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Praise for Karen Hering’s Writing to Wake the Soul



“In this powerful, lovely, practical, and provocative book, Karen Hering offers the world both a new form of ministry that transcends multiple traditional boundaries and profound evidence that the asking of unanswerable questions brings forth wide-open spiritual narratives of astonishing depth.”

Mary Farrell Bednarowski, professor emerita of religious studies, United Theological Seminary of the Twin Cities

“So many of us want to write! Writing satisfies some profound longing—to become more fully ourselves, to connect more deeply to loved ones, to help transform our hurting world. In Writing to Wake the Soul, Karen Hering gives us the tools to act; our faith in writing can lead to a trustworthy spiritual practice.”

Elizabeth Jarrett Andrew, author of Writing the Sacred Journey and On the Threshold

“My soul yearns for a time when I can do contemplative writing. Having a guide to engage in such writing is an immensely precious gift that Karen Hering has given us. Elegant, accessible, and poetically imaginative, Writing to Wake the Soul is a great companion to have in one’s spiritual journey. Don’t go without it!”

Eleazar S. Fernandez, author of Burning Center, Porous Borders

“This is one of the best books ever written about the relationship between writing and spirituality. Karen Hering offers readers a wise and generous guide to mining essential material and transforming it into writing that is authentic and revelatory. Those who approach this book with open heart and mind will discover much about themselves.”

Bart Schneider, author of Blue Bossa and Beautiful Inez

“Karen Hering’s invaluable guide, Writing to Wake the Soul, brings alive the venerable art of writing as a spiritual practice for our time and place. It will awaken you to your own spiritual inclinations, as well as introduce you to a wealth of wisdom handed on by pilgrims who have preceded you on the way.”

Donald Ottenhoff, executive director of Collegeville Institute for Ecumenical and Cultural Research

“Profound in its clarity and completeness, here is a contemplative guide to awaken the nurturing spirit in each of us. Like a good guide, this book will take you by the hand as you journey, but only long enough to help you discover the compass and spiritual grounding you already carry within.”

William C. Moyers, author of Broken

“In Writing to Wake the Soul, Karen Hering has given us a spiritual practice that helps us tell our own stories while listening more deeply to those of others. This is important and healing work, and Hering’s book invites and equips us to participate in it. It’s a book I plan to use myself, alone, and with others. Will be especially helpful in respectfully addressing sensitive issues such as sexism and racism.”

Jonathan Odell, author of The Healing

“Karen Hering is a wise and welcome spirit guide. From hints on quieting the inner critic to generous insistence that everyone is a writer, Writing to Wake the Soul invites private devotional practice. It will also awaken discussion between people of various faith backgrounds and those with no formal tradition at all.”

Rev. Victoria Safford, senior minister, White Bear UU Church and author of Walking Toward Morning





Thank you for downloading this Atria Books eBook.





Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Atria Books and Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP








or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com








[image: title]





For David and Cat:
you have added to my life’s unfinished sentences in beautifully surprising ways.
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What is this precious love and laughter


Budding in our hearts?


It is the glorious sound


Of a soul waking up!


Hafiz
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PREFACE



This is a book of sentences, some incomplete . . .


a book of narratives left open,


questions unanswered,


of theology still being written . . .


It is a book about words


but mostly about what pulses beneath them,


what stretches beyond all naming—


between the lines,


off the page,


in the ellipses trailing after . . .


When I was a child, I wanted to be a missionary. Not a missionary’s wife, I would explain with a four-year-old’s insistence on being understood. I wanted to be the missionary. Years later, after my confirmation in a church where women were neither ordained nor present on the chancel during worship, I announced that I wished to serve as an acolyte, donning a white frock and ceremonially lighting the altar candles at the beginning of worship. It was 1972. The church elders took a vote on whether to permit my request and reported back to me that, like my sisters before me, I was welcome to serve in the nursery instead. Acolytes were male, they reiterated, their edict pinching off the possibilities of my story in the church—and the church’s narrative too.


The elders’ decision was a formative moment for me, though perhaps not in the way it was intended, for it revealed to me the inadequacy of closed narratives, of stories bound in predetermined endings and lacking in imagination and surprise. Their denial of my request marked the beginning of a personal practice of questioning that has served both my faith and my life well, for I soon discovered that closed narratives do not just occur in communities of faith nor are they only a matter of gender. We seal our narratives in tombs of expected outcomes all the time. We do this whenever we presume to know what can and cannot happen from the gridlocked standpoint of what is without ever asking what might be.


In my own story, the germ of my religious interests and vocation remained buried for many years—for decades, in fact, well into my adulthood and even after I joined a community of faith that had been ordaining women to the ministry for over a hundred years. Finally, in my forties, I enrolled in seminary. At first, I said I was a writer wanting to steep my words in theology. Then, as my studies continued, I realized I was a minister too. I wanted to be ordained but not to any form of ministry I had already seen or experienced. I wanted to bring writing and ministry together in a new way, and I was blessed to have a spiritual director (and a few seminary professors too) who patiently told me, as often as I needed to hear it, that perhaps the work I was called to did not yet exist and would not exist until I named it and brought it into being.


Slowly, I grew into that possibility. I came to understand that my vocation might best be described with a sentence not yet written. By the end of my seminary training, I realized I was not going to pursue a typical congregational ministry. Rather, I made up a job description for “literary minister” as a sketch of the ministry I thought I was meant to do. I knew I would be asked to describe and possibly defend it in the rigorous ordination examinations ahead of me, so I took the job description to the co-ministers of a large urban congregation in my denomination and asked them to help me find the faults in it. Instead, they asked how we might together find a way to develop such a ministry in their congregation. They too held the narrative open, as did the national foundation that funded the literary ministry’s start-up; the individual donors who later supplemented the foundation’s grant; the congregation that housed and encouraged the new ministry of words and story; my husband and family, my ministerial mentor, my committee on ministry; and dozens of colleagues, friends, and other supporters who kept assuring me it was not folly to keep moving forward even though I could not say exactly where I was headed or whether the path would prove entirely passable.


This is how it happened that I became a “literary minister,” inviting others to explore their own faith and their questions about faith in a contemplative practice of writing that took shape along the way—and this is what I offer in this book. It is no wonder that both this practice and this book are based on keeping narratives open; both are the result of an open-ended narrative—as are each of our lives and the larger story we are all writing together.





INTRODUCTION



Sitting over words


very late I have heard a kind of whispered sighing


—W. S. MERWIN1


My mother lived with a terminal neuromuscular illness for two years before it began to steal her ability to speak. Then, as her breath and pronunciation waned, she acquired a communications device—a state-of-the-art computer designed to serve as her voice. By touch screen and eventually, as her hands weakened too, by movement of her eyes, she could select words, phrases, and whole sentences, and command the communicator to speak them.


Making this remarkable device useful and efficient required stocking it with a ready supply of phrases my mother might need as her illness progressed. One day, as she was becoming acquainted with the computer, we sat together reviewing the phrases already programmed into it, deleting the ones she would not need and adding others she might wish to have readily available. At first this was easy. Long retired and now confined to her nurse-assisted apartment, she quickly charged me with deleting all phrases about going to work or to the mall. Then, as a lifelong Christian without close acquaintances from other faiths, she went on to remove references to going to the mosque and the synagogue. Finally, we came to a new group of questions, and as we scrolled through them, she stopped on one and said flatly with her diminishing breath, “Delete that.”


I could not help feeling the long shadow cast by the question’s six simple words: “Why is this happening to me?” I studied my mom’s face. Confined to a wheelchair for a year and a half, she had lost a lot of weight but still looked beautiful to me and younger than her eighty-two years. Turning from the words on the computer screen to read the emotions written across her features, I recognized a familiar flash of impatience. She was a doer, a teacher by profession, a taskmaster by inclination, with a quick mind that leaned toward the literal and pragmatic. When I asked her why she wanted to delete it, she explained with a slight wave of her thinning hand, “It’s unanswerable. Who needs it?”


My finger hovered over the delete command. “You know,” I observed, “in the Bible, in the middle of all his troubles, Job asked a lot of unanswerable questions.”


Our eyes met and lingered in a wordless exchange.


“Sometimes it helps to ask a question even if it is unanswerable,” I said. “Sometimes the answer isn’t the point.”


I don’t know what she was thinking in the silence that followed. But I do know what the gaze we shared meant to me. It was an embrace between souls, wordless and timeless, bottomless as love can be—big enough and strong enough to hold a question, even an unanswerable one.


“Keep it,” she said quietly, and we moved on to the rest.


The task, it turned out, was harder than we’d thought it would be. She was entering a stage of terrific and unpredictable decline in her illness. Who could possibly know what words, phrases, and expressions she might need as her losses mounted? What questions would ever be sufficient? What vocabulary could speak the prayers she might wish to utter? What could possibly name the unimaginable experiences to come?


These questions have stayed with me ever since, not only in the final months of my mother’s life, but also in the larger context of the world and our times. We don’t often fully grapple with the many losses of this century, but if you want a hint of it, try reading out loud the list of animals that have already gone extinct in recent years. Read it slowly, as the solemn tribute that it is, naming those unique beings that will never walk the earth or swim the seas or fly the skies again: there’s the sea mink and the short-tailed hopping-mouse, the Toolache wallaby and the pristine mustached bat, just to name a few; the Mascarene parrot, the silver trout, and the desert bandicoot; the Atlantic gray whale and the broad-faced potoroo. We don’t often stop to name and count them, but all of these—and many more—are gone forever.


If this memorial list wanders too far from home, think of some favorite natural place you once enjoyed—a stretch of coastline, a northern lake, a swath of prairie or forest—that no longer glistens or grows in the same way it once did. You might check out photographs of the earth’s shrinking glaciers, or simply look up into the night sky and let yourself wonder over the many stars now invisible to the eye as the lights of our cities veil more and more of the cosmos beyond.


The natural world is full of examples of loss these days, but for all the time we spend debating how long our natural resources will last and how best to preserve them, beneath these debates there sits a sorrow that is often left unspoken. What words, after all, could be adequate to the magnitude of these losses—not only the loss of species and wilderness but of the lifestyle we have grown accustomed to and which we are rapidly learning will not be possible to continue? Our grief, displacement, and disillusionment are real if often unnamable; and the joy, love, and wild appreciation that sometimes arise in the midst of deep grief can feel just as unspeakable. What words, which phrases, and which expressions will we need? What questions will we want to ask—answerable or unanswerable—in the years ahead?


The most universal language has always been that of image and metaphor, an ancient tongue that speaks in poetry and parable, in memory and imagination. It is a language spoken by each of us nightly in our dreams and by all of us collectively in the mythology that shapes our world and our understanding of it. These metaphors are capable of carrying what dream practitioner Jeremy Taylor calls our “not-yet-speech-ripe” awareness. He imagines, playfully but with some seriousness too, early hominids dreaming of strange noises that would turn out to be the first words ever spoken.2


What awareness might be stirring in the collective unconscious today, waiting to emerge in our words? What are the strange noises waking us at night not yet formed into speech, and what might they teach us if we learn to listen to them and decipher their larger meaning?


Today, ours is a vocabulary much enlarged by science, technology, and the accumulated knowledge of history. Even so, if we find ourselves at a loss for language strong, pliable, and generative enough to express our experience, we might well ask if the Western mindset so dominant in the twenty-first century has perhaps diminished our access to the language of myth, metaphor, and imagination that we need. Have we unwittingly forgotten or deleted the unanswerable questions we need to be asking, or the words, metaphorical phrases, and stories that might give us the language to ask them?


I prize hard facts at least as much as the next person. First trained as a journalist, I crave the clarity and clean lines of good facts. But their literalism does set limits. Our culture’s emphasis on the veracity of facts has a shadow side—a discomfort with mystery, myth, and metaphor that sometimes borders on disdain. Myth or fact? we repeatedly ask, as if truth could be threshed in this way, one being grain and the other chaff. Can we instead weave them together, warp and weft, making a stronger fabric of more intricate pattern, a poetic narrative tenacious and timeless enough to make use of both?


This book, and the spiritual practice of writing it describes, is about reclaiming our vocabularies of faith and restoring our capacity for metaphorical thinking. It explores how we might wake what Hebrew scripture calls the “still, small voice within”3 by engaging in contemplative correspondence with our inner self, soul, and wisdom. In the pages that follow, you’ll find poetry and story, myth and meditation, etymologies and images, history and hard science—as well as a plentitude of questions, many of them ultimately unanswerable but all of them richly ponderable. In the sixty reflections and writing prompts provided in Part 2, you’ll find an invitation to add your own stories, words, and images to the conversation. The larger story of the universe is still being written, and each of us has a part to play in how that story ultimately turns out.


I have written this book out of my lifelong passion not only for words but also for their transformative power. It is rooted in my personal experience and a longstanding, if not always daily, practice of writing that has saved me time and again from despair, depression, defeat, cynicism, and countless other unwanted conditions that appear more often than I’d like. Now, several years into a literary ministry in which I have led hundreds of guided writing sessions for people of different faiths and worldviews, I have been privileged to witness how words have saved others as well, both on the page and as they share them with one another. In these sessions, I’ve watched writers and non-writers alike gaining fluency in their own languages of faith (for they are not one but wondrously many) and becoming more adept at translating into and from the faith languages of others; and I have seen firsthand how this has been empowering and healing beyond anything I had expected.


THE PRACTICE OF CONTEMPLATIVE CORRESPONDENCE


Contemplative correspondence is a spiritual practice of writing rooted in theology and story; drawn to the surface by questions, prompts, and ellipses; and most fully experienced when its words are accepted as invitations into conversations and relationships with others. It is also an invitation to keep our language pliable and our narratives open, and to let our questions lead toward something more, something beautiful and whole, beyond all naming.


Contemplative correspondence combines a number of spiritual practices and writing methods with the intention of sacred connection, spiritual growth, and creative flow. Its lineage is long and its sister practices are many. Like lectio divina, a practice of reading and meditating on scripture, it turns our ear toward truths found in poetic language and imagery, and like prayer, it is a practice of both speaking and deep listening. Like guided meditation, it invites participants to sit in stillness, present in the current moment, while being attentive to the gifts of memory and imagination; like journal writing, it reflects on our daily lives; and like Tai Chi (also called Tai Ji by many practitioners) and yoga, it directs our awareness both inward and outward, to the energy flowing through us and stirring just beyond our senses and our movement. None of its components are new. It is less a matter of reinventing the wheel than it is a new way of hitching the wheels to a cart, which is really what all writing is about—giving new arrangement and assembly to words and meanings that are already on hand.


Like prayer, this practice is doctrinally neutral. It claims no allegiance to a specific faith or even to a particular position on the theological spectrum, insisting only that life holds more than meets the eye and that spiritual practices can help connect us to that more. It can be used by the theist, agnostic, and atheist alike. Some say this kind of writing is the most basic work of creating meaning—a human effort of ordering the chaotic nature of our experience. Others say it’s a matter of opening oneself to revelation and to meaning already embedded in the world, whether it’s been placed there by nature and evolution, by a holy Creator, or by some combination of these working together. From any perspective, this spiritual practice of writing can be described as our creative participation in a universe still unfolding.


Of course, the practice of contemplative correspondence does have its own story of origin. It was developed at Unity Church-Unitarian, an urban congregation in Saint Paul, Minnesota, where each month the worship services focus on a different theological theme such as faith, brokenness, incarnation, or blessing. As the congregation’s consulting literary minister, I was charged with creating opportunities for members to reflect on worship themes in their own words. Each month, I offered a guided writing session that corresponded to the worship theme, and the members’ reflections that had begun in worship were deepened in the writing sessions as they drew from their own life stories to flesh out the theme in their own words. Members also shared their writing—in the sessions, in a literary journal the church began to publish, and sometimes in worship services—and this further enriched and expanded the congregation’s collective understanding of the themes.


In time, the guided writing sessions attracted people from beyond the congregation, and I began offering sessions in other settings as well—in other communities of faith, in spiritual or value-based organizations, at a local literary center and a seminary, and in personal and workplace retreats. I discovered that this particular approach to writing was fruitful in a wide variety of contexts, helping people of different faiths, and those of no faith affiliation, to listen to their own inner wisdom and to share that wisdom with one another.


At its essence, whether practiced in groups or alone, contemplative correspondence focuses on theological themes or words, and involves personal writing that is informed and inspired by religious teachings, poetry, stories, visual images, physical objects, memory, imagination, science, history, and wordplay. The practice is reflective and the writing is associative, often beginning from prompts or half-written sentences that trail off in ellipses. It is not abstract but concrete and experiential writing, drawing from what we see, hear, smell, taste, and touch, and reflecting on what we sense and feel. Finally, in the spirit of correspondence, the writing invites participants into dialogue not only with their inner voice and the holy but also with others, whether it is other participants in a group writing session or other voices present in the religious teachings, stories, poetry, and images that precede each prompt. In this way, the writing invites reflection on our personal experiences but always in the context of a larger, shared narrative and with encouragement to keep the narrative open to new possibilities as well as new voices.


FOR WRITERS AND NON-WRITERS ALIKE


When I started leading guided writing sessions, I thought the programs would appeal mostly to those with a strong interest in writing, either as a hobby or a profession. But I quickly discovered that many participants had not previously identified themselves as writers and that this practice can be as appealing and fruitful for those who consider themselves writers as for those who do not.


Of course, it is not for everyone; no spiritual practice is, and any practice that involves writing will send some people running in the other direction. Because writing is often regarded as requiring a gift or a particular skill set, some fear the writing in the sessions might be measured by the rules of grammar, spelling, and style. But contemplative correspondence intentionally steers clear of critique, leveling the ground between writers and non-writers. Many participants who have had difficulty writing in other settings or with other approaches have been happily surprised to find their words flowing easily and prolifically in this practice.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


This book is written in two parts. Part 1 offers a reflection on writing, metaphor, and spiritual practice, as well as a practical guide to contemplative correspondence. Part 2 explores ten theological themes with material that can be used in contemplative correspondence, alone or in groups, or by readers who wish to reflect on the themes without writing. Because it is my hope that the book will be useful to readers with and without pen in hand, I offer a few suggestions for different approaches to the pages that follow.


If you wish to learn about and practice contemplative correspondence, I suggest reading Part 1 from the beginning before giving the writing sessions a try in Part 2. However, if you are short on time and eager to begin, you could learn enough to start your practice by reading chapter 5, then jumping in and trying the writing explorations in Part 2. In Part 2, you can start your practice with any of the ten themes, but whichever theme you choose, it’s best to follow the prompts from the first to the last within that theme because often they build on one another, directly or indirectly. After you’ve done the practice for a while, you’ll likely have a sense of how it works for you and whether you wish to modify it. You might also supplement the writing explorations with additional readings and teachings from your own wisdom sources or by creating your own prompts. Eventually, you might choose other words and themes, developing your own explorations and prompts as you go.


If you are reading this book without desire for a writing practice, you might use it in several ways. You can read the reflections in Part 2 without any of the earlier chapters and without doing any writing. They can be used as daily meditations; as material for religious education, retreat planning, or creative writing classes; to spur conversation with a spiritual director or mentor; or to spark sermon writing or other creative compositions.


Still other readers might enjoy the opening chapters of the book as an exploration of writing and spiritual practice, and as an invitation to consider the role of language and metaphor in shaping our future possibilities, both personal and collective. Whether or not we undertake writing as a spiritual practice, expanding our capacity for metaphorical thinking will help us bridge the gaps currently widening in our public discourse and rhetoric. Not coincidentally, it also supports creativity, coaxing the muse to speak, and helping us each discover our own way of seeing things.


However you read and use this book, I hope you will find in it an antidote to the way words sometimes harden like wedges that drive us apart. This book and this practice of writing remind us that the first purpose of language is connective, to relate, and that, in the midst of all our differences and divisions, we still belong to and with one another.








PART I





THE SPIRITUAL PRACTICE OF WRITING



What


Is the


Root of all these


Words?


One thing: love.


—HAFIZ1


The human gift of language is born of the desire to connect, to share our experience with each other. Our words are bridges built between one person and the next while also crossing time, from the moment they are written down to the moment they are lifted from the page by a reader.


Religion too, in the root of the word and in its best practice, is about what binds us together, one person and one moment to the next. The human religious impulse toward love and compassion connects the spark of the sacred within each of us to the shining wholeness of life embracing all of us.


The spiritual practice of writing brings these two gifts together and invites us to heed the age-old human calling to seek the meaning of our lives.





1


WHY WE WRITE



I have been wakeful at night


and words have come to me


out of their deep caves


needing to be remembered.


—WENDELL BERRY1


Why do we write? Not just those of us who call ourselves writers, but all of us. Whether we wear the writer label or not, most of us know what it’s like to wake up reaching for words. We all have stories that are uniquely ours to share, and we know the feeling of searching for the right words to recount the events of our lives and to articulate the underlying meanings they carry—what makes them funny or sad, assuring or infuriating, inspiring or disturbing—which is to say, what makes them worth telling and listening to in the first place.


If we are literate and enjoy the rights of free speech, it can be easy to forget that to tell one’s story is a basic human need, and to put it down in writing is a way of being seen that can have profound implications. Around the world and throughout history, naming our human experience is often a first step in transforming it, on personal levels and more broadly. As Nigerian writer Ben Okri put it, “[C]hange the stories individuals and nations live by and tell themselves, and you change the individuals and nations.”2


The Afghan Women’s Writing Project is a program based on this premise, supporting women’s voices with the belief that to tell one’s story is a human right. For many writers, but especially for those writing in times and places that seek to silence them, this is more than a matter of personal expression. Anyone who has read The Thousand and One Nights knows that storytelling sometimes involves great risk but can also wield tremendous power—over the one doing the telling and over those on the receiving end too. Like Scheherazade, every storyteller holds the possibility of turning expected endings into new beginnings. One of the participants in the Afghan Women’s Writing Project noted that her writing has not only made her life visible but has also empowered her with a new sense of possibilities. She said, “I took my pen to write and at first I was afraid: what to write? about what? But [. . .] I took the pen; I didn’t write from outside of my heart, I began to write about whatever was in my heart [. . .] I took the pen and I wrote and everything changed. I learned if I stand, everyone will stand, other women in my country will stand.”3


In my own exchanges with writers in Nicaragua, I have heard countless examples of how stories, words, and poetry have brought about great change, personally and nationally. After the national literacy campaign reduced Nicaragua’s illiteracy rate from 51 percent to 12 percent in the early 1980s, one person described the impact dramatically, saying, “Not knowing how to read and write is like walking with your eyes closed and with a cane.” Another wrote, “The power of knowing how to read and write makes me bigger, more human.”4 Twenty-five years after that campaign, I sat at a table in Managua with a small group of visiting writers as Nicaraguan journalist and poet María López Vígil vehemently declared, “All lives are stories. If we know how to tell a life’s story, we can understand it. We can be transformed by it.”5


Closer to home, in the ordinary challenges of daily living, nothing has brought the power of words and stories into full, gut-level awareness for me as clearly as my experiences parenting in the middle of the night. My son, Charlie, was an easy child. A delightful, responsive young companion of few fits and tears, he rarely had tantrums or outbursts by day.


But at night, when he was about eighteen months old, it was another matter. Sometimes, just an hour or so after his father and I had fallen asleep, Charlie would cry out in a terrified scream that catapulted us from bed and sent us running into his room, adrenaline coursing through our veins. There, we would find him still asleep in his own bed, caught in the grip of a fear so fierce it would not allow him to waken. Instead, he would cry loudly and inconsolably, experiencing what we eventually learned were night terrors. He would not rouse even when we picked him up. In his sleep, he would push away from our embrace or any attempted comfort, resisting all efforts to draw him from his terrifying dream.


After much experimentation, we discovered the only thing that worked in these nights was to tell a story. Not just any story, though. You could not just say “Pete and Judy were walking through the park one day.” It had to be fresh and not too predictable. You had to have a real plot told in poetic narrative, bringing events together in a new or surprising arrangement and making something happen. Because what would finally loosen the grip of Charlie’s terror as we kept talking right through his tears and his screams would be the compelling detail, the ironic plot twist, or the unusual pairing of images. Only when the story caught Charlie’s attention with the hook of a new possibility and then reeled him in with a line strong enough to hold him and all his thrashing resistance too, only then would he leave the fearful dream behind and awaken, sniffling but no longer sobbing, listening attentively to hear how the story would turn out.


We may never know, empirically speaking, why these stories worked the way they did. Was Charlie listening through his dream state, in the way that sleepwalkers often do, bringing what they see and hear into conversation with the dream world that still grips them? Was he waiting, with the tentative ear most of us lend to the stories we encounter, only offering full attention when the story delivers something of interest, something beautiful or curious or otherwise enticing? Or was it us, the storytellers, who changed as we turned ourselves over to the stories we told? Perhaps as David or I walked the bedroom floor on those sleepless nights, holding Charlie’s wailing resistance in our arms, our own breathing became deeper, our presence more calm, and our heartbeat more steady as we entered the rhythms of the story unfolding, as we let its sequence and turn of events take shape in our imagination, find words, and be told.


Either way, it was during those late nights in Charlie’s bedroom, reaching for words and images, characters and sounds, and tying them all together in the net of a plot, that I gained new respect for the way in which stories can catch hold of us, hauling us in from our fears and resistance, pulling us into wakeful and comforting relationship with one another.


“Homo fabula,” Okri calls our species. “We are storytelling beings. We are part human, part stories.”6 For it’s not just that we need to hear stories, but we all, each in our own way, need to tell them as well.


It is an urge that develops early, side by side with the human gift of language, and stays with us all our life long. Not long after Charlie began talking, he told his first story. One warm spring evening, we were in the backyard playing basketball with our beloved neighbor Laurie, and we all paused at one point to admire the sun setting in the west while the full moon rose majestically on the opposite horizon. Later, as we changed Charlie into his pajamas for the night, his first story came tumbling out, composed entirely of three words and not a verb among them. “Sun. Moon. Lau—rie,” he said, drawing the last word out with long and lingering awe, as if realizing for the first time that a moment of delight and beauty could be reassembled by naming its parts and carried forward by telling its story again. “Sun. Moon. Lau—rie.” He repeated the words over and over like a mantra, as if astounded to discover he now had the power to evoke a moment of wonder gone by, with nothing more than a few words.


In his book Poetry as Survival, Gregory Orr says our need to tell stories is a basic human impulse to create order out of chaos. Not only does this make the world more comprehensible, it also makes life, and its traumas, more bearable. Orr knows this firsthand. At the age of twelve, he caused his younger brother’s death in a tragic hunting accident. After silently carrying the grief and guilt of this tragedy for years, he finally found relief in a high school English class where he learned to write poetry. “That first poem I wrote,” he said, “[. . .] liberated the enormous energy of my despair and oppression as nothing before had ever done. I simultaneously felt revealed to myself and freed of myself by the images and actions of the poem.”7 Telling our stories, putting our experiences into words and poetic narrative, is more than an act of artistic expression; it can be the transformative and healing work of survival.


I once led a writing session on the topic of brokenness, and although I’d been leading similar sessions on different themes in the congregation for over a year at that time, none of the programs I had offered elicited as many advance inquiries from congregants as that one. One by one, people who were thinking about participating shared with me a few details from their own personal stories of brokenness, asking if I thought they should attend. Each person was drawn to the session as a chance for healing but was hesitant for fear the writing might be too painful.


One of these members, Neil Mikesell, attended the session, his own brokenheartedness tucked carefully out of sight as he did. He participated quietly and diligently, and at the end of the two-hour program, when I invited participants to share what they had written, I expected Neil would remain silent. Instead, he read a beautiful four-line poem he’d written about the brokenness of his relationship with his children inspired by a broken pocket watch he’d retrieved from the middle of the table during one of the writing prompts.


Afterward, Neil stopped in my office and told me, with visible relief, “Now I can finally begin my healing.” Of course, it was not that quick. For a full year he worked on that poem. Though his healing began with the lines written in the session, it continued for months afterward until he combined that poem with another. The new poem paired a lament for his broken relationship with a redemptive connection to a larger love and to lasting time that cannot be measured in minutes or hours; and both the poem and poet were lifted into a new experience of wholeness. Neil told me later that although his pain remained, he knew his heart was mending.


old man


out of habit he looks at his watch


there’s no change in the position of the hands


not that it matters


they won’t be calling anyway


they’re gone


the time has passed when he matters to them


he has become irrelevant


he has become inconvenient


he has become disposable


another throwaway


in a throwaway world


he looks at his watch again and knows


broken though this watch


time continues measured or not


broken though this heart


love continues returned or not8


It was beautiful—both the poem and the process Neil engaged in to make his healing possible. When he published the poem in the church’s literary journal and read it at a church coffeehouse, the balm of its message spoke to many others as well, and that too was important, connecting him to the world outside his pain so that he no longer carried his brokenness alone.


Of course, it is not just brokenness but also the overspill of love and joy that begs for words. It can be any emotion that wakes us in the middle of the night or sends us reaching for words at any time of day. For it is in our need to both proclaim and lament, to protest and rejoice—our urge to share our experience of the world with one another—that we become who we are. Naming, after all, is an important way of bringing things into being, including ourselves. “For all [people] live by truth and stand in need of expression [. . .],” said Ralph Waldo Emerson. “The man is only half himself, the other half is his expression.”9
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WHY METAPHORS MATTER



We can so seldom declare what a thing is, except by saying it is something else.


—GEORGE ELIOT1


The truth is, in the search for human expression, words often come up short. As T. S. Eliot famously put it, “Words strain, / Crack and sometimes break, under the burden.”2 Especially when reaching toward our biggest unanswered questions and life’s deepest mysteries, words are almost never enough. And yet, they are all we have. So we do what we can with them, trying our best to express what we feel and what we experience, what we wonder and what we know.


This is when and why we turn to metaphor—those words and phrases and even whole stories that carry a greater cache of meaning. With metaphor, we often find that language works like a fishing net drawing up deeper meanings that lie well below the surface of what our words describe. And we can use this knotted net to haul in from our unconscious what the poet Sam Hamill calls “the surprise / catch of the day, . . . something / just beyond what words can say.”3


When we write as a spiritual practice, we are tying our words together in nets that allow us to trawl the deeper waters of consciousness and mystery—just as the poets do in Sam Hamill’s description above. Because contemplative correspondence intentionally seeks to connect our unique experience of the world with the larger meanings beneath, behind, and beyond it, metaphor is an important tool in this spiritual practice.


The word metaphor, at its root, means to transfer. A good metaphor transfers our understanding of something known and near at hand, often a physical reality, to other concepts harder to grasp. (Using the word grasp, for instance, as something we might do with a concept, is itself a metaphor, helping us imagine that something intangible can be held in our hand.) In this way, metaphors engage us in what cognitive scientists George Lakoff and Mark Johnson call imaginative rationality, drawing on our dual capacity for imagination and rationality.4 So, metaphors defy the notion that we must choose between these two human faculties. The great gift of human consciousness is that we are capable of engaging both at once; one might even say we are compelled to do just that. Virginia Woolf described this as the writer’s work, using her own metaphor of fishing with hook and line to portray how the two work together:


She was not thinking; she was not reasoning; she was not constructing a plot; she was letting her imagination down into the depths of her consciousness while she sat above holding on by a thin but quite necessary thread of reason.5


So it is, in contemplative correspondence: with metaphorical thinking we engage reason and imagination together, not to construct a plot or prove a hypothesis but to explore what is out of sight—the unknown or unnamed within us and beyond us. Like Woolf’s fisherwoman writer, we let our imaginations down into the depths of memory and consciousness (individual and collective) and we hold on by a “thin but quite necessary thread of reason,” hoping to haul our catch up to the shore. As we engage metaphor in this kind of writing, we not only increase our awareness of our own lives, we also gain or regain access to a wealth of religious myth and language, whether old or new, familiar or foreign; and we come to see our individual lives in the context of mystery and meaning so much larger.


For a long time in early adulthood, I had trouble appreciating the metaphorical truths of stories from the Bible. I had been raised in a religious tradition that read these accounts with a keen focus on the top layers of the stories’ specific events, characters, and other details, often without drawing up and really wrestling with the weightier symbolic meanings below the surface. By my late teens, craving a different approach, I had turned away from both organized religion and its ancient stories as sources of wisdom. When I did, ironically if not surprisingly, I ran straight into the metaphor-shunning world of journalism, with its own infatuation with who-what-when-where surfaces and its own brand of fact-based literalism. As a journalist I was trained to look just for facts, as crisp and sure as the clatter of my Underwood typewriter.


But my youthful skepticism about the old Biblical stories and my resistance to religious words in general—words like God or prayer, sin or redemption—left me without metaphors and language that I have since found to be invaluable for exploring the meaning of my life and its connection to others. Contemplative correspondence is an invitation to visit and revisit religious stories, words, and images—including those we are still using, those we thought we’d left behind, and some that may be new to us—and to regard the metaphors they offer as nets we cast out into the waters of mystery. At times, this fishing might bring into our boats something beautiful or meaty, or even something large and dangerously thrashing. Other times, as poet Heid E. Erdrich notes in the final stanza of her “Origin of Poem,” it might simply be a matter of finding and feeling our connection to what is deep and alive, well below the surface of things. In either case, it can require a lot of casting and long, patient waiting:


We fish our own waters


green and layered


weedy and warm—


Nothing rises,


no ripples, but we wait.


All we want is the tug—


something deep, alive, on the line.6


The poet W. S. Merwin said, “A real metaphor and real image keeps bringing up new facets, new dimensions, new distances.”7 It also brings up new relationships. It opens perception. Every time we cross the bridges provided by good metaphors, we are able to look at the world from a different shore. From that new vantage point, we not only gain understanding of the distant shore; we also receive a fresh perspective on the shore we came from and how the two are related, connected not just by the metaphor’s bridge but also by the gap it spans. This suggests what a growing body of empirical evidence confirms about how metaphors function—they are not just linguistic or literary tools but conceptual building blocks of abstract thought and reason.8


The desire for connection, which is at the root of all reaching for language, is what calls us back to stories and metaphor, over and over again, as we look for ways to explore what is shared in our human experience as well as what is unique. In the widening polarization of the twenty-first century, the poet Adrienne Rich memorably said that what we really need is to develop “the great muscle of metaphor, drawing strength from resemblance in difference.” Speaking a few years after the September 11 attacks in 2001 and the United States’s response to those attacks, Rich decried the claim that the world was irreparably divided between those who hold fiercely to religious beliefs and those who do not. She noted poignantly, “If there’s a line to be drawn, it’s not so much between secularism and belief as between those for whom language has metaphoric density and those for whom it is merely formulaic—to be used for repression, manipulation, empty certitudes to ensure obedience.”9


Metaphors are meant to connect, not to divide. In religious teachings and in any realm where different worldviews come into play, when we explore truths as metaphorical, we open new possibilities for dialogue and understanding instead of insisting on conflict and breach. By reminding us of the unity beneath all things, metaphorical thinking not only helps us better understand our own experience and inner truths; it also equips us for religious and interfaith conversations with others and for discerning the larger meanings of current events.


About a year after I began my work as a literary minister, one of the congregation’s senior members, an octogenarian and World War II captain of a German submarine chaser, a man with a quick and practical mind, told me candidly that my written reflections on the church’s monthly worship themes were far too metaphorical for him. My writing might carry more weight, he suggested, if it were more concrete. I listened carefully. I liked Duncan. I wanted to know what kind of writing might reach him too. And then, as he continued, Duncan made his point by saying that metaphors were like “shingling in the fog.” I asked what that meant, and by way of explanation, he told me a story about Paul Bunyan and how one foggy day he set his crew to the task of shingling a new roof. All day long, the men kept busy pounding nails into the shingles, but as the fog began to clear, the shingles all fell to the ground with a clatter, making the men aware they had just nailed them to the fog.


Clearly, metaphors will not work if not anchored in the ground of our experience and our rational understanding of it. But even for a concrete thinker like Duncan, when trying to communicate across different ways of seeing and understanding, the most effective tools are often found in metaphor, or in this case allegory, which is basically a metaphor extended in the form of story.


What might it mean to develop and flex “the great muscle of metaphor” in the twenty-first century? As author James Geary put it in his insightful book about the power of metaphors, “Metaphorical thinking half discovers and half invents the likenesses it describes.”10 And this is what contemplative correspondence does, taking note of how things are related and connected even, and especially, in the midst of difference. It is a way of paying attention that tells us meaning is multilayered and multifaceted, and that the sometimes ambling practices of correlation, correspondence, and conversation will be far more effective paths for exploring truth than heading out determinedly on the narrow passages of fact-finding or one-way absolutes.
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