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Restoring the Part to the Whole: Implications in Physics and Eastern Philosophy for the Transformation of the Healing Culture

Stasia Johnson Steinhagen

College of St. Catherine, School of Health
This article discusses the history and current state of the healing paradigm, tracing its evolution away from holism in 900BCE, toward the constraining and consciousness-narrowing effects of Cartesian-Newtonian philosophy in 1600AD, and its transformational expansion back toward holism in the late 1900’s.  The article also asks what shifts in current consciousness are required of the scientist, healer, patient, politician – of us all – to continue this restoration of the part to the whole.  The author’s perspectives take foothold in both the cautionary tale of Adam and Eve and the challenges faced by the new physics of the last 100 years.  Adam and Eve’s story shows us what happens when humans choose to cling to knowledge above all else and, in so doing, break with the whole (defined as ‘that which is’ – a fabric woven of the known and the unknown, and represented by the Garden of Eden itself – or God, if you like).  The new physics of the past 100 years confronts the outcomes of clinging to knowledge and brings full circle ancient Eastern teachings on consciousness and holism.  These combined lessons explore the unfortunate outcomes of revering ‘knowledge’ while relegating the unknown to a lesser, even ‘dangerous’ realm.  The author asserts that the restoration of our health – individual, cultural and environmental - is in the binding of the known to the unknown, of thought to wonder and in the restoration of the part to the whole.  A transformation that pulls us out of the rabbit hole of Cartesian-Newtonian thought and sets us squarely at the gates of the Garden, knocking.
I am a naturalist and scientist at heart; a wannabe physicist, chemist, botanist, biologist and anthropologist.  I love to study how things work individually, on the whole, and interdependently.  I could study it until my head spins off.  But really, my own desire mirrors the problems we face in healthcare today.  We have raised knowledge – and its companion, ego – so far above the whole of nature (again, read God, if you like) that we can no longer see the forest for the trees.  We did this a long time ago, long before the allegorical tale of Adam and Eve was conceived, recorded and disseminated.  As Karen Armstrong suggests in her book The Great Transformation, this clinging to knowledge may have started at the beginning of the Axial Age (900-200 BCE) when humans began to travel extensively out of their tribal-group territories and into other human cultures (The Institute of Noetic Sciences, 2007, p. 9).  This made incarnate the concept of other as never before.  Instead of noetically experiencing the whole and their part within it, people began to compare their group the others, to define and differentiate, to individuate, and to separate.  Desire and fear ignited.  Power struggles became the wave of the future.  People honed knowledge into a key tool and weapon.  The lessons of this age were retold in the bible’s famous story of Adam and Eve and their expulsion from the Garden of Eden.
Adam and Eve’s story is a cautionary, allegorical tale about the human temptation to fall toward knowledge as a way of managing fear and desire.  In the bible story God kicks Adam and Eve out, but this is only to illustrate a point.  In fact, they booted themselves out the second they took that first bite of knowledge and clung to it as a new reality.  This clinging necessarily separates knowledge from the whole and creates an illusory duality:  Good/bad, yes/no, life/death, either/or, for/against, and the known/unknown.  After that, Adam and Eve could only see and define the world in separates and opposites:  Man/woman, us/them, creator/product etc.  The unity or oneness (God) that the Garden offered became both invisible and unavailable to them (Campbell & Moyers, 1988, p. 101).  With this separation and duality came greater ignorance and suffering - ignorance of the whole and of all the solutions that exist within it; and suffering because they were divided from the whole – a new feeling of being alone, lost, and ‘less than’ –  and suffering for lack of access to solutions necessary to their whole health and the health of the whole.
This illusory duality is the precursor to Cartesian thought, “I think therefore I am” and the unnatural separation of mind, body and spirit.  It fosters faith in reason over faith in the whole; thinking that what we think is the whole truth.  It is not.  Thinking is only part.  It is the tree, not the forest.  So Adam and Eve split off from Eden, spiraling in thought down the rabbit hole – no longer able to live in a blended fashion with ‘that which is’.  And humanity has followed in droves, with great human, cultural and environmental suffering to show for it.
Ancient Eastern philosophy continues Adam and Eve’s cautionary tale by exploring the limitations of the lone pursuit of knowledge and its conflict with ‘that which is’.  Modern philosopher J. Krishnamurti and physicist David Bohm explain the limitations of knowledge by considering these concepts:  Thought depends on knowledge for its origins; yet most of our knowledge depends on recycled-thought.  This greatly limits the expansion of new knowledge and hence, new thought.  In fact, they suggest, most expansion of knowledge comes from direct experience, not from thinking.  And even when such expansion occurs, knowledge does not cover everything, therefore, it will not be able to handle or explain every act that happens.  This shortcoming, and the ignorance that it is indeed a shortcoming, breeds conflict - conflict between the seen and the unseen, the known and the unknown, and between thought and ‘that which is’ (Krishnamurti & Bohm, 1986, pp. 14-32).  
An example of this conflict can be found in Western medicine’s Koch’s Postulates, still taught to every first-year medical student.  In 1890, Koch established how to determine the causal relationship between a pathogen and disease.  His first postulate states that “the microorganism must be found in all organisms suffering from the disease, but not in healthy organisms” (Capra, 1982, p. 128).  Lo and behold, healthy people were found to be walking around with the disease yet never to develop symptoms.  Here we see how knowledge did not cover the direct experience.  Koch eventually deleted the last phrase of this postulate; but still today, thought cannot explain the experience of asymptomatic disease.  These asymptomatic people, rather than being studied as possible models of health, are sneered at as ‘carriers’ - an illustration of how the unknown is often fearfully shunned, derided, and goes unexplored.  The new physics of the past 100 years picks up the thread of these religious and philosophical lessons and shows us a path to exploring the unknown and, hopefully, a bath back to the Garden.

The new physics began in 1900-1930 with a revolution away from Cartesian-Newtonian physics.  As physicists extrapolated the meaning of Einstein’s general theory of relativity (1915) which geometrically explains space-time and mass (gravity), and quantum mechanics (1927) which explains relationships between particles and energy (electromagnetism, strong and weak forces) they found themselves in an conundrum:  Both theories are fail-proof scientifically; yet, it seems they can’t both be true.  But they are.  Here we have knowledge confronting itself.  This conundrum has set in motion a terrific attempt to ‘think outside the box’ - to press the edges of the known and to reclaim the offerings of the unknown.  As today’s physicists grapple with this impasse and attempt to create a theory that unifies the two, physicists Bell and Bohm bring to the fore two compelling constructs that may account for both theories, and in doing so, return knowledge to its rightful place within the whole.  
Bell’s theorem of quantum entanglement (1964), considered by many physicists “to be the greatest contribution in the history of physics, implies that at a deep and fundamental level, the ‘separate parts’ of the universe are connected in an intimate and immediate way”.  Modern-day physicist David Bohm gives Bell’s theorem further shape by showing that there is an explicate order (think material existence, beingness and empirical observation) and an implicate order (think non-being, unobservable) (1970) that combine in a pure, undifferentiated reality - an “unbroken wholeness”, a “that-which-is” (Zukav, 1979, pp. 295-331).  This is physics’ reflection of what Eastern yogis and other mystics have been experiencing for thousands of years as nirvana or bliss.  It is what the bible depicts as the Garden of Eden.  

Bell’s theorem goes on to suggest that if the statistical predictions of quantum theory are correct – and they always are – “our commonsense ideas about the world are profoundly deficient”.  “The notion of separate objects is an idealization which is often very useful but has no fundamental validity.  All objects are merely patterns in an inseparable cosmic process, and these patterns are intrinsically dynamic, continually changing into one another, in a continuous dance of energy” (Capra, 1991).  To belie this reality and enter into a solely reductionist treatment of parts, as Western medicine has, can only result in conflict with ‘that which is’.  This is where medicine stands today, deep down the rabbit-hole, steeped in Cartesian-Newtonian thought.  Micro-this-and-that; taking the large and reducing it to its constituent parts.  Led by the microbiologists from the late 1800’s to today, we are in a place of feeling that if we analyze and understand how these tiny parts work we can know, even control, the outcomes of the whole.  However, many in medicine now stand in full awareness of what physics and mystics have seen; many have had direct experience of spontaneous healings that they cannot account for.  Perhaps, as Thomas Kuhn purports in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, we are nearing a threshold of people who can no longer reconcile existing anomalies with their current beliefs, allowing for paradigm shift (The Institute of Noetic Sciences, 2007); a hundredth monkey phenomena (Keyes Jr.).  For those who are willing, how will this reconciliation begin?  How do we get back in the Garden?  
Literally, we must turn science on its head; or, as the name of the final chapter of Gary Zukav’s book The Dancing Wu Li Masters indicates, we must end science as we know it (Zukav, 1979).  “Ignorance is bliss” doesn’t mean not knowing, it means releasing ego; to be circumspect in our pursuit and purpose with knowledge, and never to raise it above the other ways of knowing, and certainly not above the unknown.  Alleviation of suffering, healing and the journey to bliss comes when we release the attachment to ego and see it as a function of the larger totality.  Indeed, we must favor the larger totality over the smaller in order to free ourselves of the greater suffering and the temptations of fear and desire.  In doing so, we re-enter the Garden where we experience the myriad ways of knowing, become one with nature again, and transcend the confines of self, blending back into the whole (Campbell & Moyers, 1988).

To begin this process we must internalize what Lao Tzu, the author of the Tao Te Ching,  said: “To know that you do not know is the best.  To pretend to know when you do not know is disease.”  (Tzu, 2005 version).  We must unplug from The Matrix, if you know the Wachowski Brothers’ movies, and escape the confines of the symbolic and do as Bohm’s theory indicates:  We must start with the whole, rather than the part.  We must remember that we have gone down the rabbit hole, forgetting that it’s only a rabbit hole, and just one at that!  We must step back and embrace the whole, not only first, but above the part.  In that context, we live in a blended fashion; blending objective knowledge with our direct experience, noetic understanding and the unknown.  To live in this whole holistically we must temper our human temptation to manage fear and desire through deductive and inductive reasoning alone, understanding that there is always more that we can ever know; and that what we do not yet know may be far more important than what we do.  In this way we can be with the unbroken wholeness - seeing what we can of ‘that which is’, and honoring the rest.  This is health.
In this paradigm the healer and the client have new roles and responsibilities.  They are similar roles; each brings objective and subjective knowledge, as well as direct and intuitive experience to the healing process.  Also each brings a commitment of restoring the whole of the client to health.  When a person comes in with coronary disease, no longer can the healer and the client treat only the heart and expect whole healing.  They must find ways to reconnect the client to, perhaps, better nourishment, environment, movement, care, etc.  While the client owns this responsibility, the healer he/she engages must offer more than just a material dose or fix.  There must be a synergy – a supportive dance toward healing.  Likewise, the true healing feeds the healer.  The most productive healers will not leave their work at the office, but rather will bring it home and into the political arena.  This does not mean being without boundaries.  It means being aware, mindfully selective, and responsive.  When healing is viewed as a process rather than a thing - just like when matter is admitted to be a dance of energy rather than a thing - it can be danced with.  It will be dancing anyway!  When we engage in the process to our fullest, the energies change shape quickly – as does the illness. 
Our collective purpose in the shifting paradigm must also include the evaluation of human needs.  Beyond the basics, Maslow’s hierarchy is incorrect.  The things needed to satisfy human needs are not necessarily dependent upon the kinds or quantities of economic goods available to us but rather are things that will fulfill our existential (having, doing, being) and axiological (values) needs.  We must counter the logic of ego and economics with the ethics of well-being (Max-Neef).  In doing so, our understanding of health, on the one hand simplifies and coalesces, while invariably extending beyond self and ego, to include the group, the environment, and the whole of ‘that which is’.  
Perhaps we could turn to those still in the Garden - to the few remaining indigenous tribal communities where we can observe the way these human relatives live life in wholeness, with basic needs met, and value and meaning fulfilled.  We find that it is in their connectedness to one another, to place, and to their part within the whole that brings well-being and true health.  For the rest of us, we stand at the gates of the Garden, knocking.  How many will enter?
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