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To the child spirit in all of us who is waiting
to be asked to come out and play.

And
To Jeff, Alex and Kate, with love.




There is an old Sanskrit word, lîla, which means play. Richer than our word, it means divine play, the play of creation, destruction and re-creation, the folding and unfolding of the cosmos. Lîla, free and deep, is both the delight and enjoyment of the moment, and the play of God. It also means love.


Lîla may be the simplest thing there is—spontaneous, childish, disarming. But as we grow and experience the complexities of life, it may also be the most difficult and hard-won achievement imaginable, and its coming to fruition is a kind of homecoming to our true selves.


—Stephen Nachmanovitch





Part 1


Turning Inward: Listening





Every child is an artist. The problem is how to remain an artist when he grows up.


—Pablo Picasso


It took me four years to paint like Raphael but a lifetime to paint like a child.


—Pablo Picasso
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Missing Pieces








INTRODUCTION

The Key: Play



This book is about reclaiming what we knew intuitively as children: That life is discovered through the interplay of ourselves and the environment and that the ordinary, everyday world around us is endlessly fascinating. As children we see, hear, smell and touch making “sense” of our experiences. Anyone who has been around a baby witnesses their hands and feet constantly wriggling then finding their way to the mouth. Soon grabbing at anything and everything within reach happens, and what is grabbed also travels quickly to the mouth. We are eager to ingest the world as new arrivals. As toddlers we pay attention: fascinated by the journey of an ant along a leaf, a ladybug on a petal. We are open, alive, sensate. We giggle; we are joyful. Each day is an adventure as we learn through exploring and experimenting. Each day we learn through play. Play is our very nature.


We play with whatever is at hand. A stick becomes a sword, a spoon a musical instrument. Our imaginations create realities that we inhabit. And when offered crayons or paints, we choose a color that excites us and use it over and over. There is joy in the process, less concern with product.


What happens to this joy? Where does our delight in play go? I believe it is slowly forced underground as our education becomes head-centered and less experiential. We learn from others and begin to place our trust “out there” instead of “in here.” We disconnect from our innate creativity. What also happens is a silencing of our inner knowing. Yet that voice lives inside us waiting for us to listen.
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Listening








CHAPTER 1

Listening



I began to listen to what Carl Jung called that “still, small voice within” entering midlife. I even became an art therapist to encourage others to find ways to connect to that voice and allow it expression. That voice is a whisper; that voice is shy. But not always: Sometimes that voice is so hungry for expression that it explodes on the page or paper in dramatic fashion. More often, though, it needs tender coaxing to emerge from hiding. For after many years of being ignored, criticized, even ridiculed, the voice retreats to safety. I believe this voice holds insights that we need to hear and, most importantly, honor and share. I believe this voice speaks from our essence, our core self, our soul. This voice connects us to the Great Mystery, to a wisdom inside each of us, to life unfolding. And I believe creative play is the key to unlock that treasure.


“When the soul wants something to be known, she throws out an image in front of her and steps into it.”


—Meister Eckhart


This book fulfills a promise I made to myself, with some prompting from others, to honor my poems and images, the expressions of my explorations through creative play. As much as I preached, I failed to practice. Scribbled on scraps, many poems were shoved into journals or drawers. While the voice was heard it was not honored. Similarly, collages were rarely framed or hung but stacked and hidden in piles. When an image impresses someone with its honesty I tell them to put it up, view it daily. This allows the message to deepen and enter consciousness more fully.


As I selected the poems and images for this book I realized that the book also needed to honor the transformational journey that created them. How did I move from a stance of claiming, “But I am not creative” and “But I have no time” to a place of willingness to explore, to play? What encouraged me to listen, to attend to these fragmented whispers within? Discovering my voice was a huge opening for me and quite literally saved my life. I hope to inspire you as others have inspired me with their heartfelt words and images, to turn your ear inward and to play. My message is: If I can do this, anyone can. I have absolute faith that you, too, can experience your life expanded and enriched through this process.


We do not have to retreat to a mountaintop. We do not have to take art classes. We do not have to change our priorities and our schedules. We only have to pay attention to the moments and tasks of our everyday life through creative reflection, to connect to our inner self and to receive these whispers that are so meaningful. To not demand that they show up whole, with a label and a readily apparent message. To play with imagery; to listen to what wants to be heard. This inner voice is a powerful ally on our journey through life.





CHAPTER 2

But I Am Not Creative



If you have already felt a slight trepidation at being asked to creatively reflect, let me reassure you that this is exactly where I started. My approach to creativity now is: We are all inherently creative; creative expression, in whatever way, is enlivening and healing. Play opens the door. Throughout history, cross-culturally, societies have integrated art making into rituals to bridge the spiritual and material realms, the personal and the universal. Today, in our culture, the marketplace has largely hijacked art, and most of us feel disconnected from our birthright of creativity.


Images are powerful: just think of advertising. We each have a personal storehouse of imagery that, when tapped into, informs and offers insights not otherwise available. This is not about becoming a famous artist or a published writer (although that may indeed happen). This is not about impressing others but expressing yourself to yourself. It is about listening and playful exploration.


I invite the child in you to come out and play, as children, quite naturally, have active imaginations and delight in creating. Play is such an essential part of creativity. When we play we let go of many rules, many “shoulds.” Anything goes. We horse around. We become horses . . . and tigers, superheroes, villains, princesses, doctors. We try on roles. We pretend. The Latin root of pretend is tendere, which means to stretch, to extend, to proceed.


Adults experience play more as work. Playing a sport is different than free play. Some companies now recognize the value of freeing up creativity and use brainstorming to help people think outside the box. Free association asks the censor to step aside. Participants are encouraged to blurt things out, to be spontaneous, silly even. Childish. The key is withholding judgment.
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Silenced








Unfortunately, even children learn all too soon to compare. “I am not creative” implies compared to a “real” artist. Our self-critical voice dampens our impulse to create and makes it no longer fun. The delight we had in the process of experimenting with materials, in the process of discovering something new is replaced by an emphasis on the end product. To reenter this vast world within you, trusting the importance of process is a dramatic shift. I encourage you to override the inhibitions drummed into you and allow yourself this gift of expression. Allow yourself to reclaim that lost delight. Remember this is just for you. There is no right or wrong way to do it. Release your expectations of realism, rationality or neatness. Invite your child self to come out and play.
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Coming apart at my “seems”








CHAPTER 3

My Beginnings



How did I begin my journey? At midlife, in the midst of a full and busy life, I felt a sense of self-alienation. I had an eerie sense of going through the motions but felt slightly removed as though I had lost something important. The life I had crafted with its roles of wife, mother, businesswoman and community member began to disintegrate. After suffering a personal loss, I felt disconnected and fragmented. From the outside my life appeared fine, perfect even: I was innkeeping with my husband in a beautiful place; I had two wonderful young children; I was actively involved in my work and my community. Yet on the inside I felt I was coming apart at the seams. “Seams” is the perfect word for what “seems” to be the case is not always what is: My “seems” were coming apart.


In this state I experienced true separateness. I felt ashamed of my feelings. How self-indulgent, I thought. “Get over it,” I scolded myself. In fact, I was pushing the pause button.


Any number of events can cause this pause: a health crisis, a move, a family problem, a love affair, or a death. Whatever it is that occasions our stepping back or stepping out of the daily momentum of our lives also offers an opportunity to reflect, to look deeply inside ourselves. If taken, this opportunity, although created by a deep disconnect, can lead to a deeper connection to self and our way forward.


At this critical time my children were taking piano lessons from a woman who was an expressive arts therapist. They drew and painted as well as learned piano pieces. Something intrigued me about their time with her. Instead of dropping them off, rushing to run errands and returning to pick them up, I began to wait in her forest sanctuary. A few lines from a poem I later wrote speaks of this unwinding, the sense of shifting gears that is so necessary for mindful reflection:


Leaving the main road,


Entering the twisted path,


Slowing down,


Slowing way down,


I park,


Move into the dark


Small among towering trees. (from “Return”)


This stopping of my normal flow was the first step. The second was actually telling this therapist that I envied my kids this time with her. She told me she had adult beginners and I signed on to learn piano, something I had never done in my life. Little did I know I was beginning a journey that continues today. I began to listen, amid the busy buzz of my ongoing life, to myself. I began to return.





CHAPTER 4

Reclaiming the Child



Early on in working with her (we often began at an art table with some conversation) she asked me, “What is your greatest fear?” I said to have a child go missing. She suggested creating a poster like the ones in the post office for the missing child part of me. So being a good student I went home and on a piece of newsprint, using a child’s watercolors set, I painted Missing, positioning the watery letters at the top. Then the face of a young girl emerged. After sitting and taking in this image, I wrote a poem.
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