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The following is excerpted from a letter which Beverly wrote to her daughter Liz following their experience of skydiving together.  Beverly and her daughter took a 20 minute plane ride to 14,000 feet, jumped from the plane, free falling for 1 minute at 120 m.p.h., then floated down the remaining distance under canopy for 2 to 3 minutes.
Dear Liz,


I want to share with you some of my reflections about the parallels between skydiving and meditation.  Meditation is first based on faith, and faith can be defined as trust.  When you trust someone with flying a plane, you get in and enjoy the take off, flight, landing, air pockets (maybe not the airline food!).  You don’t think about risk or danger most of the time.  Jumping tandem is like that.  Someone else is in control; you’re just going along for the ride.  If trust is there, you can let that other person be in control and sit back and enjoy the take off, ride, landing, air pockets and all (no meals served on this flight!).  As a result I missed out on the adrenaline rush that comes from the conflict of trust and control and new optical perspectives.  Still it was quite pleasant.


In meditation there is nothing to try to attain or do or encounter.  In pure contemplative practice there are not even any thoughts to think.  God is encountered in the “via negativa,” defined by what God is not.  It is like somersaulting out into a void.  That is the thrill of mediation – letting go and falling into the void.  That is the amazing thing: one finds that the void is actually VERY full.  It can even seem that God is thick and palpable and fills all space, even the breath rushing into your lungs.


The void between the plane at 14,000 feet altitude and the ground almost three miles below is anything but empty.  The speed of your body falling through it pushes against all the air, so that it feels like diving into a swimming pool, plunging through water.  There is much to observe and be attentive to in that supposed void – just as there is in meditation, observation of thoughts and of the body, all the stuff that rushes to fill the space when you plunge into the void of meditation.


Breathing while in free fall can be compared with awareness of breathing, possibly pranayama, in meditation.  All that air one falls through at the speed one falls means that one hardly has to make the effort to breathe, and the lungs are just as full as one would like them to be.  It is like chayah, a Hebrew word associated with breath and life, which in the meditative practice means being “breathed” rather than doing one’s own breathing.  It is associated with identity; it is the breath of eternity.  To quote Jerry Hanna, “Soul at the level of chayah reveals the identity of the one who breathes, and is thus transitory … .  In meditation this emerges as the experience of breath with the recognition that it is not I who am breathing – I am being breathed.  Or the One who breathes is infinite and eternal and I am the image of the One.”


Trust in meditation and in free fall is also evident in the body posture.  In meditation hands are open, and one sits cross legged opening up the legs, leaving one’s must vulnerable area open.  In free fall spreading one’s self wide open in the void allows for more possibility in movement than if one where all in a tight ball.  In fact, if I understand what you explained to me, taking a protective posture by pulling in seems to increase the risk.


And, of course, there is the parallel between mediation and skydiving of being awake – being fully alert and attentive to the moment.  In skydiving you better be awake!  It’s a matter of life and death.  Well, so is faith – a matter of life and death.  We just aren’t always awake to that all the time.  Meditation helps with that.


Lastly as in mediation the “good stuff” lasts only a brief time.  In free fall the moment comes when one must pull the ripcord; there is no way to lengthen that time of pure experience in the void without killing yourself.  In mediation the pure void when thoughts cease are all too brief – at least for me at this point.  And there is no way to expand those moments, for in the nanosecond that I recognize the pure moment and want to do something with it – i. e., lengthen it, keep it – it is gone.  Yet what an impact that moment has!


And so, my dearest daughter, thank you for sharing your world with me.  Thank your friends at the drop zone too for making it possible.  Whether on the ground or in mid-air, may you know the Breath of God breathing you.  


Blue Skies!




Mom

