carrying issues as 
physical symptoms or conditions. Bodyworkers report that when they are releasing an area 
of chronic pain or constriction, it is not uncommon for their client to suddenly experience 
tears or anger, and/or specific memories may surface.

Connie had endured 10 years of neck pain following a car accident. No medical inter-
vention had been successful in healing the pain. She and her doctors had always seen the 
accident as the source of her pain, but she had forgotten that she had been in an abusive 
marriage at the time of the accident. One day, an image surfaced of Connie cringing, pull-
ing her head into her shoulders to protect herself from a barrage of vicious criticism from 
her former husband. Her conscious mind had been denying this information, but once she 
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recognized the truth that her body was showing her, her neck pain was greatly diminished. 
Connie was amazed at how much better she felt after that session. Within a month her pain 
had disappeared completely.

Serious illnesses can be the body’s way of calling for attention to physical or emotional 
pain from the past that never healed properly. Generally this is something that happened 
when we didn’t have the knowledge, resources, or support to cope with it. As a result the 
healing process got short-circuited, subsequently showing up as chronic symptoms or acute 
illness — often years later. No matter how long ago the original trauma was, patient use of 
Focusing offers a way to bring emotional and physical healing. 

5. My body is sentient and able to communicate with me. 

The body has its own separate awareness, its own feelings and point of view. This is 
true for the body as a whole and also for individual parts — like my skin in the example 
above. If you listen, you may notice that your elbow, lung, and even individual cells have 
their own perspective, their own knowledge and experience.

Bill had been feeling vaguely unwell. As he acknowledged something in his abdomen 
that was feeling uncomfortable, he thought it might be his gall bladder. I suggested he check 
back with his body to be sure, and the response was “yes,” this was his gall bladder. It let him 
know that it was holding longstanding feelings of being lonely and unseen, and it showed 
him many memories from his childhood when he had a great deal of family responsibility 
and received no appreciation. 

Stunned, Bill said “I can’t believe I’m talking to my gall bladder! Who could have 
known it wanted to tell me all this!” Previously, he had brushed aside memories from the 
past, saying, “I can’t change what happened, I just have to get on with my life.” But as he 
realized that his body was still holding these memories, he began to turn toward his gall 
bladder and his past with new empathy. Not only did his gall bladder feel better, but his 
attitude toward himself also softened. Family and friends remarked on his new sense of ease 
and lightness.

While it’s true that our bodies don’t come with printed owner’s manuals, each of us 
is capable of listening inside and letting our wise body guide us toward greater health and 
wellbeing. 

6. My body has its own language and its own communication style.

The body’s primary language is the language of physical sensations. If the body starts 
shivering, we recognize that it’s cold. We crack our shin on the coffee table and pain signals 
us to avoid the sharp corner. But there are subtle levels of communication that may be 
harder to recognize. In addition to physical sensations our bodies may use images, sounds, 
smells, tastes. The communication may come in words or we may receive entire thoughts or 
memories. 
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Finding our way to that centered, neutral place of Presence is key to communicating 
with our bodies. Being Present lets us be curious and alert to the various forms and nuances 
of our body’s language.

In our culture, we commonly ignore, override, or misunderstand what our bodies want 
to tell us. If you’ve experienced this kind of minimizing, your body might understandably be 
reluctant to communicate with you now. But from Presence, you will be able to let whatever 
is there emerge in its own time. Be sure to cultivate patience, go slowly, pause frequently, 
avoid judgment, and keep checking back to be sure you correctly interpret what comes. 

If you want to Focus with your body, you must s-l-o-w down. Your body is a very 
capable communicator if you pause long enough to hear it. When you first make contact with 
something, take your time getting to know it. Sense... for the description that fits it best. Do 
not rush here. Be willing to try several words or phrases before you find a description that 
feels just right.

This process may take more checking-back than usual. In the same way that you 
might check back with someone whose native language is different from your own, you 
might check back with your body: “Are you saying...” or “Is this what you wanted me to 
know,” or “Do I understand you correctly that...?” 

Another reason to go slowly is that some body parts seem to operate at slower speeds 
than others (consider a bone versus the heart, for instance). Play with slowing down to match 
the pace of the organ or body part you want to engage.

7. Any physical sensation that comes during a Focusing session is relevant and always 
carries the potential for a life forward shift.

Sometimes a seemingly unrelated physical sensation will arise during a Focusing ses-
sion. Our tendency can be to ignore this sensation in pursuit of our chosen topic. However, 
in my experience, nothing that comes is ever a distraction. If you label it that way, you risk 
missing something important.

When Julia was Focusing about a personality conflict at work, she said that her 
arthritic ankle had started to throb. Although mentioned merely as an aside, my ears perked 
up. I know from experience that it’s not a coincidence when a symptom speaks up. Why, I 
wondered, would this symptom choose this moment to act up? I invited Julia to pause and 
turn toward the ankle with curiosity. 

Her ankle was angry; it was feeling stuck, unable to move forward because the path 
was blocked. Now Julia was able to reframe the personality conflict, realizing she had been 
in denial about having hit the glass ceiling of gender discrimination at work. Recognizing 
the real issue brought a sense of fresh air and a renewed enthusiasm for finding a win-win 
resolution. 

Pay attention to bodily symptoms that arise during a session, including itching, cough-
ing, sneezing, feeling suddenly hot or cold — any of these may be your body speaking to 
you. If you find yourself glossing over a seemingly random physical pain or sensation during 
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the session, consider that your body is communicating. Try giving this “random” sensation 
the same attention you would give to anything else that comes. You may be astonished at 
the results.

8. Even chronic conditions can shift when approached with new awareness: the power 
of sensing freshly.

The biggest pitfall with pain or any chronic condition is that we tend to objectify it. 
That is, we give it a label, and then perceive it as something frozen, unchanging. We call it 
“my pain”, “my multiple sclerosis,” etc., but we don’t come into a fresh relationship with it, 
and it doesn’t shift. 

Avoid falling into that trap. Each Focusing session offers a new opportunity for 
you sense the situation freshly. Phoebe suffered from migraines for over twenty years and 
thought she was doomed to continue suffering them forever. As she sensed the whole thing 
freshly, in a series of sessions, she found that the headaches came less frequently and with 
less intensity and shorter duration than before. Phoebe continues to Focus on this issue and 
continues to experience incremental relief.

Focusers expect that the felt sense of an issue will be something new and surprising. 
But sometimes what comes in answer to an invitation seems familiar, and you might think 
there’s nothing new to be known about it. However, there is always something fresh to be 
sensed from the familiar. 

In a Focusing session, George said with frustration that all he could sense was the 
same old low back pain he had felt since having bowel cancer years earlier. I suggested that 
instead of dismissing the pain because it was familiar, he might turn toward his back with 
curiosity. When he did so, his back revealed that it was still holding fear, locked in from the 
time of his cancer diagnosis. George was able to deeply listen to just how scary that time 
had been. He was amazed at how much relief this brought him. Using a pain scale of 0 to 10, 
George experienced a drop in pain from a 7 to a 3 in that single session.

When a familiar symptom comes during a session, turn toward it with fresh curiosity 
and sense how it is right now. When you use the word “familiar” to describe something 
that has come in a session, it’s a signal for you to pause and spend some time there. Either 
it is familiar because it has been trying to get your attention for a long time, or it hasn’t had 
enough attention and is still holding some trapped life-forward energy. 

SOME SPECIFIC APPROACHES

Openings: the power of specific invitations

Our invitation at the beginning of a session affects what comes in answer. Inviting 
whatever wants my awareness now brings a different response than inviting the whole thing 
about an issue.
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Inviting whatever wants my awareness now about this issue. . .

We start by listening to parts of ourselves so that we can move into the state of 
Presence necessary to sense the whole. Otherwise the unheard parts create too much static 
and distraction to get a true sense of the whole thing. So start by inviting whatever wants my 
awareness now about this issue. Try using this invitation for as many sessions as it takes, 
until all the parts have been fully heard.

Let’s say you’re Focusing with an ankle that is in pain. With this invitation, you’re 
likely to hear from various partial selves that have feelings and opinions about the ankle 
issue. Part of you may be worried the ankle will never heal properly. Another part may be 
worried about the medical costs, while another just wants the pain to go away. Yet another 
may be saying, “Stop being a crybaby — just grin and bear it.” AND we’re likely to hear 
from the ankle itself as it tells how it’s feeling and what it wants and doesn’t want. Listening 
to these parts without judgment brings relief and clears a space for the next invitation.

Inviting a felt sense of the whole thing about all this. . .

Now that we are fully Present, we can benefit from the power of this invitation. Invit-
ing a sense of the whole thing about the ankle injury is likely to get a very different response 
than simply hearing from a part. What comes is likely to be a metaphor or image whose 
meaning may not be clear, but it is accompanied by a big life forward shift. This invitation 
of the whole thing about all of that tends to bring a big picture response, not just about the 
issue itself, but often about how the issue affects our entire being.

Other invitations

When you have an issue that isn’t shifting, try a different invitation. For example, 
Glenda had chronic insomnia despite chronic exhaustion from a stressful job. She spent 
many sleepless hours reading and journaling. After several sessions, the issue wasn’t shifting 
and she was feeling desperate. Sensing something missing, I suggested, “There must be 
some part of your being who knows what’s going on with this sleeplessness! Let’s invite that 
one.” To our astonishment, what came was something that said, “We are responding to your 
intention. You ask for guidance to survive this struggle, yet are so busy during the day you 
cannot hear us. The only time we can get your attention is during the night.” Glenda felt a 
joyful sense of deep calm. Instead of feeling betrayed by her body’s refusal to sleep, she now 
felt deeply supported, realizing these reflective hours were filling a vital need. She’s now 
rearranging her life to have daytime hours for self-nourishment and enjoying more hours of 
sleep. And I am now very aware of the power of the right invitation.

In class, I offer students a long list of potential invitations to try, inviting them to 
sense, “Which invitation feels right for this issue today?” One student told me that this work 
with the invitations was her favorite part of the class. Try approaching stubborn issues in a 
number of different ways so that you can hear and witness more of the story.
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Working with pain and other physical challenges: the power of “something”

Your first efforts to Focus with the body might come when there is pain. To save time 
and frustration, don’t try to communicate with the pain itself. The pain is being experienced 
by something alive, so Focus with the something that’s alive. Say hello to something that’s 
feeling pain. Now you have something you can be in relationship with — as in, “Yes, ankle I 
know it really hurts,” or “I acknowledge there’s something in my hip that’s in a lot of pain.” 

Rather than saying hello to a migraine, you might say hello to your head or to some-
thing in your head that’s experiencing a certain quality of pain. I have seen Focusers making 
valiant efforts to stay with pain but not getting any Focusing relief, who then experienced 
lovely shifts when they turned toward something that was in pain. 

Remember that you can Focus about physical challenges at any time, regardless of 
whether you are experiencing them in the moment (think of migraines or asthma). It can 
be very effective to invite awareness of a certain condition even if you’re not currently 
experiencing it. You might have an easier time inviting all that about asthma when you’re 
not in the middle of an asthma episode. Once you develop the ability to stay in Presence, it 
can be useful to Focus even when the symptoms are most intense. 

Experimenting — the power of following your instincts

Having established rapport, it’s OK to guess how something inside is feeling, as long 
as you’re coming from Presence and not pushing to make something happen. When Focus-
ing with a breast issue, I sensed that my breast was just sitting there, watching me — not 
shutting me out but not willing to offer anything either. I was patiently listening, but my 
breast wasn’t talking. So I asked it a very direct question: “I’ve read that breast issues have 
to do with unresolved rage at our mothers. Are you carrying anger at Mom?” I got an imme-
diate answer, “Of course I am, and it’s about time you asked!” 

So don’t be afraid to ask a question. You may or may not get a clear answer. It might 
take some practice to sense the best way to elicit information. 

On the other hand, sometimes it takes a big dose of patience. Just as you wouldn’t try 
to force any other part to talk to you, it’s important to let a body part (or your whole body) be 
exactly as it is for as long as it needs to be, even if that means being silent. You can simply 
keep it company in its silence, being available if and when it’s ready to talk. 

Be willing to experiment and find what works for you. Focusing as a process tends to 
be flexible and forgiving. If you try something and it doesn’t bring a sense of rightness, or 
if something feels constricted inside, simply step back, pause, and consider what would feel 
more right as a next step.

VISION: WHAT’S POSSIBLE, HOPE FOR THE FUTURE

Ideally, you will find that day-to-day communication with your body becomes a 
habit. Instead of waiting for there to be a serious issue before turning toward the body, 



82 • The Folio • 2015

consider having conversations with it about the lower back twinge when you get out of 
the car, the bruise on your shin from bumping into the coffee table, the allergic reaction 
to the spring flowers, the protesting muscles after a workout in the gym, the arthritis in 
your thumbs...Simply pausing to acknowledge minor discomforts helps to establish a more 
trusting relationship with your body. To go further, you might even keep a Focusing journal 
tracking your body’s communication.

Making peace with our bodies is truly a paradigm shift, a very different way of per-
ceiving and relating to our bodies. Instead of indifference or animosity, we approach them 
with respect, gratitude, and curiosity. Instead of insisting, “I’m tired but I need to finish this 
project,” we can pause and sense the perspective of the body itself, as well as something in 
us that wants to get the work done. From Presence we can listen to both sides, sensing what 
action might be appropriate and respectful to both.

My hope is that you can develop the same ease in Focusing with a physical ailment 
that you have when Focusing with an emotional one. Further, I hope you can see the vast 
potential for healing offered by this approach, both individually and collectively. As we 
move toward peace with our own bodies, our peace-making reverberates throughout the 
larger “body” of mankind, helping to create more peace, compassion and understanding on 
earth.
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