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What People Are Saying About


Unlocking Epiphany Moments


An extremely creative book incorporating ancient philosophy, poetry, and other wisdom works. This historical view is then mixed with modern challenges that life coaches and spiritual advisors can blend with the uniqueness of every client and the skills and accepted competencies of coaching. This is indeed a book with depth, uniqueness, and stimulating knowledge for modern practitioners.


Patrick Williams, PhD, MCC, author of Becoming a Professional Life Coach: The Art and Science of a Whole Person Approach


What’s below the surface? As coaches, we are trained to identify and listen for what is at the core of the issue. As individuals, we often don’t go deep enough to find out. I love how Elizabeth-Anne has not just started the conversation around these Epiphany Moments but has also defined and persisted there so that we can feel comfortable navigating in this space. A truly phenomenal and insightful read.


Peter A. James, PhD, MBA, PCC, President & CEO, HCG Consulting Solutions, Inc., and author of Everyday Is a Monday


This helpful guide for life coaches obviously springs from a wealth of experience and knowledge. The author emphasizes the difference between coaching and therapy, gives many examples of the types of situations and clients a coach may encounter, and provides both insightful archetypes and helpful questions for navigating these situations.


Amy Florian, thanatologist, speaker, coach, and author of A Friend Indeed: Help Those You Love When They Grieve


In a practical, straightforward, and very readable way, Elizabeth-Anne Stewart has captured the spirit of Unlocking Epiphany Moments in Coaching. For new as well as experienced coaches and those in the helping professions, her insights, talent, and storytelling ability illuminate effective processes and results of what Epiphany Moments are and how to embody them for growth and for living more consciously, meaningfully, and purposefully.


Peter Metzner MA, MPA, PCC, BCC, President & Founder, Dynamic Change Inc.


A groundbreaking book on the power of Epiphanies to elevate coaching and create truly transformational results. The author draws on extensive scholarship and practical examples from her years of experience to illustrate how transcendent insights can and should be brought into result-oriented coaching.


Bill Epperly, PhD, spiritual guide, founder of Integral Awakenings, and author of A Monk in the World (Substack)


How can coaches help clients use an Epiphany’s flash of insight as a doorway to deeper self-awareness? Stewart’s lively and engaging primer offers practical approaches that can turn these precious moments of potential into lasting transformative change. Revealing the Epiphany’s elusive power, this guide is an essential addition to every coach’s bookshelf.


Kay Leigh Hagan, PCC, Leadership Development Coach


Well done, Elizabeth-Anne Stewart! Unlocking Epiphany Moments is the stepping stone to tapping into the consciousness of a Holistic Modality with a level of understanding and appreciation for Divine Archetypes and spiritual curiosity; it is this approach that will facilitate a relationship with coaches, professionals, clients, and individuals who want to make a difference and get past the rumblings of everyday life.


Patrick Ramcharitar, CPC, ELI, CTDS, CWDS, President, Upfront Essential Coaching


I graduated from ThrivingTogether, an ICF-certified coach training program at Catholic Theological Union in Chicago. This course has been helpful in many ways in my work as a parish priest. People come to see me, seeking a human connection to help them see clearly the situations they find themselves in. They could search the internet for AI-based solutions to their dilemmas if all they desired were a computer printout to lead them from Point A to Point B. It has been my experience that in seeking out a coach or a pastoral person, the client is desirous of a human connection to accompany them in their exploration of their life’s challenges. Computers can give efficient answers, but they are incapable of entering into heart-speaking-to-heart communication.


Dr Stewart clearly illustrates the distinction between the AI BOT and the fully engaged human coach. Her book is filled with gems of practical knowledge available to both humans and AI. The richness found in Chapter 15 points to what can only be found in the human coaching experience: the role of the “spirit,” which provides inspiration to the overall dynamic between coach and client.


Rev. Brian G. Bricker, O.P., Associate Pastor, St. Pius V Church Chicago, IL


This book is a must-read for coaches hungry to expand spiritual horizons with their clients. Bearing witness to the other’s Epiphany creates the numinous moment where the magic takes place, and sacred mysteries unfold with meaning.


DeeAnna Merz Nagel, D.Th., coeditor of Case Studies in Spiritual Coaching: A Survey Across Life, Wellness, and Work Domains
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Introduction


This book has been years in the making; not in the sense that I have diligently worked on the manuscript for decades but that I have been preoccupied with the theme of Epiphany Moments for much of my life. Epiphanies, you see, involve Truth-seeking, daring to be authentic, and being open to discovery; they arise from listening to the deepest dimensions of Self, taking the time to reflect, and cultivating a healthy curiosity about everything. In pursuing awakening or enlightenment, I have worked with spiritual directors, therapists, coaches, and peer support groups. I have taught what I needed to learn and written what I needed to read. I have preached “to the choir,” taking my own messages to heart. I have spent countless hours in silence and solitude and countless hours sharing my deepest self with trusted soul friends. In short, I have been on a quest for meaning and understanding that is so profoundly life-changing that my greatest joy is now working with those who wish to see more clearly. That, for me, is “payback,” or as Joseph Campbell would say, living out of the sixth stage of The Heroic Quest, The Return — “Return” here meaning giving back what one has received.


But this is what we do as coaches, spiritual directors, therapists, and other inner guides. The Call to become professional listeners usually comes to those who have themselves grappled with painful issues and have mostly transcended them, in large part because of the focused listening of companions along the way. Because of their love, their support, and their generous attention, we have not only survived The Road of Trials — the third stage of The Heroic Quest — but have become that which we never imagined we could be, catching a glimpse of what Hinduism calls moksha or spiritual liberation and Buddhism names as nirvana. And because of our dedication to inner work, we have discovered that the path to true happiness lies not in having or doing “more” but in healthy, life-affirming detachment. It is not that we are perfect but that we have dealt with much of the baggage we once dragged through life, thereby reaching a place of calm and contentment. Letting go of our anger, resentments, and feelings of victimhood, we have learned to understand, forgive, and accept. At the same time, we have courageously extricated ourselves from destructive situations, choosing wholeness over fragmentation, life over death, the future over past happenings.…


I have written this “Primer” mostly for life coaches but also for anyone who offers inner guidance, whether clergy, therapists, lay ministers, chaplains, counselors, or social workers. However, it is also a book that anyone on the path to spiritual integration should find useful. Though I myself offer both spiritual direction and life coaching, because of my involvement in coach education, coach mentoring, and global coaching communities, it made the most sense to address my comments to life coaches, keeping my content spiritual rather than religious. In my practice as an inner guide, I work primarily in Christian contexts, but also companion those from every faith tradition and those without a formal religious affiliation. My intention is to reach the broadest possible audience to maximize our contribution to planetary healing.


In terms of approaching Unlocking Epiphany Moments: A Primer for Life Coaches and Other Inner Guides, I suggest reading this book contemplatively. Of course, you could read it cover to cover in one sitting, but then you would miss the opportunity for reflection and integration. You could also skip the various quizzes, but then you may forgo having Epiphany Moments of your own. Ignoring the poems that follow each chapter would definitely speed up your reading time, but then, again, my poetry offers a window into each chapter, reinforcing each theme and allowing for a heart response.


My hope is that this book will offer a life-changing experience rather than a series of mere facts or strategies. I send it out into the world to unblock the imagination, release creativity, deepen self-awareness, and transform consciousness — that of my readers and, just as importantly, of their clients.


Elizabeth-Anne Stewart


www.elizabeth-annestewart.com


www.MinistryCoachingFoundation.com









CHAPTER ONE


So You’re Having an Epiphany Moment?


The word “Epiphany” descends from the ancient Greek “epipháneia,” meaning a “manifestation or appearance.” The word is built from the Greek words “pha” (to shine), “phanein” (to show, to cause to shine), and “epiphanein” (to manifest, to bring to light).


Defining Epiphany Moments


The term “Epiphany” is not a word we commonly use, nor is it one that the average educated person today may even understand. I say this not as a critique but as an observation. As language has become less formal, everyday communication tends to be simple and direct, with brevity, clarity, and immediacy prized above literary flourish. The digital age, of course, has trained all of us to be more succinct in both our written and spoken language. For example, choosing monosyllabic words over complex Greek and Latin alternatives makes all the sense in the world for someone trying to communicate via texts — and who among us has not resorted to emojis when wanting to spell out emotions?


The drawback, however, is that we have stripped language of its color, texture, and rich associations, settling for what I call “transactional interactions” — that is, ways of communicating that get to the point without acknowledging the humanity of the parties involved. This tendency began when mega stores and global franchises replaced small “mom & pop” businesses, and the butcher, baker, and candlestick maker fell into oblivion. Instead of being greeted with friendly smiles and name recognition, customers found themselves in assembly line checkouts designed to help them exit quickly. And then, of course, came online shopping, the ultimate in depersonalization! As for other forms of communication, it is not surprising that in our fast-paced world, texting is preferable to both phone calls and emails. I have heard stories where long-distance relationships have been conducted entirely by texts, culminating in marriage proposals, also by text. Conversely, many a relationship ends with a terse text message stating the equivalent of “You’re dumped!”


What is true of language can also be true of coaching. When a client and coach agree to work on specific results, goals, and outcomes to be accomplished within a specific time frame, there are expectations on both sides. The client wants results, and the coach needs to deliver them and in a collaborative relationship, this is typically what happens. However, the disadvantage of this is that when staying on track is the primary consideration, there may be missed opportunities for reflection and discovery. Take, for example, a situation in which a client hires a coach to work on weight-loss goals. Together, they develop a coaching plan, and by the end of the contract, the client now has the coveted abs and BMI. Success! — or is it?


Did the coach explore the real reasons behind the client’s stated goals? Was there more behind the coaching agenda than wanting to look good and feel better? Could there have been some underlying fear about being unlovable or unacceptable? Could the client have some chronic health issues that made weight loss advisable? Was there some major life event for which the client wanted a makeover? Such questions, even if unstated, formed the subtext of their coaching agreement and to ignore them meant missing an opportunity for the client’s growth and self-understanding. In other words, the client missed out on what I call “Epiphany Moments.”


David Clutterbuck points out that when a client brings a goal to coaching, “it represents their thinking so far.” In fact, because of effective coaching, the client grows in understanding, and this, in turn, causes the goal “to evolve into something different” (Clutterbuck, p. 146). Epiphany Moments, then, often hold an element of surprise for both coach and client; rather than hijacking the coaching agenda, they lead to deeper insights and a broader range of “next steps.” In effect, such moments expand our thinking from what we have arrived at “so far” to imagining infinite possibilities.


Touching the Infinite


“Expanded thinking” might be the most we hope for in any coaching session, but the possibility of touching The Infinite is also there. For me, an Epiphany Moment goes beyond having a sudden insight or understanding a situation at a deeper level. It involves a revelation of such magnitude that our world is shaken, turned upside down, and everything we assumed we knew now seems trivial, inconsequential, and not worth mentioning. So profound is our mind shift, so revolutionary is our new way of seeing, that we are filled with awe, barely able to process the experience. Not only is language an inadequate vehicle to communicate this revelation, but even if we had the words, bringing them to speech would violate the sacredness of the moment. The minute we try to explain, define, describe, or categorize, we rob the experience of its mystery. Instead of basking in awe and wonder, we suddenly feel illiterate, especially when the response amounts to blank stares and puzzled frowns.


Take Plato’s Allegory of the Cave. Set as a dialogue between Socrates and Plato’s brother, Glaukon, the allegory begins with a description of chained captives whose only view of reality since birth is a succession of shadows on a cave wall. “But just suppose,” posits Socrates, “that one of the captives is dragged up the steep incline out of the cavern and firmly held until at last he stands in the light of the sun.” Gradually, this captive adjusts to the blinding light until he not only sees things “as they are” but can also behold the heavenly bodies. His Epiphany, if you will, is that he has merely existed in a cave of shadows, in an unreal world that masqueraded as reality. To return to such a world would be a cruel fate indeed, but perhaps the worst horror of all would be the disbelief of his fellow captives. For them, he would be a laughing stock, one whose adventures into the sunshine have ruined his capacity to see as they see.


Examples of Epiphany Moments


With a background in spirituality/theology/literature, it is not surprising that I gravitate towards Epiphanies. Like many people, my first exposure to the term came from celebrating the Feast of the Epiphany, the Christian feast commemorating the visit of the Magi to the humble birthplace of the Child Jesus in Bethlehem. According to tradition (Matthew 2:1–12), astronomers from the East observed astrological phenomena that indicated the birth of a mighty ruler. Moreover, since prophetic texts supported their celestial observations, they went in search of the newborn king to pay him homage. What they found, in the glory of straw, was the Holy Child, the Star of Jacob. In effect, they witnessed a manifestation of the Divine — a theophany! But to experience this life-changing moment of illumination, the Magi had to leave their comfort zones. Armed with their research and calculations, they embarked on a hazardous journey from the known to the unknown, guided by the light of that one star. Stiff from the saddle, weary of desert storms, bored by the incessant jangle of camel harnesses, they made their way across hostile terrain, risking their lives for the sake of the enlightenment they were seeking. Such a journey cannot be taken virtually, nor is it an adventure to be lived vicariously — to arrive somewhere one is meant to be demands nothing short of “everything.” And then, of course, there is the question of the return. Having bypassed the court of the wicked king who was intent on murdering the Holy Child, the Magi then had another long journey ahead of them. This time there was no heavenly star to illumine the way, but we can assume that an inner light led them safely home, away from court intrigues and nefarious plots.


On a personal level, I feel very connected to this Infancy Narrative from The Gospel of St. Matthew. It was on 5 January 1973 that, having boxed up my possessions and having packed the largest suitcase I could find, I left my Mediterranean home, the island of Malta, with a brand-new BA (Hons) in English, as the “souvenir” bride of a Peace Corps volunteer. Arriving in Chicago the next day — the Feast of the Epiphany —to sub-zero temperatures, I experienced instant culture shock and acute homesickness, both exacerbated by the knowledge that there was no going back, even if I wanted to. At the same time, however, I sensed that, like the Magi, I was on a journey of spiritual and intellectual discovery; somehow, their story was my story. That thought was comforting, especially in those dark, dark moments when my star seemed to have vanished or at least lost its brilliance…


Blocks to Star Quests


Not everyone can find their star, let alone follow it; few even know that such a star exists, and not many even care... Sadly, the pressures of society and the hardships that come our way can block our view of the heavens, clouding our belief in possibility or even in a divinely governed universe. Weighed down by the pressures of daily life, we no longer behold the stars, let alone see our unique star. Instead, our consciousness is clouded, not only by the toxicity we take in from our environment but also by the negative thoughts that originate within. On the one hand there is the endless barrage of “bad news,” whether it be wars, natural disasters, political shenanigans, or horrific crimes against humanity. On the other, there are our negative assumptions about life — “Something bad is about to happen!”; “It’s dangerous to be in crowds”; “If COVID doesn’t get us, some other disease will”; “The economy is about to crash”; “There’s no point making any effort as it won’t get us anywhere”; “Nothing good ever comes my way”; “Don’t trust anyone”; “If I don’t do the job it won’t get done”; “It’s best to leave things as they are or we risk failing…”


This toxic mix robs us of our creativity and courage, reducing us to victims who “live and partly live” instead of being “Heroes” who embrace life in its fullness. Unable to see in the dark, we focus, instead, on surviving and getting by. Life becomes static, boring, and rote. Losing sight of our extraordinary potential for greatness, we waste countless hours surfing the net, engaging with social media, shopping online, watching TV, or deadening our brains in myriad ways — in other words, in what I call “statistical living.”


W. H. Auden, the twentieth-century English poet, describes one version of such a life in his poem, The Unknown Citizen. His subject is an exemplary citizen who works in a factory, goes to war when drafted, pays his dues, causes no disturbances, marries on time, produces children on time, pays for his appliances on time, holds the right opinions, reads the daily newspaper and is appropriately insured. The poem concludes with the following lines: “Was he free? Was he happy? The question is absurd: Had anything been wrong, we should certainly have heard.” Auden’s nameless individual has learned to conform to society’s expectations but has ceased to wonder, to dream, or to go in search of his star. Instead, he has led an “unexamined life,” following neon lights instead of heavenly lights, content to stay home instead of taking off on adventures, and always letting others dictate how he should spend his time. Now, here I’m going beyond Auden’s text and indulging some assumptions of my own. I see this Unknown Citizen as a representative of unconscious living. If he is religious, this is more of a cultural commitment than a love affair with the Holy One: he crosses himself, recites the prayers, receives the sacraments, but keeps God at a safe distance. Meanwhile, his star twinkles brightly overhead, unobserved, while the holy place to which it points remains devoid of visitors.


Divine Breakthroughs


What wisdom might the holy travelers — the Magi — wish to share with the Unknown Citizen? I suspect they would encourage him to look beyond the material universe to discover where Mystery is inviting him. They would urge him to leave behind his comfort zones and to travel where Light beckons, embracing his own unique journey. And they would assure him that the star assigned to him at birth will guide him to wherever he is meant to be, no matter how far he must travel. It is the one journey that matters....


There are other moments of revelation in the Christian scriptures, for example, the Baptism of Jesus and the Transfiguration. However, Epiphanies are to be found in all religions: Moses taking off his shoes before the Burning Bush (Judaism); the Infant Buddha taking seven steps at birth and proclaiming, “I alone am the world-honored one” (Buddhism); Arjuna beholding all gods in Krishna, the god serving as his charioteer in the Bhagavad Gita (Hinduism); Mohammed’s night journey from the Great Mosque in Mecca to the Temple Mount in Jerusalem (Islam), and so forth. These and other stories allow the Divine to break into human reality. Amid darkness, Holy Light scatters shards of hope, reminding worshippers that Light is stronger than despair, that good will overcome evil, and that Death is not the final word. Epiphanies allow us to catch a glimpse of heaven on earth, to connect with our Divine Source, and to remember, as Teilhard de Chardin so aptly said, “We are not human beings having a spiritual experience; we are spiritual beings having a human experience.”


Aristotle and Epiphany Moments


The world of literature is also replete with Epiphanies. Aristotle, in his Ars Poetica, defines Epiphany Moments as “a change from ignorance to knowledge, and it leads either to love or to hatred between persons destined for good or ill fortune” (Classical Literary Criticism, 46). In coaching, of course, it is the first part of this definition that is the best fit. Ideally, at the end of a single session or by the end of the contracted time, the client has experienced such a powerful “mind shift” that returning to old ways and beliefs is impossible; but, as Aristotle points out, some discoveries are better than others.


At the bottom of the list are discoveries made by “visible signs and tokens”; these, according to Aristotle, lack invention and artistry. A coaching example might be a client who decides to pursue a specific career because an owl happened to perch on the windowsill or because an unusual pattern of tea leaves formed at the bottom of a teacup. Now, though we might dismiss such “signs” as mere superstition, people tend to find meaning in signs, along with a sense of direction — and sometimes signs have altered the course of history. Eusebius of Caesarea, in his Vita Constantini, records Constantine’s vision of an emblem of Christ in the sky, which was accompanied by the words, “In this sign you will conquer.”


Amazed at the spectacle, Constantine and his army placed the sign on their shields before engaging in battle. Following his victory and accession as Emperor, Constantine reinstated religious freedom, restored confiscated property to Christians, and, in effect, became the Church’s patron. Some Church histories go as far as to claim that because of this vision, the Church of Martyrs became the Church of the Establishment.


Then come Epiphany Moments “manufactured by the poet and which are inartistic for that reason.” To illustrate this, Aristotle uses an example from Euripides’ play, Iphigenia in Tauris. Right before Iphigenia is about to sacrifice Orestes and his friend, Pylades, in Artemis’ temple, the brother and sister recognize each other just in time. Though Iphigenia feels a connection to these strangers who hail from her home city of Argos, it is a letter that finally reveals that Orestes is actually her brother.


“Take this letter to Orestes and let him know Iphigenia lives,” says Iphigenia to Pylades, who is standing next to Orestes.


“Orestes, here is a letter from your sister,” says Plyades to Orestes, handing him the tablets.


For Aristotle, this moment of discovery is contrived rather than organic; it is a little too clever and offers the protagonists a last-minute reprieve rather than a well-earned escape. In coaching, this might translate to clients being told “the Truth” rather than discovering it themselves. When a coach asks leading questions or pushes the client in a specific direction, the client loses autonomy, and the coach drives the process.


If the coach or inner guide is going to be directive, there needs to be a compelling reason for this — and, occasionally, there is. Many years ago, when I was serving as a university minister at a Catholic university, one of the students was infatuated with a male colleague of mine who happened to be gay. So obsessed was this student that she would “do the daily rounds” of all the campus ministry offices, sharing her tears and story of rejection with one minister after another. My colleague was strikingly handsome, funny, and compassionate, so I could understand the attraction; however, “Eddie” soon began to feel harassed. The more he withdrew, the more desperate “Amy” became.


Finally, I felt an intervention was necessary. Having spent several hours weeping in different offices, Amy knocked on my door. I should specify here that I was not seeing her for guidance, but she would stop by to chat with regularity. As usual, the conversation began with tears.


“I don’t understand why he rejects me!” Amy sobbed. “Why am I so unlovable?”


For a minute, I was silent. Then, I chose my words carefully.


“Suppose it’s not you who is the problem, Amy. Suppose Eddie’s feelings towards you have nothing to do with your being unlovable.”


Amy looked up at me in surprise, her face contorted in a frown.


“If you can believe you are lovable, why might Eddie not respond to you?” I continued.


“Because he’s in love with someone else?” asked Amy, looking devastated at this possibility.


“Maybe,” I said. “But what other reasons might there be?”


“Perhaps he’s still getting over a broken relationship?” suggested Amy, looking more hopeful.


“Maybe,” I said, “but what else can you come up with?”


“No — he’s not…”


“Not what, Amy?”


“I think I understand,” she said, getting up to leave. Though I was “directive” in this situation, my intervention ended this unrequited love saga without Eddie having to “come out” to a student and without my doing anything more than asking a few simple questions. Again, I want to stress that I was not seeing “Amy” for any form of inner guidance; I was simply a chaplain on call.


A third kind of discovery is “due to memory when the sight of something leads to the required understanding.” Personally, I would imagine that any sensory experience can jolt memory, not just sight. For example, the aroma of chestnuts roasting on an open fire might trigger memories of Christmases past, while the scent of “Old Spice Classic” might re-awaken memories of one’s grandfather or great-grandfather.


Once, during a creative writing class, a student brought in an old, stained hat about which he wanted to write.


“No, it’s not mine,” he said, “but it belongs to someone I knew and could have saved…”


Intrigued, we listened as he described going into a restaurant with pockets stuffed with $20 bills, his “take” after betting on a college football game. As he proceeded to order the most expensive items on the menu, he noticed a shabbily dressed man at an adjacent table. At first, he didn’t pay much attention to this individual, but then it became clear that whatever the student ordered, the man also ordered. Finally, it came time to pay. The student pulled out wads of bills, leaving a generous tip; the other man stood up and tried to leave without paying.


Several wait staff and the manager blocked the man from leaving, and seeing a scuffle ensuing, the student exited as quickly as possible. He had barely closed the door behind him when there were deafening screams and the sound of shattering glass. There, spreadeagled in a pool of blood on the sidewalk, was his dining companion. Stunned, the student picked up the man’s hat to give it to him, but it was clear the man would not be needing it. By the time the ambulance arrived, he was already dead.


“I could have saved him,” explained the student. “I had the money and could have paid for his meal. That’s why I kept his hat…”


That tragic encounter was life-changing; the student kept the hat as a reminder to help those who crossed his path in whatever way he could. Moreover, by sharing his stories with others — including our class — he hoped to inspire his audience to be attentive to those in need.


The fourth kind of Epiphany is “the result of reasoning” or deduction: since xxx happened, xxx must be true. Aristotle conveniently provides this example: “Someone who is like me has come; no one is like me except Orestes; therefore, it is Orestes who has come.” I imagine a coaching conversation that goes something like this:


COACH: “So why are you so sure you will be laid off?”


CLIENT: “The company is going to lay off the most recent hires. I was hired this year. All my team members were hired last year; therefore, I am the team member who will be laid off.”


Or like this:


COACH: “So what makes you so sure your boss will know you reported the defective elevator?”


CLIENT: “The complaint referred to poor maintenance on the ‘lift.’ I am the only person in the office to use British terminology — anyone else would have said, ‘elevator’ — therefore, everyone will know that I was the whistleblower.”


Obviously, a real coaching conversation wouldn’t sound so stilted or be so devoid of emotion, but the use of reasoning can lead to new awareness or provide clarity, especially with clients who tend to be cerebral.


And finally, the highest form of Epiphany is when startling disclosures emerge organically from probable events, as in the case of Oedipus, who discovers that he inadvertently murdered his father, married his mother, and fathered his siblings. Aristotle concludes that this type of revelation, which emerges from the events themselves, is infinitely superior to those that depend upon “such artificial aids as tokens and necklaces.” Unlike the recognition scene in Euripides’ Iphigenia in Tauris, Oedipus’ mind-shattering discovery is woven, thread by thread, throughout the fabric of the play, gradually preparing the audience for the revelations to come.


Revelation was not only a standard feature of classical drama but also influenced the literature that followed. Shakespeare, for example, was the master of “organic Epiphanies.” In Othello, the protagonist is driven to murderous envy by his evil captain, Iago. Too late, he discovers that Iago has fabricated evidence of Desdemona’s infidelity and that he, Othello, has killed his virtuous wife because of his subordinate’s trickery. In another tragedy, King Lear, the king experiences a series of Epiphanies around his folly in dividing his kingdom between the two heartless daughters who flattered him while he banished Cordelia, the daughter who truly loved him. The pain of these revelations is enough to drive him mad — a reminder that too much clarity delivered too quickly can cause a psychotic break!


Revelation in Fiction


As a genre, the short story depends upon Epiphany Moments. The action begins with the status quo and then builds on a series of setbacks, challenges, and reversals toward the climax; what follows is the denouement when the strands of the plot are brought together, and that which was hidden is now in plain view. Not only does the protagonist experience an Epiphany, but the minor characters and even the reader experience new insight. In Flannery O’Connor’s Revelation, Mrs Turpin prides herself on being an upright Christian woman whom Jesus has blessed with superior gifts. Set in a doctor’s waiting room, the story demonstrates Mrs Turpin’s smug piety as she condescendingly views the “trashy people” waiting with her while she silently thanks Jesus for making her just the way she is.


Unexpectedly, an ugly girl with acne and piercing eyes hurls her book at Mrs Turpin, catching her under the left eye before letting out a bloodcurdling howl and sinking her fingers into the woman’s neck. Mary Grace, it seems, can read Mrs Turpin’s thoughts and, driven into a frenzy by her hypocrisy, screams, “Go back to hell where you came from, you old wart hog!” Later, pondering over these words near her pristine pig parlor, Mrs Turpin has a disturbing vision: there, in the visionary light, she sees a vast horde of souls rumbling towards heaven — an assembly of trash, freaks, and lunatics — and there, bringing up the rear, are people just like Mrs Turpin and her husband, Claud, who have always had “a little of everything and the God-given wit to use it right.”


Epiphany Moments in Coaching


And so back to coaching. The same types of Epiphanies that we encounter in religion and literature also surface in coaching. The client comes in with an agenda, and if the coach pays close attention and listens for the subtexts, “something more” will surface. During the coaching conversation, the client often indicates the real agenda through facial expressions, body language, and word choices. This “something more” might involve a happy discovery, a new sense of direction, and an experience of hope and possibility; conversely, it might lead a client to acknowledge deep-rooted character flaws, inappropriate behaviors, and self-sabotaging attitudes. The coach’s task is neither to censor the emerging Epiphany nor to fabricate a favorable discovery; rather, the coach serves the client by serving the Truth, even when the revelation may be unwelcome. In my experience, however, the benefits always outweigh the pain, and the Epiphany Moment becomes an invaluable catalyst for change.


Let’s imagine a coaching client who is trying to discern whether to retire at 62 or wait until 70 to receive a higher monthly Social Security benefit. First, the coaching conversation revolves entirely around finances, with the client comparing the pros and cons of each option. The focus mostly concerns the cost of living, projected expenses, and the lifestyle changes that would come with early retirement. The coach meanwhile senses a heaviness to the conversation, noting that the client has little energy or enthusiasm. “I’m just wondering how you FEEL about retiring,” observes the coach. With this statement, the conversation takes an entirely different direction. It turns out that the real issue is not financial but one of self-identity: who will the client BE without a job title, job description, and direct reports? With this Epiphany, real coaching can begin.


But how do you know if you — or your client — are having an Epiphany? If you are intuitive, you will feel it and know it in your bones, so to speak. The American poet, Emily Dickinson, once remarked in a letter that “If I read a book [and] … feel physically as if the top of my head were taken off, I know that is poetry.” Physical reactions accompany Epiphany Moments just as they accompany poetry. We know we are experiencing such a moment when there is a thrill of recognition, a shudder of shock, a wave of warmth, or a chilly sensation gravitating down the spine…. Reactions will vary depending upon the type of Epiphany. If there has been some kind of spiritual awakening or manifestation of The Holy, coach and client may experience a sense of awe. On the other hand, if the client suddenly has some humorous insight, then both coach and client may laugh with unrestrained relief. Conversely, if the client moves beyond scapegoating others and finally accepts personal blame for a situation, then an icy chill may be the response.


An observant coach is also attuned to shifts in emotions. The advantage of seeing the client (as opposed to a phone session) is that the coach can observe shifts in body language and facial expression. Such clues indicate that “something” is taking place internally — perhaps the client is finally at peace over a painful decision, suddenly sees new previously invisible options, or is filled with gratitude….


On the other hand, some coaches find that working with clients via conference call, without video, allows them to listen more deeply to what is being said. Without visual distractions, they can pay better attention to the client’s tone of voice, word choices, and emotional shifts. Just as someone who loses physical sight learns to compensate by relying on heightened auditory abilities, so coaches who rely on listening skills may hear more deeply than those of us who prefer an audio-visual coaching approach.


Either way, Epiphany Moments are extraordinary, which is why we know when they are happening. They carry us out of the realm of the ordinary into clarity and insight, functioning as prophetic guides that bring invitations, affirmations, warnings, and reprimands. No matter what their message is, they demand attention.
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