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“Alexandra has written a groundbreaking book of spiritual and practical wisdom that explores new uses of the imagination in healing loss. If you ever thought it was too late to express love or to forgive someone, try the exercises in this book! This big-hearted book is a gift to us all.”


—Gerald G. Jampolsky, M.D., author of Forgiveness: The Greatest Healer of All


“Enormously helpful… the author gives us the practical means to free ourselves from life-inhibiting emotions. Beautifully written, and highly recommended for those still battling unresolved grief.”


—Kenneth Ring, Ph.D., author of Lessons from the Light and Hindsight


“Refreshingly original in its approach. The Infinite Thread takes loss beyond conventional ideas of mourning. The insightful series of exercises and thoughtful text make this book essential reading for all those who seek healing and resolution in their grief.”


—Charles Garfield, author of Sometimes My Heart Goes Numb


“To experience loss is a fact of life. Yet so many of us simply shut out what causes pain only to learn over time that this shutting out robs us of our very lives. This book offers a path to healing from the inside out… a way not only to comfort but to the joy of regaining our own lives.”


—Hal Zina Bennett, author of Write from the Heart


“Alexandra Kennedy makes safe the rite of passage we all would give anything to avoid: into death and grief. … Yet Kennedy compassionately guides the way to inner healing with truth, comfort, and even joy by restoring faith that love is eternal and that we are always connected.”


—Beth Witrogen McLeod, author of Caregiving: The Spiritual Journey of Love, loss and Renewal


“In The Infinite Thread, Alexandra Kennedy gives us tangible tools and ways to reconcile a relationship with a loved one and to work through unfinished business…. This book is an excellent resource guide for healing all our relationships.”


—Angeles Arrien, author of The Four-Fold Way and Signs of Life
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Foreword


It is unbelievable that a moment will come when each of us must die. Death is the loneliest event in life. Forced expulsion into the absolute unknown, to leave everything familiar. No one can go with you. Once you leave, you cannot get back. No one knows where you have gone. You can send back no message. Give no sign. No one will ever see your face again.


Death is the most terrifying prospect. It is one of the incredible achievements of humans to be able to forget how death hangs over us. Postmodern consumerist culture has banished death. Its relentless distractions prevent the mind focusing on death. Even when it allows death to surface, it is neutralized in bland image and fake words.


Yet somewhere within, each of us remembers. We glimpse the figure of Death through the crevices of our fragile shelter. We know Death will come. It always knows where we live. Consequently, something within us realizes that the conversation with our death cannot be put off indefinitely. The irony is, of course, that as soon as we begin this conversation, we discover that death is not a crude monster of annihilation. Death reveals itself as the secret well where eternity flows toward us and with us. The conversation with Death is the beginning of the transfiguration of fear and negativity. Sometimes this conversation only begins and becomes real when we lose someone we love. This is the beauty and subtlety of Alexandra Kennedy’s book.


Alexandra Kennedy engages the threshold of dying and death with such sure gentleness. The lyrical subtlety of her writing veils the grain and grit of its truth. She offers mythology, narrative, and empirical data as pathways to the embrace of the dying and the retrieval of grief not as a desert but as a slow garden of remembrance, surprise, and unexpected novelty. The book is a practical tool and will be immensely helpful to so many wounded ones forsaken at a frightening threshold. Rich in imagination, it invites us to let our imaginations become pathways to retrieve subtle presences hidden under surface absence.


John O’Donohue
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Introduction


The intensity and power of my grief in the first year after my father’s passing humbled and frightened me. Even with my experience as a psychotherapist, I was not prepared for the waves of feelings that arose from my depths and bowled me over. I was not prepared for the excruciating sense of aloneness, for the sobering sense of my own mortality, for the changes in my relationships. His death impacted every aspect of my life—it rearranged my insides, broke down old structures, churned up unresolved issues, and brought everything into question.


Grief, like childbirth, activated primal forces that surged through me in waves, filling me with anguish, longing, relief, anger, depression, numbness, despair, guilt, and often unbearable pain. I was caught up in a momentum that I could not slow down or stop. These forces were not rational, reasonable, predictable; I was frightened to feel so out of control. In the shadow of birth and of death, I was in touch with powers greater than me—an experience that humbled and humanized me.


We so often get in the way of grief; we try to suppress, truncate, postpone, or ignore it. We are afraid of being overwhelmed, of becoming nonfunctional: “If I start crying, I’ll never stop.” Many of us resist grieving because we think that what we are experiencing is abnormal. We are also afraid that our friends will feel uncomfortable and withdraw from us. Since we live in a culture that expects quick fixes and avoids pain, there is a tendency to pull oneself out of grief prematurely. There can in fact be considerable pressure from friends and family to “pull yourself together and get on with your life.”


But grief is more powerful than our resistance. In grief, it is natural, though uncomfortable, to feel raw, vulnerable, alone, overwhelmed. Even if we manage to suppress it, we compromise our living. We have to shut down. We can’t afford to be near anything that might trigger it. Unresolved grief shows up in our lives in symptoms such as chronic physical problems, depression, addictions, and compulsive behavior. And at some later time, often when it is least expected, the grief erupts.


How can we surrender to the tides of grief? How can we deepen into it without feeling overwhelmed? How can we heal our regrets? I often recommend that people who are grieving create a sanctuary, a sacred place where you can sit each day with your grief. I encourage you to use this time to explore the intense feelings and thoughts aroused in grief—you can write, cry, sing, meditate, pray, or just sit. It is helpful to set up an altar there with pictures, special objects, candles, flowers. This sanctuary is the place where, in the midst of our busy lives, we can honor our grief. It is the place where we can deepen into our grief and let it work on us. Each time we use our sanctuary, we get the nourishment and strength to go further in the process. As time goes on, we may need to use the sanctuary less frequently, but we can still use it to check in with ourselves.


If you wonder whether you are avoiding or suppressing your grief, I suggest that you use your sanctuary for at least fifteen minutes a day—to spend that time to listen, slow down, check in. If you are feeling good and nothing much is coming up, that’s fine, but keep checking in. This way you are honest with yourself about your grief.


I see the sanctuary as a central strategy for grieving fully without feeling overwhelmed. It is important to spend time alone with oneself. Sharing one’s grief with others is also important. Many people feel isolated and even ostracized in their grief, and it is a great relief and comfort to be with others who are having the same kinds of experiences.


On the twelfth anniversary of my father’s death, I led an all-day “After Loss” workshop. In the morning, each participant briefly shared his/her story, words mixed with tears and at times deep sobbing. The woman on my right had lost her six-year-old daughter two years before. The woman, on my left had lost her brother to the military death squads in Honduras; his body had never been found. The adult sons of two of the women had committed suicide. Another mother was grieving the death of her adult daughter to a sudden illness. Many of the participants had lost parents; others, husbands. Inside that room there was so much grief that at times we felt our collective heart would break. Each loss was our loss; each grief embraced and shared. Most of these people had not talked so freely with others about their grief. When it was a young woman’s turn to speak, she told us that her friends insist she has been grieving too long. “They don’t know what I’m going through at all. I just want to know that I’m OK, that I’m not crazy to be grieving like this.” She was asking for the support and encouragement we all need.


Included in our circle were the photographs of our deceased loved ones, their faces brimming with the life that had now left them. My father’s picture was there. He was leaning against the railing of my parents’ deck, wearing a yellow sweater, his thick gray hair combed neatly back. He was looking up into the sky, a soft light falling across his face. Did he know that he would soon be journeying into a much greater mystery? As I look at that photograph, I remember my father as he was. But when I close my eyes, I am with him now—and our relationship is sweeter and closer than I could have imagined.


The unfoldment of an inner relationship with my father has been the greatest surprise and gift of my grief. I was compelled to develop this relationship during my father’s illness in response to my anticipatory grief. Following the cancer diagnosis, I began to feel desperate about the distance between us; time was running out. My father went on with his life as usual, refusing to talk about this life-threatening disease.


As I agonized over his cancer and the silences in our relationship, I instinctively created a sanctuary in my bedroom, placing on a shelf next to my bed pictures of my father, flowers, and special gifts he had given me. During his illness, I sat in front of this altar every day and opened to my grief. Each time I sat in the sanctuary, I closed my eyes and opened to whatever might emerge. Images of my father spontaneously began to fill the empty space of my meditations. Fortunately, I had worked with imagination and I trusted its wisdom. I did not dismiss my experiences by telling myself, “That’s just my imagination.” I was comforted and inspired by my father’s presence within me, even though at the time I had no idea where this would lead me.


As the weeks passed, I realized that an inner relationship was developing as my father’s life was slipping away; within me we were able to talk about our past hurts and disappointments and appreciations. We talked about his dying. I held him as he convulsed with pain, and he held me as I shook with tears of grief. He was open and vulnerable in a way that had been inconceivable in our outer relationship. As this inner relationship grew stronger, I felt more accepting of the limitations of the outer one. During his last weeks of life, I was able to sit with him in the hospital, my heart open and loving. No longer waiting and hoping for the right moment to talk about our relationship, I felt at peace with him. When he lapsed into a coma, I still could connect with him inwardly.


His death in 1988 severed our outer relationship. But my father lived on within me, though death had transformed our relationship. He was softer and more vulnerable with me in my dreams and inner journeys than he had been able in life. He was wiser. When I asked him for advice about issues I was struggling with, he seemed to see invisible connections between things and had a much larger perspective. He was detached from our family dynamics and with good humor could advise me on my relationship with my mother. His old hurts didn’t seem to matter to him anymore. He was also freed of the interests that had consumed him in life. In the last three decades of his life, he had felt driven to succeed in the corporate world, rising at 5 A.M. to go to work and returning home late—even after the cancer had eaten into his bones. Within me after his death, he seemed at peace with himself.


Most of us see death as an ending, a final loss. We assume that any possibility for reconciliation is gone. But this is just another concept that limits us in our grieving. For many other cultures there is no impenetrable wall to divide the living from the dead. The New York Times 1996 front-page article entitled “For Rural Japanese, Death Doesn’t Break Family Ties” gives the example of a widow in a rural Japanese village who offers her deceased husband rice every morning and holds conversations with him, hearing his responses in her head. She is convinced that her husband changed after the logging accident that killed him nine years before and that her relationship has deepened since his death. Whereas he was once harsh and dictatorial, she finds him kinder now. “Mr. Tsujimoto may be dead, but he is certainly not gone,” the article states. “As is common in Japan, he remains a respected presence in the house, regularly consulted by family members on important matters.”


Sukie Miller in her book After Death finds a similar theme in many other cultures as well; “My research has accustomed me to the idea that a larger proportion of the world’s people can access other realms. For many people realms of death are as indisputably there as San Francisco is to New Yorkers, as Africa is to Brazilians. It is a case of living within the whole of reality, not just the parts one can see. Through the vital imaginings of the people of the world, all of us can gain access to realms beyond borders” (Miller, p. 46).


Death need not cut us off from those we love. Through dreams and techniques using the imagination, we can access an inner relationship with a deceased loved one, a relationship that offers powerful and mostly untapped opportunities for healing, resolution, and even guidance. It has been my great joy to provide the tools for people to discover and explore the relationship with a deceased loved one. I have witnessed deep healings and breakthroughs as well as subtle shifts—even after years of bitterness and regret.


Very few of us ever fully express our love for another. Afraid of being hurt, we find ourselves unwilling to be as vulnerable and open as that admission requires. Despite our efforts to avoid hurts and resentments, however, they inevitably build up in our relationships with family and friends. Unaired, such hurts close our hearts and create distance between ourselves and our loved ones, increasing the difficulty even more of expressing our love and appreciation. So when a loved one dies, we may find ourselves filled with regret for all that remained unspoken. The realization that all opportunities have passed for that last talk, or even just a good-bye, can be agonizing. Many of my clients have said, about a mother, grandmother, or sister, “How I wish I had told her I loved her before she died.” This kind of unfinished business can prevent us from letting go and moving on with our lives. In our grief, our old resentments, regrets, and unexpressed love can gnaw at us, creating wounds that contaminate all our other relationships.


In the afternoon of the workshop, participants worked with a series of exercises to foster a present connection with the person who had died. I urged them to be open to the relationship as it is now, not to hold on to past memories which freeze the relationship into the past and make it difficult if not impossible to experience any shifts or changes that have taken place since the death. In subsequent chapters you will read some of their stories. For example, Ellen, who at first refused to focus any of the workshop exercises on a father she hated, experienced a breakthrough in her relationship with him such as she never could have imagined. And Miriam discovered answers to questions that had plagued her since her son’s suicide.


Behind the group of photographs was a large window through which we could see a cherry tree aflame with red and pink blossoms, quivering with life, as though to remind us that we succumb to grief so that we can fully live. If we have grieved fully, we will emerge one day from the dark passage into a new life, seeing with new eyes, experiencing life with new vigor. Each moment becomes precious, an opportunity to embrace the wonder of life, Abraham Maslow writes, “In the postmortem life everything gets precious, gets piercingly important. You get stabbed by things, by flowers and by babies and by beautiful things.” As I looked at those tender, translucent blossoms throughout the day, I couldn’t help feeling stabbed by their beauty—transitory as it was.


As I packed up my notes at the end of the day, slipping the picture of my father into the pocket of my briefcase, I felt profoundly grateful to him, for making it possible for me to do this work. It is grace to be with those who are grieving—everything is stripped bare and there is room for humanness and mystery. I am continually reminded of the power of the human spirit to heal and of the new beginnings in every ending.


Shortly after that workshop I visited with my father in my imagination. It had been years since his death and months since our last visit, and I was overjoyed to see him, I often don’t realize how much I miss him in my everyday life until I am once again in his presence. This time he spoke about love—how love is within us and all around us, that if it were not for love the electrons would not move in their orbits nor the stars in the heavens. He squeezed my hand—love too has guided the evolution of our relationship. We looked up. Thousands of stars shimmered above us against a black backdrop of space. Standing there beside him under a dome of limitless stars, I felt surrounded by mystery and profoundly grateful that he lives on within me.


To the imagination, death is not an ending, not a catastrophe but a transformation. Within you, your loved one lives on, and with your participation, your mutual relationship will grow and change. In this book, I will help you to reach this special relationship through your imagination, using practical, effective methods to resolve old hurts, share your appreciations and disappointments, express your sometimes pure yet sometimes ambivalent love, and update your relationships by integrating the changes and new insights that have occurred to you since your loved one’s death.


As you work with the exercises in this book, try to set aside your assumptions and expectations. Note especially as we proceed that it is important to keep old images and memories from dictating the nature of the relationship after death. Be open to new possibilities. You have the power within yourself to create and re-create your relationships, to heal old wounds, to experience deep intimacy. Reconnect with your beloved, restore the lost dialogue, transform an absence into a presence. All that is keeping you from a sense of connection with your loved one is your unused imagination.


It is my hope that you will use the techniques in this book to restore communication and open your heart to a transformed relationship. Death is an ending, but it is also a beginning. The future is still open. Your lost beloved is within reach—within you—much closer than you think. It is my hope that when your loved one stands at the threshold, offering you the gift of an inner relationship, you will open the door of the imagination.




Part One


Looking Within


The presence of that absence is everywhere.


Edna St. Vincent Millay
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The living Presence within You


I began to feel that all the people I’d ever known who had died or left me had not in fact gone away, but continued to live on inside me just as this mans wife lived on inside him.


Arthur Golden


When a loved one dies, many people are filled with regret for all that was never expressed between them. It can be agonizing to realize that all opportunities are gone for that last talk, the chance to say the unsaid and tie up loose ends. With old hurts unhealed, good-byes unspoken, or love unexpressed, the result can be frustration, guilt, bitterness, obsessive thinking—even an inability to get on with one’s life.


In their regret, people often go over and over their last encounter with a loved one, focusing with excruciating detail on what was and was not said. Again and again clients tell me,


• “How I wish I had told him I loved him before he died.”


• “I wish I hadn’t said so many hurtful things that day. I didn’t know it would be our last talk.”


• “I was in such a hurry. It was one of the few days when I stayed only for a little while, and we hardly spoke at all.”


So many regrets; that one hadn’t been present at the moment of death; that there had been no chance to say good-bye; that so many chances for meaningful interaction had been overlooked; that there had been so many times long before the dying when one had forgotten to call or write or had put off doing so. But in my experience, the deepest regret—and the one with the sharpest sting—attends the failure to say, “I love you.” This seems to be the most important message we can communicate to each other—and too often we feel there’s so much time to express our love that we simply put off doing so.


Marta came to one of my “Losing a Parent” workshops, and she shared with the group that in grieving the death of her father she was consumed with regret and self-blame. Dismayed by her father’s alcoholism and abusive conduct, she had cut off contact with him months before he died. She felt that by distancing herself from her father she would develop healthier ways of relating to him once she resumed contact. Then late one night, after several months of silence, her father phoned her, sounding desperate. He was drunk, his words slurred. Wanting no part of the conversation, she told him she would talk to him when he was sober and hung up the phone. The next morning the police called Marta to inform her that her father had been found dead in his apartment. She was devastated.


Months later, she still felt so overwhelmed by regret and guilt that she was having difficulty functioning in her daily life. “If only I had gone to his house that night,” she told us, “he might still be alive today. I feel so terrible and ashamed that the months I pulled away from him were the last months of his life.”


Marta’s situation is dramatic, but others, less clear-cut, can still be intensely painful. To assess the quality of your feelings surrounding the closure of a loved one’s death, ask yourself,


• Did I express my love? Did I share my appreciations?


• Were we able to be open and honest with one another?


• What were the issues in our relationship that we did not talk about?


• Were there conflicts between us that remained unresolved at the death?


• Do I feel any regrets?


• Do I still harbor resentments from the past?


• Was anything left unsaid?


• Did I say good-bye?


Perhaps you are hoping that your grief will take care of itself and that your regrets will dissolve in time. Perhaps you feel that it’s too late: “She’s dead. What’s the use?” Such hopes, as clinical practice and research show, are usually disappointed. Unresolved grief—regrets and disappointments that remain unacknowledged and unaddressed—continues to work silently and insidiously within the person left behind, resulting in such symptoms as apathy, social isolation, addiction, chronic physical problems, fearfulness, depression, overworking, and compulsive behavior. The antidote to these symptoms is to look, open-eyed, at the leave-taking once more in order to identify and resolve unaddressed issues.


In this chapter, I introduce two concepts that can change your perception of loss forever:


1. Your loved one lives on within you.


2. And you can gain access to this relationship through your imagination.


I also introduce a powerful method based on these principles that will enable you to communicate internally with your deceased loved one and resolve unfinished business, express your love, and feel more at peace with yourself. In later chapters we’ll be concerned with technique—how, in practical terms, to put these principles to work. For now, however, in this introductory chapter, my goal is to reassure you that the tools do indeed exist for reconnecting with the person you may have considered lost forever.



Just Behind the Door


Most of us see death as an ending, a final loss. We assume that a door has closed, that our loved one has gone, and that gone, too, are any possibilities for reconciliation. It is true that the old relationship has come to an end. You will never again be in the physical presence of the person. However, death need not cut you off from those you love. An inner relationship with the person who has died continues on after death. This relationship, constantly unfolding within, offers powerful and mostly untapped opportunities for healing, resolution, and even guidance. It is said that every ending brings a new beginning. So it is that the end of a life can bring a new beginning in your relationship with the person you consider lost to you forever.


For many, this concept is new and hard to accept. You may resist the idea at first, but if you’re willing to experiment with the methods presented in this book, you will experience this inner relationship directly. Once that happens, you will never again doubt that your beloved lives on—within you.


You may have already had a dream or dreams about the person, dreams that seemed so real that you have awakened wondering whether he or she were still alive after all. Dreams often give us the first glimpses of this ongoing relationship. Psychologist Carl Jung had this reaction when he dreamed about his deceased father six weeks after the elder’s death:


Suddenly he stood before me and said that he was coming back from his holiday. He had made a good recovery and was now coming home. I thought he would be annoyed with me for having moved into his room. But not a bit of it! Nevertheless, I felt ashamed because I had imagined he was dead…. Later I kept asking myself: ‘What does it mean that my father returns in dreams and that he seems so real?’ It was an unforgettable experience, and it forced me for the first time to think about life after death (Jung, p. 96).


In an example closer to home, the night after his death, the husband of Brenda, a workshop participant, appeared to her in a dream. When Brenda expressed surprise that her husband stood before her, radiant and healthy, he gently admonished her, “I never left you.” Many such dreams share a common theme; The deceased takes for granted that the relationship is ongoing, while the griever/dreamer struggles to accept this new concept.


How common are these dreams? Numerous studies have focused on after-death contacts. In 1984, the National Opinion Research Council conducted a general public survey of contact experiences with the dead. Sixty-seven percent of people with deceased spouses reported such contacts, while 42 percent of the general public makes such claims. In 1976, researchers Kalish and Reynolds wrote about after-death contacts in their book Death and Ethnicity. According to this research, 50 percent of women and 30 percent of men reported after-death contacts, and the most commonly reported form was through dreams.


I myself cannot be sure if these experiences involve actual contact with the dead—no one can. But the very existence of these contact experiences attests to the fact that our loved ones live on in us in the form of an inner presence. Rather than debate about the “reality” of these experiences, let us focus on those indisputable inner relationships with our deceased loved ones, developing them, deepening them, and learning to enjoy them. The door into these places of contact is the imagination, as the story of Gail, a participant in one of my dream groups, dramatically illustrates.


Gail’s Story


Gail was devastated when her cousin Peter was killed in a 1994 American Eagle crash. Although she has experienced eight other deaths since that time, Peter’s death was the hardest for her to grieve. She had loved her cousin deeply and had no opportunity to prepare for his death or say good-bye to him. When she thought of him, she pictured mangled body parts scattered over a field in Indiana.


Shortly after his death, Gail had a dream in which Peter was standing inside a glass dome. Separated from her by this invisible barrier, Gail could hear him tell her that he was OK, but she agonized that she could not reach him. After three years, Gail felt ready to face her grief and explored with me several significant dreams involving Peter, one of which was a breakthrough.


In this dream, Peter was present at a family Thanksgiving gathering. Gail was comforted by Peter’s presence in the room, although he did not engage in conversations but stood silently at the periphery. When it came time to part, Gail approached Peter and shared with him how devastating his death had been for her. Holding one another, they cried together and expressed how much they missed each other. However, it was Peter’s touch that had the most profound impact on Gail. Before that hug, everything about death had seemed so far away, and Peter had seemed unreachable and untouchable. That moment of touch restored Peter to her as a living inner presence. And ironically, contacting Peter in this way enabled her to finally say good-bye to him and release him as he had been.


The next morning she could still feel the warmth of that hug, and she lay awake savoring it. She knew that the struggle had lifted; nothing was now left unfinished. That dream had been an epiphany, transforming not only her relationship to Peter but also her relationship to her grief. It would continue to surface from time to time, but her grief no longer frightened her. For the first time, she felt that she could visit the field where the crash had taken place.


Imagination: the Bridge


In making contact as Gail did with her cousin Peter, imagination is the bridge, connecting our external reality and the internal world of our psyche. With our loved ones present within us, imagination renders death not an ending but a transformation.


Irish poet and author John O’Donohue tells us that imagination is the most neglected spiritual faculty in the Western intellect. We can’t talk about death and grief, he insists, without talking about the imagination; indeed, the riches of these huge adjacencies won’t be available to us until we claim the imagination.


Many other cultures have turned to the imagination as a valuable resource for grieving. In Imagery in Healing, author Dr. Jeanne Achterberg calls the imagination our “oldest and greatest healing resource” (Achterberg, p. 3). For thousands of years, shamans throughout the world have traveled in a trance state into invisible worlds to consult with the spirits of the deceased and have served as messengers between the worlds. The Tibetan Book of the Dead provides texts for the living to read to the deceased that describe what to expect, what to avoid, and what to look for in the transitional states after death. The Confucian and Buddhist religions teach that each household should have an altar that is dedicated to the family ancestors. Daily observance at this altar facilitates ongoing contact with the deceased. The living family members converse with the photographs set on the altar and place gifts there for the dead. In exchange, the ancestors are expected to maintain a living presence in the house, providing guidance and inspiration.


In the Middle Ages, the common practice of holding conversations with the souls of the departed provided comfort and reassurance to those who were grieving. The Swiss-German physician and alchemist Paraclesus wrote, “Everyone can educate and regulate his imagination so as to come thereby into contact with spirits, and be taught by them.”


In contemporary Australia, Aborigines continue the ancient practice of talking to the spirit emerging from rocks that have been rubbed together for three days. The Aborigines believe that their dead ancestors return to share both mythic and practical information. In many cultures, then, death is no barrier to communication, because people actively utilize the imagination when faced with this inevitable transition.


Many myths remind us that our relationship with a beloved can be restored, even when death has occurred. Think of the Egyptian goddess Isis and her husband/brother Osiris. Osiris, having been killed by conspirators, is locked in a coffin and sent down the Nile. In a state of deep grief, Isis searches and finally finds her husband’s body. However, while she is visiting with her son, one of the conspirators cuts up the body and scatters the pieces. With the help of the gods, Isis pieces the body together and Osiris comes back to life. He then reigns as king of the dead in the Underworld.


The Greek myth of Demeter and Persephone presents a similar theme. When Persephone is abducted into the Underworld by the god of death, her mother Demeter is devastated with grief and refuses to allow any vegetation to grow on earth. She bargains with the gods of Olympus for her daughter’s return, and with the help of the messenger god, Persephone and Demeter are reunited. However, since Persephone has eaten three pomegranate seeds before leaving Hades, she must spend three months a year in the Underworld, where she reigns as queen.


Most ancient cultures have myths conveying the interwoven themes of loss, search, and recovery, as if to remind people that it is possible to reconnect with deceased loved ones. But in our modern world, which values technology over tribal practices, the power and even the existence of invisible worlds has been denied. Imagination has been relegated to fantasy and at times considered abnormal. “Oh, it’s just your imagination,” people tell us condescendingly. And so our most valuable resource in the grieving process has been devalued and all but lost to us.


The methods described in this book are designed to help nurture your power of imagination. You may argue that you just aren’t an imaginative person, but be assured that imagination is a natural and universal faculty. Everyone has it, though in many it remains muted and undeveloped.


Many authors and practitioners in many different fields, including modern medicine and psychology, have researched, written about, and used imagination in their work with clients. All have come to a similar conclusion: Imagination has been an important resource for healing since the beginning of history, and it is time for our culture to acknowledge its usefulness for healing both body and psyche. All the techniques you’ll learn in subsequent chapters are tied to the use of imagination in nurturing and deepening your inner communication.


Fostering Your Imagination


Though imagination is part of our psychic birthright, many people have let this powerful faculty go dormant. However, certain psychological states such as grief and depression seem to activate the imagination naturally. People who are grieving find that they have little energy or enthusiasm for external reality; their energy is drawn inward. And as grief dampens their outer senses, it can open inner senses, giving them new acuity in seeing, hearing, and feeling what is inaccessible to our senses during normal times.


After her husband’s death, the world looked dull and flat to Brenda. However, when she slept, her dreams burst with vivid imagery and vibrant colors. In a workshop setting, she followed my instructions to take her time to fully experience the sights, sounds, and smells of an imaginary house, and she readily made the transition to an inner world where she had a profoundly moving encounter with her husband. Experiencing this inner world directly through her senses definitely fostered her imagination.


Psychologist Jean Houston affirms that wounding can open the doors of our sensibility to a larger reality, one that we usually fail to perceive. In my grief workshops, I have been struck with the ease and openness with which participants are able to work with exercises involving the imagination—even participants who have long considered themselves not to be highly imaginative. People who rarely remember their dreams may report vivid dreams when they are grieving.


However, although grief may jump-start the inner senses, most people who do not regularly use the imagination find that it takes concentration and energy to awaken atrophied senses fully. If you have ever had to work on atrophied muscles after weeks of disuse, you know what effort is required. The same is true when you begin to work on activating the inner senses: You may get discouraged because you can’t “see” anything. In this context, it is unfortunate that such activation is often associated with the visualization of imagery. The fact is that not everyone visualizes; in fact, about 40 percent do not. Many people do experience imagery through hearing, touch, or movement, but others just “sense things.” Even if you can visualize, “Seeing into the other world requires a different kind of seeing that we have almost, it seems, forgotten how to do” (Larsen, p. xix). While one sense may naturally be stronger, I encourage you to work on activating all your inner senses. The following exercise will help you do this. Remember that this important step of awakening your inner senses will facilitate the flow and vividness of your imagination.



Exercise 1-1
AWAKENING YOUR INNER SENSES


Close your eyes. Let your attention first focus on your breathing. Be aware of the sensations you experience with every inhalation and exhalation. Now imagine yourself standing in the center of a kitchen. There is an open fireplace in one corner. You can hear the crackling of the fire. Move closer and hold up your hands to the fire. Feel the heat. Look closely at the colors in the flames. A pot is simmering on an iron stand in the fireplace, and soup is bubbling over. Smell the aromas. Focus on this, seeing if you can identify what is cooking. You might even be able to smell the herbs flavoring the soup. There is a wooden spoon sitting next to the pot. Pick it up, feeling its texture and weight. Dip it into the pot of soup and scoop out some to taste. Savor it in your mouth, feeling your taste buds responding.


In the imagination, we are not limited to the laws of ordinary reality. There we can fly, we can change form, we can do things that would be impossible in daily life. It takes a while to adjust and open fully to these freedoms, freedoms that enable us to experience relationships from new perspectives. Be willing to let go of your expectations regarding the limitations of daily life. Consider the benefits of crossing the border of “the possible” in this story of a client:
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