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For Jim, Alina, and Maggie—

my beloved walking companions,

whose steadfast and joyful presence

inspired every step of this book.



Introduction
Finding Our Way



It’s called wayfinding, princess. It’s not just sails

and knots, it’s seeing where you’re going in your mind.

Knowing where you are by knowing where you’ve been.

MAUI, MOANA





MY HUSBAND AND I were navigating the fraught waters of infertility when I took an assignment to document the lives of military families during deployment. Several months into filming, a woman I followed with my video camera went into labor. I rushed to the hospital with my gear as my counterpart in Afghanistan hurried to an armored military vehicle with her gear and the pregnant woman’s husband. Through the wonder of modern technology, we created a video connection between Ohio and Afghanistan so the deployed husband could “be there” for his daughter’s birth.

Four weeks later, a double pink line on a paper stick indicated I was pregnant. What had happened in my body—my hormones, mind, and emotions—in that delivery room? It felt like a miracle, and I was elated! Then, terrified. Amid the joy of pregnancy, one question haunted me. What would I do if not documentary filmmaking? My life was nomadic. The freedom to travel around the world at a moment’s notice made me feel alive. Settling down felt unsettling. But I knew in my gut that I didn’t want to “be there” for my child through a video connection from wherever I was filming in the world. Something had to change.

Feeling unmoored and swept to sea, I found that none of my navigational equipment seemed to work properly. I kept asking, Who am I? Where am I going? I yearned for a sense of identity, purpose, and destiny. In the swell of waves, I prayed, Lord, what should I do?

Eventually, I felt the winds shift, and the watchperson in my heart heard a call that oriented me in a new direction. That call was to spiritual direction, the ancient Christian ministry of monks and mystics who served as listeners and guides to those seeking discernment and a closer walk with God.

During spiritual direction training, the aliveness I lost as a filmmaker revived through the joy of listening deeply, asking evocative questions, and discovering the sacred thread woven into each person’s story. The ancient spiritual navigation techniques passed down through the Christian tradition tugged me into the harbor of a sixteenth-century theologian and Master Spiritual Wayfinder named Ignatius of Loyola, and I no longer felt adrift.

Over ten transformational months, I followed Jesus through the gospel landscape as I prayed with the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius and took long walks through my neighborhood. Guided by traditional Christian discernment techniques, I learned to engage my senses while reading Scripture, to feel the pull of my ordered and disordered desires, and to memorize the movements of consolation and desolation mapped in my body. In this book, I will introduce you to this ancient method of spiritual wayfinding and help you explore your own embodied wisdom through walking.


WHY A WALKING GUIDE?

Ironically, this walking guide began when I could not walk. Eleven years after my vocational crisis, I faced another season of instability. Shortly after moving from Ohio to Florida, I fractured my ankle while walking on an uneven sidewalk. My life felt fractured too. I had left a flourishing ministry in Ohio and entered a period of bewildered desolation. Once again, I asked, Who am I? Where am I going?

During the slow healing process, I learned firsthand (or foot!) how vital embodied discernment is for navigating life’s confusing pathways. Unable to practice the prayer-walking habit I had developed after my daughter’s birth, I became curious about the embodied experience of walking and praying. I used my downtime to research the latest science on walking and discovered that the benefits extend from head to toe! Even a gentle stroll can improve cardiovascular health, cognitive function, and emotional well-being.

Walking also aids discernment. The physical sensations of foot compression, eye shifts, and rhythmic breathing work together to create an internal navigational system—a map of where we are—that helps the body skillfully find its way forward. I felt astounded by the wisdom God infused in our bodies. This book emerged from those long months of learning about walking and relearning how to walk. With each tender step, I found my way back to the heart of God and my life’s purpose.

Walking with neurodivergence. As my ankle healed, I enjoyed pondering spiritual matters on slow, solitary walks. However, when my daughters Alina and Maggie asked to join me, these abstract reflections transformed into tangible experiences—the joy of wind-chime hunting, rescuing unnoticed snails, and spinning in the cool breeze.

My oldest daughter, Alina, is neurodivergent, a term for individuals with neurological differences, such as autism, ADHD, and dyslexia, that shape how they think, process sensory input, regulate emotions, and navigate the world. Neurodivergent people possess a unique form of embodied wisdom formed by their rich sensory experiences and diverse cognitive perspectives.

Alina’s approach to embodied spiritual wayfinding during our walks captivated me. One evening, as she walked backward down the road, I asked how a neurodivergent perspective might offer spiritual insights to neurotypical folks like myself. She replied, “Neurotypical people can be pretty abstract about spirituality. They also seem to get stuck in their thoughts about God and the Bible but don’t seem to have many experiences of God.” She expressed a desire to find God in tangible, sensory-rich, and emotionally safe ways.

While neurodivergent individuals may experience heightened sensory and emotional processing, these sensitivities offer profound pathways for connecting with God. Alina emphasized that everyone should have the opportunity to encounter God in ways that resonate with them. “There’s no shame if you can’t find God in the same way others do,” she said, reflecting Paul’s message to the people of Athens (Acts 17:27).

This book invites you to reach out—and step forward—to find God. Although I present thirty-three ways of walking, feel free to explore the forms of embodied prayer that resonate with you. The How to Use This Guide section in this introduction includes a few alternatives to walking. Adapt the meditations to your needs, pay attention to your surroundings, and honor your body’s strengths and limitations in your spiritual practice.

My daughter’s birth was a miracle that changed my life. As I once helped her learn to walk, she is now helping me to walk again, offering a sensory-rich perspective and leading me into a spiritually enriching territory. Her embodied wisdom inspires me to explore new ways to live well in my body and to connect with God through movement. Many of these meditations feature her delightful voice, thought-provoking questions, and profound spiritual insights.




WHAT IS WAYFINDING?

Here’s an exercise to get us acquainted with wayfinding:


Pause reading and turn your body to face north.

How easy was it to find north?

Did you find it with or without technology? Did you orient yourself with landmarks?



Wayfinding is the experience of embodied orientation and movement—discerning where we are, remembering where we came from, and finding our way to where we are going through the wisdom of our bodies. Wayfinding is a multisensory, emotional, and social way of navigating with mind and body integration.

Long before the development of modern navigational technology, people relied on wayfinding techniques to navigate the world and find their way home. Among the most skilled wayfinders were the Polynesian voyagers who sailed the Pacific Ocean more than three thousand years ago. Guided only by the stars, their hands, and the feel of the waves, they expertly navigated sixty-foot canoes across thousands of miles of open water and reached their destination with pinpoint accuracy.

In the book The Wayfinders, anthropologist and navigator Wade Davis describes how ancient knowledge was passed down from one generation to the next. Babies played in tide pools to understand the pull of the ocean. Children memorized the stars through song and mapped the movements of the sky within their bodies through dance. Without the use of a chart or compass, sea voyagers familiarized themselves with celestial movements, ocean currents, and winds until they intuitively felt them in their bodies. They measured distance by tracking the position of the stars with their hands and found their way home by feeling the changes in wave swells in their gut. The ancient wayfinder confidently navigated the vast ocean through a deep connection to the natural and supernatural forces that guide every movement.

Eventually, the ancient practice of wayfinding was lost in the riptide of technological advancements and the pull of Western cultural currents. In 1976, the Polynesian Voyaging Society set out to recover the lost practice of wayfinding by sailing the reconstructed voyaging canoe Hōkūle‘a from Hawaii to Tahiti, relying solely on ancient wayfinding techniques. One month later, Hōkūle‘a and her crew arrived at Tahiti as seventeen thousand people splashed into the waters with cheers, laughter, and dancing. The successful navigation of Hōkūle‘a revived a sense of identity, hope, and healing for Polynesians across the South Pacific. Wayfinding became a way of finding a current that connects the past to a vibrant sense of well-being and becoming.

Losing our way. Traditional wayfinding through an embodied connection to the stars, wind, and waves persisted until the invention of the astrolabe around the second century BCE. A precursor of the smartphone, the astrolabe functioned as a handheld model of the universe that could tell time, location, and orientation. At the center of the universe, a you are here pin represented the wayfinder. From this point, a wayfinder could navigate anywhere.

The astrolabe liberated navigators from needing to memorize star movements in their bodies by providing a star map they could hold in their hands. As technology advanced, human navigation skills regressed. Eventually, we lost the embodied connection to the sky and land that once guided our way. Generations removed from the astrolabe, my portable handheld navigation device—my smartphone—does most of the connecting for me. In the journal Nature, researchers Louisa Dahmani and Véronique Bohbot warn that relying on GPS navigation technology can reduce hippocampal brain volume, resulting in a decline in navigation skills and memory. If we don’t use it, we lose it. As the Polynesian voyagers discovered, losing our sense of direction may cause us to lose our identity and way forward.

The problem is not progress but orientation. The benefits of modern navigational technology are numerous. However, the physical and spiritual postures I develop through reliance on technology move me in the opposite direction of spiritual wayfinding. Rather than looking up and around, my device draws me downward and inward. At the center of my device is me. I am at the center of the universe.

Reviving the practice of spiritual wayfinding. The vocational crisis that ended my filmmaking career was, more precisely, an identity crisis driven by questions like Who am I? What is the purpose of my life? How do I make choices that stay true to who I am and that remain faithful to God? Unlike the ancient wayfinders who relied on a sense of divine connection and embodied wisdom to navigate the vast oceans, I felt lost and alone. Fear and uncertainty amplified a lingering disillusionment with the world I didn’t know how to navigate.

Since becoming a spiritual director, I regularly meet with pastors and laypeople who feel adrift, yearning for a renewed sense of identity, purpose, and destiny. The discernment needed extends beyond finding a career path—it encompasses every aspect of life, including our sense of identity and purpose. We need techniques to transform us from passive drifters to purposeful navigators.

Finding our way through embodied movement deeply connects our life force to God’s life force in and around us. This book offers a multisensory journey that integrates mind, body, and spirit, inviting us to look up and orient our lives to something bigger than ourselves. As spiritual wayfinders, we are desperate for a fresh breath of Spirit to slip through the cracks of our everyday lives—to encounter God’s actions within the flow of our own actions. We long for embodied practices that awaken our God-given imagination, emotions, desires, and embodied wisdom to navigate life with vibrancy and purpose. We have the canoe but need a revival of stargazing, dance, and attunement to the feel of the wind. Spiritual wayfinding invites a journey that seeks spiritual wisdom through walking.









HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE


This easy-to-use walking guidebook provides meditations to help you navigate life with embodied spiritual wisdom. Each meditation includes a short story with practical insights, walking prompts, and a Scripture passage.

The guide is divided into six parts. The pre-amble sets the pace for your journey with God, reminding you to walk in love and humility. Parts 1, 2, and 3 address the question Where am I?, focusing on sensory systems, emotions, and cognitive awareness. Parts 4, 5, and 6 address the question Where am I going? by exploring spiritual orienteering through principles of natural navigation, spiritual discernment, and transformative aspects of pilgrimage.

Although the meditations are sequential, there are four ways you can walk this book:


	1. Thru-hike: Walk each meditation in consecutive order to integrate accruing insights into your daily walking practice.


	2. Expedition: Use the walks on a pilgrimage, backpacking trip, sabbatical, or silent retreat. Move through the meditations at the pace of your heart.


	3. Camp out: For those new to spiritual practices or wanting to deepen their prayer life, you may focus on specific exercises like the Prayer of Examen (Walk 19) or Awe Walking (Walk 9). Extend these meditations over days or weeks to integrate them into daily life.


	4. Field guide: Spiritual directors, pastors, and guides can adapt these meditations as a resource for the individuals or groups they serve.




Scripture meditation with imaginative contemplation. Imaginative contemplation involves engaging Scripture with your imagination. Each meditation begins with a Scripture passage and a focus phrase to help immerse yourself in the story with your senses and emotions. You can either read the Scripture before you walk or listen to it through an audio recording while you walk.


Steps to Practice:


	1. Read: Choose your preferred translation and read the Scripture slowly. Allow the words to wash over you without analysis.


	2. Imagine: Read the passage again. Imagine yourself in the scene, engaging your senses and noticing your emotions.


	3. Look for God: Reflect on how God is revealed in the passage or what God might want to show you.


	4. Carry it forward: By placing ourselves in God’s story, we can more easily find God in our own story. As you prepare to Walk It Out, select a word, image, or insight to carry with you.




If a Scripture passage evokes painful associations due to past misuse or abuse, feel free to meditate on the suggested focus phrase or select an alternative text that helps you connect with God.

Walk it out. Each chapter suggests a different way to walk. However, the duration, location, and way of moving are entirely up to you. Consider exploring alternate movements or accessible paths that can deepen your connection with God and cultivate embodied wisdom.


	Engage both sides of the body with activities like yoga, butterfly tapping, marching in place, or listening to binaural beats. These bilateral movements help synchronize brain hemispheres, regulate emotions, improve focus, and enhance decision-making.


	Let your eyes wander as you gaze out a window, watch scenery pass by while riding in a car, or stroll through an imaginary landscape.


	Play with a finger labyrinth, prayer beads, or a fidget toy.


	Follow a single thread of yarn or untie a knotted rope to engage the same mental and physical processes as labyrinth walking.




Explore options that work for you, trusting your body and instincts to guide you. Whatever method you choose, stay mindful that God is with you.

Rest and reflect. After your walk, take some time to reflect on your experience. Notice how you feel physically, emotionally, and mentally. Consider journaling or engaging in another form of creative expression to capture and process your insights.

Find a walking partner. A key principle in wayfinding is to never hike alone. Whether you physically walk these meditations by yourself or with others, finding a companion to accompany you on your spiritual journey can be beneficial. A walking partner can be a trusted friend, a walking group, a pastor, or a spiritual director who will pray with you for guidance, discuss your experiences, and help you listen for God’s direction.
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