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“He, indeed, assumed humanity that 
we might become God.

-St. Athanasius



FAITH YOU CAN TOUCH

➤ Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence 
of things not seen.  

➤ You cannot see faith, but can see by faith. You can touch faith. 

➤ Faith is built up not only spiritually, but also by forming our 
bodies and reforming our minds. 



FAITH YOU CAN TOUCH 
➤ Today we’re going to look at how teaching to the senses 

allows faith to take root and grow.  

➤ We’re going to look at the way humans are made to pay 
attention. 

➤ We’re going to see how the Fathers taught about scripture 
and tradition in a way that matches how we attend. 

➤ We’re going to identify key somatic anchors (things you can 
touch or do) that will help us build faith. 

➤ We will see examples of how these somatic anchors work in 
successful church and media outreach, and we will practice 
using them to tell our own stories.



THE MUSTARD SEED

➤ Jesus told this parable: 

➤ The kingdom of heaven is like a grain of mustard seed which a 
man took and sowed in his field; it is the smallest of all seeds, 
but when it has grown it is the greatest of shrubs and 
becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and make 
nests in its branches.



THE MUSTARD SEED

➤ What is the meaning of the text?



THE MUSTARD SEED

➤ What is the meaning of the text?



➤ What we see from the mustard seed is that the spiritual and 
physical meanings of the text interact with each other.  

➤ This is important, because in our own lives, each of us is 
seeking the spiritual meaning of our experience.  

➤ When we shape bodily habits by teaching to the senses, the 
spiritual meaning of our lives is revealed. 



FINDING THE SPIRITUAL MEANING 
OF YOUR LIFE IS CALLED A 

CONVERSION EXPERIENCE. PEOPLE  
SHOULD HAVE LOTS OF THESE.



➤ How do we facilitate a conversion experience? 

➤ To understand that, we have to look at how people learn. 

➤ Everyone learns when they pay attention, and everyone pays 
attention in the same order. This means all people: with or 
without disabilities, men or women, regardless of age.



THE ORDER OF 
ATTENTION



THE 4 LEVELS OF ATTENTION 

FEEL FIRST



FEEL FIRST: SOMATIC ANCHORS LEAD TO GUT FEELINGS
➤ All of the levels of attention are cumulative, but they start with 

feelings. The sensory input someone experiences either by 
being in a room or by connecting with a somatic anchor (a 
thing you can touch or pattern you can act out—more on this 
later)will shape how they see, think, and connect with other 
people.  

➤ Feelings include emotions as well as sensory input, but for the 
sake of attention (which happens very quickly), emotions are 
based on sensory input. 

➤ When someone encounters a space or evokes a space through 
the somatic anchor, they form an impression in the senses 
called a somatic marker. Somatic markers make up gut feelings.



GUT FEELINGS FORM MEMORIES AND HABITS
➤ Once you associate a gut feeling with a somatic anchor or a place, 

it shapes the rest of your attention. What you see and think is 
shaped by how you feel.  

➤ If you have a good gut feeling about church, you will actually see 
more beauty there than if you were afraid. 

➤ Gut feelings make a difference in how we remember. Since they 
store lots of sensory information, they affect future experiences. 

➤ But they also help us to layer associations in the same place or 
with regard to the same objects (somatic anchors). 

➤ This matters a great deal, because it’s the layering affect that 
forms habits of thinking that enable us to make spiritual sense of 
our lives.



➤ This means that for the sake of telling the good news of Jesus 
Christ, we have to start with engaging the senses. 

➤ Which is precisely what God did when He became man.



“The Savior of us all, the Word of God, in His 
great love took to Himself a body and moved 
as Man among men, meeting their senses, so 
to speak, half way. He became Himself an 
object for the senses, so that those who were 
seeking God in sensible things might 
apprehend the Father through the works 
which He, the Word of God, did in the body.

-St. Athanasius



➤ You can’t start with words.  

➤ Start with spaces. 

➤ Start with things. 

➤ Start with patterns of actions.



THE 4 LEVELS OF ATTENTION 

SEE SECOND 



➤ Visual memory or images are the next things we notice after 
our feelings.  

➤ What we see doesn’t have inherent meaning from the point of 
view of attention. (Example: flashbacks, reaching for words 
for pictures in your head) 

➤ Unstoried images will be interpreted through the feelings. 
You can’t skip step one. Talking won’t help anyone process 
visual memory/images if you have not engaged attention at 
the first level already.



THE 4 LEVELS OF ATTENTION 

THINK THIRD



THINK THIRD: MAKING SENSE



THE 4 LEVELS OF ATTENTION

JOINT ATTENTION 



JOINT ATTENTION: A.K.A. TRIADIC ATTENTION 

➤ If you engage all previous levels of attention, you can move to 
the highest level: joint attention. 

➤ Shared attention between two people in regard to a third 
subject or object. 

➤ It’s not a coincidence that this level of attention sounds like 
our word for Trinity, because the goal of attention is 
relationship.



4 LEVELS OF SCRIPTURE
Which match up with the 4 levels of attention



4 LEVELS OF SCRIPTURE

➤ Because God made us so that we would know Him, it’s no 
coincidence that the Church has historically taught in order to 
engage our attention. 

➤ In particular, as we saw with the mustard seed example, there 
are ways to read scripture that include spiritual and physical 
meanings. 

➤ These ways of reading scripture match with the levels of 
attention.



4 LEVELS OF SCRIPTURE & ATTENTION
➤ 1. Christ-Centered corresponds to how we FEEL FIRST because the 

Incarnation is how we know God through our senses. 

➤ 2. Historical meaning of scripture builds on our experience of Christ 
through our senses - because of the Incarnation, the experience of God 
as a place the way that a fish experiences water - and corresponds to 
how we SEE SECOND.  

➤ 3. Heavenly meaning of scripture is how we discern the presence of 
God now and the direction towards which God is pointing us. 
(Everywhere present and fills all things, to lead us into communion 
with Him.) This corresponds with how we THINK THIRD. 

➤ 4. Virtues level corresponds to JOINT ATTENTION and shows us how 
we should act in order to love God and love like God. 

➤



CHRIST-CENTERED 

HOW DOES THIS SHOW THE INCARNATE  

CHRIST WITH US? 

FEEL FIRST

HISTORICAL 

WHAT HAPPENED IN LIGHT OF CHRIST? 

SEE SECOND

HEAVENLY 

WHERE IS GOD POINTING US? 

THINK THIRD

VIRTUES (RESTORING OUR NATURES AS MEMBERS OF 
THE BODY OF CHRIST) 

HOW SHOULD WE ACT IN ORDER TO LOVE LIKE GOD? 

JOINT ATTENTION



“All things have been filled with the 
knowledge of God.

-St. Athanasius



SOMATIC 
ANCHORS IN 
SCRIPTURE 

Things You Can Touch and 
Actions that Repeat



➤ Trees 

➤ Water 

➤ Rivers 

➤ Fire 

➤ Battles 

➤ Sheep 

➤ Bread 

➤ Wine 

➤ Oil

➤ Gardens 

➤ Seeds 

➤ Sabbath Rest 

➤ Reversal 

➤ Journeys 

➤ Deserts/wilderness  

➤ Clay 

➤ Singing 

➤ Passover 

➤ Boats

➤ Mountains 

➤ Jars 

➤ Donkeys 

➤ Beginnings 

➤ Birth 

➤ Healing 

➤ Clothing 

➤ Covenants  

➤ Shoes 

➤ Blood 

➤ Left and Right 



SOMATIC ANCHORS IN FICTION

➤ Lord of the Rings 

➤ Narnia 

➤ Fr. Nicholas Kotar’s fantasy series  

➤ Jane Meyers’ The Woman and the Wheat and The Man and the Vine 

➤ My own book, The Stone Pillow, which uses the recurring 
themes of trees and mountains to evoke salvation and the way 
Ariadne transitions between fear and love with the help of the 
ancient beauty of God.



SOMATIC ANCHORS IN NONFICTION 

➤ Fr. Andrew Stephen’s Amun Sul podcast  

➤ Melissa Naasko & the stick (Abba Pambo/St.John the Short) 

➤ Steve the Builder 

➤ Angela Doll Carlson’s The Wilderness Journal  

➤ Micro-blogging on Instagram



➤ What is a story from scripture that comes to mind that 
features the somatic anchor in front of you? 

➤ What’s a story from your life that took place around the 
somatic anchor in front of you? 



“Virtue, therefore, needs only our will; 
since it is within us, and grows from 
us. For virtue grows when the soul 
keeps the understanding according to 
nature.

-St. Anthony the Great



MENTALIZING AND VIRTUES
➤ One of the challenges we face today is that a lot of religious teaching 

tries to bypass the body and go straight to the mind. I hope I’ve 
made it clear that that strategy is not a best practice in terms of 
what we know about neuroscience and the way the Fathers taught 
based on the Incarnation.  

➤ The problem is even more serious than skipping a best practice, 
though. That’s because most people in the world have a serious 
challenge with mentalizing -understanding their own mind or 
someone else’s - that’s required for relationship-building and 
making meaning.  

➤ The formation of habits through the body as we’ve discussed here 
today builds those same habits of relationship and meaning even in 
people with challenges.



RECOVERY OF VIRTUE AS A PRIMARY FORM OF 
CHRISTIAN LEARNING ENABLES THE SHARING OF 
THE FAITH WITH MEN, AND VIRTUES ARE TAUGHT 

BY ENGAGING ATTENTION AND READING 
SCRIPTURE, TRADITION, AND OUR OWN 

TESTIMONIES IN LIGHT OF CONCRETE PATTERNS. 
BECAUSE GOD BECAME MAN IN ORDER TO MEET 

US WHERE WE ARE, THIS WAY OF TEACHING 
REVEALS HUMAN NATURE AS GOD CREATED IT. 

VIRTUES ARE HOW HUMAN NATURE IS RESTORED.



“Not only is it a wonderful thing that God has 
made us incapable of being overcome by any 
treachery, but that He has fitted us for the 
practice of virtue. If we be willing, there is 
nothing to stop us, even if we be poor, weak in 
body, outcasts, nameless, or slaves. For neither 
poverty, nor weakness, nor bodily disability, nor 
slavery, nor any other such thing could be a 
hindrance to virtue. -St.  John Chrysostom


