You Are Not Participating!

Thomas Merton Brightman

Inthemid 1980’s, during my forty-secondyear, |
reluctantly register for a persond growth seminar.
My closest friendsand female companion have al
completed thework. | am geting very
uncomfortable with my trangarent resistance. A
small internd voice wantsto doit. But my fear of
unleashing an unoontrolled self suppresses any
initiative withoutthe push from othes.

Itisasix-day training. Forfour days| domy
usud nunmber. | stay in my head andin control.
My neck, shoulders and back are hurting and at
times| check out Fromchildhoodabuse | know
how to split. | have my rehearsed responss and
protective barriersto prevent any real public
vulneability.

If I realy “let go” wha will hgppen? Perhapsl
will notcome back. Maybel’ll gocrazy. Maybe
I'll belocked up. Maybel’ll hurt someone
Maybe someonewill hurt me. What will hgppen if | cannottake care of myself? Many of you
who are reading this article recognize these thougtis and fears.

On thefourth night, before the55-mile drive home, | buy some cassette tapes. My selectionis
unongiousand uninformed. Thetitles soundgoad. Adult children know wha | mean as they
roam bookgores in search of titles tha promise areasonel answer to internd longings

It'slate. I'm very tired, confused, not sure of what to think. It'sarainy, dak night My bodyis
aching. My mind has slowed to near stop. | reach to the seat beside me and withou looking at
thetitle, open atapeand shoveit into theplayer. Littledol knowwha is aboutto heppen.

The speaker announes:. “ Guess wha I’ m hearingaboutyou? You are not paticipaing.” |
begin to cry, flooding would be more accurate, withoutsound. Then | begin degp sobs | can
barely seeto drive. Morethan oncg, | pull to thesideof theroad. Part of me drives onward
while another pat remainsin adeeply altered state.

Arriving home, | make my way directly to my bed and collapse. Uponawakening, thebed looks
likenoonehasdeptinit. | have jug enoughtimeto ge ready and make it to thetrainingon
schedule. Yet, as| walk frombed to shower, thetears begin again, uncontrolled, uncensored,
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automatic. Thecryingcontnuesas| shower. My consiousmind is beginning to tell me to stop
and get myself together. | donot

| stand | frontof the bahroomsink looking in themirror at eyes tha reflect the consequences of
prolongel crying. | pick up my Old Spice stick deodorant and removethelid. | raise onearm to
receive the deodorant and oneto apply it. | am shaking and vibratingfrom al theupt. | apply
thedeodormant.

Then, as| reach for thelid to close the container, my arms freeze in postion. | cannotmove
My mindisaert. My bodyisrigid. My mindtellsmy armsto let go. They do nat move
Before fear can spiral, indghtflashes: “Thomes, your lid is off and you re aboutto putit back
on. Don’'tdoit! Leaveit off! Letgo!”

A lid onastick dendorant is becoming a metaphorfor my life. Intellect isbengtotally bypassed.
Feelingsarise, so powerful that they will use anything to get my attention and prevent my
cloang. Asthisawareness flashes, my armsfall limp and | jus stand there watching an
absolutely vulnerable, naked human beng.

A little boy whofeels so deeply and needs so much. Onewho surroundshimself with defiance
andintellect to stopthe pan that is trapped ingdefrom a childhoodhe doesn’t unde'stand and
cannotescape Ignoted by authority figures who can say or do something, butwho do not
Abandoneal by paents trapped in ther own denial. Used by those whotrade on vulnerability.

L eft to survive as best hecan. Brightand produdive to the outsideworld, desperate in hisinsde
world. Thesplits of childhoodbarely pached togaher in afagcade of control and perfection.

Theingghtis so freeing tha as my armsrelease, | Sit thetwo parts of theplastic deodorant case
onthesink andjud stare at them saying: “I’'m notgoing to putthelid back on. I’'m notgoingto
doit. I'mnot” Then| putthelid at oneend of the baahroomand thebottom at theother. This

isnotenough. A voice says. “Maybe someoneelse will putthelid back onwhen I’'m nothere.”

So off to my toolbox and with hammer and screwdriver, | chip thetop outof thelid. Now it has
an opening if someone(even me) attempts to put thelid back on.

| makeit tothesemina ontime. | standupinfront of 110people and“let go.” Part of mefears
tha | will dieif | do. Another pat of meknowsthat I'll dieif | don’t. Crying, trembling, voice
cracking, lags sh&king, head swimming, | open myself to whaever will be | amtootired to
control any longe. Tootired to struggle with myself, anyoneor anything el se.

| begin truly caringfor myself. | let go of concern for thejudgments of others. | let go of having
to begoodandto lookgood | let goof havingto beright | let go of being pefect. | receive
self compassion.

| don't die. I'm not attacked, abused, odracized or criticized. | do nat disappear, go crazy, get

locked up, hut myself or anyoneelse. People reach out with sendtivity notsilence, with
assurance not abuse, with undestanding notjudgnent, with attention not abandonnent.
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| begin thetraining by submitting to pressure fromothers. | endthetrainingin surrende to
myself. Life continuesto present oppotunitiesfor me to learn thedifference between surrende
and submission.
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