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Balance ISN’T JUST ABOUT HANGING ON
By Kari Froelicher, MA, LPC

“Happiness is not a matter of intensity but of balance and order and rhythm and harmony.”  Thomas Merton
My first horse was a big16 hand Palomino gelding named Chico.  I was just four years old so he looked even bigger to me.  It was a strange sight to see this tiny four year old girl on that big horse with the saddle just as big to match the horse.  I had very little instruction when I was first put on him.  The only thing I remember my father tell me as he swung me up on that big old horse was to “hang on”.  With the saddle to fit the horse and not a child I swam in that saddle and wasn’t able to reach the stirrups to help me stay on.  I quickly learned, after many times of falling off and getting back on, that “hanging on” wasn’t working.  “Hanging on” when I wasn’t balanced in that huge saddle didn’t ultimately help me to stay on, in fact it was counter productive.  Staying on (the real goal) meant that I had to stay balanced on that horse and with his movements.  One of my proudest moments as I was learning to ride that first year was many months later getting Chico to canter a short distance down our dirt road as my dad watched…and not falling off into the dirt.

I also learned that balance didn’t have a lot to do with having a saddle, or stirrups or things to “hang on” to, but rather in the way that my body responded to the movement of the horse.  It was important, I learned, to go with the movement of the horse and not against him.

Balance in life is a lot like balance on a horse.  Having a balanced life is different, in many aspects, than merely “hanging on”.  Sometimes we can go through life just gritting our teeth trying to “hang on”.  The problem with “hanging on” in life and with horses is that it creates tension in us and actually makes “staying on” more difficult.  Balancing requires that we relax, and “let go” to a certain degree, and go with the motion of the horse or of life.  It doesn’t mean being carried away by the prevailing winds with a horse any more than in life, because to be balanced also means having a good sense of control.  With riding, control over your body and the movement of the horse, in life a sense of control over the choices we make each day that shape our lives. As a therapist I tell my clients that if they learn nothing else while in therapy with me I would want them to learn how important it is to have balance in every area of their lives.  
Balance in our lives, as with horses, means being ready to respond to the changes in our environment.  It means doing the right thing, at the right time, in the right way.  It doesn’t mean having to do anything perfectly, it just means responding in a way that keeps us “staying on” and not biting the dust.  It means staying open and flexible to move in any direction as we need to.  It means developing a sense of being in the “here and now” and learning to do what works.
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Over the years I have been learning to develop my “seat” on the horse and in life to the point that I could ride over any terrain, at any speed, under any kind of conditions and stay perfectly balanced.  Well that may be the task of a master horseman or in life that of a saint.  So I haven’t gotten anywhere near the final goal on horseback or in life, but it is something I keep working on.  However, I have developed an awareness of when my balance is starting to shift and I am about to take a tumble both on my horse and in life.  And for both riding and in life I have found that the best thing to do at that point is to slow down and focus on staying in balance or regaining my balance.

 “Man always travels along precipices. His truest obligation is to keep his balance.” Pope John Paul II
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