Writer’s Note:
Many hours of research has led up to these beliefs, and I think that most of this paper is
personal and reflective—an analysis of myself and what I believe in. I have taken all
previous thoughts and memories and combined them into a discussion of my own
experiences and beliefs.

There is something within us that makes us who we are. Whether it is a medley of
our own experiences, an immortal thing that will live on past your flesh, or a being of
light, we are innately different. The soul, a concept that has been discussed for thousands
of years, is that “something” that makes us who we are. The soul is light, the soul is our
thoughts, the soul is our desires, the soul is our personality. The soul, for me, is the
embodiment of everything the person is, was, and isn’t. I have always imagined it as a
being of light, or an orb, like a star. It embodies everything; sub-conscious, dreams,
thoughts, personality. I believe that since our minds and our impact on the world is
boundless, so our souls must be as well. The word and definition of the soul confines the
idea. Our mortal bodies confine the soul. It can’t be defined or confined at all. I cannot
define the soul. Tying the idea of the soul to a word instantly restricts it. Same with the
word “universe”. How can you place something so small and constrictive to a concept so
big and unknown? I can only define what experiences have led me to believe that we are
not just bodies but something metaphysical as well.
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My dad once told me that stars are good souls watching over us from heaven. He
told me that my grandfather was one of those stars. Later, in my room, I sat on the
windowsill, stuffed animal in hand, and picked one out for him. I picked the brightest one
I could see. The window was cold against my skin, and my breath made the glass opaque.
Satisfied, I crawled back into my bed.
As a child, I think this is one of the experiences that tied my so strongly to the
metaphysical world. This was my first belief of the soul.
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I wiped the sweat off of my face, and my feet padded against the uneven
pavement of Phenom Penh. Behind me, several other students fanned themselves in the
heat of Cambodia. We stopped in front of a gated area surrounded by beautiful white
walls. Our translator and guide entered first, and the rest of us followed. Within it, there
were monks dressed in the vibrant colors of the sun sitting on the steps of intricate
buildings or riding bikes. They glanced at us, some with no emotion, some smiled. We
entered a simple building with one room. A bamboo mat was spread out on the floor and
an altar was placed at the front of the room. Three monks sat cross-legged under the altar,
dressed in red, orange, and yellow. They looked like they had stepped out of a Buddhist
tapestry, lotus flowers and all. One was a young man, another middle-aged, the last old
bearing circular glasses.
Before we arranged ourselves on the mat, each one of us bowed in respect toward
the Buddhists monks. The eldest monk spoke, khmer rolling of his tongue like a bird’s
song, and our translator instructed us to go into meditation.
I closed my eyes, and soon I began to impatiently squirm. I was struggling to
meditate—I would peek open my eyes to see what the other people were doing, and then
scold myself for lack of concentration. I felt restless, like I was trying to sleep but
couldn’t find a comfortable position. Then, like I fell asleep, slow and then all at once, I
slipped into meditation. My mind was a river, a white space, the night sky, I was floating
above the city. I couldn’t quiet down my mind. I felt boundless, like my mind was

leaking. Finally, there was an ocean, and with each inhale a wave broke against the sand.
I felt water on my face as the monks splattered us with water using lotus flowers, I
thought it was sea spray. Reality hit me like a slap in the face. The room seemed smaller
and my clothes constrictive. The red string they tied around our wrists to end the
ceremony was a constant reminder of the constrictiveness and boundlessness I had
experienced in that room. It was meant for protection, but for me it was a physical
representation of the ritual that expanded my mind.
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My feet dangled several inches from the ground and I squirmed in my Sunday
dress. I had to jump off the bench to stand as the priest called us to rise. It was Christmas
and the church was aglow with beautiful decorations and filled with warmth. The choir
sang; the harmony reaching up into the rafters above. My father’s big hands pointed to
the lyrics in a book. I looked up, there were tears running down his face as he sang. How
could religion affect someone so much? But now I realize that my father wasn’t crying
for Jesus, but because of the voices that rose in celebration of hope and giving. Religion
has nothing to do with it. Community, human contact, and having a voice are all
components to the desires within us.
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The attic smelled musky, like dirt and smoke. I looked around me at the familiar
faces of my family and then my eyes rested on the Peruvian shaman sitting in front of us.
His face was slightly wrinkled and he was dressed simply in a tunic and jeans. His wife
blended into the shadows, seeing but not being seen. He passed a bag of dried cocoa
leaves around and I took a small handful. In the center of us was a small candle, its light
illuminating the entire room. He made eye contact with each of us, and I wondered what
he thought of the tourist family in front of him; did we look like fools or wise travelers?
Did he think lowly of us? The question made me squirm, I hated tourists back home and I
felt out of place here.
“Is everyone ready?” He asked.
“Yes,” My father said and we all nodded He began by reciting chants in Quechua,
an ancient, native language to Peru, and laid out a woven clothe which instantly reminded
me of the baby blanket my grandmother had knitted for me. On that clothe, he sprinkled
colored sand in circular formations.
“Tell me about your fears of this year, yes?”
We each went around and told him. I don’t remember what I said, maybe
something about grades. He continued with the altar and the chants, putting on various
things; a llama’s fetus, candy, stones, herbs that stung my nose, dried flowers, and bones.
The candle wax dripped on the floor and his wife sometimes whispered to him in quick
Spanish. I watched his crooked hands place each of the objects meticulously on the altar,
I watched his mouth move and I watched my parents with the candlelight dancing on
their face. The air was heavy with deep thoughts and his voice sliced through it like a
knife. The only time he moved was to go around to each of us and slid his hands down
our backs to rid of us bad spirits and it was over. He folded the cloth over and shook
hands with my father.

“I will bury this later, so your fears will be gone for good,” He handed the cloth to
his wife and gave me a small nod. As a thirteen year old, I never really knew the extent of
what I had just experienced. It was something about that ritual that expanded my mind
and my heart to possibilities that I hadn’t realized until later. The ritual made me realized
that resorting to spiritual practices and the metaphysical world is a constant comfort to
human beings.
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The soul embodies all desires. We desire comfort from fears, and like the shaman
in Peru, we create rituals that will rid us of those fears. We go to church, like my dad,
seeking ease from the company of others. We desire knowledge and freedom, like the
goal of the Buddhist monks in Cambodia. All of these desires are innate that we have
built physical rituals and comforts to ease and fulfill these desires. The soul is innate yet I
believe that it is not contained to the outlines of our bodies.
Whenever I find myself at the edge of an ocean, underneath the great expanse of
stars, or soaring above the surface of clouds, I wonder why the unknown and the great
fascinate me. And it’s not just the large expanses of the universe that mesmerizes me to
no end, it’s the creases in my grandmother’s hand, or the blueness of his eyes, the melody
in a song, or the small patterns on a leaf. I believe it’s because everything contains
everything, whether in the form of a memory or the form of that form. I believe that we
so infinitely large, like the ocean, or the stars, or the horizon, and so small like the details
of our skin. Humans are bigger on the inside. We are walking universes of memory and
thoughts and dreams and likes and dislikes. We are tiny details on the skin of the earth
yet oceans in a lover’s eyes. That is what the soul is, the indefinable container of
everything and nothing that makes us who we were, who we are, and who we ever will
be.
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