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Grace, Silence and Our Nervous Systems  

Key Terms: 
autonomic nervous system= ANS =controls involuntary functions 
sympathetic division= SNS = survival = fight, flight, freeze, appease 
parasympathetic division = PNS =  thrive = rest, digest, heal, nourish  

“I’m too tight to do yoga,” and, “I’m really bad at meditation,” are the two phrases I most hear when I explain to 
people what I do. These misconceptions are ubiquitous and the idea behind them easily demystified. The answers 
are all tied up in the amazing nervous system. When we train this system, Grace touches us and we are able to 
abide more fully in the Silence.  

I won’t go into the complex anatomy of our entire nervous systems except to explain a little about our autonomic 
nervous systems (ANS). This system largely regulates key involuntary functions, such as digestion, heart beat, blood 
pressure and respiratory rate. The two branches that we’re concerned with are the sympathetic (SNS) and 
parasympathetic (PNS) divisions.  The sympathetic division is concerned with fight, flight, freeze, or appease; in a 
word-survival. The parasympathetic division allows us to rest, digest, nourish and heal.  

In all of the teaching and training we’ve had in our lives and that which we pass down to our children, teaching the 
important wisdom of the nervous system is rare because we’re just not aware of its significance. What I have found 
as I have worked with myself and my students over the years is that training, strengthening, and balancing the ANS 
is key to not only well-being but also in moving deeper into Grace and Silence. This is woven into all of my 
teaching. We train for our vocations, we train for athletic events, and we understand the importance of practice in 
whatever skill it is we are trying to acquire. We can do the same for the nervous system.  

Our modern human state is one where we are, by and large, operating almost singly out of our sympathetic 
divisions (SNS). This is our survival mechanism and is incredibly important. The SNS breaks down our systems by 
sending out hormones and siphoning energy from the rest of the body in order to survive that moment. It raises 
blood pressure, heat in the body, and sugar levels and cuts off digestion, triggering adrenals, thyroid and for 
muscles to be at the ready. In other words, all available energy is funneled into surviving the current threat. 
Because of the function of the muscles always being ready for “fight or flight,” this causes constant tightness and 
stiffness-thus being “too tight to do yoga." The psychological effects are fear, aggression, guilt, anger, anxiety, 
willfulness, worry and depression. It can trigger certain behaviors such as excessive thinking, not listening, eating 
disorders, all kinds of addictions, overexercise, and much more. We can easily identify this imbalance in our world 
today. We also see it manifested in most of our modern diseases. National Geographic produced a informative 
documentary called Stress: Portrait of a Killer (click link to watch) about this very subject. 

When our sympathetic division (SNS) is triggered, our bodies are designed with the expectation of moving quickly 
back into our parasympathetic divisions (PNS) to reset. But the difficulty comes when that doesn’t happen due to 
the constant chaos of our world. The function of the PNS is to build up and replenish our systems. It stimulates 
digestion, rest, the immune system, elimination and its psychological effects are steadiness, calm, joy, peace, 
contentedness, patience and happiness. The ANS system works beautifully.  

The problem comes when we don’t understand that we must actively train our system to become balanced. We are 
hard-wired to see the negative because we are built to survive and live. Our SNS is constantly looking to the 
horizon for threats and often imagining them where none may exist. This is an amazing tool of survival. However, 
because we don’t understand the necessity of balancing our ANS,  we become slaves to the sympathetic division 
of our nervous systems. So often, what we see happening in our world are the physiological effects of most being 
in a flight or flight state and constantly scoping for even the slightest thing deemed threatening. This is slavery. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eYG0ZuTv5rs


And almost no one realizes they’re slaves to their own nervous system. I certainly didn’t understand there was 
another way because I hadn’t experienced anything else. But if there is slavery on one side, there can be freedom 
on the other.  

When we balance the ANS and train it to be in the SNS when it senses true threat, and allow our PNS to take a 
larger, more active role in our physiology, amazing things begin to unfold. We begin to uncover an ability to be 
with what is instead of trying to force or control this uncontrollable thing called life. We begin to open to 
compassion in deep ways, and not just for those we agree with, but for all beings. This compassion opens up 
patience when we have grasped, as wisdom, the working of the nervous system and that someone who is reacting 
fearfully, aggressively, unkindly, or any other number of ways, may be doing so out of an untrained system that is in 
a constant “fight or flight” state. This allows us to open even further to live the truth of the “inner light” in all. 
When we commit to train this system, we begin to gently see our knee-jerk reactions have been coming out of the 
place of unawareness and that we have the ability to respond gracefully instead of blindly falling into our stories 
and patterns. And deeper still, we open to the Grace that has always been there. We can begin to open in silence 
to the Silence.  

The timeless space where we are suspended between a situation and our answering of it becomes longer  because 
our nervous systems are strong and balanced. We can watch our initial reaction, let it move through and decide to 
respond with grace. This is, in many traditions, is called the “gap,” or the pause.   
We practice silence to move into the Silence.  

So, when people tell me, “I’m really bad at meditation,” I try to reframe it. Many of us have  some kind of 
automatic, ANS reaction to the word “meditation” itself. It has many connotations, so I prefer to call it Stillness 
Practice. Most people wouldn’t go out and run a marathon without training (I hope no one would!), and this is the 
same. We can access different perspectives about how to strengthen our nervous systems by having an active 
Stillness Practice. That is exactly as it sounds-we practice stillness. We practice at first, just staying physically still. 
We do other practices such as yoga poses to come into more and more balance in our physical bodies so that our 
systems are supported by a healthy postures with less pain. Then maybe we start to notice how tight and wound 
up our breath is and how we constantly hold it. We can do the same with our emotions and thoughts, and we can 
start to watch them become fuller and deeper as we bring attention to them. Then one day, as we practice, or even 
as we go about our day, something extraordinary happens. A deep, calm abiding peace alights upon us. We drop 
in the Silence, and fall into Grace.  

Breath of Life 

 I breathe in All That Is— 
 Awareness expanding 
 to take everything in, 
 as if my heart beats 
   the world into being. 

 From the unnamed  
 vastness beneath the 
 mind, I breathe my 
 way to wholeness 
 and healing. 

 Inhalation. Exhalation. 
 Each breath a “yes,” 
 and a letting go, 
 a journey, and a  
 coming home.                         -Danna Faulds


