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Charlotte Selver

Born April 4, 1901 — Ruhrort, Germany
Emigrated to United States - 1938
Died August 22, 2003 — Muir Beach, California

“Becoming more and more able to be there in situations, whether easy
or difficult; to be more there with our mind, with our hearts, with our
sensitivities, with our strengths -
this is very, very important.”

©2004 USABP
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How is Breathing Now?

Terry Ray, MA, LPC

Abstract
The work of Sensory Awareness is a way for the psychotherapist to listen to what is underneath the words that the client is saying, and a way of
guiding her to open to her deeper and more profound understandings. The author describes her powerful introduction to Charlotte Selver’s work and offers a
clear example of how she brings her background of sensing to her psychotherapy practice.

Keywords
Listening — Questioning — Vipassana Meditation - Yoga

| first met Charlotte Selver in Mexico in 1975. It wasn’t love at first sight. It wasn’t even close. | liked being on the
ocean in the small fishing village, Barra de Navidad, but the classes were strange. | waited for days for this little old lady
with a funny accent to explain what we were doing and all she would say were things like “Do you feel your feet?” and “How
is breathing?” To which I replied silently, “Of course | feel my feet, and what do you mean, how is breathing, and what does
this matter anyway?” | put up with this for over a week, obediently doing the experiments in class, but mostly looking
forward to lunch.

It happened with a jolt. About ten days into the workshop, | was in my small apartment washing dishes when heard my
own critical voice for the first time ever, and in the same instant | felt a deep self-hatred. | felt it through and through, in the
way | stood, held a plate, walked across the room, and spoke. The hostility informed my thoughts, and was lodged in
everything | did. It was in my musculature, and in my breath. This shocking insight was so powerful and pervasive that it
wasn’t even unpleasant. It was more like, “Wow!” It was just the truth. I lived this, experiencing it for almost three days. As |
felt it subside I began to feel a new warm and wonderful and tender place inside me, and compassion began to emerge for the
first time I could remember in my entire life.

I was hooked. I studied with Charlotte, for many years, discovering deeper and deeper layers of who | am, and finding
out about being present, or being “all here” as Charlotte would say. Through her guidance and presence she taught me how to
simply be with what is happening without having to change anything, and that this in itself leads to natural healing.

The most valuable qualities | can bring to my practice are the ability to listen deeply, and to be open and present to my
client in a nonjudgmental way. The person | am with senses this and begins to have confidence in me, and more importantly,
in herself. When | hear the depth of her terror or shame or hatred or sadness, these feelings have space to exist and be
accepted by her and consequently loose the power they once held.

Charlotte taught us to “listen with our whole being.” She would ask us, “Is your belly listening? Are your feet listening?
I learned to listen with more than my ears. | began to hear when there was something underneath the words my client was
saying. | could hear what was not being said, or know when someone was talking around his feelings instead of really
feeling them.

A client I’ll call Roger came to talk to me because his wife, Karen, stopped wanting to make love with him. It started
after their only daughter went off to college and Karen decided to get a job. He was considering a divorce.

Roger was the president of a large company and had a substantial income. He had been the sole income producer of the
family since he was first married. Roger spoke with clarity and conviction when he was talking about his work. I asked him
how he felt about his wife’s working, and when he told me he loved his wife, accepted that she wanted to go to work, and
that he supported her in this, he sounded convincing. He believed what he was saying, and | almost believed him too. But
there was something that told me otherwise. At the time | wasn’t aware of how | knew. I only knew that he didn’t accept his
wife working.

On reflection 1 realized | could hear slightly less strength and conviction in his voice than he had when he was talking
about his work. As he said the word “accept” he said it quickly and there was a slightest dropping the tone of the last
syllable. He was better than most at hiding his feelings, or more accurately, better at hiding from them.

I asked Roger to talk more about Karen working. He paused, his breath got shorter and his lips tightened slightly. | then
asked him if he could feel anything in his mouth. His lips tightened more. I asked him to stay with what he was feeling. After
a minute or so, he looked out the window and said, “I’m really pissed.”

Roger wanted to be encouraging to his wife, but in fact he didn’t like her working at all. | praised him for
acknowledging what was true even though it was unpleasant.

The next time Roger came to see me, he was still angry and said he and his wife had been cold to each other all week.
He talked more about his wife and was annoyed that she seemed happy in her new job. He said he felt more in touch with
what was happening in him. He said he felt his anger. It seemed to me that there was something more.

When someone is speaking from his or her deeper feelings, or what is really true for them there is a certain quality that
is difficult to describe but can be felt. The energy seems to change in the room. The truth has a certain ring. When Roger was
expressing his anger, nothing rang.
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| asked Roger if he could stay with the feeling of the sensations without words, noticing them as if they had nothing to
do with his wife, but were more like a mysterious energy in him that he could explore. He said he would try. | asked him to
close his eyes and notice what he was aware of. He said he was aware of anger. | asked him where he was aware of it. This
confused him, and he said he didn’t know, so | asked him if he could feel it in his feet and he said no. Then I asked him if he
could feel it in his arms and he said no. | continued directing him until 1 came to his eyes. He replied, “A little,” then quickly
blurted, “My mouth. It’s in my mouth.” “Good.” | said, “Stay with the feeling.”

A few moments later, Roger’s jaw started to shake. The shaking was strong and lasted about a minute. Then he said,
“I’m afraid. 1I’m afraid she will leave me. An old boyfriend of hers works in the same company she is in and I’m afraid she
will leave me for him.” The fear was real for him. The depth and tone of his voice was unmistakable.

Roger, in running his company, had always been the one in control, and now with his wife, he was not. It felt intolerable
to him. We continued delving into his sensations and he uncovered and confided feelings of jealously and helplessness. | was
moved by the extent of his vulnerability.

When Roger came to see me the next week his voice was cheerful and he looked years younger. His skin actually
appeared a lighter color. He told me that he had shared his feelings with his wife, and as he was talking with her, he
remembered the helplessness he had felt as a child when his father came home drunk and had terrorized him and his mother.
Roger said that he and his wife had wept together. He said he they were closer now than they had been in years. Karen
assured him there was absolutely nothing between her and the old boyfriend and that if it were important to him, she would
look for another job. After being close with her, it was not an issue for him anymore.

Sometimes when | am working with a client, either during the session or afterwards, | start to feel angry or sad even
though she didn’t seem that way. This makes me wonder if something in me has tuned into her on a level below
consciousness. The next time | am with her, | can direct my questioning with the feeling in mind, and often it turns out to be
true, but not always. Even though | have a hunch, because of the work | have done in sensing, | have learned that | don’t
really know what is happening in her. When | have a questioning attitude, it creates space and possibilities in me as well as
my client. When | think, “I know,” it closes the doors.

Sensory Awareness is a practice in which I learned to be with each moment in a new and fresh way. Through sensing |
discovered if | don’t try to change things and can allow the natural development of a situation, the outcome is fresh,
spontaneous and alive. | learned to trust the ongoing unfolding process, and realized that if | don’t attempt to fix or help my
client, a useful and appropriate response will come about by itself. The ability to not have to be in control or react is crucial
to allowing the person I am with to begin to believe in her own inner intelligence and find her own process of healing.

I am endlessly grateful to have this practice and to be able to bring it into the world through my psychotherapy practice
as well as leading classes in Sensory Awareness, Vipassana meditation and yoga asking students and clients questions like,
“Can you feel your feet?” and “How is breathing now?”

Biography
Terry Ray, MA, LPC, is a licensed psychotherapist, has been a teacher of Vipassana meditation and Sensory Awareness for over 25 years in retreats,
weekly sitting groups, private classes and at Naropa Institute. She is authorized to lead Sensory Awareness classes by Charlotte Selver and has served as
President of the Sensory Awareness Leader’s Guild. She may be reached at www.terryray.org.
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