Excerpt from Wendell Berry’s “Choosing Health”

I believe that the community- in the fullest sense, a place and all its creatures—is the smallest unit of health, and that to speak of the health of an isolated individual is a contradiction in terms.


We speak now of “spirituality and healing” as if the only way to render a proper religious respect to the body is somehow to treat it “spiritually.”  It could be argued just as appropriately (and perhaps less dangerously) that the way to respect the body fully is to honor fully its materiality. In saying this, I intend no reduction. I do not doubt the reality of the experience and knowledge we call “spiritual” any more than I doubt the reality of so-called “physical” experience and knowledge; I recognize the rough utility of these terms.  But I strongly doubt the advantage, and even the possibility, of separating these two realities.


What I’m laboring against here is not complexity or mystery, but what I take to be an absurd and destructive dualism.  I would like to purge my own mind and language of such terms as “spiritual,” “physical,” “metaphysical,” and “transcendental”- all of which imply that the Creation is divided by fault lines into “levels” that can readily be peeled apart and judged by human beings.  I believe that the Creation is one continuous fabric comprehending simultaneously what we mean by “spirit” and what we mean by “matter.” 


Our bodies are involved in the world. Their needs and desires and pleasures are physical.  Our bodies hunger and thirst, yearn toward other bodies, grow tired and seek rest, rise up rested, eager to exert themselves.  All these desires may be satisfied with honor to the body and its Maker but only if much else besides the individual body is brought into consideration.  We have long known that individual desires must not be made the standard of their own satisfaction. We must consider the body’s manifold connections to other bodies and to the world.  The body, “fearfully and wonderfully made,” is ultimately mysterious both in itself and in its dependences.  Our bodies live, the Bible says, by the spirit and the breath of God, but it does not say how this is so. We are not going to know about this.


The distinction between the physical and the spiritual is, I believe, false.  A much more valid distinction, and the one that we need urgently to learn to make, is that between the organic and the mechanical.  To argue this- as I am going to do- puts e in the minority, I know, but it does not make me unique.  In The Idea of a Christian Society, T.S. Eliot wrote: “We may say that religion, as distinguished from modern paganism, implies a life in conformity with nature. It may be observed that the natural life and the supernatural life have a conformity to each other which neither has with the mechanistic life….”


… This dualism inevitably reduces physical reality, and it does so by removing its mystery from it, by dividing it absolutely form what dualistic thinkers have understood as spiritual or mental reality. 


A reduction that is merely theoretical might be harmless enough, I suppose, but theories find ways of getting into action.  The theory of the relative unimportance of physical reality has put itself into action by means of a metaphor by which the body (along with the world itself) is understood as a machine.  According to this metaphor—which is now in constant general use—the human heart, for example, is no longer understood as the center of our emotional life, or even as an organ that pumps; it is understood as “a pump,” having somewhat the same functions as a fuel pump in an automobile.


If the body is a machine for living and working, then it must follow that he mind is a machine for thinking.  The “progress” here is the reduction of mind to brain and then of brain to computer.  This reduction implies and requires the reduction of knowledge to “information.”  It requires, in fact, the reduction of everything to numbers ad mathematical operations….


Of course, the body in most ways is not at all like a machine.  Like all living creatures, and unlike a machine, the body is not formally self-contained; its boundaries and outlines are not so exactly fixed.  The body alone is not, properly speaking, a body. Divided from its sources of air, food, drink, clothing, shelter, and companionship, a body is, properly speaking, a cadaver; whereas a machine by itself, shut down or out of fuel, is still a machine.  Merely as an organism (leaving aside issues of mind and spirit) the body lives and moves and has its being, minute by minute, by an interinvolvement with other bodies and other creatures, living and unloving, that is too complex to diagram or describe.  It is, moreover, under the influence of thought and feeling. It does not live by “fuel” alone.


A mind, probably, is even less like a computer than a body is like a machine.  As far as I am able to understand it, a mind is not even much like a brain. Insofar as it is usable for thought, for the association of thought with feeling, for the association of thoughts and feelings with words, for the connections between words and things, words

And acts, thought and memory, a mind seems to be in constant need of reminding. A mind unreminded would be no mind at all. This phenomenon of reminding shows the extensiveness of mind- how intricately it is involved with sensation, emotion, memory, tradition, communal life, known landscapes, and so on.  How could you locate a mind within its full extent, among all its subjects and necessities, I don’t know, but obviously it cannot be located within a brain or a computer….


Where the art and science of healing are concerned, the machine metaphor works to enforce a division that falsifies the process of healing because it falsifies the nature of the creature needing to be healed.  If the body is a machine, then its diseases can be healed by a sort of mechanical tinkering, without reference to anything outside the body itself. This applies, with obvious differences, to the mind; people are assumed to be individual sane or insane.  And so we return to the utter anomaly of a creature who is healthy within itself.

