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      For Joy Parker, dear friend, gifted guide of language, woman of lace.

      And for my grandson, Luca. May you know a future brimming with beauty.

    

  
    
      
        Sorrow is part of the earth’s great cycles, flowing into the night like cool air sinking down a river course. To feel sorrow is to float on the pulse of the earth, the surge from living to dying, from coming into being to ceasing to exist. Maybe this is why the earth has the power over time to wash sorrow into a deeper pool, cold and shadowed. And maybe this is why, even though sorrow never disappears, it can make a deeper connection to the currents of life and so connect, somehow, to sources of wonder and solace.

        —KATHLEEN DEAN MOORE
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      FOREWORD

      
        Michael Lerner is president and founder of Commonweal in Bolinas, California. Founded in 1976, Commonweal has programs in health and healing, education and the arts, and the environment and justice. Lerner is cofounder of the Commonweal Cancer Help Program, the Collaborative on Health and the Environment, and The New School at Commonweal.

      

      “Survive love and loss,” the great French essayist Michel Eyquem de Montaigne advised. His maxim for life compresses the essence of the human dilemma into four words.

      Easier said than done, for loss is the other side of the coin of love. The greater the love, the greater the loss. And yet different people respond to loss very differently. When it comes to loss, there are hard-earned skills that can help you survive the unknown terrain in which you find yourself. There are survival skills, there are maps, and there are guides.

      Francis Weller is a well-travelled guide to the country of loss. He can teach you the survival skills. He can show you the maps. He carries his knowing of sorrow in his bones. He writes as someone who has been unmade in the way loss unmakes us.

      He is not afraid to tell us so.

      
        I’m not sure how or when I began my apprenticeship with sorrow. I do know that it was my gateway back into the breathing and animate world. It was through the dark waters of grief that I came to touch my unlived life. . . . There is some strange intimacy between grief and aliveness, some sacred exchange between what seems unbearable and what is most exquisitely alive. Through this, I have come to have a lasting faith in grief.

      

      Weller coleads weeklong retreats with me in the Commonweal Cancer Help Program. We sit together many evenings in these retreats and hear stories of love and loss.

      We know that listening and honoring these stories makes a difference. He also leads his own retreats on grief and loss. I know some of those who have attended his retreats. I know from their accounts that these retreats too make a difference.

      The Wild Edge of Sorrow: Rituals of Renewal and the Sacred Work of Grief brings together Weller’s wisdom from decades of work with grief and loss.

      
        Every one of us must undertake an apprenticeship with sorrow. We must learn the art and craft of grief, discover the profound ways it ripens and deepens us. While grief is an intense emotion, it is also a skill we develop through a prolonged walk with loss. Facing grief is hard work. . . . It takes outrageous courage to face outrageous loss. This is precisely what we are being called to do.

      

      One of Weller’s most original contributions is his delineation of the five “gates of grief.” This will be my focus in the following few pages.

      The first gate he simply describes as everything we love, we will lose. The book is rich in discerning quotations, and here he quotes a twelfth-century poem:

      
        ‘Tis a fearful thing

        To love

        What death can touch.

        To love, to hope, to dream,

        And oh, to lose.

        A thing for fools, this,

        Love,

        But a holy thing

        To love what death can touch.

      

      This first gate is known to us all. The second gate surprises us: the places that have not known love. This is, to my mind, original and important. Weller writes:

      
        These are the places within us that have been wrapped in shame and banished to the farthest shores of our lives. . . . These neglected pieces of soul live in utter despair. . . . The proper response to any loss is grief, but we cannot grieve for something that we feel is outside the circle of worth.

      

      The third gate of grief is the sorrows of the world. This gate is more familiar. In the Cancer Help Program, we ask on our entry form to list major losses before a cancer diagnosis. A surprising number of people list grief at what is happening in the world as a grief they have long lived with. And, indeed, grief at the suffering of the world has long been known as a fundamental human dilemma. Suffering exists is the first noble truth of the Buddha. How to face suffering is at the heart of the great religious and philosophical traditions.

      “The cumulative grief of the world is overwhelming. . . . How can we possibly stay open to the endless assaults on the biosphere?” Weller asks. He then quotes Naomi Nye’s beautiful lines:

      
        Before you know kindness as the deepest thing inside,

        you must know sorrow as the other deepest thing.

        You must wake up with sorrow.

        You must speak it till your voice

        catches the thread of all sorrows

        and you see the size of the cloth.

      

      Weller’s fourth gate is what we expected and did not receive.

      Again, this is, to me, an original observation. “Deep in our bones lies an old intuition that we arrive here carrying a bundle of gifts to offer to the community. . . . In a sense, it is a form of spiritual employment. . . . Hidden within the losses at this gate lies our diminished experience of who we truly are.”

      Weller calls the fifth gate ancestral grief. “This is the grief we carry in our bodies from sorrows experienced by our ancestors. . . . Tending this undigested grief of our ancestors not only frees us to live our own lives but also eases ancestral suffering in the other world.”

      These gates offer us a way of acknowledging the many ways sorrow enters our lives. In this way, we are able to honor and heal the inevitable times of loss we each will face. Weller’s gift lies in bringing soul and community to places that are often met with denial or fear. This helps free us from facing our loss in isolation. The Cancer Help Program is founded on this deep truth: we heal in community.

      Wherever you find yourself on the path of sorrow, Weller will be a worthy companion. For the simple truth is that great loss is wasted if we do not use it, over time, to discover what lies beyond great loss. For this, Weller quotes the great naturalist and essayist Terry Tempest Williams:

      
        Grief dares us to love once more.

      

    

  
    
      PREFACE

      Grief and loss touch us all. When we gather in community for a grief ritual, the many tributaries of sorrow flow into the room. They swirl around us, touching everyone in the circle. We listen as the faces of loss are named: the death of a partner, a child, a marriage; the suicide of a parent or sibling; cancer and its rapacious consumption of life; a home lost through foreclosure; broken childhoods filled with alcoholism, violence, and neglect; the lingering scars of those who fought in wars; chronic illnesses that depress and debilitate; lives lost to addiction; and a prevailing sorrow for our struggling world. As we come to the end of the sharing, there is a dawning recognition that this is our shared sorrow, the communal cup from which we all drink. It is ours to hold and to gradually empty. We do this together as we enter the healing ground.

      For most of our time as a species, the primary association with grief has come through the death of someone we loved. Every culture has crafted rituals to attend to the wild mystery of death and the rainfall of sorrow that accompanies the disappearance of the beloved. Today, however, the sources of loss are multiple, and the complexity of addressing this tangled web of grief can, at times, feel overwhelming. These losses tumble into our lives continually. We sense the presence of loss from places both personal and communal, intimate and shared. What I have come to see is that much of the grief we carry is not personal; it doesn’t arise from our histories or experiences. Rather, it circulates around us, coming to us from a wider expanse, arriving on unseen currents that touch our souls. These Gates of Grief reveal the interpenetrating reality of our time: we are not isolated cells partitioned off from other cells; we have semipermeable membranes that make possible an ongoing exchange with the great body of life. We register in our psyches, consciously or not, the fact of our shared sorrows. Learning to welcome, hold, and metabolize these sorrows is the work of a lifetime and the focus of this book.

      Sorrow helps us remember something long intuited by indigenous people across the planet: our lives are intricately comingled with one another, with animals, plants, watersheds, and soil. For the last several centuries, we have envisioned a split between our inner lives and the surrounding world. Psyche, however, is not confined to the deep interior of our lives; it overlaps with the wider world and perhaps, in these times, is most evident in the sorrows and suffering of the earth itself.1 Our personal experiences of loss and suffering are now bound inextricably with dying coral reefs, melting polar caps, the silencing of languages, the collapse of democracy, and the fading of civilization. The personal and the planetary are inseparable, as is our healing. Loss binds us together in a potent alchemy, confirming the heart’s intimacy with all things. Losing someone or something we love brings us into the shelter of our mutual grief. Grief and love are sisters, woven together from the beginning. Their kinship reminds us that there is no love that does not contain loss and no loss that is not a reminder of the love we carry for what we once held close. Alone and together, death and loss affect us all.

      Much has changed since I began leading grief rituals in 1997. At that time, people often expressed a reluctance to gather and share their grief. I had to gently convince people of the value of coming together in a village setting to tend our sorrows. Today, however, the great rips and tears in the fabric of culture, the cascading crisis of ecological breakdowns, and the loss of our certainty in the continuation of life itself have begun to break through our collective denial. The accumulation of losses are pressing on our psyches and demanding that we engage the multiple sorrows that are enfolding our world and our lives. This crack in our denial is one of the most hopeful signs I see for our planet. We are beginning to take in the wider expanse of loss that is happening in our culture and our ecosystems. In addition to our personal wounds and losses, we are hearing the earth itself calling for our attention and affection, our care and action. Her sorrows are being felt in our bodies; we sense them in our minds and glimpse them in our dreams. The interweaving of personal and planetary losses has left many of us feeling uncertain, anxious, and ultimately heartbroken.

      Our broken hearts have the potential to open us to a wider sense of identity, one capable of seeing through the partitions that have segregated self from world. Through grief, we are initiated into a more inclusive conversation between our singular lives and the soul of the world. We are coming to understand that there is no isolated self stranded in the cosmos; we are participants in an entwined and entangled net of connections with a continuous exchange of light, air, gravity, thought, color, and sound, all coalescing in the elegant dance that is our shared life. It is the broken heart that can let slip into its core the shimmer of a salmon gliding just under the surface of the water, the startling arc of the swift, the wonder of Mozart, and the sheer beauty of sunrise.

      We live, however, in a grief-phobic and death-denying society. Consequently, grief and death have been relegated to what psychologist Carl Jung called the shadow. The shadow is the repository of all the repressed and denied aspects of our lives. We send into the shadow the parts of ourselves that we deem unacceptable to ourselves or to others, hoping to disown them. Doing this, we feel we may be spared the discomfort of having to face what has been declared unwelcome. Cultures also send aspects of psychic life into the shadow. Our refusal to acknowledge grief and death has twisted us into a culture riddled with death. One of Jung’s more chilling observations was that whatever we put into the shadow doesn’t sit there passively waiting to be reclaimed and redeemed; it regresses and becomes more primitive. Consequently, death rattles through our streets daily, in school shootings, suicides, murders, overdoses, gang violence, or through the sanctioned sacrifice of war dead. Needless to say, many of us limp through our lives, carrying the scars of our death-dealing society. Unfortunately, the fingers of death extend far beyond the streets of our cities. Hillsides are stripped of trees, leaving homeless the countless others who once dwelled within canopies, along creek beds, and in the underbrush. Mountains are destroyed for coal or copper. Oceans are mined and emptied of fish. Creatures who dwell underground in direct conversation with the living earth through their teeth, claws, and bellies are bulldozed away for malls or subdivisions. Death pervades our culture, becoming a presence we cannot contain or ultimately honor. We export our machinery of death to other lands through armadas of weapons, chemicals that poison watersheds, and in our support of tyrannical governments. Many more are caught in the rapacious appetites of corporate profiteers as they loot and plunder indigenous lands for oil and precious commodities, all with our tacit agreement and our denial intact.

      Bringing grief and death out of the shadow is our spiritual responsibility, our sacred duty. By so doing, we may be able to feel our desire for life once again and remember who we are, where we belong, and what is sacred.

      I wrote this book for a number of reasons, most notably, to restore soul to grief work and grief to soul work. I feel grief has been colonized by the clinical world, taken hostage by diagnoses and pharmaceutical regimes. For the most part, grief is not a problem to be solved, not a condition to be medicated, but a deep encounter with an essential experience of being human. Grief becomes problematic when the conditions needed to help us work with grief are absent. For example, when we are forced to carry our sorrow in isolation, or when the time needed to fully metabolize the nutrients of a particular loss is denied, and we are pressured to return to “normal” too soon. We are told to “get on with it” and “get over it.” The lack of courtesy and compassion surrounding grief is astonishing, reflecting an underlying fear and mistrust of this basic human experience. We must restore the healing ground of grief. We must find the courage, once again, to walk its wild edge.

      Grief is always, in some way, accompanying us. There are times when the presence of sorrow is acute: a partner dies, a home turns to ash in a fire, a marriage dissolves and we find ourselves alone. These seasons in our lives are intense and require a prolonged time to honor what the soul needs, to fully digest the grief. Sorrow is a sustained note in the song of being alive. To be human is to know loss in its many forms. This should not be seen as a depressing truth. Acknowledging this reality enables us to find our way into the grace that lies hidden in sorrow. We are most alive at the threshold between loss and revelation; every loss ultimately opens the way for a new encounter.

      In turn, by restoring grief to soul work, we are freed from our one-dimensional obsession with emotional progress. This “psychological moralism” places enormous pressure on us to always be improving, feeling good, and rising above our problems.2 Happiness has become the new mecca, and anything short of that often leaves us feeling that we have done something wrong or failed to live up to the acknowledged standard. This forces sorrow, pain, fear, weakness, and vulnerability into the underworld, where they fester and mutate into contorted expressions of themselves, often coated in a mantle of shame. People in my practice routinely apologize for their tears or for feeling sad.

      I am an advocate for a soul psychology that senses vitality in every emotion, whatever life offers to us in the moment. We will have times of being happy, which is cause for celebration. We will, however, also have times of sorrow and loneliness. Moods will come upon us and events will occur that evoke anger and outrage in us. In fact, archetypal psychologist James Hillman once noted that being outraged is a sure sign that our soul is awake. Each of these emotions and experiences has vitality in it, and that is our work: to be alive and to be a good host to whoever arrives at the door of our house. Happiness, then, becomes a reflection of our ability to hold complexity and contradiction, to stay fluid and accept whatever arises, even sorrow.

      I also wrote this book to address the two primary sins of Western civilization: amnesia and anesthesia—we forget and we go numb. These two sins account for an amazing range of sorrows. When we are lost in what author Daniel Quinn calls The Great Forgetting, we slip into a mode of being that neglects the wider bonds of our belonging. We forget that we are all tangled together in this nest of life, that the air we breathe is shared, as is our water and soil, and that everything is bound together in a seamless web of life. When we forget, we are able to do untold damage to our watersheds, to one another, and to the entire earth.

      Modern technological society has forgotten what it feels like to be embedded in a living culture, one rich with stories and traditions, rituals and patterns of instruction that help us become true human beings. We live in a society with little regard for matters of soul. As a consequence, we need books and workshops on grief, on relationships and sexuality, on play and creativity. These are symptoms of a great loss. We have forgotten the commons of the soul—the primary satisfactions that sustained and nourished the community and the individual for tens of thousands of years.3 We have substituted a strange, frenzied obsession with “earning a living”—one of the most obscene phrases in our world—for the vital and fragrant life of the soul. We have sadly turned the ritual of life into the routine of existence. This forgetting has reduced the arc of our experience down to its tiniest hub. The wider reach of our beings has faded, and the subtle and nuanced gravity of contact with the world has been diminished. This is heartbreaking!

      Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein wrote, “What we cannot speak about, we pass over in silence.”4 We have forgotten the primary language of grief. As a consequence, the terrain of sorrow has become unfamiliar and estranged, leaving us confused, frightened, and lost when grief comes near. The haunting silence that Wittgenstein speaks of lingers as a fog over our lives, placing large areas of experience outside of our reach. When our grief cannot be spoken, it falls into the shadow and re-arises in us as symptoms. So many of us are depressed, anxious, and lonely. We struggle with addictions and find ourselves moving at a breathless pace, trying to keep up with the machinery of culture.

      Our strategies of anesthesia are equally astonishing. Entire industries have emerged to keep the senses dulled and distracted. Our need to be anesthetized is rooted in our smoldering dissatisfaction with the meager existence we have been offered by this society, itself a profound source of grief. We suffer from what the poet William Blake called “divine discontent.” Our soul knows we are designed for a bigger, more sensuous, and more imaginative life. But we can go for days, weeks, months, a lifetime with only marginal encounters with beauty and the wild, only rarely sharing an intimate moment with a friend. We collude in the numbing as well, slipping into the void through alcohol, drugs, shopping, television, and work, anything to help us ward off the feelings of emptiness that come crashing at our door.

      We were not meant to live shallow lives, pocked by meaningless routines and the secondary satisfactions of happy hour. We are the inheritors of an amazing lineage, rippling with memories of life lived intimately with bison and gazelle, raven and the night sky. We are designed to encounter this life with amazement and wonder, not resignation and endurance. This is at the very heart of our grief and sorrow. The dream of full-throated living, woven into our very being, has often been forgotten and neglected, replaced by a societal fiction of productivity and material gain. No wonder we seek distractions. Every sorrow we carry extends from the absence of what we require to stay engaged in this “one wild and precious life.”5 And every sorrow is made more difficult to metabolize by that absence. Grief work offers us a trail leading back to the vitality that is our birthright. When we fully honor our many losses, our lives become more fully able to embody the wild joy that aches to leap from our hearts into the shimmering world.

      Lastly, this book is a prayer, a plea on behalf of our beloved earth. I write to speak to the deepening sense of loss we are feeling as the life systems of our planet show continuing signs of strain and decline. This pain is intense and almost unendurable. I write for the sake of our communities and for the salmon, ospreys, monarch butterflies, grizzlies, and for the generations to come. This book, then, is an act of remembrance through which our eternal connection to animals and plants, rivers and hills, trees and clouds can be reawakened. It is a gesture of protest, calling us back to a life of connection and intimacy, of feeling and wonder. It is an invitation to feed the fires of our aliveness and coax us back to life. All this comes to us through the providence of grief.

      Every one of us must undertake an apprenticeship with sorrow. We must learn the art and craft of grief, discover the profound ways it ripens and deepens us. While grief is an intense emotion, it is also a skill we develop through a prolonged walk with loss. Facing grief is hard work. It takes “the outrageous courage of the bodhi heart,” as Pema Chödrön calls it.6 It takes outrageous courage to face outrageous loss. This is precisely what we are being called to do. Any loss, whether deeply personal or one of those that swirl around us in the wider world, calls us to full-heartedness, for that is the meaning of courage. To honor our grief, to grant it space and time in our frantic world, is to fulfill a covenant with soul—to welcome all that is, thereby granting room for our most authentic life.

      There is a good deal of evidence that supports our need to work with the difficult emotion of grief, which inevitably finds its way into our lives. An apprenticeship with sorrow offers us the chance to build our capacity to stay present when the intense feelings of grief arise. Through meaningful rituals, a community of friends, some time in benevolent solitude, and effective practices that help us stretch into our bigger selves, we are offered the opportunity to develop a living relationship with loss. We can recover a faith in grief that recognizes that grief is not here to take us hostage, but instead to reshape us in some fundamental way, to help us become our mature selves, capable of living in the creative tension between grief and gratitude. In so doing, our hearts are ripened and made available for the great work of loving our lives and this astonishing world. It is an act of soul activism.

      Grief is essential to finding and maintaining a feeling of emotional intimacy with life, with one another, and with our own soul. May you find nourishment in these pages for your soul and for your commitment to stay connected to the source of life.

      FRANCIS WELLER

      Forestville, California

      Russian River Watershed

    

  
    
      One

      An Apprenticeship with Sorrow

      
        Grief dares us to love once more.

        —TERRY TEMPEST WILLIAMS

      

      This is a book about grief, about its many moods and movements, shapes and textures. It is about how sorrow carves riverbeds in our soul, deepening us as it flows in and out of our lives. There is something familiar about the rising and falling of loss, how it takes us below the surface of our lives and works on us in some alchemical way. We are remade in times of grief, broken apart and reassembled. It is hard, painful, and unbidden work. No one goes in search of loss; rather, it finds us and reminds us of the temporary gift we have been given, these few sweet breaths we call life.

      I’m not sure how or when I began my apprenticeship with sorrow. I do know that it was my gateway back into the breathing and animate world. It was through the dark waters of grief that I came to touch my unlived life, by at last unleashing tears I had never shed for the losses in my world. Grief led me back into a world that was vivid and radiant. There is some strange intimacy between grief and aliveness, some sacred exchange between what seems unbearable and what is most exquisitely alive. Through this, I have come to have a lasting faith in grief.

      This book is also about restoring the Soul of the World.7 Bringing soul back to the world means perceiving the world through a deepened imagination, one that is capable of experiencing our intimacy with the surrounding world of finches and dragonflies, creeks and woodlands, neighborhoods and friends. Everything possesses soul. It is our myopia, our one-dimensional attention to things “human,” that leads us to see the world as an object, something to be controlled, manipulated, and consumed. The earth is a revelation, offering itself to us daily in an astonishing array of beauty and suffering. What is required of us is living with a level of openness and vulnerability to the joys and sorrows of the world. Taking in the beauty of the land as well as the great rips and tears in her skin requires a psyche attuned to the living world and one engaged in the ongoing conversation with all things. Soul returns to the world when we attend to the rhythms of nature, when we nourish our friendships with time and attention and in our daily participation with repairing the world. How well we do that will determine the fate of our communities and the planet.

      For more than thirty years I have worked with individuals in my practice as a psychotherapist and in workshop settings. The one emotion that has touched everyone is grief. It may be the grief we finally allow ourselves to feel for the life we did not choose. It may be our sorrow for losses that happened early in our life, losses that we were unprepared to grieve. It may be for relationships that fell apart, friendships that have vanished, times of violation and abandonment, or for the suffering we feel for our ravished earth.

      When the Deepwater Horizon rig exploded and began spilling oil in the spring of 2010, we were confronted with a grief we could barely comprehend. The daily images of oil-soaked pelicans, turtles, dolphins, and other sea creatures crashed into our awareness in ways we could not deny. For months we watched as the oil gushed from the leak five thousand feet below the surface into the waters of the Gulf of Mexico, onto the white, sandy beaches, and into the bayous—and we shared a common sorrow, a grief that washed into our souls. There was a feeling that something had been irrevocably changed by this event. The scientists reported that the spill effects might linger for years, perhaps changing the life of the Gulf forever. We looked on in shock and disbelief. Our hearts were broken.

      I often woke in the middle of the night during that time, sensing the dying creatures and weeping for them. It was not something over there that was happening. It was here in my body, in my heart. It was as if a part of me was being devastated by the oil, suffocated and poisoned by the toxins as they spewed into the water. Whatever physical distance there was between me and the Gulf, it made no difference. I experienced it immediately in my soul, and I know this was true for many others as well.

      It wasn’t long after the capping of the well on July 15 that our attention slowly drifted away from the Gulf. We were assured that everything was returning to normal and that the waters were fine and we would soon be able to eat the shrimp and fish again. We slowly slipped back into denial, away from the frightening truth that the oil was still there, plumes of oil deep beneath the surface, affecting the entire food chain, from plankton to whales. Television and radio coverage quickly dried up. Except for those living near the disaster—the animals, birds, sea life, and humans—our capacity for distraction soon outweighed our capacity for attention and grief. I was reminded of a line from the German poet Rilke, “I don’t have much knowledge yet in grief, so this massive darkness makes me small.”8 He wrote that line in 1904. Our knowledge of grief has not grown much since then, and consequently, this darkness makes us small.

      How do we learn to carry our grief and not collapse or turn away in denial? How do we come to see grief as vital and necessary and not something only to be endured? To achieve this shift requires a re-visioning of grief, not as an event in our lives—a period of mourning—but as an ongoing conversation that accompanies us throughout life. Grief and loss are with us continually, shaping our walk through life, and in some real way, determining how fully we engage our lives. This shift in perspective invites us into a prolonged period of learning the ways and styles of grief. In essence, we are asked to take up an apprenticeship with sorrow.

      An apprenticeship with sorrow leads us to the heart of loss. Soul invites us repeatedly to take up this endeavor and be reshaped by its multiple demands. An apprenticeship with sorrow requires a hands-on encounter in which we are invited to work with the materials of grief, its leaden weight, and the particular demands of melancholy. We can feel it already, just in these few sentences, that this apprenticeship leads us below ground, into the hallway of shadows and forgotten ancestors. Here we find the scattered shards of unattended grief, the pieces of unwept loss, and the shavings of old wounds swept into the corner.

      An apprenticeship with sorrow invites us to learn the rites of grief and to practice a reverence of approach, as Irish poet/philosopher John O’Donohue suggests. He writes, “What you encounter, recognize or discover depends to a large degree on the quality of your approach. . . . When we approach with reverence, great things decide to approach us.”9 How we approach our sorrows profoundly affects what comes to us in return. We often hold grief at a distance, hoping to avoid our entanglement with this challenging emotion. This leads to our feeling detached, disconnected, and cold. At other times, there is no space between us and the grief we are feeling. We are then swept up in the tidal surge of sorrow and often feel as though we are drowning. An approach of reverence offers us the chance to learn a more skillful pattern of relating with grief. When we come to our grief with reverence, we find ourselves in right relationship with sorrow, neither too far away nor too close. We have entered into an ongoing conversation with this difficult, holy visitor. Learning we can be with our grief, holding it softly and warmly, is the first task in our apprenticeship.

      Approaching sorrow, however, requires enormous psychic strength. For us to tolerate the rigors of engaging the images, emotions, memories, and dreams that arise in times of grief, we need to fortify our interior ground. This is done through developing a practice that we sustain over time. Any form will do—writing, drawing, meditation, prayer, dance, or something else—as long as we continue to show up and maintain our effort. A practice offers ballast, something to help us hold steady in difficult times. This deepens our capacity to hold the vulnerable emotions surrounding loss without being overwhelmed by them. Grief work is not passive: it implies an ongoing practice of deepening, attending and listening. It is an act of devotion, rooted in love and compassion. (See the resources at the end of this book for more on developing the practice of compassion.)

      One of the most essential skills we need to develop in our apprenticeship is our ability to stay present in our adult selves when grief arises. I have often witnessed, both in my private practice and in workshop settings, individuals regressing into a child-like state when feelings of grief emerge. They suddenly feel panicked, overwhelmed, hopeless, alone, and ashamed. They slide into another mode of being when sorrow comes near, one in which their perspectives, feelings, and behavior radically change. It is important to help them restore a connection with their adult selves or they risk slipping farther into their dissociated state and possibly getting lost there for a prolonged time.

      The child-like state is what Jung called a complex. Complexes are fragmentary bundles of concentrated emotional energy formed when we were confronted with an experience too intense for us to successfully digest. In these moments, the psyche splinters off the difficult material and creates an autonomous, semi-contained bundle to hold the highly charged material. It is stunning and fortunate that the psyche is able to do this. In these volatile times, we are spared the full weight of the encounter and allowed to retain some measure of control. We only have to think of anyone confronted with the overwhelming violence of war zones, a tornado ripping through a community, destroying everything in its path, or the devastation of rape or molestation. Complexes form as a consequence of trauma and are a major part of the experience in post-traumatic stress disorder. Our psyches dissociate, splitting off the offending material from consciousness for the time being.

      For many of us, our experiences of loss were not adequately contained by those around us. We were not offered an adequate level of what trauma therapists call attunement to the emotional states that enveloped us. Attunement is a particular quality of attention, wedded with affection, offered by someone we love and trust. This deep attention is what enables us to make painful experiences tolerable. We feel held and comforted, reassured and safe. The failure to provide a safe and nurturing space in times of loss and grief can precipitate the formation of a complex. When the outer containment field of the parent or community is missing or too porous, the psyche will split off the overwhelming emotions, temporarily sparing us from direct exposure. The story, however, does not end there. Complexes return again and again and seem to carry the intention of being reabsorbed back into consciousness. When the complex appears, we are taken out of the present moment and situated back into our histories at the point of the trauma. What had been severed for the sake of our preservation must now be rejoined for the sake of our healing. In other words, the emotional material that was absorbed into the complex must ultimately be faced and reconciled. Until we do, the complex will “interfere with the intentions of the will and disturb the conscious performance.”10 Jung’s words help us see the necessity of confronting our circumstances and doing the hard, painful work of reconciling the complex. (See the resources at the end of this book for more on working with the complex.)

      Establishing a relationship with grief, developing practices that keep us steady in times of distress, and staying present in our adult selves are among the central tasks in our apprenticeship with sorrow. This is the hard work of maturation. In the traditional language of apprenticeship, this would be called achieving mastery. In the language of soul, this is the work of becoming an elder. An elder is able to touch grief deftly and is able to craft sorrow into something nourishing for the community. Teacher and grief specialist Stephen Jenkinson says, “Hold your sorrow to a degree of eloquence, whereby everyone around you will be fed by your efforts to do so.”11 Becoming skillful at digesting our grief makes us a source of reassurance and stability for the wider community.

      Every mature culture has guided its people in this apprenticeship with grief. Underlying this education is an acknowledgment of our spiritual indebtedness to the cosmos for all we are given to sustain us day to day. These cultures honor this truth and have based their ritual life and teachings around it. Gestures of humility and purification such as sweat lodges and initiation rites acknowledged that we live in a sacramental cosmos and that life feeds on life. We cannot escape this truth, and the appropriate response to it is a ripened melancholy combined with rituals of gratitude. The Mayan people say we all carry a deep spiritual debt for what we are given, which we can never fully repay. They say it is important that we do our best to honor this debt with our eloquence and displays of ritual beauty. Our culture has, by and large, failed to honor this debt, and the results are precisely what we see—a world rapidly being emptied by a never-ending hunger for more.

      Grief work is soul work. It requires courage to face the world as it is and not turn away, to not burrow into a hole of comfort and anes-thetization. Grief deepens our connection with soul, taking us into territories of vulnerability, exposing the truth of our need for others in times of loss and suffering. I have been moved on many occasions when someone risked revealing what was present in his or her heart—raw, naked expression of sorrow.

      Grief also reveals the undeniable reality of our bond with the world. Whatever fiction we carry that allows us to feel separate and insulated, the overwhelming suffering we feel during events such as the Gulf Coast oil spill and the World Trade Center tragedy—or any violation to our local community or the land we love—reminds us of our intimate connections. It is grief that offers us a way to respond to situations such as these. It is grief that moves us in the direction of contact, toward the helping hands and embrace of others. We need grief in order to heal these traumas and make sense of a world turned upside down. Remembering the wisdom of grief allows us to cultivate faith in a deeper pulse within the soul. It is the via negativa, the road through the depths that leads to what mythologist Michael Meade calls dark wisdom.12 Through this we are able to lean in to the world and trust the deeper currents that move through all things.

      “Where there is sorrow,” wrote Oscar Wilde, “there is holy ground.” This book is a meditation on the sacred ground of grief and the ways it enables us to walk in this world with its realities of loss and death, how it shakes us and breaks us open to depths of soul we could not imagine. Grief offers a wild alchemy that transmutes suffering into fertile ground. We are made real and tangible by the experience of sorrow; as it adds substance and weight to our world. Beyond the crazed hunger in our culture to be exceptional, loss and sorrow wear away whatever masks we attempt to present to the world. Like the massive stone carvings in the jungles of Central America that now lie broken on the forest floor, the monuments we erect to our own importance collapse. We are stripped of excess and revealed as human in our times of grief. Grief ripens us, pulls up from the depths of our souls what is most authentic in our beings. In truth, without some familiarity with sorrow, we do not mature as men and women. It is the broken heart, the part that knows sorrow, that is capable of genuine love. The heart familiar with loss is able to recognize “a still deeper grief . . . a sadness at the very heart of things”13 that binds us with the world. Without this awareness and willingness to be shaped by life, we remain caught in the adolescent strategies of avoidance and heroic striving.

      I am an advocate for grief. I see the many ways it gifts us. While it is difficult to embrace grief and be moved by its muscular demands, without it we would not know the heartening quality of compassion, could not experience the full breadth of love, the surprise of joy, we could not celebrate the sheer beauty of the world. Grief fosters each of these capabilities, deepening them by bringing gravity to the moment. Grief is the dark color that adds depth to the canvas, providing contrast and texture. Without these tones, our lives would be flat and uninteresting. This necessary encounter, in turn, enables these vital qualities to hold us in times of loss and sorrow.

      I am not suggesting that we live a life preoccupied with sorrow. I am saying that our refusal to welcome the sorrows that come to us, our inability to move through these experiences with true presence and conscious awareness, condemns us to a life shadowed by grief. Welcoming everything that comes to us is the challenge. This is the secret to being fully alive.

      I see this work as soul activism, a form of deep resistance to the disconnected way in which our society has conditioned us to live. Grief is subversive, undermining our society’s quiet agreement that we will behave and be in control of our emotions. It is an act of protest that declares our refusal to live numb and small. There is something feral about grief, something essentially outside the ordained and sanctioned behaviors of our culture. Because of that, grief is necessary to the vitality of the soul. Contrary to our fears, grief is suffused with life force. It is riddled with energy, an acknowledgment of the erotic coupling with another soul, whether human, animal, plant, or ecosystem. It is not a state of deadness or emotional flatness. Grief is alive, wild, untamed; it cannot be domesticated. It resists the demands to remain passive and still. We move in jangled, unsettled, and riotous ways when grief takes hold of us. It is truly an emotion that rises from soul.

      What has become clear to me is the powerful role grief plays in enabling us to face what is taking place in our lives, our communities, our ecologies, families, and culture. Through our ability to acknowledge the layers of loss, we can truly discover our capacity to respond, to protect, and to restore what has been damaged. Grief registers the sorrows that befall everything that matters deeply to our souls. Our hearts are kept flexible, fluid, and open to the world through this closeness with loss.

    

  
    
      Two

      To and from the Soul’s Hall

      
        Embrace your grief, for there your soul will grow.

        —CARL JUNG

      

      We are gathered in a room, about thirty of us. We have come together to work the ground of grief. For two and a half days we have been together, turning over our sorrows like compost. The stories we have shared are moving and powerful, often bringing the entire circle to tears. There are stories of loss, death, abuse, worthlessness, and rage. We have been guided to these depths through a writing practice taught by my friend Kim Scanlon. And now we are ready. It is time for the grief ritual. For the last few hours we have been preparing the space, creating a grief shrine full of photos of ancestors, beloved friends who have died, images of species and cultures that have disappeared—the cumulative losses of the world—in a space made beautiful by boughs of fir, colorful cloths, and flowers. Everyone knows it is time to start, and there is tension in the air as we circle.

      It begins quickly. Almost as soon as the invocation is complete and the drumming and singing have begun, a few of the participants rush the shrine. Their grief is brimming, pouring over the lip of the cup. We are now in the full flow of the ritual. Gradually the shrine fills with men and women in various postures. Some are standing, gesturing strongly toward the shrine, shouting their protests for the things that have happened in their lives. Others kneel with their heads in their hands, bodies shaking and heaving as the grief ripples through them. A few are on their bellies, unable to hold themselves up any longer; their sorrow hits them in wave after wave. It is beautiful. There are few things as genuine as a person grieving. There are no questions to ask, no wondering what someone is feeling. It is self-evident. We are revealing the heartache we carry, the sorrows we have shouldered for decades. We are in the tumult of releasing our tears. This is a holy night, and we go on for hours.

      No one is alone at the shrine. Every person pouring grief from their warehouse of sorrows is being attended by another. This is not a time to go it alone. Attendants are there to witness and to provide whatever support is needed. Sometimes this means simply holding space for their deep work. Sometimes it means placing a hand on the person so he can feel that he is not alone. For others, the attendant becomes the lap into which the grieving person can crawl to weep her most bitter tears. This display of compassion is an essential piece in our ability to truly lay down our sorrows.

      As we slowly come to the end of the ritual, there is a mixture of elation and exhaustion in the air. This form of soul maintenance is hard work, but it is necessary to keep us available to life. As we close, the participants are moving and swaying to the song we have been singing for hours. Their tears have washed them clean, and their faces are shining. The room is lighter. The participants’ bodies are giddy with joy—a wild alchemy of sorrow and joy, played out once again, as it always has been, in the container of sacred ritual.

      And now we move around the circle and embrace one another, thankful for where we traveled and for the work we have done. It is time for cookies and fruit, for water and rest. For the time being, we are released from the weight of grief, but we know full well that tomorrow, when we return to our daily lives, we will begin to gather more. That is the way of things. Knowing, however, that we will come together again in a year—or perhaps sooner, as the need arises—reassures the psyche that we will not have to carry this burden alone for long.

      When we gather on weekends to work with grief, we often begin by saying that we are entering into a sudden village.14 These rituals frequently bring together people from great distances, and yet slowly, over the time we share, the feeling of being in a village takes on a shape that is more than a longing; it becomes something tangible. These gatherings offer some of the constituent elements of a living community. The space is created for deep listening, respectful attention, and a container strong enough to receive our most painful and sorrowful revelations. In a very real way, we are able to generate a vessel capable of holding our joined hearts suffering. This space enables all of us to risk sharing the wild edge of sorrow.

      In Bouncing Back, psychotherapist and neuroscience expert Linda Graham reveals how “bonding and belonging nourish resilience.” She relates how our sense of connection affects our ability to regulate our internal states during crisis and stress. She writes, “The process of being seen, understood, and accepted by an attuned, empathic other engenders a sense of genuine self-acceptance, a feeling that we are profoundly okay. We feel safe enough, strong enough, sure enough to venture courageously into the world and develop the competencies we need to deal with life’s challenges.”15 A sense of belonging offers us much-needed medicine in these times, which are marked by feelings of anonymity and isolation. In fact, belonging protects the heart from much of life’s unavoidable challenges.

      One amazing example of this truth on a communal level comes from a longitudinal study of the town of Roseto, Pennsylvania, an Italian American mining community. Researchers were curious why the rate of heart disease in this town was markedly lower than it was in the surrounding communities. They studied smoking rates, exercise patterns, dietary practices, the availability of medical services, and genetic factors—all to no avail. None of these could account for the difference. The study examined death certificates between 1935 and 1985. For the first thirty years, there was a marked difference between Roseto and the surrounding communities. In the 1960s, however, as cultural ferment swept the country, long-established patterns within the small community also began to change. Rather than living in multigenerational homes where sharing life and meals, rituals and traditions was the norm, people opted for single-family dwellings on the outskirts of town, and the young men and women left to find excitement in the bigger cities. As the bonds of connection frayed, so too did the protective effects for the heart. Disease rates rose and actually became higher than those of neighboring communities. The only thing that originally protected these people from heart disease was belonging. Now referred to as the “Roseto Effect,” we begin to understand the phrase brokenhearted more thoroughly. Linda Graham relates how the hormone oxytocin, often called the “love hormone,” is released when we are touched and held or when we engage with someone who cares. Genuine community heals body and soul.

      We need to create circles of welcome in our lives in order to keep leaning into the world; to keep moving grief through our psyches and bodies, so we can taste the sweetness of life. Modern psychological theory utilizes the terms attunement and attachment. The language has become somewhat abstract and clinical, but what it means is that we require touch in body and soul to help us respond to difficult times with kindness and compassion and also to celebrate the sheer joy of being alive. We need these experiences to feel that we matter—quite literally—that we have matter and substance, that we take up space in the world. When we sense this, we feel that we are worthy of deep and lingering attention and that we can, in turn, offer our caring hearts to others in times of sorrow and pain. No matter who we are, we need the heartening touch of another. Even those of us who are introverted will, at times, require the devoted attention of a friend or a partner who can offer a sensitive ear to our tender woes.
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      Denise Levertov has an illuminating poem about grief.

      
        To speak of sorrow

        works upon it

        moves it from its

        crouched place barring

        the way to and from the soul’s hall.16

      

      It is our unexpressed sorrows, the congested stories of loss, that, when left unattended, block our access to the soul. To be able to freely move in and out of the soul’s inner chambers, we must first clear the way. This requires finding meaningful ways to speak of sorrow.

      The territory of grief is heavy. Even the word carries weight. Grief comes from the Latin word gravis, meaning “heavy,” from which we also get grave, gravity, and gravid. We use the word gravitas to speak of a quality in some people who are able to carry the weight of the world with a dignified bearing. And so it is, when we learn to carry our grief with dignity.

      At times, grief invites us into a terrain that reduces us to our most naked self. We find it hard to meet the day, to accomplish the smallest of tasks, to tolerate the greetings of others. We feel estranged from the world and only marginally able to navigate the necessities of eating, sleeping, and self-care. Some other presence takes over in times of intense grief, and we are humbled, brought to our knees. We live close to the ground, the gravity of sorrow felt deep in our bones.

      The onset of grief following a significant loss initiates a shift in our daily rhythm. We enter into what some cultures refer to as a time of living in the ashes. Among the ancient Scandinavian cultures, it was a common practice for those dealing with loss to spend their days alongside the fires that were aligned down the center of a longhouse. They would occupy this physical and psychic terrain until they felt they had fully moved through the underworld where grief had taken them. Ash speaks to what remains, the barest semblance of what once was. James Hillman wrote, “Ash is the ultimate reduction, the bare soul, the last truth, all else dissolved.”17 The soul in grief feels reduced, brought to the place where all other thoughts or matters dissipate into ash.

      This sacred season in the ashes was the ancient Scandinavian community’s way of acknowledging that one of their people had entered a world parallel to but separate from the daily life of gathering food, feeding children, and tending fields. Little was expected of them during this time, which often lasted a year or more. The individual’s duty was to mourn, to live in the ashes of their loss, and to regard this time as holy. It was a brooding time, a deeply interior period of digesting and metabolizing the bitter tincture of loss. It was a time out of time, an underworld journey to the place of sorrow and emptying. Whoever came back from this sojourn came back changed and deepened by this work in the ashes. And indeed, any who undertake real mourning return with gravitas, wisdom gathered in the darkness. These women and men become our elders, the ones who can hold the village in times of great challenge.

      Imagine what this grieving space does for an individual facing loss. It grants a profound permission to enter a place of sorrow, to work with it, to explore its contours and textures, to become familiar with the landscape of loss. Contemplating this time dedicated to grief, our minds can quickly respond with arguments against it: “This is self-indulgent, over-the-top,” “You could get stuck there,” “I should be done with this by now.” What is true, however, is that these cultural practices were developed over centuries to address what human beings need during grief-stricken times. There is wisdom in offering a period of time to those who mourn. According to Jewish custom as well, the bereaved are given a year to tend to their loss. The tradition of dressing in black or wearing black armbands for an extended period of time to let others know that you are in mourning was widespread in our culture until very recently. When we communally honor this time of living in the ashes, we invite a deepened relationship with death and the underworld of loss. We gain a connection with loss that, in turn, keeps our bond with the living world vital and sustaining: the two states are mirrors of each other, reminders of the great round of life, which must include the reality of death.

      Barry Spector, cultural historian and author of Madness at the Gates of the City: The Myth of American Innocence, reminds us of our need for emotional closure following the death of someone close. He focuses specifically upon the role of ritual in helping to come to this state. He writes, “Closure is important in all transitions, but after a death, there are rites of passage for the survivors as well as for the deceased. Completion of their ritual responsibilities . . . moves the living into a new phase of life. When survivors aren’t allowed sufficient time to grieve, however, the wounds close too soon, remain infected and never heal.” (Italics mine)18 We require a sufficient season of mourning to tend to the dead and the living, thereby restoring our place in the daylight world. Without an adequate time in the ashes tending the loss, sorrow mutates into symptoms of depression, anxiety, dullness, and despair. We must honor the needs of the soul during times of grief.

      Grieving is also intimately connected with memory and the witnessing of those memories and emotions. Freeman House, in his elegant book, Totem Salmon, says, “In one ancient language, the word memory derives from a word meaning mindful, in another from a word to describe a witness, in yet another it means, at root, to grieve. To witness mindfully is to grieve for what has been lost.”19 That is the intent and purpose of grief.

      Grief both acknowledges what has been lost and ensures that we don’t forget what must be remembered. There are places around the world where memorials have been built to remind the community of what has happened to the people. These are places of mourning and memory: Wounded Knee, the Rwandan Genocide Memorial, the Vietnam Memorial, and the Holocaust Memorial are all sites where grief is given concrete form to remind us of our shared loss. Some grief is not meant to be resolved and set aside. Sometimes grief helps us hold what must be carried by a people so that they never have to endure such pain again.

      Psychologists Mary Watkins and Helene Shulman explore the idea of non-redemptive mourning in their work with social injustice and violence. Non-redemptive mourning acknowledges that some losses should never be allowed to settle, like silt, to the bottom of our memory. Some losses, such as cultures that have been forever silenced, species that have disappeared, and traumatic events that affect whole communities and cultures, should be kept present in our communal memory. The experience of grieving in these situations is “not intended to finish with the past and return to ‘normal life,’ but rather to keep the past from slipping away in a present that continues to deny it.”20

      There is a direct relationship between mourning and memory. To counter the amnesia of our times, we must be willing to look into the face of the loss and keep it nearby. In this way, we may be able to honor the losses and live our lives as carriers of their unfinished stories. This is an ancient thought—how we tend the dead is as important as how we tend the living. In our quick-to-forget, future-oriented culture, it is easy to discard the ones who went before, in all their shapes and ways of living. Yet they are all ancestors, from the oak savannahs that have been cleared for housing tracts to marshlands filled for shopping malls. The dead are among us, and we must not forget them.

      A colleague of mine, Mary Gomes, cocreated an exhibit called “Altars of Extinction.” This was her attempt to keep in our memory our astonishing losses, as species continue to disappear from our world.

      
        “Altars of Extinction” is an artistic and ritual memorial which provides an opportunity to collectively contemplate and grieve the extinction of plant, animal, and fungal species at human hands. Why build altars to extinct species when so many are endangered and in dire need of protection? Reasons range from the highly practical—by learning about extinction, we are far better equipped to prevent further losses—to the deeply spiritual and philosophical. As author Mark Jerome Walters remarked, “Each extinction is a unique voice silenced in a universal conversation of which we ourselves are only one participant. When the tiny wings of the last Xerces blue butterfly ceased to flutter, our world grew quieter by a whisper and duller by a hue. . . . Rarely, in turning our attention from a recently extinct species to our last-ditch effort to save another, do we pause to say goodbye.”21

      

      Grief helps us acknowledge the losses and to hold these painful memories communally.
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      No one escapes suffering in this life. None of us is exempt from loss, pain, illness, and death. How is it that we have so little understanding of these essential experiences? How is it that we have attempted to keep grief separated from our lives and only begrudgingly acknowledge its presence at the most obvious of times, such as a funeral? “If sequestered pain made a sound,” Stephen Levine says, “the atmosphere would be humming all the time.”22

      It is the accumulated losses of a lifetime that slowly weigh us down—the times of rejection, the moments of isolation when we felt cut off from the sustaining touch of comfort and love. It is an ache that resides in the heart, the faint echo calling us back to the times of loss. We are called back, not so much to make things right, but to acknowledge what happened to us. Grief asks that we honor the loss and, in so doing, deepen our capacity for compassion. When grief remains unexpressed, however, it hardens, becomes as solid as a stone. We, in turn, become rigid and stop moving in rhythm with the soul. When we are in touch with all of our emotions, on the other hand, we are more verb than noun, more a movement than a thing. But when our grief stagnates, we become fixed in place, unable to move and dance with the flow of life. Grief is part of the dance.

      As we begin to pay attention, we notice that grief is never far from our awareness. We become aware of the many ways it arrives in our daily lives. It is the blue mood that greets us upon waking. It is the melancholy that shades the day in muted tones. It is the recognition of time’s passing, the slow emptying of our days. It is the searing pain that erupts when someone close to us dies—a parent, a partner, a child, a beloved pet. It is the confounding grief when our life circumstances are shattered by the unexpected—the phone rings with news of a biopsy; we find ourselves suddenly without work, uncertain as to how we will support our family; our partner decides one day that the marriage is over. We tumble and fall as the ground beneath us opens, shaken by violent rumblings. Grief enfolds our lives, drops us close to the earth, reminding us of our inevitable return to the dark soil.

      We are laid low by grief, taken down below the surface of the world, where shadows and strange images appear. We are no longer moving in our brightly lit, daytime existence. Grief punctures the solidity of our world, shatters the certainty of fixed stars, familiar landscapes, and known destinations. In a breath, all of this can be shaken, will be shaken, by an unexpected loss. In this place, everything moves slowly—time, body, thought. Grief feels like it will never pass. This brings us great fear. We worry that this house of sorrow will be our final resting place, that our days will always be overcast, gray, and dulled by the sadness we carry. We have the sense that we are on a slow walk with no obvious direction. Fortunately, grief knows where to take us; we are on a pilgrimage to soul.

      It is challenging to honor the descent in a culture that primary values the ascent. We like things rising—stock markets, the GDP, profit margins. We get anxious when things go down. Even within psychology, there is a premise that is biased toward improvement, always getting better, rising above our troubles. We hold dear concepts like progress and integration. These are fine in and of themselves, but it is not the way psyche works. Psyche, we must remember, was shaped by and is rooted in the foundations of nature. As such, psyche also experiences times of decay and death, of stopping, regression, and being still. Much happens in these times that deepen the soul. When all we are shown is the imagery of ascent, we are left to interpret the times of descent as pathological; we feel that we are somehow failing. As poet and author Robert Bly wryly noted, “How can we get a look at the cinders side of things when the society is determined to create a world of shopping malls and entertainment complexes in which we are made to believe that there is no death, disfigurement, illness, insanity, lethargy, or misery? Disneyland means ‘no ashes.’ ”23

      When we were able to see times of loss as inevitable and, in a very real way, necessary, we are able to engage these moments and cultivate the art of living well, of metabolizing suffering into something beautiful and ultimately sacred. It may be strange to imagine grief leading to beauty, but imagine, for a moment, the shining face of someone who has just released his or her cup of tears standing before us naked and cleansed. We are seeing someone as beautiful as Botticelli’s Venus or Michelangelo’s David.

      It feels somewhat daunting to step off into the depths of grief and suffering, yet I don’t know of any more appropriate way to undertake the journey of reclaiming soul than by spending time at the grief shrine. Without some measure of intimacy with grief, our capacity to be with any other emotion or experience in our life is greatly compromised.

      Coming to trust this descent into the dark waters is not easy. Yet until we can make this descent successfully and come back up, we lack the tempering that can come only from such a deep experience. What do we find there in the well of grief? Darkness, moistness that turns our eyes wet and our faces into streams of tears. We find the bodies of forgotten ancestors, abandoned dreams, ancient remnants of trees and animals—things that have come before and that have the power to lead us to the place to which each of us will return one day when we, too, leave this life, which has been gifted to us for a short time. This descent is a passage into what we are, creatures of earth.

    

  
    
      Three

      The Five Gates of Grief

      
        Where there is sorrow, there is holy ground.

        —OSCAR WILDE

      

      Over the course of our lives, grief enters our hearts in many ways. If we are to acknowledge and tend our grief, it is important to become familiar with what I call the Five Gates of Grief. Each of these doorways leads to the communal hall of grief, and each helps us to understand the many ways that loss touches our hearts and souls in this life.

      We are all familiar with the first gate of grief, which is the sorrow we experience with the loss of someone or something we love. The other four gates receive virtually no attention in modern society. Consequently, the grief that accumulates at these thresholds remains untouched, and we feel the growing weight of unattended sorrows. This is often misdiagnosed as depression. We are pushed down, overwhelmed by so much congested grief. The number one cause of death in this society is congestive heart failure. What is it that is congesting our hearts? It is more than plaque buildup in the arteries, more than high levels of cholesterol. We are burdened by undigested sorrows as well. Far too many of us suffer from broken hearts that remain unattended. By understanding the grief that is held at these other gates, we may be able to compassionately meet it and, in the right settings, allow the full expression of grief to be felt and honored.

      
        The First Gate: Everything We Love, We Will Lose

        I have come to have a deep faith in grief, have come to see the way its moods call us back to soul. It is, in fact, one of the voices of the soul, asking us to face life’s most difficult but essential teaching: everything is a gift, and nothing lasts. This is a painful truth. To accept this fact is to live on life’s terms and not to try to deny the simple truth of loss, what the Buddhists call impermanence. When we acknowledge grief, we acknowledge that everything we love, we will lose. No exceptions. Now, of course, we want to argue this point, saying that we will keep in our hearts the love of those who depart this earth before us: our parents, or our spouse, or our children, or our friends, or, or, or—and yes, that is true. It is grief, however, that allows the heart to stay open to this love, to remember sweetly the ways these people touched our lives. It is only when we deny grief’s entry into our lives that we begin to compress the breadth of our emotional experience and live shallowly. There is a poem from the twelfth century that beautifully articulates this lasting truth about the risks we take when we choose to love.

        
          For Those Who Have Died

          Eleh Ezkerah—These We Remember

          ‘Tis a fearful thing

          To love

          What death can touch.

          To love, to hope, to dream,

          And oh, to lose.

          A thing for fools, this,

          Love,

          But a holy thing,

          To love what death can touch.

          For your life has lived in me;

          Your laugh once lifted me;

          Your word was a gift to me.

          To remember this brings painful joy.

          ‘Tis a human thing, love,

          A holy thing,

          To love

          What death can touch.

          —JUDAH HALEVI OR EMANUEL OF ROME24

        

        This startling poem goes to the very heart of what I am saying. “It is a holy thing to love what death can touch.” To keep it holy, however, to keep it accessible, we must become fluent in the language and customs of grief. If we don’t, our losses become great weights that drag us down, pulling us below the threshold of life and into the world of death.

        My grief says that I dared to love, that I allowed another to enter the very core of my being and find a home in my heart. Grief is akin to praise; it is how the soul recounts the depth to which someone has touched our lives. To love is to accept the rites of grief.

        One day a young man walked into my office with a sad look on his face. He shared that he had just come back from time spent with his new love and that he’d had a wonderful weekend with her. He’d returned home, taken care of some things, fixed some dinner for himself, and then turned on his computer to look at photos of his parents and his girlfriend. And then it hit him. He said, “I realized at that moment that I am going to lose them all.” He wept those bitter tears that melt us and reduce us to the vulnerable truths we must all confront. We need these bitter tears sometimes. They are a tonic, a fortifying essence that helps us digest these difficult realities.

        He said he had tried his whole life to keep this truth away, but this day he welcomed the dark angel of grief, the one holding the sharp truth of impermanence. He told me he wanted his heart to stay open and to love big. This was a beautiful moment, a life-changing moment for this young man, forged by the fierce beauty of loss.

        It is the bittersweet embrace of love and loss that sharpens our appreciation for those we love. Staying open to this vulnerable truth is challenging, especially in a culture that keeps pushing grief to the margins. Sometimes, however, we cannot deny this guest at the door.

        I remember being in New York City less than a month after the World Trade Center towers were destroyed in 2001. My son was going to college there, and this tragedy occurred shortly after his first major time away from home. The two of us made our way into the city, and what I saw touched me deeply. Everywhere I went, there were grief shrines, flowers adorning pictures of loved ones lost. There were circles of people in parks, some silent, others singing. It was clear that the soul has an elemental requirement to do this, to gather and mourn and weep and cry out in pain in order for the healing to begin. On some level we know that this is a requirement when facing loss, but we have forgotten how to walk comfortably expressing it.

        Illness is another grief we find at the first gate. Any lingering illness can activate a feeling of loss. When a prolonged sickness arises in our life, we lament the life we once knew and enjoyed, the one brimming with vitality. We feel emptied and drained, finding little joy or motivation for the day. We may feel betrayed by our body, as though we no longer have a foundation beneath us for living fully. Illness dislodges our sense of control and invulnerability. We resist, resent, argue, and protest, attempting to wrestle our lives back from this unwelcome guest.

        When our health deteriorates in illness, we feel diminished, whittled away by loss after loss. Carl Jung described his experience following a heart attack as a “painful process of defoliation.” He said, “everything I aimed at or wished for or thought, the whole phantasmagoria of earthly existence, fell away or was stripped from me.”25 When good health feels far away, we are taken into places where our faith in life can flicker. One woman attended a grief ritual following a double mastectomy. Her sorrow was poignant and deeply touching. She shed the tenderest tears for the loss of her body’s wholeness. Another woman shared that she was facing the last few months of her life and needed to address her grief over the losses she carried from having been ill so long: the loss of work, of friendships, of strength, of dreams.

        Illness asks much of us. I remember one man who came to my practice following a serious heart attack. He was obviously shaken by the experience. He was a high-powered man in a position of authority, and he was anxious to return to his former status at the top the chain of command. I sat and listened to his story over several weeks and could see how desperate he was to reclaim his former strength. One day I said to him, “I’m concerned that you are going to waste a perfectly good heart attack! You are so committed to returning to how things were. Have you stopped to consider that those were the conditions that brought about the heart attack in the first place? Your work now is to hear what your heart is telling you. You have turned your back on many things—love, your friendships, and your body—and your heart is filled with grief. This heart attack is telling you something. Listen!” It was a difficult thing for him to do. Something radical was being asked of him. Radical comes from the Latin word for “root.” His heart was calling him back to deeper ground, to the roots of his life.

        In the opening circle with cancer patients that I colead at Commonweal,26 I share that their illness has thrown them into a rough initiation. All initiatory events, like those still held in living cultures, take one into an unknown and unshaped world. Here, nothing is as it was; nor is it intended to be. It is a time of shedding and endings. The familiar world is left behind, and we exist at the edge of something without shape. It is a place of radical change. In other words, the identity we had known for our entire life has just been dissolved. Illness carries us into places of great uncertainty. Will we ever get better? Will we ever get back to where we were before we got sick? We can no longer lean on what we know for a feeling of stability. Things teeter and shake; we feel adrift on unfamiliar seas, and as in all true initiations, we fear that we will sink into the waters of death.

        When we are in the grips of illness, a major focus in our mind is the hope of getting back to where we were before this sickness began. But we are not meant to go back. Like the man above, who resisted hearing what his heart was saying, we must recognize that we have been uprooted by our cancer, our heart attack, or our depression, and we have been set down on some new shore. Like any true ritual process, we are meant to come out of the experience deeply changed.

        Illness strips away all excess, winnowing us down to the bare essentials. When the choice of denial has been stripped away, as it is in illness, we are brought face to face with our own mortal lives, our tender vulnerabilities, the old wounds that linger in our hearts, the fragility of flesh, and the immensity of soul. We are ushered into a darker night that sheds an astonishing light on our deeper and more genuine shape. The old stories, crafted in a mixture of childhood wounds and societal fictions, slowly yield to something more generous, elastic, and responsive to the life of the soul. We begin to experience a more vivid complexity that takes us out of the either/or world of adolescence and into the alchemy of our adult selves. Here, in this more ripened place, we can see how much more we can hold, tasting both the sweet and the bitter, the beautiful and the painful, all in the same moment. Everything we avoided for the sake of living in safety yields to a desire to encounter it all. We slowly recognize that no emotion is foreign to the soul, and every one of them can be welcomed as they arrive at the door. We gradually become able to embrace the full terrain of living.

        Kat Duff, in The Alchemy of Illness, describes her long journey with chronic fatigue syndrome and its relationship to grief. She writes, “The Indo-European root of the word ‘cure,’ means to sorrow for something, and I have yet to meet a sick person who doesn’t sorrow deeply for something: the breakdown of a marriage, an early death in the family, or the nameless innocents slaughtered in war.”27 What she found at the bottom of her illness was a grief that, when she could fully express it, bound her to her life and the rest of the world. As Susan Griffin noted, “At the center of / all my sorrows / I have felt a presence / that was not mine alone.”28

        But all too often, when grief does not bind us to life, its gravity can literally pull us into the grave. Losing someone we love is acutely painful. When death comes in the form of suicide, we encounter another, oftentimes more complicated, grief. We are bewildered, shocked, and angry. We feel betrayed, abandoned—every wild and unsettled emotion courses through our bodies as we try to make sense of the senseless. It is traumatic, ripping through our hearts like shrapnel. We are left dazed.

        There is something particular to this loss that undoes us. It undermines the ground beneath us, turning it to quicksand. Aren’t we supposed to want to live? For many of us, the choice to end one’s life feels impossible to digest and yet, in our own secret chambers, many of us have wrestled with the question whether “to be, or not to be.” We are supposed to say yes to life—the Great American positivism. And yet, suicide and suicidal thoughts have touched many of us. Suicide is not a one-dimensional creature that we can get a rope around and keep corralled. It happens for many reasons, and the reasons do not settle the hearts of the ones left to struggle in the wild wake of emotions. I have sat with many people who have had someone in their lives commit suicide. One woman, in her sixties, was finally able to acknowledge and grieve the suicide of her mother. She had been only two years old at the time. All through her life, she had tried to tell herself, “That was so long ago. It doesn’t really matter.” But the effects of this great tear in her psychic foundation lingered for six decades, making her unsure of her worth and eating away at her faith in life. It dammed her tears and made it hard for her to love.

        There is often a feeling of shame attached to the survivors of suicide, a hidden doubt that they might not have done enough to prevent this death. This is a doubling of the pain. Their grief is bound together with shame, making it more difficult to talk with others and get the support they need. Finding the courage to share your experience with others is an essential piece in mending this profound sorrow.

        When we experience the loss of someone or something that we love, other places of grief can rise from their hiding places and ask for attention. One woman I worked with had recently suffered the death of her son. The death was sudden and unexpected. For months she sat with this grief, slowly learning how to tend it. What she began to notice during this time, however, was another tributary of grief that rose to meet the main river of tears she was experiencing. She confided that she had never been able to ask others for what she needed. She had been everybody’s caretaker, making sure that everyone was okay. Now, here she sat, in a state of absolute need, wrestling with the voices that were trying to silence her right to ask for support for herself. These two sources of grief merged over time, and she could begin to see a strange grace hidden within the loss of her son; some piece of her soul could now come home.

      

      
        The Second Gate: The Places That Have Not Known Love

        There is another entrance to grief, a second gateway, different from the gate connected to losing someone or something that we love. This grief occurs in the places often untouched by love. These are profoundly tender places precisely because they have lived outside of kindness, compassion, warmth, or welcome. These are the places within us that have been wrapped in shame and banished to the farthest shores of our lives. We often hate these parts of ourselves, hold them in contempt, and refuse to allow them the light of day. We do not show these outcast brothers and sisters to anyone, and we thereby deny these parts of ourselves the healing salve of community.

        These neglected pieces of soul live in utter despair. What we perceive as defective about ourselves, we also experience as loss. Whenever any portion of who we are is denied, we live in a condition of loss. The proper response to any loss is grief, but we cannot grieve for something that we feel is outside the circle of worth. That is our predicament—we chronically sense the presence of sorrow, but we are unable to truly grieve, because we feel in our body that this piece of who we are is unworthy of grief.

        For many years, I offered lectures on shame. But I remember that when I was first asked to give a talk on shame, I was confused. Why were they asking me to give this talk? I was certain no one would show up for the lecture. I was pretty certain that I was the only one who felt this level of shame. Well, maybe a dozen people will turn out. The first night, there were sixty-five people in attendance. It grew from there, with well over one hundred people showing up night after night to talk about shame. I offered these talks for many years, and they were always well attended. Clearly I was not the only one who felt the pain of shame. It was felt by many, and I came to see how we live in a society that is drenched in shame.

        Shame ruptures our connection with life and with our soul. It is, indeed, a sickness of the soul. When feelings of shame arise, we pull back from the world, avoiding contact that could cause or risk exposure. The last thing we want in times of excruciating self-consciousness is to be seen. We find ourselves avoiding the gaze of others, we become silent and withdrawn, all in hopes of slipping under the radar. I remember sharing with the audience that the goal of the shame-bound person was to get from birth to death without ever being an echo on the radar of life. My tombstone was going to read “Safe at Last.”

        Gershon Kaufman, one of the most important writers on shame, has said that shame leaves us feeling “unspeakably and irreparably defective.”29 It is unspeakable because we do not want anyone to know how we feel inside. We fear it is irreparable because we think it is not something we have done wrong—it is simply who we are. We cannot remove the stain from our core. We search and search for the defect, hoping that that, once found, it can be exorcised like some grotesque demon. But it lingers, remaining there our entire lives, anxious that it will be seen and simultaneously longing to be seen and touched with compassion.

        No one arrives on this earth encrusted with shame. Rather, shame settles in our bones over time, accumulating during times of neglect or violation. Every one of us has encountered times when the connection between us and the one we needed for attention and love was ruptured. I remember once when my son was two years old, I was in the kitchen making him breakfast. He came running into the kitchen and joyously shouted, “Daddy! Daddy!” I turned to him abruptly and shouted, “Stop it!” He looked stunned and ran to his bedroom. I knew that my response had shamed him. I put the eggs down and went to his room, knelt down on the floor and looked him in the eyes. I said, “You wanted something from me, and I didn’t give it to you. What is it that you want to say to me?” He said, “It felt like you didn’t want to be my daddy anymore.” My heart sank, and I said, “No. No. We’re good. That was all mine. I’m so sorry I got angry at you like that. We are good, and I love you.” He brightened and smiled, hugged me, and went off to play; the bridge between us had been restored.

        As I walked out of his bedroom, I wondered, What would’ve happened if I hadn’t gone in there? I remembered Kaufman saying that it is always up to the adult to restore the bridge with the child. In that moment, I understood powerfully the cost to a child who had to be the one to make the overture of repair. If I hadn’t gone in there, my son would have had to ingest his fear that I did not want to be his father any longer. The worst part of it, however, is that he would have felt it was his fault—if he hadn’t been so exuberant, so needy for my attention, I might still hold him in my heart. He would feel he had to restrain these parts of himself in the future if he was to receive my love once again.

        Sometime later, reflecting upon that tender moment, I recalled an experiment making rock candy in my high school chemistry class. I’m sure many of us share this memory, but for those who don’t, the experiment involved taking a glass of water, tying a string to a pencil, and placing the string in the water. Then we slowly added sugar to the water, creating a solution. And nothing happens . . . nothing happens . . . and then, when the saturation point is reached, the sugar molecules begin to crystallize around the string. I thought, This is how it is with shame. We can endure a certain number of times when the connection is broken between us and the people we love and need. We can digest a certain volume of disappointments and criticism. But at some point, with enough repetition, the internal stories associated with those events reach their saturation point, and the fictions crystallize into things that feel like truths. There was no part of me that didn’t want to be my son’s father, and yet, with enough impatient outbursts and no offers of reparation, my son might have believed otherwise.

        Herein begins the slow, insidious process of carving up the self to fit into the world of adults. We become convinced that our joy, sadness, needs, sensuality, and so forth are the cause of our unacceptability, and we are more than willing to cleave off portions of our psychic life for the sake of inclusion, even if it is provisional. We become convinced, on some basic level, that these pieces of who we are, are not good enough—that they are, in fact, shameful—and we banish them to the farther shore of our awareness in hopes of never hearing from them again. They become our outcast brothers and sisters. I remember going to therapy with the expressed interest in having my therapist help me rid myself of these unwanted pieces.

        Shame closes the heart to self-compassion. We live with an internal state best characterized as self-hatred. In order to loosen shame’s grip on our lives, we need to make three moves. The first is from feeling worthless to seeing ourselves as wounded. The second emerges from the first and is a shift from seeing ourselves through the lens of contempt to one of a budding compassion. And the third is moving from silence to sharing. As long as we see our suffering as evidence of worthlessness, we will not move toward our wounds with anything but judgment.

        One woman I worked with blamed herself for being molested when she was ten years old. She carried that story with absolute conviction, and she hated that little girl inside of her. At the time, there had been no attentive adults in her world to tell her that what happened to her was awful and wrong, that it had nothing to do with her. Fortunately, while we were working together, she had two young daughters at home who were about the same age as she had been when the violation occurred. I asked her one day to go home and look into the eyes of her daughters and notice what she saw. When she returned the next week, we sat down, and I asked her what she had seen. She said, “Innocence.” I asked her if it might be possible that she, too, was innocent at that age and not responsible for what happened. She nodded yes and began to weep for this interior girl for the first time. This was the beginning of her healing and her return to community. For the first time, she was able to see what happened to her as a wound and not as a commentary on her worth. She was able to take in the first few breaths of compassion and begin to tend this tortured inner self. From there, she was able to make the last move by sharing about her experience in the open light of community. Her shame dissolved, and she was moved to grieve for that innocent girl.

        That third move we must make, from silence to sharing, is important, but be mindful to share these vulnerable truths only with people you fully trust. As Goethe said, “Tell a wise person, or else keep silent.”30

      

      
        Premature Death

        Much of our grief comes from having to crouch and live hidden from the gaze of others, and in that posture we confirm our exile. I hear these outcast brothers and sisters every day in my practice. Their numbers are many, and their grief encompasses every aspect of human life. For some, these outcast pieces are connected to their sexuality and bodies; for others, it is their anger or sadness—or their joy and exuberance—that has been banished. For many, it is their needs that were ignored. These outcast portions of soul do not quietly languish at the edges of our awareness; they appear as addictions, depression, or anxiety, calling for our attention. They appear in our dreams as waifs and orphans, in images of ghettos and prison cells. One man, struggling with alcoholism, had a dream that he was walking into a bar, oblivious to a beautiful woman standing there. As he entered, she shouted, “Hey, when are you going to pay attention to me?” Here was his soul calling to him, demanding that he turn and attend to his neglected life.

        Many of us suffer from what I call premature death, in that we have turned away from whole portions of our life. We have adapted to a pattern of ambivalence, neither in nor out of life, but living in a state of suspended animation. This stance generates a strategy of caution and avoidance. I have worked with hundreds of men and women who have artfully dodged the call to engage in living with passion and conviction. As Diane Ackerman wrote, “I don’t want to get to the end of my life and find that I lived just to the length of it. I want to have lived the width of it as well.”31

        Several years ago, I was leading a group of men in Southern California in a workshop on love and death. On the second day of our time together, I asked, “What is the vow your soul is waiting for you to make?” This generated intense discussion and a good deal of grief, as men recognized that this longing in their soul was something that had been denied or ignored. They spoke about their desire to be more vulnerable, to take greater risks in love, to hold a commitment to their creativity, and more. This question called forth what was not being lived, the outcast, silenced parts of their soul. After that, I posed a second question: “What will you have to sacrifice in order to honor that vow?” Once again, it became clear to them that they were holding on to strategies designed to keep them safe, living within a prescribed radius where no one could hurt them. We worked with these two questions for the remainder of the day and shared a ritual that night to honor the sacrifice that was being asked of us. Some men released their inability to speak up when they had something important to say, others let go of their addiction to approval and praise, while others released their need to be right.

        When we gathered together again on Sunday morning, I had a third question for them. I said, “Imagine that it is some time in the future and you are near the hour of your death. You know this. You look back on your life and see that you have honored your vow and have been able to stay true to the sacrifice you made. For what would your soul like to be remembered? Write your obituary.” What emerged from this time in the circle was deeply moving. Here we felt the presence of what mattered most to these men: to love big, to contribute to their communities, to nurture their children, and to feed their own souls with beauty and aliveness. All of this, however, could not become possible until they stepped fully into their lives, into the river of their full existence, welcoming all those pieces of soul that had been banished through self-betrayal or the fear of rejection from others.

        It is important to look into the shadows of our lives and to see who lives there, tattered, withered, hungry, and alone. Bringing these parts of soul back to the table is a central element of our work. Ending their exile means releasing the contempt we hold for these parts of who we are. It means welcoming the full range of our being and restoring our wholeness. Until then, we will continue to carry a feeling of worthlessness and brokenness.

        Seen from an indigenous perspective, the grief we experience at this gate is a form of soul loss, a condition that occurs when the desire for life—the feeling of being alive—becomes so blunted that death becomes appealing and depression a way of life. Every day in my practice I encounter individuals struggling with isolation, despair, and meaninglessness. To traditional people, soul loss was, without doubt, the most dangerous condition a human being could face. It compromises our vital energy, decreases joy and passion, diminishes our aliveness and our capacity for wonder and awe, saps our voice and courage, and ultimately, erodes our desire to live. We become disenchanted and despondent.

        The idea of soul loss is ancient. This old intuition says that the soul can fragment, be stolen, break, or flee. It happens for a variety of reasons: physical or emotional trauma, a prolonged sickness, extensive neglect and shaming, and (a common modern reason) the chronic assault of a mind-numbing existence that stupefies, dulls and renders our lives empty.

        For many of us, the diminishment in our soul life began in childhood. We experienced what is now referred to as developmental trauma, what I call slow trauma. This trauma occurs from an experience of absence rather than from something dramatic that happened to us. There may not have been explosive events in the home, no overt acts of violence, but there were more subtle omissions of attention and care. In those moments when we needed to be soothed or held, the touch often didn’t come, or what was offered was a partial and distracted attention. What we were granted was too thin and didn’t provide us with enough substance to calm the effect of the experience we were having. I see the remnants of this trauma daily in my practice. It shows itself in the inability to regulate internal states of distress as they arise and in feelings of self-doubt and worthlessness.

        Gudrun Zomerland has written about trauma as “the shaking of a soul.” “The German word for trauma [is] ‘Seelenerschütterung.’ The first part, ‘Seele’ means soul. . . . ‘Erschütterung’ is something that shakes us out of the ordinary flow and out of our usual sense of time into an extraordinary state.”32 Trauma, then, is a soul-shaking experience that ruptures the continuity of our lives and tosses us into an alternate existence. When this soul shaking occurs frequently and early in life, as a result of prolonged neglect, what was originally an extraordinary state gradually becomes ordinary. It is the world as we know it—unsafe, unreliable, and frightening. This is a profound loss and a lingering sorrow that is difficult to hold. The failure of the world to offer us comfort in the face of trauma causes us to retreat from the world. We live on our heels, cautiously assessing whether it is safe to step in; we rarely feel it is. One man I worked with slowly revealed how he expected less than zero from life. He deserved nothing. He had a hard time asking for salt at a restaurant. His persistent image in therapy was of a small boy hiding behind a wall. It was not safe for him to venture into the world. He was terrified of being seen. I know, because I lived this way for forty years, wary and determined to prevent further pain by remaining on the margins of life, untouchable and seemingly safe.

        Here we find the agonizing convergence of trauma and shame. The failure of others to adequately attend the painful emotional experiences we have as children is translated as a reflection on our being inherently bad and outside the embrace of love. “Surely if I mattered, if I were good enough, this need, this pain would have received attention and holding by someone.” Recall my son’s immediate conclusion that I didn’t want to be his father any longer. These ruptures in the holding space between children and caregivers are nearly impossible to hold neutrally.

        In his brilliant book The Trauma of Everyday Life, psychiatrist and Buddhist scholar Mark Epstein addresses the pervasive nature of trauma. He says that trauma is inherent in being human, but “when painful emotions and unpleasant feelings are not picked up and handled by the parents, the infant, or child, is left with overwhelming feelings he or she is not equipped to deal with, feelings that often get turned into self-hate.”33 Here trauma remains a source of ongoing suffering, eating away at our worth and undermining our ability to step fully into our lives. It lingers in our soul as a primitive agony, an idea that Epstein draws from the work of British psychoanalyst D. W. Winnicott. Primitive agony remains in our psyches as a gravitational field, pulling us downward toward anxiety and dread.

        Epstein shows us the way out of this maze, drawing on the teachings of Winnicott and the Buddha, both of whom stress the need of creating an internal holding environment that resembles that of a caring and attentive mother. Mindfulness becomes the soft space within which the agony of our losses can be held. It is an approach of reverence, of compassion, granting us a spaciousness that helps to untangle the knot in our souls. This is the core of my work in my practice.

        This approach reminds us of the importance of remaining in our adult selves when working with grief states. The adult is the only one who can offer this holding space for our sorrows, pains, and suffering. It is too easy for the child self to get pulled into his or her primitive agony and dissociated parts or complexes, when sorrow knocks on the door. Turning toward the suffering and into the marrow of our grief with the attention and attunement of a caring adult helps to dilute and transmute the trauma and shame into the kind of sensitivity that can inform our compassion for others.

        There are times, however, when the caring presence comes from outside of ourselves. The community can be the holding space for our most painful stories. I remember one young woman in her early twenties who attended a grief ritual in Washington. Over the course of the three days that we worked to turn over our grief and compost those pieces into fertile soil, she continuously cried quietly to herself. I worked with her individually for some time and heard her lamentations about her worthlessness through gasps and tears. When it was time for the ritual, she rushed to the shrine, and I could hear her crying out over the drums, “I am worthless, I’m not good enough.” And she wept and wept, all within the container of the community, in the presence of witnesses, alongside others deep in the process of releasing their grief. When it was over, she shone like a star; she had finally realized how wrong the stories about her worthlessness were and how precious were these pieces of her essential self.

        
          A BRIEF NOTE ON BLAME

          Having worked with people for more than thirty years in my practice, it is clear to me that finding a target to blame is effortless. Nothing is asked of us when we simply assign fault to someone else for the suffering we are experiencing. Psychology has colluded in the blame game, pointing an accusing finger at our parents. While many of us suffered mightily because of unconscious parenting, we must remember that our parents were participants in a society that failed to offer them what they needed in order to become solid individuals and good parents. They needed a village around them—and so did we. Of course we were disappointed with our parents. We expected forty pairs of eyes greeting us in the morning, and all we got was one or two pairs looking back at us. We needed the full range of masculine and feminine expressions to surround us and grant us a knowledge of how these potencies move in the world. We needed to have many hands holding us and offering us the attention that one beleaguered human being could not possibly offer consistently. It is to our deep grief that the village did not appear.

        

        Archetypal psychologist James Hillman offers an image that speaks to the work of bringing these rejected aspects of soul back from the wasteland.

        
          The alchemists had an excellent image for the transformation of suffering and symptom into a value of soul. A goal of the alchemical process was the pearl of great price. The pearl starts off as a bit of grit, a neurotic symptom or complaint, a bothersome irritant in one’s secret inside flesh, which no defensive shell can protect oneself from. This is coated over, worked at day in and day out, until the grit one day is a pearl; yet it still must be fished up from the depths and pried loose. Then when the grit is redeemed, it is worn. It must be worn on the warm skin to keep its luster: the redeemed complex which once caused suffering is exposed to public view as a virtue. The esoteric treasure gained through occult work becomes an exoteric splendor. To get rid of the symptom means to get rid of the chance to gain what may one day be of greatest value, even if at first an unbearable irritant, lowly and disguised.34

        

        It is in the inferior parts of our life that we will find redemption. This is, however, hard for us to accept in a culture driven by the demand for perfection. Still, it is in the outcasts, those parts of us that we have sent to the edges of awareness, that we will recover our true humanity. It is within our “secret inside flesh” that we will touch our weakness, inadequacy, failure, dependency, and the host of experiences that undermine our culture’s heroic ideal. This is where we find our healing. The “least of our brothers and sisters” are the ones that require us to reveal our wounds. In so doing, we are freed from the obsession with measuring up and getting it right. And it is through grieving for these despised pieces of life that we restore our humanity. It is here that we begin to recover the unlived life.

        David Whyte offers a beautiful poem on the ways we are invited to welcome back the outcast parts of our being. This stanza from “Coleman’s Bed” is filled with self-compassion.

        
          Be taught now, among the trees and rocks,

          how the discarded is woven into shelter,

          learn the way things hidden and unspoken

          slowly proclaim their voice in the world.

          Find that inward symmetry

          to all outward appearances, apprentice

          yourself to yourself, begin to welcome back

          all you sent away, be a new annunciation,

          make yourself a door through which

          to be hospitable, even to the stranger in you.35

        

        His imagery is generous, inviting us to approach the fragments of our life with curiosity and humility. He then offers a surprising revelation: every part of us longs to reveal its voice to the world. We must welcome back all we have sent away and, in so doing, become a new annunciation. Imagine seeing ourselves this way. What a wild and freeing image, like Gabriel and Mary in the secret conversation about what is most holy. Invite them in, feed them, and be hospitable.

        Regrets are another part of the second gate, those choices we made that hindered or harmed others or ourselves: the unlived life of abandoned dreams, friendships that withered and died, or the decision to withdraw our hearts from the world and neither receive nor offer love. These things we regret are sources of deep and abiding loss. To live with regret is a heavy sadness. It is like walking through a graveyard of loss. Regrets require the soft hands of self-compassion. It is easy for us to judge and shame ourselves relentlessly for past mistakes. We chew these bones over and over in the vain hope that some new perspective might arise, freeing us from the sorrow attached to our actions. That won’t help. Instead, what is asked of us in the quiet terrain of our inner conversation is to hold these regrets with gentleness, acknowledging who we were at the time we made those choices. What part of us might have come to the foreground of our life in that particular moment? Kindness and mercy are soothing medicines in the room of regret. Forgiveness cannot be willed. We can, however, create the conditions within which the grace of forgiveness can arise. When our regrets are polished by self-compassion, they soften and release the life trapped inside.

        Sometimes the grief we carry for these lost pieces of soul comes out in the language of outrage. Many of us were taught to be nice boys and girls, to not speak up when we are injured or shamed. Those of us carrying this oppressive weight need the support of the community to encourage us to find our voice, to speak out against the internalized silencing. During our grief rituals, we use writing practices that help to free the voice that yearns to tell the truth. One of our practices includes what we call protest shuttles, phrases that grant us permission to enter the forbidden territories of resistance and outrage. Some participants find the phrase “It is not all right with me . . .” to be liberating; others, “I will not shut up . . .” or “I will not live small.” Sometimes the simple “Enough!” does the work. Each of these offerings encourages the long-held grief around these rejected parts to rise and put an end to their exile. It is important to remember that grief does not appear solely through tears; it is also expressed through our anger and outrage. Through acknowledging our grief, we begin the process of being made whole again.

        We held a grief ritual shortly after the 9/11 attacks. Many stories of violence and violation were being evoked by the tragedy. As we listened to the intensity of the stories, we realized we needed to offer a secondary shrine for this event. The normal shrine at these rituals is a water shrine. Water is the element of healing and renewal in many traditions. On this occasion, however, the element of fire was also being called in. Fire is the energy of passion and ignition, and it is often associated with the ancestors. People needed an energy field large enough to fully receive their protests. The site where we were holding this ritual had an immense old fireplace in it. At one end of the room, we created our water shrine, and at the other, surrounding the fireplace, we built the second shrine. Once the ritual began, people spent time weeping at the water shrine and shouting their outrage to the fire. Many of them migrated back and forth, from shrine to shrine. At times, rage would trigger tears, and at others, tears would evoke rage.

        Grief is a powerful solvent, capable of softening the hardest of places in our hearts. When we can truly weep for ourselves and those places of shame, we have invited the first soothing waters of healing to wash through our souls. Grieving, by its very nature, confirms worth. I am worth crying over; my losses matter. I can still feel the grace that came when I truly allowed myself to grieve all of my own losses connected to a life filled with shame. Pesha Gertler speaks beautifully of the compassion of a heart opened by grief.

        
          THE HEALING TIME

          Finally on my way to yes

          I bump into

          all the places

          where I said no

          to my life

          all the untended wounds

          the red and purple scars

          those hieroglyphs of pain

          carved into my skin and bones,

          those coded messages

          that send me down

          the wrong street

          again and again

          where I find them,

          the old wounds

          the old misdirections

          and I lift them

          one by one

          close to my heart

          and I say     holy

          holy.36

        

      

      
        The Third Gate: The Sorrows of the World

        The third gate of grief opens when we register the losses of the world around us. Whether or not we consciously recognize it, the daily diminishment of species, habitats, and cultures is noted in our psyches. Much of the grief we carry is not personal, but shared, communal. It is difficult to walk down the street and not feel the collective sorrows of homelessness or the economic insanity revealed in commercialism and consumerism. It takes everything we have to deny the sorrows of the world. At nearly every grief ritual people share their profound sadness for the earth. One woman shared her gratitude for finally having a place to acknowledge in community this grief. They feel what psychologist Chellis Glendinning calls Earthgrief. She writes, “To open our hearts to the sad history of humanity and the devastated state of the Earth is the next step in our reclamation of our bodies, the body of our human community, and the body of the Earth.”37

        This is the gate where we most directly experience the soul of the world, the anima mundi. Here the alchemical observation that “the greater part of the soul lies outside the body” becomes evident.38 As Jung noted, we live in psyche; psyche does not live in us. We are enveloped in a field of consciousness; everything possesses soul. This was known to every indigenous culture. What we feel from the surrounding world is not a projection of our own minds outward into the environment. We can travel just about anywhere in the world and we will inevitably come across vestiges of clear-cuts, those bleeding and scarred lands that look so desolate and violated. These places announce themselves as a wound, a rupture where life once moved and breathed. Our hearts sink into a deep grief in these times. Western psychology would most likely suggest that the grief we are feeling is related to our own experience of being diminished as a child, a metaphoric clear-cut, as it were. In that moment, we would be left alone with our feelings of grief, wondering about how to heal this wound.

        What if, however, the feelings we have when we pass through these zones of destruction are actually arising from the land itself? What if it is the grief of the forest registering in our bodies and psyches—the sorrow of the redwoods, voles, sorrel, ferns, owls, and deer, all those who lost their homes and lives as a result of this plunder of living beings? What if we are not separate from the world at all? It is our spiritual responsibility to acknowledge these losses. What if this is the anima mundi, the soul of the world, weeping through us? We know and feel in our bones that something primal is amiss. Our extended home is being eroded, as is the experience of our wider self. It is essential that we stop and recognize these losses. It is good manners to respond with sorrow, outrage, and apology at these places touched by so much loss.

        We cringe when we see polluted rivers and litter strewn along roadsides. We felt the sorrows of the Gulf of Mexico as it struggled with the outpouring of oil into its waters. Our souls are connected with the soul of the world, and it is through this bond that we acknowledge our interconnected lives.

        The cumulative grief of the world is overwhelming. The litany of losses could fill this book. Our ways of living have become corrosive to the earth, to prairie dogs and grizzly bears, to bluefin tuna and monarch butterflies and cultures. Every day, we see the dead lying by the side of the road—deer, raccoons, skunks, opossums, and foxes. Shopping malls homogenize the landscape of our communities, turning them into a bland slurry. We are depleting, with an ever-growing tenacity, the complex, multilayered song of the world and replacing it with a single-pitched monotone, depositing empty calories, sterile seeds, and meaningless objects in every developing country while silencing forever the voices of hundreds of cultures. Every few weeks a language is lost and, along with it, a nuanced imagination of a people who were rooted to a place for perhaps thousands of years. Soon we will be left with only the barest semblance of the exuberant matrix that we once had, as the monoculture of modernity plows into the lives of every culture, replacing their traditions with imitations of our own pale expression of life.

        How can we possibly stay open to the endless assaults on the biosphere when the urge to avert our eyes and pretend that we don’t feel this pain takes over? It takes a heart of courage and conviction, one willing to look into the center of the suffering and remain present. To live a life of soul means living with sensitivity to the plight of the planet. I think of Rachel Carson, who launched the modern environmental movement with her work on DDT and other toxins; Lily Yeh rebuilding neighborhoods in the inner city of Philadelphia through programs that bring art and beauty to blighted areas; and Rigoberta Menchú protecting indigenous communities in Guatemala from corporate incursions. I think of Nnimmo Bassey fighting to protect the Niger delta from oil spills. Nearly every year, the people of Nigeria experience oil spills the size of the Exxon Valdez spill. There are thousands of men and women, whose names we will likely never know, who are defending their homelands from the assaults of greed.

        I have listened to many young men and women share their stories of grief and outrage over the destruction of the world. One young man came to a ritual after spending months on the road, fighting for ecological and economic justice as part of the Occupy movement. He wept the most heart wrenching tears as he expressed his pain for the suffering world. His heart, however, was willing to stay open and register all that is happening in our communities and culture. At another gathering, a woman in her early thirties sat silently, tears streaming down her face. When she spoke, she shared her extreme pain for the world, how it pierced her heart and has shadowed her life with a persistent sorrow. Her faith in our future had been shaken. The entire room was moved by the depth of her pain and her love for the earth. It is imperative that we grant shelter for these young and courageous people working on the front lines of change.

        I was talking one day with a woman who works with communities around the world on issues of global climate change. She was telling me how much grief she had begun to feel as she travels and witnesses what is happening to people in regions that are already badly affected. She had tears in her eyes as she shared stories of whole cultures that may disappear because of rising sea levels. She was feeling the tears of the world and realized that she needed a place where she could reveal these feelings. She was eager to attend our grief ritual.

        Walking through the doors of grief brings us into the room of the great grief of the world. Naomi Shihab Nye says it so beautifully in her poem “Kindness.”

        
          Before you know kindness as the deepest thing inside,

          you must know sorrow as the other deepest thing.

          You must wake up with sorrow.

          You must speak it till your voice

          catches the thread of all sorrows

          and you see the size of the cloth.39

        

        The cloth is immense. There we all share the communal cup of loss, and in it, we find our deep kinship with one another and the living world. That is the alchemy of grief, the great and abiding ecology of the sacred once again showing us what the indigenous soul has always known: we are of the earth.

        Another facet of the third gate is the loss of our connection with nature. We no longer live with a sensuous intimacy with the wind, rivers, rainfall, and birdsong. For many of us, the voices of the wild world have faded, receded in mind and imagination. The philosopher Thomas Berry said that we have become autistic to the world and have ceased to register the songs and moods of the singing planet.40 Human biologist Paul Shepard said, “The grief and sense of loss, that we often interpret as a failure in our personality, is actually a feeling of emptiness where a beautiful and strange otherness should have been encountered.”41

        The weight carried by this statement astonishes me. We were meant to have a life-long engagement with a “beautiful and strange otherness.” It was meant to be an ongoing presence, not something that we capture on our cameras while on vacation in Yellowstone or something we watch on the Nature Channel. Shepard spoke adamantly and repeatedly about how other creatures shaped us and made us human, how the lessons of coyote and rabbit, mouse and hawk taught us core values and how to live in a sustainable way. Animals were the first things that we depicted in recesses and cave paintings, the first we conjured in myths and tales. Their ways were integral not only to our survival but also to the very shaping of our souls.

        Now, in the shortest wisp of a moment, the perennial conversation has been silenced for the vast majority of us. There are no daily encounters with woods or prairies, with herds of elk or bison, no ongoing connection with manzanita or scrub jays. The myths and stories about the exploits of raven, the courage of mouse, and the cleverness of fox have fallen cold. The others have retreated and have essentially vanished from our attention, our minds, and our imaginations. What happens to our soul life in the absence of the others? Shepard says that what emerges is a grief-laden emptiness. How true. And he was wise to recognize our tendency to attribute the emptiness to a “failure in our personality.”

        Often, in my practice, I hear someone talk about feeling empty. But what if this emptiness is more akin to what Shepard is suggesting? What if it is a hollowness that comes from a prolonged absence of birdsong, the scent of sweetgrass, the taste of wild huckleberries, the cry of the red-tailed hawk, or the melancholy call of the loon? What if this emptiness is the great echo in our soul of what it is we expected and did not receive?

        We are born, as psychiatrist R. D. Laing reminds us, “as Stone Age children.”42 Our entire psychic, physical, emotional, and spiritual makeup was shaped in the long evolutionary sweep of our species. Our inheritance includes an intimate and permeable exchange with the wild world. It is what our minds and bodies expect. Ecopsychologist Chellis Glendinning calls this original enfoldment in the natural world the primal matrix. We were embedded in this matrix of life and knew the world and ourselves only through this perception. It was an unmediated intimacy with the living world, with no trace of separation between the human and the more-than-human world.

        What was once a seamless embrace has now become a breach, a tear in our sense of belonging. Glendinning calls this our original trauma. This trauma carries with it all the recognizable symptoms associated with psychic injury: chronic anxiety, dissociation, distrust, hypervigilance, disconnection, and many others. We are left with a profound loneliness and isolation that we rarely acknowledge. It is as if we have completely normalized our condition. And yet, this feeling of separation profoundly affects the range of our reach, the ways we participate in the landscape and sense our allegiance with the living world. Our soul life flickers dimly, and rather than feeling a kinship with the entire, breathing world, we inhabit and defend a small shell of a world, occupying our daily life with what linguist David Hinton calls the “relentless industry of self.”43

        This beautiful and strange otherness was also meant to be seen in one another’s eyes. We, too, are meant to embody a vivid and animated life, to live close to our wild souls, our wild bodies and minds. We were meant to dance and sing, play and laugh unselfconsciously, tell stories, make love, and take delight in this brief but privileged adventure of incarnation. The wild within and the wild without are kin, the one enlivening the other in a beautiful tango.

        When we pause and allow our separation from the living earth to rise, we feel the “grief and sense of loss” that Shepard speaks of. When we open ourselves and take in the sorrows of the world, letting them penetrate our insulated hut of the heart, we are both overwhelmed by the grief of the world and, in some strange, alchemical way, reunited with the aching, shimmering body of the planet. We become acutely aware that there is no “out there”; we have one continuous existence, one shared skin. Our suffering is mutually entangled, the one with the other, as is our healing.

        I have shared this quote of Shepard’s on many occasions, and there are always tears of recognition; the words are painfully true. We no longer look to the others in the world, and consequently, our souls are diminished. The multicolored world of animals, plants, streams, hills, and sky has faded from our attention. We are suffering from what ecophilosopher Richard Louv calls nature deficit disorder. We have all but forgotten the intimate connection between our breath and the trees, flowering plants, and oceans that offer us their gift of oxygen. We could not exist without this luscious world surrounding our senses with beauty and delight. We would indeed “die of a great loneliness” without the others with whom we share this animate earth. As ecophilosopher David Abram points out, we have become “a single species only talking to itself.”44 We carry a sorrow deep in our bodies for the suffering earth.

        Remembering our bond with the earth helps heal our bodies and souls. One young woman with whom I worked would consistently deprive herself of good food, as if she was not worthy of nourishment. One day I took her hand and led her out into the yard next to the building. I cleared away some leaves and grass, revealing the naked earth. I brought her over, knelt down with her, and placed her hands on the ground, and I asked her to tell the earth about her struggle with food. A torrent of tears unleashed her grief about her feelings of worthlessness. Her tears fell to the earth, and she felt the benevolent pulse of the ground beneath her hands. This was a moment of healing, through the grace of the indigenous soul knowing its deep affiliation with this world. Her relationship to her own soul was reestablished, and she is now the loving mother of her own beautiful, well-fed daughter.

        This sweet medicine is available to each of us, offered by the earth without reservation or deserving. We don’t have to earn this grace; it is not a reward for doing something right. It is a matter of recognizing and feeling the fullness of this constant connection. Our welcome is not predicated on measuring up to a standard. It is a matter of intimacy, of relationship with this world as it is.

        There is a ritual that my community does annually called Renewing the World in which we communally address the earth’s need to be fed and replenished. The ritual lasts three days, and we begin with a funeral to acknowledge all that is leaving the world. We build a pyre, and then together we name and place onto the fire what we have lost. We place there the deaths of family members; the loss of things like mercy, democracy, and justice; the deaths of rivers and old-growth forests, of manatees and wetlands. The first time we did this ritual, I was planning on drumming and holding the space for the others. I made an invocation to the sacred, and when the last word left my mouth, I was pulled to my knees by the weight of my grief for the world. I sobbed and sobbed for each loss named, and I knew in my body that each of these losses had been registered by my soul, even though I never knew it consciously. For four hours, we shared this space together, and then we ended in silence, acknowledging the deep losses in our world.

      

      
        The Fourth Gate: What We Expected and Did Not Receive

        There is another gate to grief, one difficult to identify, yet it is very present in each of our lives. This threshold into sorrow calls forward the things that we may not even realize we have lost. I have written elsewhere about the expectations coded into our physical and psychic lives. When we are born, and as we pass through childhood, adolescence, and the stages of adulthood, we are designed to anticipate a certain quality of welcome, engagement, touch, and reflection. In short, we expect what our deep-time ancestors experienced as their birthright, namely, the container of the village. We are born expecting a rich and sensuous relationship with the earth and communal rituals of celebration, grief, and healing that keep us in connection with the sacred. As T. S. Eliot wrote in The Waste Land “Once upon a time, we knew the world from birth.” This is our inheritance, our birthright, which has been lost and abandoned. The absence of these requirements haunts us, even if we can’t give them a name, and we feel their loss as an ache, a vague sadness that settles over us like a fog. This lack is simultaneously one of the primary sources of our grief and one of the reasons we find it difficult to grieve. On some level, we are waiting for the village to appear so we can fully acknowledge our sorrows.

        How do we even know that we miss these experiences? I don’t know how to answer that question. What I do know is that when these things are finally granted to us, a wave of recognition rises that we have lived without this love, this acknowledgment, and the support of this village all our lives. This realization calls forth grief. I have seen this time and again. One participant in a grief ritual said, “Thank you for opening a door for us that we didn’t even know was there.”

        At the core of this grief is our longing to belong. This longing is wired into us by necessity. It assures our safety and our ability to extend out into the world with confidence. This feeling of belonging is rooted in the village and, at times, in extended families. It was in this setting that we emerged as a species. It was in this setting that what we require to become fully human was established. Jean Liedloff writes, “the design of each individual was a reflection of the experience it expected to encounter.”45 We are designed to receive touch, to hear sounds and words entering our ears that soothe and comfort. We are shaped for closeness and for intimacy with our surroundings. Our profound feelings of lacking something are not a reflection of a personal failure, but the reflection of a society that has failed to offer us what we were designed to expect. Liedloff concludes, “what was once man’s confident expectation for suitable treatment and surroundings is now so frustrated that a person often thinks himself lucky if he is not actually homeless or in pain. But even as he is saying, ‘I am all right,’ there is in him a sense of loss, a longing for something he cannot name, a feeling of being off-center, of missing something. Asked point blank, he will seldom deny it.”

        I remember vividly my experience in Malidoma Somé’s village of Dano in Burkina Faso in West Africa.46 I felt pangs of envy when, every night near dusk, people would gather in the common area and share their day. (This is when we have happy hour in our culture. Drinks at half-price! Perhaps this is how we anesthetize our loss.) In Dano, there was food and millet beer, stories, laughter, and tears. It was thick with a feeling of welcome. Children were there as well, weaving in and out of conversations, playing until they lay down and drifted into sleep, filled with the sounds of their families and community, which lapped in their ears like waves on a beach. They were not segregated from the world of the adults. If a child was hungry and was nursing, any mother with milk offered her breast to the child. It took me days to figure out who exactly was the child of whom. Imagine how profoundly that would impact us, if we knew that we were welcome in any home and could find sustenance at any fire. This has a lasting effect on the psyche. The children I met were generally happy, engaged, and curious, and they displayed a certain confidence. They knew they were a welcomed part of the village. It was clear to me that what we long for and what we need is the fulfillment of these primary satisfactions.

        This nightly ritual was in stark contrast to Western culture. We tend to spend our nights separated from one another. Our storyteller is the television or the internet, and children are hustled off to bed to follow some regimented idea of bedtime. After all, they have schedules to follow. We often go entire days with only the barest connections with one another, with the earth, with ourselves. We are busy people!

        What I felt in the people of Dano was a deep sense that they knew their worth and their welcome. These two things are extensions of one another: worth and welcome. There wasn’t any anxiety of whether someone was good enough to be let inside the circle; this was a given. And don’t hear this as some altruistic practice. The generation of healthy and contented people was a necessity for the sustainability of the village; everyone was needed; therefore, their well-being was essential. A healthy village requires healthy individuals. And to become a healthy individual, you need a healthy village. They are mirrors of one another, the one supporting the other.

        I wrote earlier about shame and how this toxic emotion situates itself in us as a consequence of an inadequate sense of belonging. Here is a story that beautifully illustrates the link between belonging and how vulnerable we become to shame saturating our psyches. While I was in Malidoma’s village, I met a young woman, about seventeen years old, with an extensive burn scar across her face. This did not seem to make her self-conscious; quite the contrary, she was ebullient, happy, and outgoing. One day I asked Malidoma about the scar. He said, “It was terrible. Her mother threw boiling water on her in a fit of rage.” I asked what happened after that. He said, “The village responded immediately and let this young girl know that what happened had nothing to do with her, that her mother was wrong to do this, and that she was loved and cherished by the people.”

        At that point I understood something critical about belonging and shame. Many of us have had experiences of violation and injury, not unlike this young woman. The difference between her experience and ours is that she had a village that immediately responded and dissipated the pain of a shameful act. In other words, what occurred to her remained superficial; it did not penetrate beyond the skin and become a part of her story. She carries a scar, but her soul is intact. Her village could see her value and helped her to remember her essence.

        Without a village to reflect back to us that we are valued, these ruptures are interpreted in silence, in a vacuum, and the conclusion we often come to is “I must have deserved this treatment” or “I was somehow responsible for this.” I hear versions of this story often in my practice.

        Another facet of loss at this gate concerns the expectation of purpose in our lives. Deep in our bones lies an intuition that we arrive here carrying a bundle of gifts to offer to the community. Over time, these gifts are meant to be seen, developed, and called into the village at times of need. To feel valued for the gifts with which we are born affirms our worth and dignity. In a sense, it is a form of spiritual employment—simply being who we are confirms our place in the village. That is one of the fundamental understandings about gifts: we can only offer them by being ourselves fully. Gifts are a consequence of authenticity; when we are being true to our natures, the gifts can emerge.

        In our modern culture of hyperactivity and stress, we are seldom asked what we have carried into the world as a gift for the community. The frequent question is: “What do you do for a living?” Or worse: “How you do earn a living?” I find that question obscene. We have gone from being seen as valuable to the community, a carrier of gifts, to having to earn a living. No one asks, “What is the gift you carry in your soul? What have you brought with you into the heart of the village?” We long to feel cosmically significant, that it matters that we are here and that we make a difference. Like the Pueblo Indians who know it is their cosmic duty to sing the sun up every day, we also long to feel that we are needed to keep the whole wild, spinning world happening. The absence of this remains as a persistent grief in our psyches. We have become spiritually unemployed.

        Hidden within the losses at this gate lies our diminished experience of who we truly are. Our experience of identity has been radically reduced over the centuries, especially in Western technological cultures. What was once a seamless intermingling of body, family, community, clan, ecology, and cosmos has been reduced to a narrow realm where we live as an isolated cell occasionally colliding with other isolated cells. Widespread feelings of loneliness are a reflection of this rupture in our greater identity. This passage from Sigmund Freud acknowledges this loss while at the same time normalizing this state as the consequence of living in modern culture. He wrote, “Originally the ego includes everything, later it separates off an external world from itself. Our present ego-feeling is, therefore, a shrunken residue of a much more inclusive—indeed all-embracing—feeling which corresponded to a once intimate bond between the ego and the world about it.”47

        Whenever I talk about this loss with groups of people, there is a feeling of surprise and then sadness. They quickly realize that their experience of who they are has been compromised. What was meant to be a far-ranging identity riddled with intimacies with wild iris, stellar clusters, earthworms, and humans has been whittled down to the narrowest hub. We exist in a state of isolation, cut off from an encompassing community of others. We often feel flattened under the weight of domestication, which smothers the heat and howl of our wild selves. We feel eviscerated, made tame by rules and conditioning that blanket the world with uniformity and mediocrity. This reduction in vitality and vividness induces a smoldering rage. Domestication mutes the poetry and music of the world, crushing the articulated and nuanced rhythms that accompany all living things, what poet Federico García Lorca called the canto hondo, the deep song of the world. And we are emptied.

        In a somewhat humorous fashion, Michael Ventura speaks to this reduction in identity. He writes, “You are not one person, you are many people, you are a community of moods and selves under one name. Parts of you aren’t even human, they’re part mammal, part reptile, part rose, part moon, part wind. And life is a question of which parts are dominant—which, in effect, possess you. (I think most people walk around possessed by the dullest parts of themselves; this, the worst state of possession, is called “normal.”)48

        To be left with a “shrunken residue” or to walk around “possessed by the dullest parts” of ourselves is a great loss. Rather than enjoying a rich fullness that envelops us throughout our lifetime, we instead inhabit a sense of self that feels cut off from the world. Rilke reminds us—exhorts us—to not lose the world.

        
          Ah, not to be cut off,

          not through the slightest partition

          shut out from the law of the stars.

          The inner—what is it?

          if not intensified sky,

          hurled through with birds and deep

          with the winds of homecoming.49

        

        To not be cut off, however, we need to be moving in a rhythm that is syncopated with that of the oaks and willows, heartbeats and touch. We must recall the original cadence of the soul. One of my most memorable teachings about slowing down came from my mentor, Clarke Berry, a Jungian analyst with whom I apprenticed, following licensure. I was young, and I knew I was in need of a mentor, someone who could teach me the art of sitting with others in therapy. The Jung Institute in San Francisco referred me to Clarke along with other analysts, but when I met him, I knew I was in the right place. Our first meeting, over thirty years ago, was unforgettable. When we sat down, Clarke reached to his left, placed his hand on a large rock lying on a table, and said, “This is my clock. I operate at geologic speed. And if you are going to work with the soul, you need to learn this rhythm, because this is how the soul moves.” Then he pointed to a small clock also sitting there and added, “It hates this.” What an amazing thing to tell this young therapist. It is the single most important thing I ever learned about therapy, about working with the soul. I share this story with every person I work with; I use it as a means of calming the urgency to change and helping patients return to a rhythm that enables them to listen once again to their own soul.

        
          Facing Emptiness

          The unconscious disappointment that lingers from the failure to receive these necessary elements in our life slowly evolves into a sense of emptiness. Nearly every day in my practice, someone speaks to this feeling of hollowness. And I think, how good to name it, to bring it into the room and sit with it. How important it is to keep it in front of us, instead of having it trail behind us, out of sight, pulling us away from others and from life.

          When I first consciously faced my own emptiness, it felt like a sheer drop off a cliff; I could not find the way back up. I was floating in a sea of pain and sorrow that had no words. All I could do was try to welcome what came, weep every day, and let those close to me know what I was going through. I needed to tend and care for this vulnerable place. This well of grief was deeper than anything else I had faced in my life, and the terrain was suffused with emptiness and darkness. There was no one else in this place, no hands to comfort, no arms to hold and support. No other voices could assure me of my connection to the world. I felt utterly alone. Whether or not there is any personal history to this perception is not what is important. What did matter was that I stumbled into this place, and its truth was undeniable. Daily weeping was something I had never experienced before. In fact, I had always been in control of myself emotionally, having shaped a life made up only of the known. I stayed in the well-lit areas, at the shallow end of the pool. I kept other people outside safe peripheries. I had built a strategically controlled life in which I was appreciated and respected. But when I plunged into this place of emptiness, it was like a wall that had been blocking my view was shattered, and I could finally see how I was limiting my life in hopes of avoiding the emptiness. For whatever reason—perhaps grace—the lens of my perception was being cleansed by my tears and I could finally begin to see the layers of invulnerability I had established to keep myself safe and alone.

          My story is far from unique. Many of us are running away from this hollowness. The courage it takes to face this emotional vacuum is tremendous. I have never been so fragile, so out of control, so inundated by wave after wave of grief as I was when I finally faced the emptiness within, but I am grateful that I did so. It is as though the ocean floor of my psyche shifted, and an air pocket rose to the surface of my life. This pocket held precious pieces of my life from times when I could not process the grief, loss, betrayal, and disappointment that was moving through my world. These times had been too much for me emotionally, and so they broke free from consciousness, going subterranean, waiting till the time when I could face them once again. When that emptiness appeared, the arms of community were there to hold me, helping me to endure the terror of that aloneness. It was because I felt held and loved that I was able to descend into these places of darkness. My psyche had waited until the vessel was strong enough to take the heat of this confrontation with these pieces of my soul life.

          Facing our emptiness is key to our freedom. Until we do, we are driven by lifelong patterns of avoidance. It is important to remember that this emptiness is not a reflection of personal failing, but a symptom of a wider loss. When we abandoned the Old Ways, established over hundreds of generations, we lost the traditions that made us feel held and embodied. The psychological, emotional, and cultural design that offered us assurance and security in the face of grief or loss has been replaced by a belief system that generates anxiety and a sense of insecurity. Emptiness now saturates our culture. Addictions, consumption, and materialism are symptoms of this condition. More accurately, they are attempts to cope with the unbearable feelings of barrenness.

          To be empty, to feel empty, is to live in the wasteland near the gates of death. This is intolerable to the soul. We were not meant to live such shallow lives. Our heritage and our psychic makeup are designed for an elaborate richness of imagination and creativity that allows us to feel intimately connected to the ongoing creation. We were meant to drop below the surface of things and to experience the depths of life in the same ways that our deep-time ancestors did. Their lives were filled with story, ritual, and circles of sharing. Their lives were not shamefully hidden away but known—losses, defeats, grief, pains, joys, births, deaths, dreams, sorrows; the communal draw of life was open and acknowledged. This is what the soul expected, what it is we need today.

          A young man of twenty-five participated in one of our annual gatherings in Southern California. He came filled with the bravado of youth, covering his tracks of suffering and pain through a multitude of strategies. What lingered beneath these tired patterns was his hunger to be seen, known, and welcomed. He wept the most wrenching tears upon being called “brother” by one of the men. He later shared that he had considered joining a monastery, just so he could hear that word spoken to him by another man.

          During our time together, we held a grief ritual. Everyone there, save this young man, had experienced this ritual before. Seeing these people dropping to their knees in grief broke him open. He wept and wept, falling to his knees. Slowly he began to welcome individuals back from the grief shrine and to feel his place in the village solidify. He was home. He later whispered to me, “I have been waiting for this all my life.”

          He recognized that he needed this circle, that his soul required the singing, the poetry, the touching. Every experience of these primary satisfactions helped to restore his being. For him, this was the beginning of a new life.

        

      

      
        The Fifth Gate: Ancestral Grief

        The fifth gate of grief is what I call “ancestral grief.” This is the grief we carry in our bodies from sorrows experienced by our ancestors. Much of this grief lingers in a layer of silence, unacknowledged. Many of our ancestors arrived in the Americas after leaving their homes, family members, and communities behind. Some arrived here after being abducted and forced into slavery. These generations often survived without a feeling of home, living with only marginal connections with the Old Ways to guide them. The traditions that had nourished and held their people for hundreds, if not thousands, of years were difficult to sustain on the new continent. They lived betwixt and between the Old and the New Worlds, attempting to create something that would enable them to endure. Without the protective shelter of the village, they often coped in ways that created a secondary layer of suffering: alcoholism, isolation, rage, and a restrictive silence that cut them off from the living support of others. There was a gap in the dream of what it meant to be human. The rich and nuanced patterns of culture that had evolved over time were replaced with strategies designed simply to help them survive. Gone were the patterns that held myth, song, ritual, and the poetic imagination as the heartbeat of the people.

        We hold this ancestral grief in our beings, even after many generations in the new land. This sorrow becomes concentrated over time, gathering grief unto itself, and is carried in our psyches unconsciously as a diminished inheritance. The psychic inheritance from our ancestors was meant to be a blessing, but instead it is a layer of heaviness. The stoic façade and behaviors of these generations left behind a legacy of unattended pain. Mayan shaman Martín Prechtel says that we are surrounded by the ghosts of unwept ancestors.50 The truth in this statement is visible in many of the people I see in my practice.

        Sometimes I will be working with someone who carries a sadness that is hard to identify, but it is there nonetheless. After exploring many possible sources for this sorrow, I often ask if there was something in the family history that might be lingering in his or her body. Following some reflection, there is often a memory of some loss, some wounding that occurred to a grandparent or some experience of abandonment that resides in the psychic history of the lineage. Sometimes it centers on the great tear in the psychic foundations of a family following the suicide of a child, parent, or sibling. I have worked with a number of individuals who carry the inheritance of this wound. In this place, grief and shame become intermingled, making it difficult to sort through the confusing emotions that accompany the story. These individuals often feel haunted by the fear that this may also become their destiny.

        One woman I worked with struggled for years with her body image. She held a lingering hatred and contempt for herself. She never felt good enough, pretty enough, or loveable. Something shifted during our work, and the shape of this wound actually intensified. She began to feel disgusted by anything remotely associated with sexuality. She had never felt this way before, but it was now so overpowering that she could not let her husband be near her physically. We explored this feeling from her personal history and from the cultural wounds of women and sexuality. None of this lifted the oppressive weight of these feelings. One day I said to her, “I don’t think this is yours. I think this belongs to your ancestors, and it is coming down the generations into your body seeking healing.” She thought about this and something resonated in her body. At that point, it felt that the only way to move this would be through ritual. We talked about some ways she could approach it, and she decided to move forward in the following days. After her ritual, she wrote,

        
          Over the past year I have been working with parts of myself that have been deeply neglected and misunderstood. There are several of these parts, but I think the one that has most affected me throughout my adult life has been my sexuality or erotic life. I come from a long lineage of frigid women. Women who have been taught that it is best to keep our sexual selves deadened and cloistered. Women who have been taught that in order to be good and righteous, we must, above all else, eschew and tacitly hate the part of us that desires the erotic.

          I have come to see this story as an ancestral curse. It is an ancient family of lies so paramount and awesome that the erotic lives of generations of women have been destroyed (and certainly, in many cases, never even begun). When my mentor suggested that a ritual was needed in order to break this curse in my life, I was hesitant, to put it gingerly. I was doubtful that something as simple as a ritual could do so, but I’ve learned that soul work can only be done on a soul level.

          Leaving my conscious mind out of it as much as I could, I went with instinct when creating my ritual. I somehow knew I needed the earth for this. Actual dirt or sand or loam. And I needed water, a large body of water. The earth possesses the energy of the erotic feminine, which is what I was invoking in my own life, and so I knew I needed sacred contact with her somehow. And I felt sure part of this contact needed to be submersion in her waters. I decided to go to a beach during a time I knew would be quite empty. I sat down in the sand and began to write down every bit of the old story I wanted to forget. I wrote without stopping for as long as the thoughts kept coming. My physical body had a pretty intense reaction to this part of the ritual. I began to sweat as I wrote, and I felt so nauseous at one point that I actually had to run to the bathroom. It was as if my body was ready to expel the lies of this curse even before my conscious mind was. With a marker, I then wrote the dominant words of the curse on a large rock and set it aside. Originally, this was my plan for the writing portion of the ritual, but as I sat there, I felt like there was more needed from me. I started to write in my journal again, and out began to pour my deep, hidden desires of the erotic feminine in my life. I wrote words and phrases that I have never allowed myself to think about, let alone bring into the world in black and white. This new story turned out to be much more difficult to write than the old. I was embarrassed by my fantasies and shamed by the “dirty” and “inappropriate” words I was using. But as I wrote, these words—my truth—got easier to write. And then they began to flow with relative ease, and the shame and embarrassment I have ALWAYS carried with them were no longer the principal emotions I was feeling. Instead I felt excitement and desire and a sort of tingling energy throughout my whole body. These were subtle and still a bit quiet, but they were there! When my pen stopped moving, I knew I was done with this part.

          I picked up the rock, took off my cover-up and walked into the waves. I threw that rock as far away as I could, and then allowed the water to envelope me. Actually, the word I would use is caress. I allowed the sea to caress my entire body, and for the first time in my life, I didn’t push the pleasure of being touched out of my mind. I embraced it and laughed out loud. I raised my hands up to the sun and twirled in circles. And then I went and lay on the wet sand, face down. I rubbed every part of my skin against the grainy sand and then rolled over and did the same on my back. I spread out my arms and legs (like a snow angel) and let myself feel the earth and her energy holding my glorious body. In that moment of sacred contact, I realized that I have the same exact erotic nature as the earth. All of that energy and feminine sexuality is inside of me, and it is my birthright, my soul’s duty, to embrace and fully live my erotic life.

          It is strange, really, because I spend much of my time communing with nature, and though I have had many glorious moments of sacred knowing, I have never experienced anything as profound and lasting as I did during this ritual. And what baffles me even more is that I didn’t really believe that a simple little ritual I cooked up one afternoon would change a lifetime story of shame, guilt, and denial, but it has. When I stood up from the sand, something had shifted within me. I mean, I was actually standing differently. I felt lighter, fuller, more present in my body. But even more, I felt sexy, and somehow I truly believed that my body is a beautiful, perfect, erotic part of me that I get to celebrate and enjoy. It has been two months since this day, and however impossible it seems to my conscious mind, I have not once fallen back into the old story. I am thirty-eight years old, and for the first time in my life, I am finally able to look at and touch myself with awe and gratitude.51

        

        Tending this undigested grief of our ancestors not only frees us to live our own lives but also eases ancestral suffering in the other world. One young man carried a feeling of shame for which he could not account. We had been working with this issue for some time when I thought to ask one day if there were any stories he knew of concerning his parents or grandparents that might be contributing to his shameful feelings. Almost immediately his grandfather’s alcoholism flooded into his mind. He had never met his grandfather, but there was a curious absence of discussion in the family regarding this important individual. As we talked about him further, he could sense the shame that the family bore about their refusal to acknowledge the man and how that shame had “infected” him in his youth. He slowly realized that the shame he was carrying was not his, but his family’s shame over this man and his struggle with alcohol.

        Ancestral grief also speaks to the grief that remains in our collective soul for the abuses of millions of individuals. It carries the weight of our genocide of the indigenous cultures that were encountered when European settlers arrived in the New World. It speaks to the shameful legacy of slavery and to the killing fields of the Civil War. This grief carries the shadow of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. It carries the suffering of many cultures across the planet whose paths collided with the march of progress. All this weighs on our psyches. This grief is so immense it is hard to reconcile. We have much work to do here as a culture, and it may take many grief rituals and rituals of reconciliation with the Native Americans of this land, with the descendants of the Africans who were enslaved, and at places of death and destruction to begin to heal this lingering sorrow. The long shadow of this violence persists in our psyches, and we need to address it and work with it until there is some genuine atonement for these wrongs. This is clearly part of the “sequestered pain” that Stephen Levine spoke of that generates the persistent hum of sorrow in the background of our lives.

        One other facet of ancestral grief revolves around the loss of the ancestors. We no longer look to our ancestors as a source of connection with the invisible powers in the world. In a very real way, we have lost our connection to the land, language, imagination, rituals, songs, and stories of our ancestors and, because of this, we feel homeless. In our obsession with progress and our addiction to the new, this is a grief we deny. It is a grief that comes with the pressures our ancestors felt to assimilate and become part of the American culture and to abandon their connection with the Old World. My parents were the children of German immigrants, and they rarely spoke the old language except when they needed to say something to one another and not have me and my siblings understand what they were discussing. There was a feeling that this heritage and history was something that needed to stay hidden. I felt confused about why this secret, special language was not part of my own world. Healing this loss of our ancestors often requires that we reconnect with our forgotten lineage. Since I began to do so, I have found immense richness in the myths and stories of the ancient Germani and how they lived in direct connection with the living earth. This acknowledgment of my ancestors provided ballast for my life; it restored a foundation that had been missing, one from which I could move more deeply into relationship with the wider world. This is a form of ancestral soul retrieval each of us can do. As we do so, we become better able to set our souls into this soil and become indigenous on this land.

        [image: ]

        There are other pathways of grief, other thresholds that could warrant their own gate. Trauma, as we have seen, is one territory that may need its own gate. When we are exposed to violence, whether in wartime, natural disasters, or the violations of our integrity in body and soul through rape, molestation, or assault, some part of us splits off in order to survive. While this move is necessary in order for us to keep on living, it also carries a loss of our essential wholeness. Trauma always carries grief, though not every grief carries trauma. Therefore, grief work is a primary ingredient in the resolution of trauma. Ultimately, these gates all lead to the same chamber, the communal hall of sorrows. It makes no difference which door we open, which threshold we cross. Every one of us has grief at each of these gates. When we feel hesitant or uncertain of our worthiness to touch our sorrow, knowing these gates are there offers us a way to connect with our losses, wounds, and disappointments.

        All too often we deny our grief because it is not as severe as someone else’s. How can we possibly compare our sorrows to those who are suffering the horrors of war or the devastation brought about by tornados, hurricanes, tsunamis, or intolerable poverty? It is easy to dismiss our grief when we compare it to circumstances we consider to be much worse than our own. But the grief is ours, and we must treat it as worthy of attention. In fact, it is essential for us to welcome our grief, whatever form it takes. When we do, we open ourselves to our shared experiences in life. Grief is our common bond. Opening to our sorrow connects us with everyone, everywhere. There is no gesture of kindness that is wasted, no offering of compassion that is useless. We can be generous to every sorrow we see. It is sacred work.

      

    

  
    
      Four

      Stories of Sorrow: Rituals of Renewal

      
        The heart that breaks open can contain the whole universe.

        —JOANNA MACY

      

      In the desert of the Kalahari, the people known as the !Kung regularly gather to tend their community by holding an all-night healing ritual. Sometimes the ritual is called because someone is ill or has suffered a loss. At other times, it is part of the ongoing maintenance of the people. At least four times a month, they gather to care for the needs of the people.

      The ritual begins at dusk, when women gather around the fire and begin singing and rhythmically clapping. This signals to the men and other women that it is time to dance. Slowly, over the course of the night, the energy builds until one or more of the dancers are filled with the power of Num—the healing energy of the cosmos. Contact with the Num is intense, bordering on painful, and at times it is overwhelming. It is like kissing lightening. When the Num arrives, the dancer shakes, often falling to the ground in a state of intense excitation. Once contacted, the Num is transferred into those who are ill or grieving, and healing takes place. Those who risk contacting the Num don’t do so on their own behalf, but for the sake of the community as a whole. Everyone is touched and soothed, held and comforted. It is an intimate and soulful time. In the morning, after the ritual is complete, everyone feels happy, and the village is renewed. Their regular visit to the healing ground keeps them healthy in body, soul, and community.

      The Navajo have a similar process. To the Navajo, healing is seen in the context of their particular vision of the world and cosmos; it is a ritual of restoring balance, a return to beauty, or hozho. Beauty is the central organizing principle in their culture—not economics, technology, or politics. It is through beauty that all relations are maintained, and it is when beauty is lost or forgotten that someone gets ill.

      Healing is experienced within a defined set of rituals that includes extensive community participation and elaborate sand paintings depicting gods, places, and events specifically centered on the illness being treated. Chants tell the story of the paintings. Healing occurs as a result of the direct interaction of the gods in the images with the individual and the witnessing community.

      Thus healing is a restorative process invoking beauty through ritual. The powerful presence of the family and community of the individual who is ill broadens the context of illness to include the entire village. This recognizes that everyone is impacted by the illness. This is powerful medicine, as it frees the individual from having to carry the weight of the illness alone, which, as we have seen, is a major preoccupation of the Western mind.

      Imagine the feeling of relief that would flood our whole being if we knew that when we were in the grip of sorrow or illness, our village would respond to our need. This would not be out of pity, but out of a realization that every one of us will take our turn at being ill, and we will need one another. The indigenous thought is when one of us is ill, all of us are ill. Taking this thought a little further, we see that healing is a matter, in great part, of having our connections to the community and the cosmos restored. This truth has been acknowledged in many studies. Our immune response is strengthened when we feel our connection with community. By regularly renewing the bonds of belonging, we support our ability to remain healthy and whole.

      Nearly every indigenous culture has utilized ritual as a means of maintaining the health of the community, which has helped them endure for thousands of years. Ritual is a means of attuning ourselves with one another, to the land, and to the invisible worlds of spirit. Recovering this fundamental skill would help us better tend the needs of our soul and culture. For us to enter the healing ground, we need to become educated in the ways of ritual. It is a language that we have forgotten, but one that we are designed to understand and speak. We need to recover our ritual literacy.

      Ritual offers us the two things required to fully let go of the grief we carry: containment and release. Containment offers the holding space for the ones in grief. It provides the safe place to fall, to descend into the depths of both the known and unknown layers of sorrow. I witnessed this beautifully during funeral rituals in Africa. For three days the community holds the bereaved within an elegant choreography of wailers, dancers, drummers, singers, witnesses, all focused on tending to their needs. This holding allows those deep in the throes of anguish to surrender completely to the requirements of grief. Nothing is held back; everything is thrown into the other world for the sake of the one who died. This is especially important, as it is their belief that the deceased cannot get to the land of the ancestors without a river of tears.

      In the absence of this depth of community, the safe container is difficult to find. By default, we become the container ourselves, and when this happens, we cannot drop into the well of grief in which we can fully let go of the sorrows we carry. We recycle our grief, moving into it and then pulling it back into our bodies unreleased. Frequently in my practice patients tell me that they often cry in private. I ask them whether, at some point in this process, they ever allow their grief to be witnessed and shared with others. There is usually a quick retort of “No, I couldn’t do that. I don’t want to be a burden to anyone else.” When I push it a little further and ask them how it would feel if a friend came to them with his or her sorrows and pain, they respond that they would feel honored to sit with their friend and offer support. This disconnection between what we would offer others and what we feel we can ask for is extreme. We need to recover our right to ask for help in grief, otherwise it will continue to recycle perpetually. Grief has never been private; it has always been communal. Subconsciously, we are awaiting the presence of others, before we can feel safe enough to drop to our knees on the holy ground of sorrow.

      Psychotherapist Miriam Greenspan uses the term intervulnerability to describe the need for this mutually held space. When asked about this idea in an interview, she replied,

      
        When I say we are “intervulnerable,” I mean we suffer together, whether consciously or unconsciously. Albert Einstein called the idea of a separate self an “optical delusion of consciousness.” Martin Luther King Jr. said that we are all connected in an “inescapable web of mutuality.” There’s no way out, though we try to escape by armoring ourselves against pain and in the process diminishing our lives and our consciousness. But in our intervulnerability is our salvation, because awareness of the mutuality of suffering impels us to search for ways to heal the whole, rather than encase ourselves in a bubble of denial and impossible individualism. At this point in history, it seems that we will either destroy ourselves or find a way to build a sustainable life together.52

      

      Welcoming our sorrow eases the hardened places within us, allowing them to open and freeing us to once more feel our kinship with the living presence around us. This is deep activism, soul activism that actually encourages us to connect with the tears of the world. Grief keeps the heart flexible, fluid, and open to others. As such, it becomes a potent support for any other form of activism we may intend to take. I have worked with many people involved in social justice, ecological protection, and other forms of activism. I remember one man in his sixties who shared that he waked at five every morning with overwhelming feelings of dread for the world. His accumulated grief had become oppressive, weighing him down and strangling his ability to effectively address the issues with which he was concerned. After he attended a grief ritual that I offered in his hometown, he felt the weight lift from his heart. Our activism is directly connected to our heart’s ability to respond to the world. A congested heart, one burdened with unexpressed sorrow, cannot stay open to the world and, consequently, cannot be fully available for the healing work so needed at this time.

      
        The Sacred Space of Ritual

        It is in the sacred space of ritual that we are most able to acknowledge the weight of the grief we carry. We have, in modern culture, little understanding of the ways ritual works or how it can move us into a space capable of fully releasing our long-held sorrows.

        We are creatures of ritual. We have been using rituals for tens of thousands of years. Ancient burial sites include careful placement of artifacts with the dead, such as bones carved and covered with ochre, pieces of flint for the hunt in the next world, food, and ornamented beads. In fact, grief over the loss of a loved one may have elicited our first ritual actions. There is something about ritual that resonates deep in the bone. It is a “language older than words,” relying not so much on speech as on gestures, rhythms, movements, and emotion. In this sense, ritual addresses something far more primal than language.

        The urge to create rituals to help us hold the intensity of day-to-day living exists deep within our psychic structure. For most of our history, rituals provided the means by which the community could address the need for healing and renew the people’s relationship with the place where they lived. Over generations, a call-and-response between the individual, the community, and the land evolved that centered on ritual as the primary technology for maintenance of the living world. Today, in the absence of communal rituals that hold and sustain our psychic lives, we often unconsciously fall into ritualized behaviors. These patterns, however, do not carry what is required to make them soul-nourishing practices. In the end we will either participate in ritual deliberately, which binds us to soul, community, nature, and the sacred, or we will be reduced to repetitive patterns of addiction, compulsion, or routines lacking the artistry and renewal of genuine ritual.

      

      
        What Is Ritual?

        Simply said, ritual is any gesture done with emotion and intention by an individual or a group that attempts to connect the individual or the community with transpersonal energies for the purposes of healing and transformation. Ritual is the pitch through which the personal and collective voices of our longing and creativity are extended to the unseen dimensions of life, beyond our conscious minds and into the realms of nature and spirit.

        Ritual is a form of direct knowing, something indigenous to the psyche. It has evolved with us, taking knowing into the bone, into our very marrow. I call ritual an embodied process. Author and ritual facilitator Z. Budapest says, “The purpose of ritual is to wake up the old mind in us, to put it to work. The old ones inside us, the collective unconscious, the many lives, the different eternal parts, the senses and parts of the brain that have been ignored. Those parts do not speak English. They do not care about television. But they do understand candlelight and colors. They do understand nature.”53 Ritual is the original art form, weaving the personal and the communal in ways that help us we relate directly with the larger, unseen world.

        Rituals rise from the land, surfacing through the bedrock and the soil, and enter the imagination of the people that live there. In this sense, rituals evolve to reflect the entire context of the people’s lives—the terrain, the animals and plants, the communal wounds, the patterns of weather, the stories and myth, the collective suffering, the beliefs. All these things combine and arise in a dream state requiring expression in ritual form. Rituals also reflect the shared values and mythos of the community. While we have much to learn from indigenous cultures about forms of rituals and how ritual works, we cannot simply adopt their rituals and settle them neatly onto our psyches. It is important that we listen deeply, once again, to the dreaming earth and craft rituals that are indigenous to us, that reflect our unique patterns of wounding and disconnection from the land. These rituals will have the potency to mend what has been torn, heal what has been neglected. This is one way that we may return to the land and offer our deepest amends to those we have harmed.

        There are many concerns that are addressed through ritual; these are universal themes: healing, gratitude, initiation, visionary or divinatory processes, grief, maintenance, renewing the earth, reconciliation, and peacemaking. How they are expressed is unique to each culture. For example, while the underlying intent is the same, the healing rituals of the !Kung are vastly different from those of the Navajo. Their styles are a reflection of the land on which they live, the mythology of their culture, and the particular ways they envision healing.

        I wrote earlier about the use of ritual in working with grief. Ritual provides the essential elements for this work. Most notably, it offers the necessary structure to hold the wild and eruptive moods of sorrow. It helps us shift the weight of the pain and emotions we are carrying, allowing us to set down portions of the burden. Ritual also evokes a feeling of reverence, a sense of the sacred. Not every loss requires a ritual, though every grief we carry is worthy of the sustained attention that is offered by ritual.

      

      
        The Purpose of Ritual

        Ritual touches us in many ways. One of its most powerful impacts is that it breaks us open to a vast and more enchanted world. The first function of ritual is to enable us to become transparent to the transcendent, to use Joseph Campbell’s phrase. It fosters our link to the great mystery. Ritual elicits a certain vibration, a pitch, that enables us to individually or communally connect with the sacred. This pitch activates the psyche. In ritual space, movement, rhythm, expression of emotion, and direction of attention all open gateways to the sacred. At every grief ritual we have held, there has been a palpable sense of the sacred. We call upon this mysterious presence to help us do the work we cannot do alone. The sacred becomes the larger holding space for the community to do the work we have come to do.

        Secondly, there is a reparative function to ritual. It sutures the tears in the soul that occur in the daily rounds of living. We live in a culture that has forgotten the basic needs of the soul. This is especially important today, as our world is increasingly dominated by the rhythm of the machine. As we succumb to the pressure to adapt to this rapid-fire world, we feel ripped out of our own natural human rhythms. Many of us feel exhausted, flattened by the energy expended to keep up with the pace of culture. These ruptures in our emotional lives are frequent, and yet we lack the basic requirements for restoration and healing. African healer and elder Malidoma Somé calls ritual the anti-machine.54 Ritual helps us remember and reestablish our inner rhythms and to place them once again in accord with the deeper cadence of our soul. It restores our psychic foundations. By this I mean we are aided in ritual space to remember what we really need to live in community with other humans and the natural world in a meaningful and enlivening manner. Living as we do in the belly of a soul-eating culture, it is imperative that we have measures that can help us come back to soul, especially in times of crisis.

        On one occasion our community was faced with a profound trauma. I received a phone call late in the evening from a woman telling me that she and her daughter had been in a terrible accident. It had been raining, and visibility had been very limited. The daughter was driving, and as they headed up a nearby road, a man suddenly stepped out into the road in front of the car; there was no possibility of avoiding him. They bolted out of the car, one running to get help, the other to comfort the man. Unfortunately, by the time help arrived, he had died. It was sudden and tragic.

        These women were a part of a ritual village training that I was leading. Fortunately, we were scheduled to meet the next day to hold our second full day of teaching. As I talked with the woman on the phone, I suggested that they both come to the training the next day and that we would do what we could to help them deal with this overwhelming event. She agreed. I then asked that they arrive about an hour later than usual. We would address their trauma as a community.

        When I got to the meeting, I informed everyone about what had happened and that we were being called into emergency service. We needed to create a healing ritual for the woman and her daughter to help them restore their emotional equilibrium. When they arrived, the daughter was cold and shaky. She looked ashen and lost. We crafted a beautiful process for them that included comforting touch, washing of hands and feet, and ample holding. We also utilized some cross-cultural practices such as smudging with sage, brushing them with rosemary branches and anointing them with ash. Sage is used as a way to clear the psychic space, rosemary cleanses the energy field, and ash has been used in many cultures for protection.

        Slowly, over the course of hours, warmth returned to the bodies of the two women, and a sense of presence was restored to their souls. The accident could have triggered a major case of post-traumatic stress disorder, but it was eased and brought into the tolerable realm of grief and sorrow. The two women were hungry by the end of the ritual, a very good sign, and we all shared food and a feeling of having been knit together as a community by this intense experience. The reparative function of ritual was powerfully displayed.

        The third function of ritual is that it invites the denied and forgotten aspects of psyche to show up, those abandoned parts of who we are. Ritual provides a space potent enough to bring in the undeveloped aspects of our lives in order to help them mature. This is possible because the container, the safe space generated within the ritual field, is capable of holding the intensity of emotions associated with these aspects of soul. This is a pivotal function of ritual. However, inviting in the wounded, neglected, and rejected parts of our psychic life is risky. Without an adequate holding space to contain the emotional release that accompanies the return of these parts, we cannot commit to allowing them to return home. Psychologist Robert Moore writes, “Deep structural change requires a reliable psychosocial framing, the facilitation of a holding environment that can help individuals and groups tolerate the terrors of change, with its attendant painful truths and emotions.”55

        Ritual is a practice that seeks to make the repressed visible. This is, in part, why we fear it. On some instinctual level, we know the power of ritual; we recognize its potential to disrupt our ordered lives. And this is precisely why we need it.

        The repressed aspects of our lives carry an intense energy. One man requested a healing ritual to deal with his feelings of hopelessness and depression. He carried a hidden life of alcoholism and was skilled at keeping this part of his life concealed. When the ritual began, however, this buried piece of his soul life rushed to the foreground, demanding to be seen. We asked him to share more about his drinking and how it was siphoning off his life, destroying his work and marriage. He tried to push the group away with a bellowing stance, but we did not yield. In that ritual, something shifted in his heart and the grief of his exile burst out in a great cry.

        In ritual space, something inside of us shimmers, quickens, and aligns itself with a larger, more vital element. We are released from the limiting constraints of our collective agreements, such as not showing our emotions in public, not bothering anyone with our troubles, and remaining stoic and self-contained with our pain. This release allows us to enter into a fuller expression of who we are. This is both freeing and frightening. We become vivid in ritual space, exposed and transparent. This is exactly what we need and what we fear.

        I was teaching at a university in Oakland, California, several years ago. The class was called Reclaiming Our Indigenous Soul. On the first day of class, I started by drumming and inviting the students to get up out of their chairs and dance. They all did so, and after I was done drumming, one of the students, a nun in her mid-seventies, came to me and asked, “Is there any way we could talk privately?” I said, “Sure. I could come down early next week, and we could spend some time together.” She paused and then asked, “Is there any way that could happen today?” I said, “Let me make a couple of calls and see.” I did, and it worked out that after the class was over, we sat down in a little room and talked about what was happening for her. She said, “When you started drumming, an old memory came to me that I haven’t thought of for years. When I was fifteen, I was a novice at the convent. I had only been there a couple of weeks, when my father died. The Mother Superior called me into her office and told me the news. Then she said to me. ‘You may go to the funeral, but if you go, you cannot come back. And if you stay, you cannot cry.’ I stayed. I lay in my bed every night shaking, trying to keep the tears inside. And when you started drumming, it all came flooding back in.”

        My heart was breaking as I listened to her story. I promised her that in two weeks we would hold a grief ritual. I told her it couldn’t happen earlier, because we needed to prepare the class for the deep work of grieving together, but in the meantime, I encouraged her to tell her classmates what she had shared with me.

        The next week we began the preparations for the ritual. Everyone had stories to share, losses untouched and unattended. The following week we set up a shrine to receive the grief; we said an invocation and entered the intense field of decades-old sorrow. This woman went to the shrine many times, lying on the floor and sobbing her heart out. For the first time in over sixty years, she was able to grieve the death of her father. It was a moment of healing and grace. Everyone was moved by this shared experience. The last time she went to the shrine, she did not cry. She sat there, still, silent like a stone. Afterward everyone shared their experiences, and she said, “The last time I went up to the shrine, I saw a Native American woman holding a child. I was that child. This was the first time I felt like I belonged.”

        Ritual is able to hold the long-discarded shards of our stories and make them whole again. It has the strength and elasticity to contain what we cannot hold on our own, what we cannot face in solitude. As this nun’s story beautifully illustrates, it is never too late to grieve these buried pieces of soul.

        When we enter the healing ground, we are stepping into an alternate reality. In this space, the rules of consensus reality dim, and those of another possibility emerge. The usual agreements—such as not weeping together side-by-side or holding one another when in the throes of sorrow—don’t hold in ritual space. Ritual signals to the psyche that a different order has been established, one that invites alternate styles of behavior and modes of social engagement. For example, we don’t normally all weep together, but somehow, when we step across the threshold into a grief ritual, it feels right. We enter a borderland state between our individual lives and the unseen world of spirit. This is the terrain of radical change.

        Ritual provides the elements necessary to help transform whatever it is we are carrying in our psyches. It may be fear, grief, rage, or shame. It may be that as a community, we have been shattered by the loss of one or more of our youth through murder, suicide, or war. Whatever it is, it evokes an emotional response that necessitates a holding space in which we can invite everything to be present. In this way, ritual provides sufficient intensity to help access the emotions that are present. We need its heat at times to help us cook these states into something new.

        Ritual provides something else that we deeply need: a level of witnessing that truly enables us to be seen. Attention is necessary for embodiment, for fully stepping into the world in an open and vulnerable way. There is something sacred about sustained attention; it deepens the connection between all present. I have repeatedly seen individuals reveal themselves in remarkable ways inside ritual space. There is a fierce grace that comes with this type of transparency, as it removes all strategies of concealment and falseness and exposes the raw and naked pieces of our soul to the community. I remember, in a number of rituals, men who always hung back, but finally they found the courage to approach the grief shrine near the end of the ritual and express their pent-up rage over their pain and suffering. Each of these men pounded the floor, shouted, wept, and shook. They had been waiting for this level of witnessing in order to fully reveal what they were carrying in their souls.

        Sometimes, after years of being alone with our pain, the offer of deep attention initiates a radical shift in our worldview. One woman contacted us following a grief ritual to share how this level of being witnessed had changed her life. She said she had arrived at the weekend terrified and not even sure if she could stay.

        
          I never would have thought that raw, searing grief and sorrow could bring out the most tender, generous, compassionate, and loving sides of total strangers. It was exquisite. I will carry this with me for the rest of my life. I saw in the darkest corners of our pain and grief, something very beautiful. Suffering compels us to reach. When you find a channel for your rage and deepest suffering, and there’s another hand there reaching back, what lies in the wake of it all, is finally—blessed peace. Calm. Nothing has changed about your loss . . . it’s still there. But your relationship with it has been greatly altered. You have been heard and held tenderly. You have been drained. And then you can open yourself up again. You can start to rebuild in that annihilated place.56

        

        Rituals are intended to take us into those places where we can engage with the difficulties in our lives in ways that are potentially transformative. They help us move from places where we feel stuck into territories of fresh living.

        While most of us have a difficult time touching our sorrow, some of us feel that we may have gotten lost in it; we feel that grief has taken up permanent residence in our hearts and souls. We are trapped, unable to break free from the emotions that swirl around our sorrow. Grief becomes an identity, a way of locating ourselves in the world. It can become a place of hiding.

        One man with whom I worked had lost his wife to cancer about eight years earlier. It was clear that he still carried a great deal of grief for her death. There was something about the grief, however, that made me wonder whether he was unconsciously using it as a way to avoid retaking his place in the world. I didn’t assume that this was a conscious decision on his part, but one day these words came out of my mouth: “I think you are hiding in your grief. I have no right to say this to you. Your loss is real, and yet I have this feeling that you have found a place to hide.” I didn’t know what to expect as a response, but something inside of him registered the truth of what I was saying. He began to see how his clinging to the grief excused him from the risk of loving again, of venturing back out into a world that could hurt him once more. As we explored this further, it became clear that we needed to find a way to help him move in the direction of being engaged with the world. We arranged a ritual with his community and made the necessary preparations for the event.

        I asked him to gather some objects that represented his marriage, things that he would be willing to burn in the ritual. He found some objects and placed them inside a small coffin made by one of the men in the community. He also wrote out “The Days of Sorrow,” a list of the fateful days of his wife’s illness: the day the cancer was diagnosed, the day they told the children, the day it was declared terminal, the day she entered the hospital, and the day she died. He also wrote “The Days of Joy”: the day they got married, the birthdates of their children, his wife’s birthday and his. Finally, he prepared a statement of commitment that he would share that night.

        On the night of a full moon, we met on a hill and started two fires. The first fire was dedicated to receiving the coffin, the Days of Sorrow, and his tears. This was where he needed to set down his grief. He wept and talked to his wife, telling her that he had to get on with his life. It was very tender. After some time, he felt as though he was ready to move on. I had him stand and take in the world around him: the rising moon, the setting sun, the feeling of the fire, everything that surrounded him. I told him, “This is your home. This is where you live. You cannot live in her world. You live here.” As I said that, he nodded, and we stepped away from the fire. He turned and proceeded to a threshold we had created between the two fires, a symbolic boundary that separated the old world from the one he needed to reenter. He stepped across this line and made his way to the second fire, where he shared the “Days of Joy” and his declaration to be alive. Then he shattered an object that represented the old agreements. He felt free. As Terry Tempest Williams has said, “Grief dares us to love once more.”

        Some months after the ritual, I checked in with him. He told me that he was dating again and stepping into his world in new ways. The ritual had offered him a way to return to his life.

        One of the central gifts of deep ritual is its ability to help us enter a state of derangement. This word is ominous, conjuring images of men and women out of control, wreaking havoc across the countryside with weapons and terror. What I mean by derangement is simply a state that is beyond our normal way of perceiving and experiencing ourselves and the world. Ritual invites the full expression of our long-suppressed emotions. Grief, in particular, requires a letting go whereby we drop deeply into the well of sorrow that has gathered and is longing for release. We cannot do this without entering into an altered state. Derangement is necessary because our current emotional “arrangement” is not working. We often find ourselves clinging to control, self-conscious, hyper-vigilant, and fearful of showing our emotions to others. This carefully “arranged” relationship with life denies us the freedom to receive the support we require from our community in times of loss. When we cross the threshold and enter into the healing ground of ritual, we are able to pass into a territory that grants us permission to be authentically who we are. This move initiates a rearrangement that brings us closer to the genuine nature of the soul. We don’t want to come out of ritual the same as we entered. We step into ritual ground in the hope of being changed.

        In ritual space, the community that has gathered may experience a shared derangement. At the end of a grief ritual, one man observed, “We conjured some weather today. You know, like one of those big midwestern storms with dark clouds and lots of thunder. Then the storm broke, and now the air is clean and fresh.” These times of entering into a shared state of attunement offer a unique opportunity to experience what anthropologist Victor Turner called communitas.57 From his time living with various tribes in Africa, he witnessed how the feeling of belonging and social bonding were strengthened in the midst of deep ritual process. We need times of communitas, times that reinforce our connection with one another. Ritual can bring us into that state of togetherness, and there we can remember our deeper affinity and communality.

        Ritual does not rid us of the wounds we carry or free us forever from the weight of grief. Ritual is a maintenance practice that offers us the means of tending wounds and sorrows, for offering gratitude, and for reconciling conflicts, thereby allowing our psyches regular periods of release and renewal. Being human is hard, especially in a society virtually devoid of rituals that are intended to help us wade through the waters of living intact. When we accumulate too much grief or feel outside the circle of welcome for too long and cannot see any means to resolve the breach, we spin toward depression or wander into the wasteland of toxic bitterness. Ritual offers us a way home.

        Learning how to bring ritual into our lives helps us face whatever arrives at our door. Ritual is a covering, a mantle that protects us in times of great need. The stories I have shared reveal the ways that we are held within the sacred space of ritual. Once again, I encourage you to experiment with rituals. Gather a circle of people and allow the imagination to inform the moment. We need to build faith in ourselves as ritually literate people. At times we will be asked to create rituals that can dress the wounds of suffering in our community; someone has died or is ill, has lost his or her job or is facing a divorce. At other times, we will need to spontaneously create a ritual to help hold space for someone who is in intense pain and grief. It can be very simple. The main thing is that we begin to take risks, that we contribute something to the moment that can potentially offer healing. Once we begin the ritual, it is out of our hands; it now belongs to Spirit. Life is far too complex to rely solely on our intellect. We need the invisible hands of Spirit to shelter us, to support us, and to offer us the nourishing comfort that comes from that Other World. This concert between the human and the sacred is ancient; it is held in the bones. Trust this bond. It is our healing ground.

      

    

  
    
      Five

      Silence and Solitude: The House of Our Aloneness

      
        The Long Breath of Grief

        Throughout the first half of this book, I stressed the value of bringing our grief to others. This move out of isolation is essential for the well-being of our soul life. Far too often we linger in solitary confinement with our sorrows. Bringing our grief into the shelter of close friends and a vibrant ritual community is essential. In this chapter I will be addressing the other strand of the twining trail and inviting us to enter the house of our aloneness through the practices of silence and solitude. Every one of us lives in the creative tension between belonging and solitude, arcing around this helix in a rhythm that acknowledges the soul’s simultaneous need for connection and freedom. In times of deep grief, this rhythm may become altered and exaggerated. We may experience wild oscillations, at times wanting others within reach, when our solitude is an aching territory of loneliness, while at other times, we will require the absolute stillness of our own interior landscape, feeling even the barest of contact to be too much. How fluidly we follow these two strands as they twine together affects how well we are able to navigate the terrain of loss.

        In the long breath of grief, we will inevitably find ourselves facing periods of time alone, chosen or not. Few of us live within community settings where we have continual access to touch and support. We will, in truth, spend many of our hours alone with our grief. In the cover of our solitude, we encounter another layer in our apprenticeship with sorrow. Here we are asked to hold an extended vigil with loss in the well of silence, slowly ripening our sorrow into something dense and gifting to the world. Our ability to drop into this interior world and do the difficult work of metabolizing sorrow is dependent on the community that surrounds us. Even when we are alone, it is necessary to feel the tethers of concern and kindness holding us as we step off into the unknown and encounter the wild edge of sorrow.

        The thirteenth-century Persian poet Jalaluddin Rumi offers us an elegant image of the creative tension between intimacy and sovereignty in his poem Birdwings.

        
          Your hand opens and closes and opens and closes.

          If it were always a fist or always stretched open,

          you would be paralyzed.

          Your deepest presence is in every small contracting

          and expanding.

          The two as beautifully balanced and coordinated

          as birdwings.58

        

        Rumi’s image reminds us to listen and stay attentive to the minute alterations in what is being called for. It is a fluid state asking for our finest attention. Many of us struggle with having anyone near us when we are in pain. We push away gestures of comfort, preferring solitude, either from feelings of unworthiness or because we worry about how our vulnerability will be met by those around us. Others of us flee from being alone with our suffering. We fear the loud echo of our aloneness and struggle to find our way into a measure of distraction. We stay busy or spend hours on our computers or in front of our televisions. The truth is we need both the vital exhalation of community and the renewing inhalation of our interior lives for our grief to move and change over our long walk with sorrow. Our healing is in “every small contracting and expanding.”

      

      
        Entering the House of Our Aloneness

        Earlier in this book, I shared the beginning elements in our apprenticeship with sorrow: coming into right relationship with grief, developing a practice to help keep us steady in times of distress, and staying present in our adult selves. Silence and solitude offer the holding space within which we mature these aspects of our learning. They form the vessel for working with the eruptive and difficult material that accompanies grief work. Loss and sorrow pull us inward and downward. There is a natural gravity to sorrow that leads us toward the interior of our lives and nearer to the felt sense of soul. This can feel frightening when we know so little about the territories into which we are being escorted. The guardians of silence and solitude ease our fears and foster a feeling of courage as we move deeper into our experience.

        Silence and solitude invite us to pause, to slow down, and to stop. How rare this is in a culture that revels in continuous motion. We live in a highly extroverted culture in which everything is expressed and exposed at all times of day and night. This has led to a coarsening of our language and a dilution in substance. Mythologist and storyteller Martin Shaw says that “we are addicted to disclosure.”59 And yet this pseudo-contact leaves us feeling unseen in the most essential ways. We need to learn the skills of restraint, of holding close to the heart what needs our utmost attention. Without thoughtful hesitation, what precipitates out of our grief will not have had the time to ripen into something worthy of utterance. We are often too quick to reveal, lacking subtlety in what we expose about ourselves. We suffer from what I call premature revelation, sharing too much, too soon, and with little regard for the shyness of the soul. We can also feel pressure from others to reveal what is moving deep within. We must learn to modulate our exposure, allowing things to ripen and mature in the container of the heart before revealing our secret inside flesh to others. In so doing, we will be better able to hear the subtle character and nuanced complexities of our inner life.

        This is delicate work, requiring a watchful attention to the rhythms of the soul. It is important to distinguish it from isolation and withholding—those are strategies devised early in our lives to keep hidden what had been shamed or wounded. Many of us had our expressions of suffering silenced. We heard the voices of those we looked to for comfort saying, “We’ve heard you say this all before. Stop repeating yourself.” “Get over it! Stop whining.” Or we heard nothing at all. Rarely did we find a refuge for our grief. Similarly, many of us found ourselves isolated in times of loss, shamed by the absence of someone who cared. The old strategies of hiding and going silent can quickly come to the foreground whenever grief appears. I remember Alan, a man in his early sixties who came to see me because he struggled with depression and addiction. He was married and had children, but he found himself living in orbit around the central family hub. He remained detached and aloof, irritable and withdrawn. Laced within his depression was a layer of shame that we were slowly able to untangle. When he was a very young boy, his parents had divorced, and he had rarely seen his father after that. He related this time as one of deep grief, but he had nowhere to take it. A hole took shape in his heart, and the demons of unworthiness took up residence in this place. One day, as we were working, he placed a hand on his chest. I suggested that he pause and notice what was happening there. He said there was a tightness in his chest. I asked him to listen to the tightness and see what it might be about. After a few moments, he shared that an image of a young boy hiding in the woods had come into his mind. He said the boy was playing hide-and-seek, but no one had come to find him. He couldn’t remember if this was a memory of a real event, but the metaphor stopped him and brought him to tears. No one had come to look for him in his time of sorrow, and he had been hiding ever since. In this tender moment, Alan was able to tell the boy that he was there and that he had found him.

        It is essential for us to recognize the childhood wounds associated with grief and to find our way back into the current moment. Only in the adult body will we be able to cultivate a mindful awareness of when to expand into the embrace of a friend or a loving community and when to contract into the sanctuary of our solitude, “as beautifully . . . coordinated as birdwings.”

        How do we approach our time in the interior? We turn again to the thought of John O’Donohue and his call for a reverence of approach. An approach of reverence offers the gentleness and patience to coax our sorrows into our open arms. Inside this perspective is a hidden promise: when we approach our inner life with reverence, something great will approach us. This is a marvelous intimation, offering us reassurance that our time in the depths will yield something of great value. Many spiritual traditions hold silence and solitude as central to the life of soul. Practices such as meditation, contemplation, prayer, and vision quests were designed to open the individual to the wilder and wider cosmos both within and without. Many myths tell us that we will find ourselves, from time to time, alone and separated from all that is familiar. How we use these times will affect the richness of our return. We can come back to the world thickened, deepened, and opened by our time in silence and solitude. Those who undertake the full journey into their grief come back carrying medicine for the world.

        For many of us, however, our first encounter with silence and solitude during times of grief is not by choice. We are taken into this territory unwillingly, feeling as if we have been severed from the mainland, our lives now an archipelago of sorrow. Silence and solitude are painful reminders of loss. The house is silent in the wake of a partner’s death—his or her words no longer filling the air with conversation. Solitude becomes a prison sentence, an inescapable confinement that feels void of joy and warmth, filled with an absence where the shape of the beloved once moved and touched our lives. We, too, in the wake of this departure, feel absent and empty. Silence and solitude are imposed upon us, falling like ash around us, dulling the world and leaving all things we touch with the mark of our emptied hands.

        Only gradually do we begin to see the necessity of silence and solitude. This long pilgrimage helps us learn to value the house of our aloneness. We slowly realize a new intimacy is taking shape, forged with our soul life, mediated through loss and sorrow.

        The rupture that occurs with significant loss often precipitates a separation from the ordinary world. The constant din of activity, technology, schedules, and noise are too intrusive to our vulnerable, sorrow-drenched heart. The heart shuns the garish display of our neon society, seeking instead places of solace and quietude. We don’t fit in the commodified world during these eras of grieving. The soul longs for—in fact, it requires the spaciousness that comes through silence and solitude to simply catch its breath and come to a stop when the demands around us remain ceaseless. It is a brooding, incubating time, when we are asked to break the compulsivity of doing and achieving and our obsession with productivity. A man I worked with, a doctor his sixties, could not stop and tend the profound sorrow in his heart over the death of a dear friend. The demands of his daily workload had him at the hospital from five thirty in the morning till seven every night, when he stumbled home exhausted. There was no room for his sadness and grief. He had to keep up the fevered pitch and not fall behind in the machinery of healthcare. He is not alone. This is our predicament: we are forever feeling pressed by our society to meet its demands while the yearnings of the soul, especially in times of great grief, go unmet.

        Our apprenticeship requires that we find the moments, that we take the time to create a moment here and there, unhurried, silent, and open to what is present. A moment in the early morning as the day announces itself to us, a pause that allows us to notice the beauty of sunlight on the maple outside our window. In the deep still of the night, we can enter the loom of silence and see what is there, waiting to be woven into our lives, longing for our attention. I know that the call to slow down and listen is not always easy or desired. In times of loss, the space that awaits us in silence is often filled with emotions, memories, and reminders of things that are difficult to embrace. Still, they are there, awaiting our attention and affection. One woman shared, during her work with me, that she dreaded dusk, as it was the harbinger that brought the shadow of her loneliness into the foreground following the end of her marriage. As we sat with her fear and pain, I suggested that she consider the possibility of imagining this time as a holy hour, a threshold moment revealing to her what is most vulnerable in her world, what was most in need of her kindness and compassion. Here was the lonely interior sister aching to be seen and held. I shared with her a line from the poet Rilke: “I am too alone in the world, and not alone enough to make every minute holy.”60 How true. So many of us carry the outcast sister or brother of loneliness, and if we can move one step deeper into our silence and solitude, we might be able to make the moment holy and redemptive, calling the outcast parts of us home and causing the anxious edge of avoidance to slowly diminish.

        Silence and solitude are essential during our work with grief. They renew us, washing off the encrusted shell that befalls us as we speed through our days. They are acts of protest against the breathless pace that is so endemic to modernity. In the space of silence and solitude we enter a holy region where the deep work of healing occurs. “Silence,” writes social critic John Zerzan, “like darkness, is hard to come by, but mind and spirit need its sustenance.”61 Silence invites us into a space of deep listening, a place of humility and not knowing. In this place of wordlessness, we are able to hear and honor the voices of those more subtle and quiet pieces of our inner world: the outcast brothers and sisters, the neglected parts of soul, forgotten ancestors, and the beckoning speech of the surrounding world. “Listening is worship” writes audiologist Gordon Hempton, through which we register the actual shape and song of the world.62 Listening, in turn, grants the courtesy of attention. We come to recognize that every aspect of our interior life is worthy of our time and affection and appreciation. Attention slowly brings us into the shelter of intimacy, the tangled nest of conversation between body, heart, soul, and world. As psychologist Robert Sardello writes, “The most basic experience of silence is intimacy.”63 Silence is a “secret discipline” that infuses our lives with unexpected meetings.

        Silence is a practice of emptying, of letting go. It is a process of hollowing ourselves out so we can open to what is emerging. Our work is to make ourselves receptive. The organ of receiving is the human heart, and it is here that we feel the deep ache of loss, the bittersweet reminders of all that we loved, the piercing artifacts of betrayal, and the sheer truth of impermanence. Love and loss, as we know so well, forever entwined.

        Solitude is a slow bow to the soul’s need for time alone. Our times apart, especially when we are sitting with the inky cloak of grief around our shoulders, separates us from the conscripted agreements we hold with the dominant culture. Clarissa Pinkola Estés calls these agreements the over-culture, with its attendant requirements of passivity, domestication, and compliance. Grief, as I have mentioned, is anything but passive—it is a wild and irrepressible energy, rising from the deep well of soul. In the alchemical vessel of our solitude, this vital energy reduces us to the foundations of our being, stripping us of image and persona. What slowly emerges from this darkened room is an interior friendship with our own authentic being.

        Within the folds of our solitude, we unexpectedly discover the roots of genuine hospitality. Solitude is the foundation for kinship. As Rilke noted in his Letters to a Young Poet, love “consists of two solitudes which border, protect, and greet each other.”64 During our vigil in the depths, we are being prepared for the great work of loving again. David Whyte offers this revelation from his poem “Ten Years Later.”

        
          one small thing

          I’ve learned these years,

          how to be alone,

          and at the edge of aloneness

          how to be found by the world.65

        

        Our time in silence and solitude does not divide us from the world. We are ripened in the depths, made more completely who we are during this sojourn into the place of our sorrows. As Whyte says, we are found by the world in the place of our aloneness. We come to see the necessity of this time in the interior world. Eventually we are ready to return, ready to be in the world once again, following our work with sorrow. Our grief has yielded a wisdom that can see into the way the world shapes us through our times of loss. Psychologist Robert Romanyshyn speaks to this as the value of melancholy. He describes it as “the result of a grief endured, the deep wisdom of the soul which recognizes that life is about loss, and that love tempered by grief, allows one to cherish the ordinary, simple moments of everyday life, even as we know they are passing away.”66

      

      
        The Work in the Deep: Turning toward Our Sorrows

        Silence and solitude allow us to move beyond thought and into our embodied experience. Grief is felt, sensed in the viscera of our bellies, the inner walls of our chests, the curve of our shoulders, the heaviness in our thighs. Grief is registered in our sinews and muscles. It feels labored, as though a great weight has settled on our chest or a heaviness has entered our bones. We know grief by its felt experience; it is tangible. It is here, in our sighing and sensing body, that we encounter the terrain of sorrow.

        Grief rises and falls with every breath, clings to the chambers of the heart and makes each step we take a challenge. It is a dense space, filled with sensations that carry our tears and our palpable aching. We cannot escape these times; we cannot outrun what is so intimately entangled in our moment-to-moment world. It is now that our apprenticeship is most called upon. We are asked to stand alongside these difficult and painful visitations, these epiphanies of lamentation.

        Turning our attention toward the ways we sense our sorrow is a necessary and healing move. It is a form of “primary knowing,”67 eclipsing all abstractions and bringing the immediacy of our experience into the present moment. Kate, a woman in her mid-fifties, was working with the difficult memory of her mother’s suicide, which occurred when she was only sixteen years old. As she shared her memories, I could see that she was holding herself tight; she was barely breathing. I invited her to take a few moments and simply notice her body and the sensations that were present as she spoke. She became quiet and noticed what she was experiencing, the “felt sense” of it as it coalesced in her body. As she settled into a state of soft attention, she noticed a heaviness that was present. I then asked if she could check in with her body and see what this heaviness was all about. After a few minutes of silence, she said that the heaviness was about fear; no one was with her when she found her mother’s body. I asked if she could welcome this part of her that was holding the fear. She said she could. As she did so, her tears began to fall. No one had ever turned toward her and held her and the feelings she carried at the painful discovery of her mother’s lifeless body. For the first time, in the solitude of her felt experience, she was offering a level of attunement so long missing from her experience. When she came out of her inner world, her eyes looked softer, suppler, and her breathing was easier. The tight and rigid posture had begun to change through the choice she made to turn toward the pain.

        Kate made a powerful move by entering into her bodily experience. We cannot figure our way out of grief. We cannot use information or concepts to somehow reduce our experience of pain. As the adage goes, “The only way out, is through.” We must turn toward our experience and touch it with the softest hands possible. Only then, in the inner terrain of silence and solitude, will our grief yield to us and offer up its most tender shoots. This move is another form of sacred ritual, crafted in the moment and consecrated by the grace of compassion.

        So much is carried in our bodies. The wisdom that is held within our tissues is something that we have almost completely forgotten. And yet there is no awareness more situated in the present moment than what is found in our bodies. Reginald Ray, author of Touching Enlightenment: Finding Realization in the Body, says that “with our body, we are in the presence of a force and intelligence that is filled with wisdom, that is loving, flawlessly reliable, and, strange to say, worthy of our deepest devotion.”68

        Grief work must incorporate a deep connection with our physical lives in order to perceive the ways in which our sorrow has taken up residence in our bodies. Ray adds, “When we begin to inhabit the body as our primary way of sensing, feeling, and knowing the world, when our thought operates as no more than a handmaiden of that somatic way of being, then we find that we as human beings are in a state of intimate relationship and connection with all that is.”69 Grief leads us back to the body through its wild, turning, heavy, twisting presence. And through the body, we are brought back again into the greater conversation with the living world.

      

      
        Silence, Solitude, and Endurance: Anchoring the Change

        During the intense winter of sorrow, we yearn for things to change. We long for a single breath of fresh air in our lungs. Carl Jung suggested that change rested upon three principles: insight, endurance, and action. Often in my work with people, I ask that they take time to sit with what has been stirred. We frequently have insights during our time together—new ways of seeing our lives, the ways wounds show up in times of conflict, our styles of intimacy, about the ways we respond to the touch of loss. These insights come quickly and suddenly, like a flash, a flirt, a dream. We are moved by these visitations and feel quickened by the power of the revelation. Our failure to tend these insights, however, often leads to their disappearance. Frequently, people come back to me and moan, “I know we touched something powerful last week, but I can’t, for the life of me, remember what it was.” Endurance asks us to keep the insight in front of us—to think about it, write about it, mull it over, draw it, dance it, talk about it with a close friend—whatever it takes to not let it slide off the table like last night’s dream. And then, only then, after a prolonged time of engagement with the insight, we might witness a new gesture erupting into the world. This is how it is with sorrow. It takes our prolonged attention, weighed out over months and possibly years, for it to yield something new and fresh into the world. This is the work of our apprenticeship.

        We must become skillful in the ways that promote our capacity to pay attention and keep our insights alive and fresh. Endurance requires steadfastness and stability. We must be mindful of how quickly we can lose sight of the new understanding and slip back into our habitual modes of seeing and acting. We can forget that our grief requires support and friendship and quickly pull back into the familiar territory of going it alone.

        Jung said that psychology can only be helpful with the stage of insight. Beyond that, however, endurance and action require moral strength as the predominant requirement. We all know how difficult it is to truly change our character. To do so requires a degree of courage and a willingness to walk into the shadowed territories of our lives. Facing our losses—the outcast parts of us that carry shame, regrets, and defeats—demands a fortitude of sprit. This is abundantly clear in times of grief. To hold our grief in front of us and tend it with time, patience and compassion, is an act of great devotion—it is an act of heart. In the long run, change is as much devotional as it is psychological. It is out of love that we ultimately reshape our lives. It is a matter of discipline, a word which, as I tell most of the people I work with, has the same root as the word disciple. In other words, “To what will we be devoted? What is it that we will love and serve?” The hope is: our soul.

        Challenges remain in our work with grief. The eddies that take us away from our courageous heart and back into isolation will frequently swirl around us. We will be pulled into our complexes on many occasions. The societal mandates of stoic striving will deny us the richness of our solitude and the beauty of being held by others. Understanding the many ways that our grief becomes congested helps us to move ever more deeply toward a life of soul. Let us look more closely at the obstacles on the path.

      

    

  
    
      Six

      Pushing through Solid Rock

      
        Grief is itself a medicine.

        —JOHN COWPER

      

      Many of us face challenges when we approach our grief. The most commonly noted obstacle, perhaps, is that we live in a flatline culture,70 one that avoids depths of feeling. We have compressed the range of our emotional lives to the narrowest band. Consequently, those feelings that rumble deep in our souls as grief gets congested there, rarely finding a positive expression, such as a grief ritual. Our culture, which wants to keep us busy and distracted twenty-four hours a day, keeps shunting grief to the background. We stand in the brightly lit areas of what is familiar and comfortable, not realizing we have lost something essential to the life of the soul. Rilke wrote a moving grief poem over one hundred years ago.

      
        It’s possible I am pushing through solid rock

        in flintlike layers, as the ore lies, alone;

        I am such a long way in I see no way through,

        and no space: everything is close to my face,

        and everything close to my face is stone.

      

      Rilke’s vivid description of the grief state is remarkable. When we enter the territory of sorrow, especially in those times of intense grief, it feels like we are surrounded by a thick and impenetrable wall of stone. Rilke also recognized that most of us enter this space alone, unaccompanied by people who could help us hold the weight of the time.

      He goes on from there with a humble confession—a prayer, really.

      
        I don’t have much knowledge yet in grief—

        so this massive darkness makes me small.

        You be the master: make yourself fierce, break in:

        then your great transforming will happen to me,

        and my great grief cry will happen to you.71

      

      This poem is filled with self-compassion. Even in the midst of not knowing, he realizes that his grief is a gift to God. The absence of this realization has pushed our grief into regions difficult to access. In these times, it seems like pushing through solid rock simply to feel our sorrows.

      The collective denial of our underlying emotional life has contributed to an array of troubles and symptoms. What is often diagnosed as depression is actually low-grade chronic grief locked into the psyche, complete with the ancillary ingredients of shame and despair. Martín Prechtel calls this the gray-sky culture,72 one in which we do not choose to live an exuberant life, filled with the wonder of the world and the beauty of day-to-day existence, one in which we do not welcome the sorrow that comes with the inevitable losses that accompany us on our walk here. This refusal to enter the depths has shrunk the visible horizon for many of us, dimmed our participation in the joys and sorrows of the world. We suffer from what I call premature death—we turn away from life and are ambivalent toward the world, neither in it nor out of it, lacking a commitment to fully say yes to life.

      I remember the difficulty I faced when I attended my first grief ritual. I watched as dozens of men and women fell to their knees, weeping and expressing their sorrow. I could not touch my grief, could not coax it to the surface and onto the ground. I stood there numb, frightened by the raw display of suffering. It wasn’t until I participated in my third grief ritual that I was able to release my tears. I needed to keep going, needed to be near the energy of sorrow. I couldn’t run away, because I was aware that I had a reservoir of grief in my body but lacked the means of freeing it. I realized now how frozen I was, how disconnected I had become from my emotional body. Learning to befriend this vulnerable piece of soul has, in turn, opened the way to experiencing a much wider array of emotions—joy, love, anger, sadness, delight, amazement—the entire range of my emotional landscape.

      
        The Shadow of Private Pain

        There are other factors at work that obscure the free and unfettered expression of grief. In the chapters above, I pointed out that those of us who live in the West are conditioned to accept the notion of private pain. This cultural conditioning predisposes us to maintain a lock on our grief, shackling it in the smallest concealed place in our soul. In our isolation, we deprive ourselves of the very things that we require to stay emotionally vital: community, ritual, nature, compassion, reflection, beauty, and love. Private pain is a legacy of the creed of rugged individualism. In this narrow story, we find ourselves caught in the shadow of the heroic archetype.73 We are conditioned from birth by the image of the hero, the one who needs no one, the one who rises above his or her pain, the one who is always in control and never vulnerable. We are imprisoned by this image, forced into a fiction of false independence that severs our kinship with the earth, with sensuous reality, and with the myriad wonders of the world. This is a source of grief for many of us.

        Facing the sorrows of the world requires that we remain intimate with the world. In my practice some years ago, I worked with a woman who was deep in grief about the war in Iraq. She wept and wept about the land being poisoned by fragments of bombs made with depleted uranium. She cried about the hundreds of thousands of civilians killed or wounded by the assault. After sitting with her for some time as she cried, I softly asked her if she had noticed the plum blossoms that were blooming outside the window. She paused and said, “No.” I asked her if she had noticed the mustard in bloom. Again she replied, “No.” I then said to her, “We cannot possibly face the horrors of Iraq with any sense of balance without also remembering the beauty of the world—the plum blossoms and mustard blooming.” We must couple grief and gratitude in a way that encourages us to stay open to life.

        I had an opportunity once to work with a group of clergy about the place of grief in their lives. Within a few minutes of starting my talk, there were visible signs of sorrow in the room. I paused and asked what they were feeling. Slowly they revealed the grief that they were carrying. One man had just lost his wife, a woman shared that her divorce had been finalized a couple of weeks earlier, and another woman said that someone who lived near her had just hung himself and that her son was going in for a brain scan. Another woman shared that a popular restaurant in her town was closing due to bankruptcy and that everyone was feeling the loss. I asked them, “How many of you have a place to take your grief?” No one raised a hand. We talked for a long time about the idea of private pain. Slowly they came to realize how imprisoning this perspective is to the soul. They wanted more, a way to move into and through their grief, and so we decided to explore ways to bring grief work into their parishes and to free their own lives from the grip of the private grief they carry.

      

      
        Giving Emotions a Bottom

        Another facet of our aversion to grief is fear. Hundreds of times in my practice as a therapist, I have heard how fearful people are of dropping into the well of grief. The most frequent comment is “If I go there, I’ll never return.” What I found myself saying one day was rather surprising. “If you don’t go there, you’ll never return.” It seems that our wholesale abandonment of this core emotion has cost us dearly, pressed us toward the surface of our lives. We live superficial lives and feel the gnawing ache of something missing. If we are to return to the richly textured life of soul and to participation with the soul of the world, we must pass through the intense region of grief and sorrow. This requires that we, once again, put faith in grief. This requires that we give grief a bottom, a foundation upon which to come to rest.

        Several years ago in my practice, an image came to me of a pair of hands cupped together, as if to gather water from a stream. The thought that accompanied the image was that we need to catch and contain the full range of feeling attached to any emotional experience—provide a bottom for it. For example, when we were children, and we fell and scraped our knees, we hopefully were able to find someone into whose lap we could climb, a safe place where we were allowed to cry. And if we were fortunate, this caregiver would offer soothing words to let us know that everything would be all right. In that moment, we were able to feel the full weight of our pain and move through the emotional force it carried. In essence, our pain had a bottom, and because of that, we could build trust in our ability to move through pain.

        Now imagine if we had come home as a young teenager, after a friend betrayed us or after our first crush rejected us. As we walked through the door, carrying our heartbreaking grief, imagine that no one knew how to respond to our sorrow. Or what if our grief wasn’t even acknowledged, or even worse, what if we were shamed for feeling the way we did? In such a situation, with no love and compassion surrounding us, the holding container for our powerful emotions would never be allowed to take shape. In such circumstances, the grief would begin to feel bottomless, and we would feel panicked whenever it came near our awareness. We would quickly learn to fear the free fall of grief. This feeling of being bottomless, of having no place to stand, no safe container to hold us, can happen with any emotion. Since this scenario has been experienced by so many of us in childhood, adolescence, and adulthood, finding a safe container that will enable us, once again, to build faith in our emotional lives is essential for our well-being.

        We are brought back to the fundamental practice of self-compassion and learning how to regulate the fear that comes upon us when we move into places of sorrow. Granting ourselves a bottom—through patient attention to our needs—settles us and reassures us that we will be held when we enter the room of grief. We also remember that we can ask for help and support from those who know and love us. As neuroscience continues to discover, we can re-modulate our earlier conditioning.

        Another face of fear is self-consciousness. We live anxiously, wondering who will judge us for who we are, how we act, what we say. We often do not feel that we belong; we feel that we need to watch everything we do to remain within the parameters of acceptable behavior. Clarissa Pinkola Estés has written as clear and concise a statement of the toxic residue of domestication as I ever came across.

        
          Too much time spent in an injection-molded plasticizing culture means that one must swerve every day, and hard, against being absorbed by a learned blindness to the interior life. But for many, a weakening of sight, a dropping of the hands, a kind of non-righteous surrender insinuates itself anyway.

          Pressure to conform for scant reward, and/or threats of marginalization because of one’s beliefs, may force an individual to attempt to assimilate into the least layer of culture, thereby causing one’s relationship to all things to slowly become defective. There, one becomes disconnected from the observable essence, from the affecting vitality of all things. It is not supposed to be that way for humans. Relationship to all matters and aspects of the world is meant to be complementary, wherein one is able to feel the electricity, and the conditions of that electricity, inside all things.74

        

        It is easy to see how this state of wariness and watchfulness interferes with the free expression of emotion. At grief rituals, we repeatedly address this issue. Unconsciously, we often still compare ourselves to others during this work. We notice who is sharing more, being more vulnerable, and succeeding at the task at hand. We’re afraid we’ll look ugly when we cry. This self-evaluation restricts how fully we can be present in the ritual. We need to be patient with this part of us. Bringing compassion to bear helps to relax the ever-watchful eye of self-criticism and grants us permission to reveal ourselves to others. We may need to tell our friends that we feel this constriction around our chests and throats and that we require support to ease into the full expression of our sorrows. This act itself is a form of self-compassion.

      

      
        The Need for Communal Rituals

        Perhaps the most salient obstacle to grieving is the lack of collective practices for the releasing of grief. Unlike most traditional cultures, where grief is a regular guest in the community, we have somehow been able to cloister grief and sanitize it, denying its expression as the gut-wrenching and heart-breaking event that it truly is. Even at funerals, we often avoid the intensity of sorrow needed to address the soul’s pain surrounding the loss of someone we love.

        Grief has always been communal and has always been connected with the sacred. As I shared previously, ritual is the means whereby we can work the ground of grief, allowing it to move, shift, and, ultimately, take a new shape in the soul. At first, the idea of ritual may seem strange to many of us, but when we finally experience it and allow ourselves to become emotionally engaged in the process, we find that there is something familiar about it. Whenever I offer a grief ritual, there is inevitably a feeling of recognition among the participants. This is part of our deep psychic inheritance, part of the “unforgotten wisdom” of which Jung spoke.75 It is important to realize that we are hard-wired for ritual. Learning to fashion our own rituals emboldens us to go farther into the territory of grief. It is a muscle we need to exercise and strengthen.

        William Blake said, “The deeper the sorrow, the greater the joy.” When we send our grief into exile, we simultaneously condemn our lives to an absence of joy. This gray-sky existence is intolerable to the soul. It shouts at us daily to do something about it, but in the absence of meaningful ways to respond to sorrow or from the sheer terror of entering the terrain of grief naked, we turn instead to distraction, addiction, or anesthesia. On my visit to Africa, I remarked to one woman that she had a lot of joy. Her response stunned me: “That’s because I cry a lot.” This was a very un-American sentiment. She didn’t say it was because she shopped a lot, worked a lot, or kept herself busy. Here was Blake in Burkina Faso—sorrow and joy, grief and gratitude, side by side. It is indeed the mark of the mature adult to be able to carry these two truths simultaneously. Life is hard, filled with loss and suffering. Life is glorious, stunning, and incomparable. To deny either truth is to live in some fantasy of the ideal or to be crushed by the weight of pain. Instead, both are true, and it requires a familiarity with both sorrow and joy to fully encompass the full range of being human.

      

    

  
    
      Seven

      Drinking the Tears of the World

      
        Live to the point of tears.

        —ALBERT CAMUS

      

      Coming home to grief is sacred work, a powerful practice that confirms what the indigenous soul knows and what spiritual traditions teach: we are connected to one another. Our fates are bound together in a mysterious but recognizable way. Grief registers the many ways this depth of kinship is assaulted daily. Grief work becomes a core element in our ability to sustain and maintain the well-being of our communities. It is a central means whereby our compassion is quickened and our mutual suffering acknowledged. It is also a form of soul protest, our wholehearted response to acts of violence and oppression.

      Grief is the work of mature men and women. It is our responsibility to be available to this emotion and offer it back to our struggling world. The gift of grief is the affirmation of life and of our intimacy with the world. It is risky to stay open and vulnerable in a culture increasingly dedicated to death, but without our willingness to stand witness through the power of our grief, we will not be able to stem the hemorrhaging of our communities, the senseless destruction of ecologies, or the tyranny of monotonous existence. Each of these elements of modern life pushes us closer to the wasteland, a place where malls and cyberspace become our daily bread and where our sensual lives are diminished. Grief stirs the heart. It is indeed the song of a soul alive.

      Grief is, as I have said, a powerful form of soul activism. If we refuse or neglect the responsibility for drinking the tears of the world, her losses cease to be registered by the ones meant to be the receptors of that information. It is our job to feel these losses and to mourn them. It is our job to openly grieve for the disappearance of wetlands, the destruction of forests, the shrinking whale populations, the erosion of soil, and on and on. We know the litany of loss, but we have collectively neglected our emotional response to this emptying of our world. We need to see and participate in grief rituals in every part of this country.

      The work of grieving for the world translates into a fierce and undying devotion to the world. I hear regularly about indigenous tribes fighting to protect their lands from incursions and violations by corporate interests. Their activism reflects an intimate and pervasive bond between self and place that leads to an identification with the land. The Awá in Brazil, the Kichwa in the Amazonian region of Ecuador, the Kalash people in northern Pakistan, and many others are in an intense fight to maintain their ways of living. It is imperative that we, too, find our courage to protect what is being threatened. We must participate in the repair of the world.

      Every one of us must do this. We must learn how to work with the grief in our lives. Begin with a friend or two and speak honestly to the heartaches you each carry. These may be very personal sorrows, or they may extend to the daily losses that we witness in the news. If you feel comfortable doing so, begin with a moment where you and your friends together focus your intention on your purpose. Otherwise, simply gather the courage to speak from your heart, and let the others know that you are feeling sad and carrying grief in your body. What I have discovered in grief rituals over many years is that we feel relief when we finally are able to acknowledge our pain with one another. We can also share our grief with a tree or a riverbank, in writing or in clay. We can dance our grief or express it through music. The main thing is to welcome it and grant it a place in our lives. When we do, we become larger, and we can sense our intimate bond with all creation.

      Sometimes, however, our grief is kept in a secret cave, untouched and untended, till someone invites us to reveal it to him or her. These are vulnerable moments, times of excruciating revelation. Exposing our grief can feel as if we are ripping layers of scar tissue from old wounds, long ago sealed away from others and even from our own awareness.

      There is a Swedish fairy tale called “The Lynd Wurm,” which speaks of the impossibility of hiding something essential to our lives. A king and queen are longing to have a child but are having difficulty conceiving. Then, through the help of an old, wise woman, the queen becomes pregnant. Unfortunately, the queen does not follow the old woman’s magical directions precisely, and the first child born is a hideous snake-like creature. This child is tossed out the window into the woods by the midwife. No one knows of his existence. A few moments later the queen gives birth to his twin brother, a beautiful son.

      Some years later, the young handsome prince has decided it is time for him to wed. He sets out to find his bride but encounters this snake-like creature blocking his passage. As fairy tales often point out, what was thrown away returns and demands to be acknowledged. The Lynd Wurm knows of his brother’s intention and tells him, “No bride for thee, till there is a bride for me.” This startles the prince, and he reports it to his parents. They are equally bewildered, since they had no knowledge of the other child’s existence. After two more encounters like this, the midwife confesses the truth about the son she tossed away. With some unease, the king and queen invite the creature into the castle and attempt to arrange a marriage for the elder brother. But every bride they offer him, he devours.

      Eventually a young woman comes forward who has been counseled on how to survive her wedding night with the monster. In preparation for the encounter, she is instructed to put on seven white blouses, gather a bucket of lye and three wire brushes. When the moment to consummate the marriage arrives, the Lynd Wurm demands that she take off her clothes. She says to him, “I’ll take off one of my blouses if you take off one of your skins.” He is startled and replies, “No one ever asked me to do that before.” There is a wild, howling commotion as they work through seven layers of skin, only to reveal, under it all, a slimy, quivering man. The woman takes the lye and her wire brushes and scrubs and scrubs his body until he is transformed into a handsome man. Now the real wedding can commence.

      “No one ever asked me to do that before.” The phrase alone carries a lamentation, a melancholy worthy of weeping. Many of us have not been invited to speak of our sorrow, to take off a layer of our skin to expose a still more vulnerable self, let alone find someone with the devotion and patience to scrub us and risk experiencing the wild expression of our grief. The first time I heard this story, I could feel the pain I carried for the loneliness of my grief, which I had imprisoned deep within me. There it crouched, longing to be seen and touched by another. As we walk this path of grief, we need others to hold us, see us, and acknowledge the truth of our experience, even when they cannot fully understand what we are feeling. Grief is an intensely interior process that can only be navigated in the presence of community. As one of my mentors said, “This is the solitary journey that we cannot do alone.”76

      Recently I was asked by two friends, Kevin and Anne, to lead a ritual for them. They were facing some potentially serious medical issues and had received difficult and, at times, confusing news regarding the prognosis. Kevin had been diagnosed with cancer. At first the doctors offered reassuring comments about the treatment, but later they suggested that things might be more complex than they had initially thought. The push and pull on the couple’s emotions was difficult to endure. Kevin lived with a shadow of death over him, and Anne with the gnawing anxiety of losing her husband. For over six months they had tried to manage by themselves, slowly feeling less and less able to shoulder the weight of the situation alone. Finally, the accumulated stress became bruising to their relationship. Like most of us, however, they felt as though they should be able to endure their grief and fear alone. That is the expectation in our culture. But the emotional toll had become too much, and they reached out for help.

      We spoke together several times, preparing for the ritual. They shared their thoughts and needs, fears and wishes for the gathering. They sent word to their community and on the day of the ritual, twenty of us gathered to be with them. The ritual itself was simple. After a brief overview for the participants, we began with an invocation to include those energies that are bigger than us—the spirits of the place, the ancestors, the mystery, and whatever it is that we hold as sacred. Then we invited them to tell us the whole story.

      It was clear that doing so was difficult. Kevin told us how hard it was to speak of it, how embarrassed he was to expose the level of fear that he had been carrying in his body. He cried as he spoke of feeling betrayed by his body, how he doubted if he would ever be well again. Slowly, with a little encouragement from the circle, he went deeper and deeper into the old story that surrounded the sickness. As he did so, some moments emerged of seeing through the story and into the present moment of being witnessed and held. At one point he looked up and said, “I have never, in my entire life, had this much attention given to me.” It was what he needed.

      When he finished, it was Anne’s turn. She shared how much she had needed what Kevin had just done. She had needed to hear him tell the whole story and to have it held by many. As she talked, she discovered that she had been trapped within a deep layer of grief. She had been carrying this worry and fear for Kevin alone, and she said that this imprisonment had made her unable to reach out for what she needed for healing. There was a growing sense that each of them needed to sacrifice something that was held within the old story. I had them leave the circle and write for ten minutes about what they would need to let go of in order to fully stand in the world as adults who belonged to the community and who had faith in life. When they were finished, they came out and read the statements. They were beautiful and powerful. They knew exactly what they needed to leave behind in order to have the life they wanted. After reading the statements, they burned them. I stood with them and told them, “This is the old life, and it is in ashes. You cannot go back to that. It is over.” I then asked them to take one step back from where they burned the papers and then, when they were ready, to turn and face the community. As they did so, they were greeted by the men on one side of the room and the women on the other. Anne went to the men, and Kevin to the women. We sang to them as we tended to them, washing their feet, hands, and faces. They both cried at the tenderness of the attention. It was beautiful. Finally, after this tending, I had them stand and meet each other in the middle of the room as two new adults who have arrived and are able to meet whatever life will offer them, because now they were not alone.

      After the ritual, Anne sent an email to all of us who had been there with the two of them.

      
        It was good to ask for help and good to place our faith in the healing powers of ordinary people doing ordinary things. All we did on Saturday was show up, speak, listen, and make a few simple gestures involving water and fire. We placed our trust in the alchemy of time, attention, and intention. And lo! Twenty-four hours later, we had a family pillow-fight and wrestling match. How long has it been since we’ve had the wherewithal, the family libido, for silliness? The spells of crisis, of fixation, and unrelenting stress, seem to have snapped.

        I detect the sounds and sensations of thaw.77

      

      As we surrender our strategies of coping, the genuine expression of grief is freed and allowed to enter into the body of the community. There we find what the soul requires for our most vulnerable pieces to be exposed. And it is there—in the sacred container of the village—that we come home.

      I have found that there is a pervasive hunger for grief rituals. People return year after year to these events to clear the ground in their psyches. Consider gathering a circle of people and allowing yourselves to create your own ritual to acknowledge the collective sorrows in your community. It does not need to be complicated—in fact, the simpler the better. I remember suggesting a ritual for a community in Southern California where a young man had been murdered. The community was in shock, deeply distressed, and did not know how to respond. I suggested that they gather at the site of the killing, pour water on the ground where he had died, and then openly express their grief. It was a simple gesture, but it opened the way to tend to the broken hearts of the participants and to begin to heal the grief that was present in the community.

      It is important that we take small risks in the arena of ritual so that we can begin to build faith in ourselves. We need to restore our ritual knowledge. This will allow us, once again, to tend the large and small needs of the soul over a lifetime. When we become overwhelmed by grief, or when we feel it gradually draining the light, joy, and energy out of our lives, that is a time when ritual is the appropriate medicine. And the healing offered through such rituals extends outward as well. Imagine the power of our voices and tears being heard across the continent. I believe the wolves and coyotes would howl with us, the cranes, egrets, and owls would screech, the willows would bend closer to the ground. When all these forces join together, a great transformation could overtake us, and our great grief cry could echo to the worlds beyond. This beautiful poem by Rashani Réa, “The Unbroken,” offers us a glimpse into what we may find nestled inside our deepest sorrows.

      
        There is a brokenness

        out of which comes the unbroken,

        a shatteredness

        out of which blooms the unshatterable.

        There is a sorrow

        beyond all grief which leads to joy

        and a fragility

        out of whose depths emerges strength.

        There is a hollow space

        too vast for words

        through which we pass with each loss,

        out of whose darkness

        we are sanctified into being.

        There is a cry deeper than all sound

        whose serrated edges cut the heart

        as we break open to the place inside

        which is unbreakable and whole,

        while learning to sing.78

      

    

  
    
      Eight

      Entering the Healing Ground: The Sacred Work of Grief

      
        The deeper the sorrow, the greater the joy.

        —WILLIAM BLAKE

      

      In this meditation on grief, we have seen how sorrow works upon us, deepening and reshaping us through our many encounters with loss. Learning how to hold sorrow close to our hearts is a spiritual practice, a fierce and unflinching acknowledgment of the way of the world. As Irish poet John O’Donohue wrote, “Life is a growth in the art of loss.”79 Slowly, over many encounters with losses and departures, we become acquainted with the rites of grief. This art of loss is a tempering of soul, a gradual deepening that prepares us for our own inevitable leaving. This work thins us, making the inner aspects of our lives more transparent to others. We become open and accessible. Whenever we touch the places of loss in our lives, at whatever gate they appear, we move closer to the earth. We become more intimate with our surroundings and lean in to those we love. At least, that is the invitation that true grieving offers to us. In my own times of intense grief, I have been fortunate to find my way into the arms of my wife, my friends, and the greater community of woods and creeks, grosbeaks and ravens. There is a profound connection between the expression of grief and finding a genuine experience of belonging. Grief affirms the bonds of affection, of affinity and love.

      I was talking with a group of people about grief once when a man in his seventies asked me, “So, what is the 1-2-3 of grief? How do I get over this sadness?” I knew a little about him from what he had shared earlier in the evening. He had spent his life as a scientist, someone for whom there was always a solution, an equation, or a formula for the problem at hand. He had also said that he had recently lost his wife after a long and loving marriage. So when he asked the question, I paused and then said to him, “I can’t accept the premise of your question. It implies an ending to your grief. I don’t think it will end. It will soften over time and turn into a tender melancholy. In fact, your grief is your new relationship with your wife. It will be the ongoing reminder of your love and your life together. This sadness keeps her in your world.” Later, after the evening concluded, he came to me and confided, with tears in his eyes, that what I had said to him had changed everything. He now was willing to welcome the ache that pervaded his whole being and see it as the new way of being in relationship with his wife.

      
        Night Work

        Grief takes us below the surface of our ordinary lives, dropping us into a world the color of a raven’s wings. It is the night world, an encompassing surround of darkness and mystery. Our first associations with this landscape often involve fear and resistance. Yet, every one of us alive today will face innumerable losses, both great and small, and we all take this journey downward into the belly of the earth. This is a sacred terrain filled with memories, the artifacts of a lifetime, ancestors, and spirits. Grief pulls us into the underworld, where we are invited to discover a new mode of seeing, one that reveals the holiness of all things.

        This journey to the underworld may last months or years. In the midst of this darkness, we come to realize that “everything has to do with loving and not loving,”80 as the poet Rumi reminds us. This teaching is fierce. It asks us to step fully into a conversation with things that happen in the night, in the dark hours of our lives. Some maturation occurs here, some cooking of the soul that requires these precise conditions. We pick up the orphaned and abandoned pieces of soul life and realize that they, too, are worthy of love.

        What is the work we are asked to do in the night world? Whether we are facing the loss of someone we love, wounds suffered in our childhood, the rips and tears experienced by the earth and her creatures, or our own eventual death, we are required to work with several essential things: to die before we die, to befriend the darkness, and to learn to let go. These practices ripen our grief into something that can, in turn, nourish our lives and the community.

      

      
        To Die before We Die

        In his Sonnets to Orpheus, Rilke wrote, “Be ahead of all parting, as if it had already happened.”81 He encourages us to bring loss and death into the midst of our lives. By keeping our vulnerability and mortality close, we learn to meet each moment with presence, even as we know it is passing away. In the night world, we are invited into a conversation with death in which we are asked to look directly at the ways we are living. Are we fostering vitality, participation, intimacy—those qualities that matter to soul—or are we turning away and attempting to keep ourselves immune to the ways that life can touch and change us?

        We face many little deaths in our lifetime—a friendship ends, a business venture folds, or the inevitable changes we encounter in our aging body. What is key is how we choose to respond to them. Sometimes our choices reinforce a small life. At other times, by letting an old pattern die, we enter into a larger encounter with being alive. This ongoing ritual of shedding outworn skins, of being remade time and again, is an ancient understanding most notably witnessed in the work of initiation. Every initiation brings one to the precipice of death. In fact, there is no genuine experience of initiation without an encounter with death. We are required to die to the old image of who we thought we were and step across the threshold into a radically altered sense of self. Loss and grief are an initiation into a changed landscape, reminding us that everything is passing. By dying before we die, we are able to accept this fact and embrace this amazing chance we have to be alive.

        There is a proverb from Africa that says, “When death finds you, make sure it finds you alive.” I love this adage, a wise reminder that death is always present and that when it comes, it is best to meet it fully alive. As I wrote earlier, too many of us suffer from premature death, never fully embracing our lives and being open to the beauty and terror of existence. This is a result, in great part, of our refusal to accept life on life’s terms. Instead, we try to avoid pain and suffering. We don’t turn our face into the world, into the full experience of life, but instead we slowly back into the grave, stubbornly trying to avoid our losses, ignoring the truth that these sorrows can be our greatest teachers, our greatest gifts. This half-life is not what we came here to experience. To change this story, we must be able to bring death close to us. We must be willing to live with the ways that death keeps us—paradoxically—aware of whether or not we are fully embracing our lives.

        To die before we die means that we must become radically honest with ourselves. We must shed the skins that do not foster aliveness. One man, while participating in the first weekend of the Men of Spirit initiation, suddenly realized how conscripted and narrow his life was. At that moment, he jumped out of his chair and flung it across the room in disgust. He clearly saw that he had unwittingly made an agreement to live small and to consistently tell himself what a good life he was living. This realization broke him open to the great well of grief he was carrying in his heart from all the times he had abandoned himself for the sake of fitting in and getting approval.

        The process of looking at our life and pruning the dead wood is essential. Coming to our death surrounded by untouched dreams and unlived life is perhaps the deepest grief we can encounter. I have sat with many people in their later years who possessed a profound remorse for what they had neglected to do in their lifetime. We are here for such a short time, and the call to truly live is something to which we each must respond. My daily practice is to wake and immediately bring my attention to this thought: “I am one day closer to my death. So how will I live this day? How will I greet those I meet? How will I bring soul to each moment? I do not want to waste this day.” I find this practice an acute reminder to die before I die, to stay awake. My poem “A Dream of Burning” speaks to our longing to fully live.

        
          To lift this wanting up out of dead wood.

          Something, someone reaches up to stop this rising

          as though the movement up is treasonous.

          This wanting has been frozen, caught in the grain

          of the fallen log for ten thousand years: Memories

          of ice ages and mastodons.

          But in the wood is the dream of burning—of flames,

          heat and tongues of orange/red—leaping up into

          the night, warming those who come close by.

          This wanting breaks open the wood. The sow bugs,

          spiders, beetles and the invisible captains of decay

          are relieved of duty.

          This wood is for fire and it is time to burn.

        

      

      
        To Befriend the Darkness

        Entering the night world brings us into the territory of darkness. Here we move among shadows and whispers. Sometimes we can barely see where we are. We reach out our hands, hoping to find something solid. When we find ourselves in the night world, the sensation can be unsettling and frightening. The certainty of daylight has vanished, and we are invited to step into the unknown and undefined dimensions of our life. Grief takes us into a terrain where we must develop other senses, other ways of knowing. We must learn to see in the dark.

        Within this darkness, we become porous to another world. A crack or fissure appears in these times of sorrow, allowing us to touch other worlds, if only for a moment. We are granted a glimpse of a larger reality, far beyond the scope of our daily lives. For some, this is an entry into the sacred world, one filled with awe and wonder. For others, it is the confirmation of an intuition that there exists another world behind this world. Whatever the experience, grief offers a revelation: in the midst of great loss, we find ourselves in the presence of the sacred.

        Our culturally engrained associations with the sacred usually connect it with the heavens, with the sky and the light. We like the idea of ascension, of things rising and moving toward the light. We are uncomfortable when we slip and fall, when we find ourselves descending into the darkness. However, when we compress the sacred into the narrow band of the heavens, we deny the holiness that dwells in the dark, in the roots of the earth, in the shadows within our bodies, the womb of our beginnings. Over seven hundred years ago, the mystic Meister Eckhart wrote, “What is this darkness? What is its name? Call it an aptitude for sensitivity which will make you whole. Call it your potential for Vulnerability.”82 Rilke adds, “Yet, no matter how deeply I go down into myself / my God is dark, and like a webbing made / of a hundred roots, that drink in silence.”83

        The darkness we enter when we are overwhelmed by the swell of grief is a place of belonging. It is the fecund and gravid darkness of the womb, the dynamic vitality of duende that pulses through our bodies when we are singing from the dark earth; it is the quiet thrum of nature moving through our senses and the body of the earth.84 Learning to befriend the darkness offers us a holding space where we are able to do the necessary work of metabolizing sorrow. This underworld domain is the sanctuary of our initiatory ordeal in which we are reshaped and remade under the hands of grief. It is the place where our apprenticeship with sorrow and our ability to be truly alive is deepened. It is the dreamtime offering images that quicken our souls and cause us to catch our breath.

        Coming to trust the darkness takes time and often involves many visits to this land. Our arrival here is rarely a chosen thing. We are thrown into the darkness or are carried there on the back of a blue mood. What we make of this visit is up to us. Recalling that the darkness is also a dwelling place of the sacred allows us to find value in the descent. In this place of lightlessness, we develop a second sight.

        A friend of mine once shared how one of his encounters with the darkness began following the death of his father. His relationship with his father had been difficult, filled with conflict. But during his dad’s dying process, something shifted, and the space between them softened. He was able to hold his father as he died, marking a profound change in the way he carried this relationship in his heart. Following his dad’s death, he entered into the night world, and there he met his father in a radically new way. Dreams came in which his father was blessing him, offering gifts, and in a real sense, atoning for their painful life together. As my friend shared his dreams, I could feel how his way of seeing had been changed. The question here isn’t whether this was his actual father speaking to him from the land of the dead. These dreams allowed him to see through to the other world. When he became porous to the other world, healing could move in both directions, from him to his father and back again. All of this occurred in the darkness, in the dreaming, where some strange alchemy transmuted loss into gratitude.

        Rilke’s poem speaks to the faith we need to recover in the dark, in the deep of the night.

        
          You, darkness, that I come from,

          I love you more than all the fires

          that fence in the world,

          for the fire makes

          a circle of light for everyone,

          and then no one outside learns of you.

          But the darkness pulls in everything:

          shapes and fires, animals and myself,

          how easily it gathers them!—

          powers and people—

          and it is possible a great energy

          is moving near me.

          I have faith in nights.85

        

        May we find in the dark what matters most to our soul, to our community, to our times. May we bring forth what is held within that all-nourishing abyss of which modern physics speaks, and may we offer it to our beleaguered world.

      

      
        Letting Go

        Every loss we experience in our lifetime has the capacity to deepen us, to widen the channel of soul life flowing into us. As we become familiar with sorrow and ease our resistance to its bittersweet tincture, we simultaneously become more able to love this astonishing world. Even as we recognize our own inevitable ending, there arises a feeling of gratitude, of grace, that we have been gifted with this time, these particular people, and this astonishing planet.

        One woman who attended a grief ritual we offered had been dealing with cancer on and off for over two decades. Recently the cancer had returned in an aggressive fashion. When she heard about the ritual, she called me and asked how the experience would benefit her. We talked for twenty minutes or more about what might happen for her at the ritual. She decided to attend.

        On Friday night we invited people to name the grief that was walking in the door with them. It was an intense circle of loss—mothers whose children had committed suicide, people who had experienced foreclosure on their homes, individuals who had lost their jobs, and many other types of grief. When it was this woman’s turn, she shared that she was possibly facing the last few months of her life. As she said this, I was reminded of how, in the Dagara culture of West Africa, when someone is seriously ill, straddling the threshold between this world and the next, she is considered a living shrine—her proximity to the other world makes her a dwelling place of the sacred.

        This woman carried the energy of the living shrine with beauty and dignity. Her words were precise and honest. Her writings were filled with eloquence and fierceness. When it came time for the ritual, she shrieked and howled and wept, holding nothing back. She spent all of her coins at the shrine. Several weeks later, she sent me an email. She wrote, “These past few days have been filled with grief and glory, yet because of our shared experience I feel strengthened to be with others and myself in a deeper and fuller manner. Our grief ritual has rippled through my life. Being together with you in an embodied manner in a place that celebrates embodiment is a true gift. I really am standing more strongly in the world. It’s a great gift of inestimable value.”86

        Each of us will come to the threshold of our own disappearance from this life. Our familiarity with grief is a key element in our ability to step into this transition with grace and presence. Working with grief keeps us present, ensuring that the sorrows of our lifetime have been touched and acknowledged and that they are no longer dragging us backward into our history. The stories of our life have a gravitational pull that will demand that we address the unfinished business that lingers there. It is essential that we keep these stories in front of us, becoming fully conscious of them and sharing them with others. Only in this way can their weight draw us into the world and farther into life. If we deny the presence of grief, it slips behind us, and the gravity it carries pulls us away from the vitality of living. When we extend our cupped hands and offer a bottom to our grief, we can hear the story that lies there, needing our touch and affection.

        In Mary Oliver’s exquisite poem “When Death Comes,” we are reminded of this unavoidable passage into the night world. Her words, however, are not tinted with anxiety but, remarkably, with curiosity.

        
          When death comes

          like the hungry bear in autumn;

          when death comes and takes all the bright coins from his purse

          to buy me, and snaps the purse shut;

          when death comes

          like the measle-pox;

          when death comes

          like an iceberg between the shoulder blades,

          I want to step through the door full of curiosity

          wondering:

          what is it going to be like, that cottage of darkness?

          And therefore I look upon everything

          as a brotherhood and a sisterhood,

          and I look upon time as no more than an idea,

          and I consider eternity as another possibility,

          and I think of each life as a flower, as common

          as a field daisy, and as singular,

          and each name a comfortable music in the mouth

          tending as all music does, toward silence,

          and each body a lion of courage, and something precious to the earth.

           . . .

          When it’s over, I want to say: all my life

          I was a bride married to amazement.

          I was the bridegroom, taking the world into my arms.

          When it’s over, I don’t want to wonder

          if I have made of my life something particular, and real.

          I don’t want to find myself sighing and frightened,

          or full of argument.

          I don’t want to end up simply having visited this world.87

        

        Grief helps us stay closely related to the other face of this mystery, which is gratitude. The tension between these two sisters, grief and gratitude, is what helps us to avoid leaving this life “sighing and frightened, or full of argument.” We are freed to love this life, and when we are asked finally to release it, we can let it go.

        There is a grief that comes with saying our goodbyes. It is difficult to pick up this thread and hold it in our hand. Each of us is fated to leave this shining world, to slip off this elegant coat of skin, to release our stories to the wind, and to return our bones to the earth. Saying goodbye, however, is not easy, and it’s not something we give much thought to in our daily lives.

        How do we say goodbye? How do we acknowledge all that has held beauty and value in our lives—those we love, those who touched our lives with kindness, those whose shelter allowed us to extend ourselves into the world? How do we let go of sunsets and making love, pomegranates and walks on the bluff? And yet, we must. We must release the entire, fantastic world with one last breath. I will miss this world. What seemed like an eternity to the child is quickly arcing its way toward the time to leave. It is a short ride, a wild journey filled with every imaginable joy and sorrow. There is a feeling of melancholy that settles over me as I write these words, an anticipatory grief for the time when I will not be greeting the dawn. I have no idea what happens after we die, but I am reasonably sure that this sensuous encounter with heat and cold, with brilliant sunlight and the silvery light of the moon, will be absent, and that brings me to grief. It is a sweet grief—bittersweet, as they say—and I am resolved to this circumstance. If it were not so, I doubt we would see this life for the wonder it is.

        There is another face to this grief of saying goodbye. We must acknowledge the sorrow that others will feel with our death. This is an especially tender sorrow, one we must bear in our soul, the consequence of having been privileged to enter another’s heart. It is an exquisite honor to have been carried along by another as someone they loved. Approaching his own death, psychotherapist Albert Kreinheder wrote in his touching book, Body and Soul: The Other Side of Illness, “If parting is such sweet sorrow, death is the most sorrowful of all but possibly also the sweetest of all. It is not just the goodbyes to spouse and lover and friends, but going away from everything, all the things we loved to do, but can do no more, all the things we wanted to do but never got around to. It would be false bravado to deny the great sorrow of death.”88

        Kreinheder goes on to the most intimate confession of all: “Yet, even if I can be truly composed and fully ready for this great transition, there is a sadness for those who love me, and I grieve for their grieving. I am deeply pained by the pain they shall feel. The broken bonds. What once was, no longer is—the touch, the looks, the goings in and out together. Meaningful things done habitually, without a thought of their doing, are now gone forever and deeply missed.”

        There is something so vulnerable about this sorrow. In part, this sorrow is connected to a realization that we mattered to others, that our presence in their lives affected them, and that they are going to grieve our absence. One man who joined one of our rituals shared his budding grief as he imagined his daughter’s pain if he were to die suddenly. It is important to recognize the love that has been offered to us, to take it close to our hearts, and then to realize that these bonds will be altered by our death. With this awareness, we are invited to embrace these connections more fully while we are alive, to love without limits, to give ourselves freely to those whose hearts have welcomed us. One woman in the Cancer Help Program shared how she and her husband had slowly realized that they were rarely sharing any intimate time together, physically or emotionally. When they spoke about it, they were both stunned to recognize that on some unconscious level, they were both avoiding one another in order to keep the presence of death from coming into their awareness. She cried the tears that come with loving another. She went home determined to open herself up to the bittersweet truth that is always present between them.

        Several years ago, I was working with a group of men who were in training to lead the men’s initiation process. The teaching for that weekend was focused on grief, and as we approached the evening, I said that either we could do a grief ritual or we could try another ritual that had come to me. I called it a death ritual. They were intrigued and asked me to tell them about it. I shared what I had been shown in my imagination. For this ritual, we would dig two shallow graves, about six inches deep, and then gather some distance from the graves and begin singing a chant. Then someone would fall to the ground, and we would gather him up and carry him to the grave, cover him with a cloth and then return to our singing. The intent, I thought, was to give each of us a feeling of being carried by our brothers to our grave and then to have some time to lie there and feel into the temporary nature of life.

        What happened, however, was radically different. After the first man fell and the pallbearers carried him to the grave, a spontaneous eruption of grief arose at the thought of losing a brother. Suddenly the ritual was centered on saying goodbye to someone we loved, and the man in the grave was offered an amazing symphony of sorrow from his brothers. Hearing their cries of grief was stunning, and we all came away from the ritual wildly deranged, wondering what had just happened to us. We woke in the morning as if we had returned from some other world, feeling a deeper intimacy with one another.

        This ritual brought us face-to-face with the reality of losing those we love. Letting go is a difficult skill to acquire, and yet we are offered no option but to practice. Every loss, personal or shared, prepares us for our own time of leaving. Letting go is not a passive state of acceptance but a recognition of the brevity of all things. This realization invites us to love fully now, in this moment, when what we love is here.

      

    

  
    
      Nine

      Becoming Ancestors

      
        At the center of all my sorrows, I have felt a presence that was not mine alone.

        —SUSAN GRIFFIN

      

      Sometimes it’s all too much. Sometimes the cup of sorrows is not merely full, it’s overflowing, and our capacity to stand upright is mightily challenged. We all have had or will encounter times when the events and circumstances surrounding us crash upon us, and we feel shattered like glass, reduced to sharp-edged fragments lying on the floor. Sometimes the feeling of being undone comes with a loss arising near to our hearts. This searing grief burns in our being and emerges from the love we have for the one we lost. At other times, however, this consuming grief comes from outside of our immediate world, gathering like storm clouds in the distance and then, in a thunderous clap, falling on us with a drenching rain. This is the grief I speak of here.

      It was a recent Palm Sunday. This was a day that had been a meaningful day in my youth, honoring the day when Jesus entered Jerusalem to a joyous greeting. This day began with a feeling of melancholy, however, an anticipatory grief surrounding the well-being of a newborn child in our community. The news had come that the baby was not doing well; it didn’t look like he was going to survive. He didn’t. I heard about his death early that morning and felt a deep sadness swelling in my heart. I knew this tender young family was swimming in a sea of love and loss. The bittersweet tears of bringing into the world—even for a few days—someone who could open your heart and break it simultaneously. Such a fierce reminder of how fragile it all is: our bodies, our bonds, our breath.

      It was later that same day, however, when the bough broke for me. I was ending my day, checking messages one last time, when I read of the death a man named Mike—he had shot himself. I read the line several times, stood up from my desk, and stumbled into the living room. My wife had drifted asleep on the couch but woke, took one look at me, and said, “You look stricken. What happened?” She was right. I was stricken, struck down by the news. I was panicking inside, like some vital part of my soul had just fled. I could not find the ground beneath me. I told her the news of Mike’s death, and all I could do was stand there.

      I need to say that it was not Mike’s death per se that unhinged my psyche. I’d only recently met him, and while I felt a potential friendship forming between us, I can’t say that there was a deep bond. I was saddened by the news, but I did not feel the deep grief I would have felt losing a lifelong friend. So why this immense response? Why was the news of his dying so disturbing? What I came to realize was that his death released a cascade of feeling I was carrying for our entire suicidal culture—our death-dealing, nature-consuming, hell-bent-on-our-collective-demise society. My interior denial systems were shattered, along with the fantasies of our somehow figuring our way through the eye of the needle in the nick of time, like in some Hollywood adventure film. For the next two weeks I dragged myself through the world, barely able to taste or touch. I was walking in the shadowed land I spoke of earlier, detached and disconnected from the vitality that was evident around me. This all occurred during the wild eruption of spring, with the fragrance of lilacs and honeysuckle in the air, iris and plum blossoms blooming. And my delightful grandson discovering he could walk and dance. Everything was clouded—shrouded actually—some veil coming between me and life.

      The wave of sorrow continued to grow as news of four more suicides became known to me, along with a serious cancer diagnosis in a dear friend. Too much death swirling around me. All I wanted was to hide. I remember saying to my wife, when we were talking about what was happening to me, “Can we be done for now?” I didn’t want to talk about it; I only wanted to run and hide, but I couldn’t. Whatever had broken had taken my old strategies along with it. I was being confronted with my own deepest sorrow.

      My mind grappled with an array of thoughts during this time, each thought accompanied by a corresponding emotion that made life challenging. Many of these thoughts were deeply disturbing and left me with an overall feeling of despair. This is not a condition with which I was very familiar. I was the eternal optimist, always picking up the signals of our pending redemption. Now, after Mike’s death and with all the other deaths swirling in my psyche, I could not find the way forward, the path to healing. It all looked bleak.

      One day, while making my way around the house, I picked up a book a friend had lent to me, No Time to Lose: A Timely Guide to the Way of the Bodhisattva, by Pema Chödrön. For some reason I picked it up and began reading. The words were comforting, somewhat assuring, and for the first time in several weeks, I felt a breath of fresh air enter my lungs. I wrote down one of her lines that spoke particularly to me: “an opportunity to develop the outrageous courage of the bodhi heart.”89 The idea of outrageous courage touched me. I could feel this was the invitation that was nested inside of this despair. I, or rather, we are being asked to cultivate outrageous courage in the face of outrageous loss. After this new feeling inside me, I thought again about the deaths that had been oppressing me. Nothing had changed; the outer conditions of death and potential collapse were still all very present, but something in me had shifted ever so slightly, allowing a new bottom to begin to take shape. I had been deepened by this descent. Despair was my human response to too much death, too many losses—of friends, forests, cultures. My heart, in all its beauty and fragility, had been overwhelmed and couldn’t find bottom. Now, the barest inklings of renewed life were setting in. I found myself cleaning my home office, building new bookshelves, and getting everything off the floor. Movement. Getting something moving again was helpful, a return to participating in the daily rhythms of life. I smiled again, could feel warmth in the loving touch of my wife, the kindness of friends, and the beauty of the world.

      Still, the ground beneath me felt unsteady, as though at any moment it could shake and easily take me to the ground. I stumbled upon what Zen priest and author Susan Murphy calls the koan of the earth. How do we answer the riddle of our times? How do we sift through the shards of our broken culture, our fragmented psyches, and come once again into “our original undividedness and the freedom it bestows, right there in the suffocating fear itself.”90 This was the question at the heart of my despair, ripening in the vessel of my sorrow. What felt different this time was the interior experience of the grief and despair. It was not centered on personal losses—my history, wounds, losses, failures, and disappointments. It was arising from the greater pulse of the earth itself, winding its way through sidewalks and grocery lists, traffic snarls and utility bills. Somewhere in all the demands of modern life, the intimate link between earth and psyche was being reestablished or, more accurately, remembered. The conditioned fantasy of the segregated self was being dismantled, and I was being reunited, through the unexpected grace of fear, despair, and grief, with the body of the earth.

      A short time after this, Carolyn Baker, a wonderful author and soul activist in Colorado, invited me to be a guest on her radio show to talk about grief and our cultural and planetary crisis. Prior to the show, Carolyn sent me a series of questions to ponder. The list included perhaps the most challenging question that has ever been posed to me. Contained in this difficult question were a set of premises concerning the current state of the planet, which included the likelihood of a global economic meltdown, the California drought and worldwide water shortages, the unfolding catastrophic climate change, and the possibility of near-term extinction for the human species. All of this led to the heart of the question, which asked, “In light of this, some people would ask: What good does it do to grieve? We’re screwed; we’ve killed the planet; why not just leave the planet a little earlier than planned? Why not just do a lot of mind-altering substances or commit suicide right now? Really, truly, Francis, why is grief important now?”91

      I printed out the questions on Friday night and read them over a number of times. I had no idea how to answer this one particular question. I took it with me to bed and let it work on me. In the morning, on our way to give a talk on grief at Sonoma State University, I said to my wife, “I have an answer for that question. It’s about good manners.” I watched as she thought about the idea, and I saw her body relax. She said, “That feels so right. It rings true.”

      Good manners are not something we pay much attention to in these times. It almost feels antiquated, and yet, here it was coming to the foreground as a reply to this question. It got me thinking about the place of manners in culture, in our relationships, and in the broader arc of bioregions.

      What became clear rather quickly is that manners, when they are expressed, are typically reserved only for other humans. The wider world of watersheds, migratory estuaries, soil colonies, and ecotones are rarely included in what it is we approach with an attitude of mannerliness. This was not always so, as is evidenced by the practices of traditional cultures around the world. For Native American peoples, ethics and manners, as they related to nature and the well-being of the village, governed a good deal of their behavior. Manners were essential in maintaining right relations with the world that supplied everything for them. A breach in manners or etiquette could result in the deer, elk, bison, or salmon feeling offended and disappearing for a time, placing the survival of the people at great risk.

      Ritual life and practices associated with hunting and the gathering of plants, berries, and seeds, all carried serious weight to the indigenous people of this land. They intuitively knew that the greater rhythm of relations hinged upon respect, reciprocity, and restraint, that is, good manners.

      We, too, are called to recover a more well-mannered life as it pertains to the living systems that enfold us. Gary Snyder, in The Practice of the Wild, notes, “An ethical life is one that is mindful, mannerly, and has style. Of all moral failings and flaws of character, the worst is stinginess of thought, which includes meanness in all its forms. Rudeness in thought or deed toward others, toward nature, reduces the chances of conviviality and interspecies communication, which are essential to our physical and spiritual survival.”92 Snyder reminds us of the tangible connection between our ethical life and our felt sense of connection with the wider surround of hoof and talon, wing and branch. To lose the chance for conviviality with the “beautiful and strange otherness” that Paul Shepard spoke of is to diminish our inner lives as well as the outer world. We die a little every time we close off the heart and shut out the living world from our attention.

      This is where we return to the question “what good does it do to grieve?”—given all the givens. Beyond the social manners that we should extend to one another, there arise deeper, more Eros-based manners that emerge from the nest of the heart when we feel our kinship with what surrounds us. The title of a lovely essay by Wendell Berry says it all: “It All Turns on Affection.”93 How we nourish this affection is at the core of our concerns. As Snyder suggested, our physical and spiritual survival is in question.

      All of these thoughts were rippling through me as we came to Sunday night and time for the radio interview with Carolyn Baker. I was still uncertain how I was going to flesh out the answer to her question. When she posed it, I found myself pausing, taking a deep breath and saying,

      
        That is a huge question, isn’t it? I find myself somewhere between the idea that Joanna Macy puts out that we are in the Great Turning and thinking we should be writing our obituary. I’m not exactly sure where we are in the process. If we are in the throes of our own species disappearance, then what it really comes down to is good manners.

        If we are leaving, then we owe it, as an act of respect and manners, to try to do whatever we can to mitigate against further damage. If our species is leaving, there will be others that remain. And if the salmon are returning, we should do whatever we can to make their waters clean and take down the obstacles that interfere with their ability to spawn. We should do whatever we can to make sure the forest can go back to being a full climax forest where all species are able to return. We should do whatever we can, and I think that is an act of deep manners. And again we come back to the heart, don’t we?

        My ability to feel this puts me back in a profound state of relatedness to where I live, to the watersheds, to my home. And so you say, “Why grieve if this is the condition?” Because we have to keep some sense of our deep soul obligation to the planet alive, no matter if we are leaving. I feel it is an imperative that I do whatever I can to register the sorrows of the planet. We have to remember that much of the grief that we are feeling isn’t ours. It isn’t personal. We are literally feeling the sorrows of the watersheds.

        Why do grief work? So that we can register the sorrows of the planet and do whatever we can, whatever we are obligated to do, morally and spiritually, to try to prepare for whatever is coming, so that they have a better chance to survive and continue. They have a right to that.94

      

      Everything has a right to continue, to reach forward into untold generations, keeping the dreams of our children and salmon alive, of pronghorn and prairie dog, valley oak and humpback whale. Doing whatever we can to ensure the continuation of all beings is not merely the right thing to do; it is good manners.

      Our apprenticeship with sorrow has led us here, to the very edge of culture and the wild, uncertain times we are in. We have been reshaped by our many encounters with loss—deepened and ripened. We are being called upon to gather the wisdom we have found on our long walk with sorrow and make it available for others. We must enter the healing ground as elders who have been seasoned by grief, recognizing we carry soul medicine for those who are beginning their apprenticeship. Perhaps now we can begin to build a new culture, one that honors soul and the soul of the world.

      In closing, I would like to share one more story from the training I led for the men who were learning to facilitate the Men of Spirit initiation process. On one night of the final weekend, I invited the men to participate in a ritual to honor our ancestors. It was obvious that some of the men had reservations about this, since their relationships with their deceased parents and grandparents had been rocky and painful. I encouraged them to offer their gratitude, nonetheless, for the sheer gift of their lives. I told them that we would be drumming and instructed them to dance, move, and offer gestures to the other world displaying their appreciation and gratitude. I also told them that at some point during the ritual, the drumming would stop and at that point, they were to lie down on the earth.

      The drumming started, and for an hour or so, the men moved and danced, offering their prayers of gratefulness to those who had come before. There were tears and shouts. Some gestured wildly, others slowly rocked back and forth, but everyone was engaged in this time of remembrance and thanksgiving. Lit by a couple of torches, the men’s faces were soft. An energy of healing was clearly felt within that circle.

      Slowly the drumming came to a stop, and the men lay down on the ground. I got up from my drum, walked into their midst, and said to them, “Our vision has been achieved. We are now two hundred years in the future, and there are young men standing here waiting for their initiation to begin. Our names have been utterly forgotten. No one remembers who we were or what we began in order to see this dream return to the village. They need us to hold them, to send them love and encouragement. Now, from deep beneath the earth, send your blessings to these young ones; let them know that they are being held and supported from an ancient well.”

      The drumming resumed and from their positions on the ground, men began to reach up, as if they were holding up the world. Some slowly made their way back to their feet and began to dance again. At first, the movements were small and contained, but slowly the dance grew into an energetic pulse that sent blessings like arrows into the young men in the future. The air became electric, and the sound of prayers began spontaneously to erupt over the drums. Time collapsed, and the reality of the moment was felt: we were doing the vital work of sustaining the life that was now present in the world. We prayed that they would find a village of welcome and that many eyes would see them and many arms hold them during their lives. We prayed that they would find a green world—vital and alive, juicy and teeming with life. We prayed that they would know tenderness and love, friendship and beauty.

      The drums slowly came to a stop, but the prayers kept going. Men continued to speak and weep and reach to the living world, imploring that the young people receive what we were offering. In the end, in silence, we looked into each other’s eyes and recognized that we had been changed by this ritual: we were ancestors in training.

      So much in this world needs our attention. So much is threatened and clinging perilously to the edge of existence. We know this is true. Grief is our witness to these painful realities. Grief is also our response that confirms our intimate bond with all creation. When we leave here, it is essential that we feel that we did all we could for the generations to come, for this sweet earth, for all we loved. When we leave here, let us pray that life will continue after we are gone. Let us hope that whales will continue the migrations they have made for millions of years. Snow geese will still follow their instincts from the arctic to their winter grounds and back again. Monarch butterflies will swarm and fill the sky with their beauty. And whether we are in this world or have entered the vast realm of the ancestors, there will still be much for us to care for. As Rumi said, “This night will pass, then we have work to do.”95

    

  
    
      RESOURCES

      In the following pages, I offer a series of practices and rituals that can help us move grief through our bodies and souls. It is essential for us to build muscle in our capacity to work with sorrow. It is also essential to offer ourselves the support we need in times of deep grief.

      
        Some Thoughts on Practice

        Any of us who has ever picked up a musical instrument, a paintbrush, pen, tennis racket, or knitting needles knows that in order to become even remotely proficient with the instrument, we have to put in hours and hours of practice. The same is true of our inner life. Cultivating an internal world with some equanimity requires practices that help to steady the maelstrom of thought and emotion that often keeps us agitated and preoccupied. Quieting the mind is the goal of many meditation practices. In our apprenticeship with grief, we need practices that help us hold the wild, piercing emotions that often accompany loss with a semblance of compassion. Here are some thoughts on the value of practice.

        
          Practice Provides Ballast

          Every one of us has encountered times when we felt as though we were in the middle of an immense storm. The winds were fierce, and the downpour felt biblical. In these times, we can easily be tossed about, roiling in the waves that crash on the shore. Practice helps to root us, to anchor our internal presence onto something solid. An image from nature provides us with a useful metaphor. Along the California coast, there are great beds of kelp. They sway with the currents but are held in place by the powerful grip of a “holdfast.” The holdfast is “a fist of knobby fingers that stick to a rock with the glue the plant makes from sunshine in saltwater, an invisible bond strong enough to hold against all but the worst winter gales.”96

          Practice is a form of holdfast, offering a footing in the depths, something that steadies us in harsh weather, a strong and dedicated grasp that holds us firm in difficult times. We cannot control the ferocity of the storm, but we can cultivate the grip of our holdfast through our steady practices.

        

        
          Practice Is Vesseling

          Vesseling is an idea that comes from alchemy. The old alchemists recognized that all deep work requires a holding space, a secure vessel within which the work is carried out. Vessels both contain and separate, allowing us to attend to the matter at hand. The container must be constructed slowly, however, over time, with attention, repetition, and care. If we place too much pressure on a weak container, it will shatter. We see the same thing happening in relationships that have failed or in projects we have abandoned. As James Hillman notes, “In your patience, is your soul.”97

        

        
          Practice Deepens Our Connection to Source

          The German mystic Meister Eckhart wrote, “God is a deep underground river that no one can dam up and no one can stop.”98 This is a beautiful image, but how do we tap into the eternal source of clear water? Any intentional practice can be a way to dig our well. Silence, prayer, writing, dancing, painting—any act that carries devotion can become a soulful ritual. This keeps us accessible to the visible and invisible sources of vitality. Once the well is dug, however, it is essential that we keep drawing water from it, or the capillaries that feed the well will close. The practice of returning again and again to our yoga mat, our writing desk, or our cello is what poet Mary Oliver calls “keeping the appointment.”99 This consistency builds soul muscle. It takes enormous psychic strength to tolerate the rigors of engaging what arises from the unconscious, especially in times of grief. We need the waters from the underground river to nourish us as we face the feelings, images, memories, and thoughts that arise in times of sorrow.

        

        
          Practice Invites Revelation

          When we show up with regularity, we are clearing the table for new arrivals. Anyone who has labored with a creative project knows this truth. Patience and soulful repetition opens the door to something surprising, something revelatory. In our times with grief, we often feel stuck, languishing in a bog. Slowly, however, images appear, feelings migrate, and something comes to let us know that we have moved in some way—not necessarily for the better, but a move has occurred. I have sat with many people in grief who have shared dreams or images that have left them in awe. Practice keeps the flow moving, inviting the possibility of revelation.

        

        
          Practice Invites the Marginalized Voices to Speak

          We are a menagerie of moods, emotions, thoughts, and selves. For the most part, we keep the unsavory brothers and sisters on the outskirts of town. Practice, however, invites these voices into the mix, recognizing in them an essential element in our well-being. We are asked to welcome the weak and vulnerable parts of ourselves in times of grieving. Paradoxically, it requires a good deal of strength, once again, to yield and welcome what culturally has been deemed worthless. Grief work invites us to extend the reach of our welcome and admit those who have lived on the margins back to the central fire.

        

        
          Practice Increases the Heat in Our Psychic World

          All change requires intensity. A steady practice builds the internal heat with which we are able to warm the contents in the container. We must learn to both modulate the fire and feed the fire. Modulating the fire means that we must pay close attention to our internal states. Too much fire and we burn out, the container breaks, and we lose the work we have begun. At the same time, we want to feed the fire sufficiently to keep the work moving. As James Hillman said, “you get from the fire only what the fire is fed.”100 If we ignore the fire, our internal life feels cold and the grief in our container congeals. Offering our attention, affection, and love, on the other hand, feeds the fire, and the gradual work of transmuting grief into gold can commence.

          Practice is at the heart of our apprenticeship with sorrow. There is no maturation of this skill without practice. Becoming proficient in the art of grieving enables us to stand solidly in the lineage of those who have loved and served what is alive.

        

        
          Practice Offers Us Many Chances

          It appears that we humans are the one creature on the planet that repeatedly forgets who we are.101 We lose presence, forget to lean in to life, and live half-hearted. We slip into modes of existence that are truly separate from the nature of who we are. Practice is designed to help us recall our vital essence. In fact, we could say that life is one continuous act of remembering, of gathering ourselves back together again and again, and living from the “deep well of things as they are.”
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        The Generous Heart: The Gift of Self-Compassion

        
          You can search throughout the entire universe for someone who is more deserving of your love and affection than you are yourself, and that person is not to be found anywhere. You, yourself, as much as anybody in the entire universe, deserve your love and affection.

          —BUDDHA

        

        At the heart of every spiritual tradition, we find the teaching of compassion. Through the gate of compassion we are invited to enter the wider conversation with all life. Compassion binds us with all things through the shared encounter with suffering. Compassion: from the Latin compati, “to suffer with.” It is through our experience with loss, sorrow, and pain that we deepen our connection with one another and enter the commons of the soul.

        But how are we with self-compassion? Too often our caring is reserved for those outside of ourselves, as though we haven’t earned the right for kindness. We judge ourselves and resist offering gestures of mercy to ourselves. Yet, every one of us knows loss and defeat, loneliness and failure. We hurt and harm others, are hurt and harmed by others; we close our hearts to the world and often choose self-protection as a way of life.

        Bringing compassion to our suffering is an act of generosity. It helps us remember that we, too, are part of this breathing, pulsing world. We are reminded that, by the mere fact of our being here, we qualify for the soothing waters of compassion. We can then come out of our sheltered world of self-scrutiny and make our way back into the fuller embrace of our belonging.

        When I work with groups on the topic of self-compassion, I often begin by describing our time together as a project in “non-self-improvement.” So often our efforts at change in our lives mask subtle and not-so-subtle acts of self-hatred. We attack portions of our life with a vengeance, fully believing that our weakness or inadequacy, our neediness, or our failures are the reasons for our suffering, and if only we could be free of them, we would enter into a state of perfection; all would be well. Our obsession with perfection is itself a strategy that we cling to in an attempt to overcome our feelings of being outside the wall of welcome.

        Giving up our muscular agendas of self-improvement is an act of kindness. It says that by befriending our life, we deepen our capacity to welcome what is, what comes, whoever arrives at the interior door of our soul’s house. We don’t often get to decide who or what shows up at the “guest house,” as Rumi says, but we can cultivate an atmosphere of curiosity and receptivity. Self-compassion gradually becomes one of the basic elements of maturation. We slowly relinquish the harsh program of ridding ourselves of our outcast brothers and sisters for the sake of fitting in; we simply set another place at the table.

        This is not to say that we do not seek change. At a recent gathering, a man said to me, “I noticed that you don’t talk about progress in your work.” I said, “No. I don’t see the soul moving in a linear way, from point A to point B. Sometimes it moves downward or sideways, sometimes it regresses, and at other times it holds still and doesn’t move. Progress is one of our culture’s most cherished fictions, but it can do great harm when applied to the life of the soul. As soon as we are not moving forward or progressing, we feel something is wrong and that we are failing, so we redouble our efforts. What self-compassion offers us is the space and breath to listen and take notice of how our soul is moving in this moment; what it is asking us to pay attention to at this time.”

        He then asked if I was okay with having goals. I said, “Well, I’m not real comfortable with goals either, but if I had to use that language, I would say that the goal of this work is to extend the level of participation of the soul as widely and deeply as possible. One of the deepest sources of depression for the soul is a diminished range of participation in our life. To be fully alive—that would be the goal.” This is the change we truly long for.

        The foundations of self-compassion arise from the fertile ground of belonging. Belonging confers a feeling of worth and value, which, in turn, filters into our whole being as a blessing. This gently translates into a relationship with oneself that is respectful and caring. Herein lies our problem: for many of us, the experience of belonging has been fractured and frustrated. We often feel as though we are living outside the warmth of a recognizable welcome. In this state of exile, we feel unworthy of kindness. Countless times in my practice, I have heard someone saying, “I feel unlovable.” It is challenging to cultivate a feeling of compassion for oneself in an atmosphere of self-judgment and hatred.

        Nearly everywhere I go to teach, there is an ongoing call for some dressing to heal the wounds around belonging. Fortunately, most every one of us has been able to forge some friendships, small circles of welcome, even if we feel they are provisional. This can be enough to help stimulate the practice of self-compassion. One of the working definitions that I hold is that self-compassion is the internalized village. Pause for a moment and think about how we tend to respond to a friend who is suffering. Usually we feel an immediate caring and sympathy in our heart toward his or her pain. We don’t typically recoil in judgment or condemnation, and yet, that is often how we respond to our own moments of pain. Imagine, instead, that these dear people in our lives are dwelling inside us, that the little village in our world has been taken into our hearts. Now, when suffering arises, our interior friend can say to us, “Be gentle. Be kind. Be compassionate with this suffering part of your life.” It is soothing to imagine the village residing inside our chest. Perhaps the Golden Rule needs an addendum: “Do unto yourself as you would do unto others.” This pilgrimage of friendship toward our own life is essential to any move we wish to make into the larger and more fulfilling life that awaits us.

        Self-compassion is a fierce and challenging practice. Every day we are asked to sit with pieces of our interior world that lie outside of what we find acceptable and welcome. We must explore our learned responses to our places of suffering and actively engage these pieces of soul life. We have often treated these parts of ourselves with indifference, if not outright contempt. I recently invited a group of people to share in a ritual in which we turned toward these outcast parts of our lives with compassion and apology. The ritual was deceptively simple. We placed five large stones on the ground near the base of an immense, ancient oak. As I drummed and we all sang, the men and women approached the stones and knelt on the ground and slowly lifted one of them off the ground. In their minds and imaginations, they were seeing an outcast brother or sister lying under the stone. This piece of soul life had been weighed down under it and unable to stand upright again until this gesture of kindness was offered. People wept as they lifted the stone off these parts of themselves and slowly welcomed the fragments of life these outcasts carried for them. It was beautiful and healing.

        Lifting the stones off these parts of our lives may help to restore what poet David Whyte calls a state of innocence. I cautiously use this term as well, not to insinuate some childlike state of purity, but to suggest that through self-compassion, we are offered the possibility of new beginnings. No part of us releases in a state of judgment. The overly critical mind creates a state of contraction, whereas compassion softens and makes possible a state of beginning, a fresh and unshaped ripeness. Rebecca del Rio offers a poem, “Prescription for the Disillusioned,” as an invitation to renewal and beginnings.

        
          Come new to this

          day. Remove the rigid

          overcoat of experience,

          the notion of knowing,

          the beliefs that cloud

          your vision.

          Leave behind the stories

          of your life. Spit out the

          sour taste of unmet expectation.

          Let the stale scent of what-ifs

          waft back into the swamp

          of your useless fears.

          Arrive curious, without the armor

          of certainty, the plans and planned

          results of the life you’ve imagined.

          Live the life that chooses you, new

          every breath, every blink of

          your astonished eyes.102

        

        Self-compassion is not an event, but an ongoing, daily practice. It is the root practice for our inner life and also for our relational lives. I have given many talks on shame and have shared how we want to be in loving relationships, while simultaneously hating ourselves. Our ability to receive love is proportional to our capacity to welcome all of who we are. Self-compassion is a skill that needs to be exercised regularly in order for us to remain open to life. It is the gift of a generous heart.
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        A Loving Kindness Meditation

        There are many versions of this meditation. The one I use most frequently with people I see is this one.

        
          Close your eyes and take a few slow, deep breaths. For the next few minutes, there is nothing for you to do, nowhere to go, nothing to accomplish. This is a time simply to be with yourself.

          As you breathe in, imagine yourself sitting in a room meditating. Let the image come to you however it comes. Let the image fully emerge. See yourself in a chair or on a cushion, simply noticing your breath. As you settle into the image, you hear someone open the door to the room, walk in, and sit in front of you. You open your eyes and see it is you sitting there in front of you.

          Somehow, in an instant, the entire story of this person is known to you. You know all the ways he or she has suffered, has been betrayed, has betrayed others. You know all the moments of despair and loneliness. You know all the places of shame and neglect, loss and death. And you say to yourself, “this person knows suffering.”

          In this moment, sensing this person’s sorrows in your heart, simply radiate loving kindness to the one sitting in front of you. Distracting thoughts will naturally arise, but just come back to your heart and extend your compassion to this person. Let this flow happen for several minutes, if you can. (A little tip: if you have a difficult time imagining yourself sitting in front of you, sit in front of a mirror and continue with the practice.)

          When you feel ready, offer the three blessings: “May you be happy. May you be free of suffering. May you be at peace.”

          And now, let this image fade and allow the next closest person in your world to take this seat. It may be your spouse or partner, your child, or parent. This person, too, knows suffering and is therefore worthy of your compassion. Offer this person your loving kindness for a few minutes, followed by the three blessings.

          You can continue outward from there, to friends, community, state, nation, planet, all beings everywhere. This is an amazing heart practice. The Buddha was wise to have us begin with ourselves, the person for whom we often have the most difficulty extending compassion.

        

        Another variation on this practice begins in the same way, but this time, when someone comes in the room and you open your eyes, it is someone who loves you thoroughly. He or she knows you and all the ways you have suffered in your life. Now, instead of being the one offering compassion, the practice here is to receive the compassion of this benevolent friend. As steady as you can, look into his or her eyes and take in the gaze of someone offering loving kindness to you.
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        Freedom and Choice: Working with the Complex

        
          Grief work relies upon our ability to stay present in our adult selves. This requires that we address the ways in which we dissociate, fragment, and slip into unconscious states.

        

        Carl Jung noticed that working with the complex is one of the most difficult psychological things we do. This is because the complex operates almost entirely outside of consciousness. For us to be free of the complex’s influence, we must first be able to see it in action, that is, we must make it conscious and then separate from it. The axiom “we cannot heal what we cannot separate from” is an old idea that comes from alchemy, and it is true in the case of working with complexes.

        One of the primary tools that I have used in my own life and with countless others in gaining some separation from the complex has been a very specific writing process. The intention of the practice is to uncover the underlying premises and strategies that are developed inside the energetic field of the complex. We do this by writing out “The Worldview of the Child.” Be mindful here, that when I use the term child, I am not referring to the historical child we remember being. I use the term to convey a style of perception that is undeveloped and primitive in its character.

        We want to discern whose voice is speaking, whose story is being expressed in any given moment. Recall that the complex forms around a highly charged emotional situation, splitting off from consciousness and forming its own microcosm of existence. This partial self remains outside of consciousness until it is activated by a triggering event in our environment. At that point, we are often overtaken by the complex and become possessed by this other region of psyche. It is in this state that we are locked within the cosmology of the complex and the wider horizon of the adult presence is lost.

        Complexes can form at any time in our life. What precipitates out of the traumatic experience is something primitive and undeveloped, which is why I use the imagery of the child. When I speak of the need to separate, I am saying that what we are separating from is the complex, not the child we once were. The child I am referring to in relation to the complex is a swirling wash of images, memories, perceptions, thoughts, and sensations that brings us into a style of being that is carried within the complex. The felt sense of this imaginal experience is akin to that of a child barely able to hold ground in the world—anxious and uncertain of its place and belonging. In the language of trauma, we are reduced to fight, flight, or freeze. We are brought to our most basic levels of survival.

        The attitude we are seeking in the work of separation is one of affection and caring. It is akin to that of a parent responding to his or her child’s distress. If we become too entangled in the pain, we are no longer able to be of help and comfort. The right distance in that moment is one of compassionate separation—witnessing, engaged, but separate.

        The complex operates in ways that are discernible, reflecting a style of perception that is very young. Basic to its style is that it is not relational. It is fragmented, isolated, and by its nature, unable to come into contact with the present world. Complexes, as Jung noted, interfere with consciousness and affect our ability to perceive reality. He wrote, “Complexes interfere with the intentions of the will and disturb the conscious performance; they produce disturbances of memory and blockages in the flow of associations; they appear and disappear according to their own laws; they can temporarily obsess consciousness, or influence speech and action in an unconscious way. In a word, complexes behave like independent beings.”103

        Often we can tell the complex has been present only after it has dissipated. The work of separating is intended to give us a way to stay present, especially when we are in triggering situations. The list I use regarding the Worldview of the Child is intended to help us retain even the barest connection to the adult. The complex is a consolidation of perceptions that reflect a narrower band of possibility and imagination, so that when it is activated, our range of response becomes increasing diminished. If we can remain rooted in the adult, we have a greater opportunity to live a life of choice rather than compulsion.

        Write out the following in third person (he, she, his, her), the Worldview of the Child.

        
          1. What are the child’s basic assumptions

          a. About love

          b. About power

          c. About men

          d. About women

          e. About themselves

          2. Based on these assumptions, what are the child’s expectations in these same areas? For example: if the child holds an assumption that he is powerless, he would expect that he will always be one-down in relationships.

          3. What strategies has the child employed to cope with the world that she is living in? For example: perfectionism, pleasing others, withdrawal, keeping everyone at a distance, self-preservation.

          4. What triggers the child? What conditions bring the child to the foreground? For example: criticism, feeling abandoned, someone being angry, and so on.

          5. How does the child show up in your experience?

          a. Physically: what sensations do you notice when the complex arises? For example: tightness, heaviness, queasiness, shortness of breath, or shoulders rising.

          b. Emotionally: what emotions do you notice when the complex is activated? For example: fear, shame, anxiety, or terror.

          c. Mentally: what thoughts are you aware of when the complex is present? For example: mistrust or expectations of rejection or criticism.

          6. What is the child protecting? One of Jung’s discoveries was that at the heart of every complex is a jewel of great price. When the complex was formed and splintered off from consciousness, it took a piece of something precious along with it to keep it safe. When one of my complexes was resolved, spontaneity and joy returned to my life. It had not been safe to be spontaneous or joyful when I was fearful of being shamed for anything I did that might be seen as inappropriate. It was wonderful to have my joy and spontaneity available once again.

        

        This writing practice is meant to help us establish a beachhead, some little spot of turf that we can hold onto in hopes of keeping a connection with the adult. If we can catch one thought, one sensation in our body, or one emotion that emerges from the complex, we have the chance of staying awake and in the present moment. Once we have achieved a modicum of success, we then are asked to discharge the complex. This is the second stage in working with the complex. What initially was intolerable to the child, the soldier, the victim of abuse is now being encountered by the one who can tolerate and process these emotions: the adult. This requires an immense amount of courage and strength, as well as a willingness to face the wild surges of regressed emotions. As Jolande Jacobi, one of Jung’s early students, wrote, “to abandon one’s infantile fixations and adapt oneself to responsible adulthood is a severe trial and not at all what most people expect of the resolution of their complexes.”104

        This work is about freedom and choice—not control. As long as the complex remains outside of awareness, we will find ourselves acting out of compulsion, reacting to scenes in our life with the same consciousness that was traumatized in the first place. What we seek is the ability to encounter life openly, freely and with soul. We cannot control what comes to us, what moods arise, what circumstances befall us. What we can do is work to maintain our adult presence, keeping it anchored and firmly rooted. This enables us to meet our life with compassion and to receive our suffering without judgments. This is a core piece in our apprenticeship with sorrow.
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        Rituals for You and Your Community

        
          Working with grief in a ritual context is a powerful way for many people to address the weight of sorrow in their lives. Here are a few rituals that you can do for yourself or in the company of others. These are basic forms that invite you to deepen through your imagination. My hope is that it inspires you to trust your own inheritance, the rich storehouse of your ritual mind.

        

        
          Talking Circles

          The most basic ritual humans have been sharing for thousands of years is the talking circle. In this simple practice, everyone is invited to take some time to become present. This may be done through a guided meditation, some meaningful poems or writings, or simply a period of silence. Following this, the circle is opened for people to share whatever grief they are carrying. It is important, however, to establish some basic agreements beforehand. No advice should be given. Practice simply saying “we hear you” or “thank you” after someone shares. Resist the temptation to provide answers. Remember, grief is not a problem to be solved, but an experience that needs to be witnessed. Deep listening to what someone is sharing. Allow some breath and space after someone speaks. This fosters a feeling of being heard and the felt sense of the rich soil we are building together. Confidentiality. The experience of vulnerability and risk is a reflection of how safe the participants feel to be seen. It is important to agree that what is shared in the circle will be held within the circle. Lastly, practice revelatory speech. This is speech that reveals who we are, not how someone else should be. Creating a safe container for mutual revelation is a healing process. It is simple ritual, yet few of us have been granted this type of sacred ground.

        

        
          Stone Ritual

          In this ritual, a shrine is created that has a large bowl of water at its center. Surrounding this bowl is a collection of small stones, each small enough to fit easily in the palm of your hand. After an invocation is made, participants approach the shrine, one at a time, pick up a stone, and speak aloud, if they wish, a grief they are carrying in their hearts. When they have finished speaking that particular sorrow, they place the stone into the bowl of water. It could be sorrow over any particular loss, the suffering of their children, or the wild ravages that are happening to the earth and her creatures. Any and all grief is invited to the bowl. This is repeated until everyone has approached the shrine. A group can decide ahead of time whether people will be able go to the shrine more than once. Usually, people can go as often as needed. As all the sorrows are named and the bowl fills, there is a growing sense that this is a collective grief, not just an individual’s. It is ours.

          After a short pause to let this truth sink into our bones, someone picks up the bowl, and there is a procession outside, where the water is poured onto a plant, taking our grief and turning it into nourishment for the green world. Someone then agrees to take the stones to a river, a pond, or the ocean, so the movements of the water can scour these stones clean once again. This is a simple yet powerful ritual.

          This ritual has been used in many settings: a community dealing with the suicide of one its youths; a group of activists protesting a logging action along the Canadian border; and as a process for a monthly grief circle.

        

        
          Speaking to the Earth

          This ritual is common among many cultures, and we have adapted it for our use. This ritual is often experienced alone, though you can invite witnesses to join you. It is useful for those times when you are alone and feel the need to move grief out of your body. The deep truth that emerges from this ritual, however, is that you are never fully alone. In this particular ritual, you come to feel the loving pulse of the earth surrounding you.

          Find a place outdoors that feels utterly safe. It may be your backyard, a friend’s backyard, or a place in the wild. Dig an opening in the earth big enough for you to speak into, approximately a foot wide and a foot deep. Begin by saying some words of gratitude to the earth for being able to receive your grief. Place some tobacco or ash—which are often used in traditional cultures as offerings—or any offering you feel is right for you into the hole as you say your words of gratitude. Then let the earth know what you need. You can say something like, “I have been carrying this grief for so long, and I cannot hold it any longer. It is too big for me. It is weighing me down and depriving me of any joy. I know you can hold this sorrow. In fact, you can turn it into something sweet for the roots that rest in your body. I do this to set down my sorrows so I can better participate in the mending of our community. Thank you for being here for me and all of us.”

          Then, lying on your belly, speak, weep, cry, or scream your grief into the earth. She is able to take it all in and will reshape it into nutrients for all life. When you are done, it is important for you to thank the earth for her loving and holding. Close the opening and leave it as close as possible to how you found it, so no one would know that something had happened in this spot.

          I have suggested this ritual many times to individuals with whom I work. Inevitably, they return feeling lighter and moved by the feeling of benevolence they felt from the earth during the ritual.

        

      

      
        Resources for Working with Grief

        There are many sources of support for working with our grief. Here are a few.

        
          POETRY

          
            Baca, Jimmy Santiago. Healing Earthquakes. New York: Grove Press, 2001.

            Berry, Wendell. New and Collected Poems. Berkeley, CA: Counterpoint, 2012.

            Hall, Donald. Without. Boston: Houghton, Mifflin, 1998.

            Hogan, Linda. Dark. Sweet: New and Selected Poems. Minneapolis, MN: Coffee House Press, 2014.

            ———. The Book of Medicines. Minneapolis, MN: Coffee House Press, 1993.

            Housden, Roger. Ten Poems to Say Goodbye. New York: Harmony Books, 2012.

            Machado, Antonio. Times Alone: Selected Poems of Antonio Machado. Translated by Robert Bly. Middletown, CT: Wesleyan Press, 1983.

            Nye, Naomi Shihab. Words under the Words. Portland, OR: Far Corner Books, 1995.

            Oliver, Mary. Thirst. Boston: Beacon Press, 2006.

            Rilke, Rainer Maria. Selected Poems of Rainer Maria Rilke. Translated by Robert Bly. New York: Harper and Row, 1981.

            ———. In Praise of Mortality. Translated by Anita Barrows and Joanna Macy. New York: Riverhead Books, 2005.

            Whyte, David. Where Many Rivers Meet. Langley, WA: Many Rivers Press, 1990.

            ———. Pilgrim. Langley, WA: Many Rivers Press, 2012.

            Young, Kevin (ed.). The Art of Losing: Poems of Grief and Healing. New York: Bloomsbury, 2010.

          

        

        
          RITUAL/PRACTICES

          
            Fox, John. Poetic Medicine: The Healing Art of Poem-Making. New York: Tarcher/Putnam 1997.

            Goldberg, Natalie. Thunder and Lightning: Cracking Open the Writer’s Craft. New York: Bantam Books, 2000.

            Grimes, Ronald. Deeply into the Bone: Re-inventing Rites of Passage. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000.

            Hinton, David. Hunger Mountain: A Field Guide to Mind and Landscape. Boston: Shambhala Books, 2012.

            Nepo, Mark. The Endless Practice: Becoming Who You Were Born to Be. New York: Atria Books, 2014.

            Rosen, Kim. Saved by a Poem: The Transformative Power of Words. New York: Hay House, 2009.

            Sardello, Robert. Silence. Berkeley, CA: Goldenstone Press, 2006.

            Somé, Malidoma. The Healing Wisdom of Africa: Finding Life Purpose through Nature, Ritual, and Community. New York: Tarcher/Putnam, 1998.

          

        

        
          PSYCHOLOGY/SOUL WORK

          
            Cornell, Ann Weiser. The Power of Focusing: A Practical Guide to Emotional Self-Healing. Oakland, CA: New Harbinger Publications, 1996.

            Deardorf, Daniel. The Other Within: The Genius of Deformity in Myth, Culture and Psyche. Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Books, 2009.

            Epstein, Mark. The Trauma of Everyday Life. New York: Penguin, 2013.

            Glendinning, Chellis. My Name Is Chellis and I’m in Recovery from Western Civilization. Boston: Shambhala Publications, 1994.

            Greenspan, Miriam. Healing through the Dark Emotions: The Wisdom of Grief, Fear, and Despair. Boston: Shambhala Books, 2004.

            Hollis, James. Swamplands of the Soul: New Life in Dismal Places. Toronto: Inner City Books, 1996.

            Levine, Stephen. Unattended Sorrow. Emmaus, PA: Rodale Press, 2005.

            Macy, Joanna, and Chris Johnstone. Active Hope: How to Face the Mess We’re in without Going Crazy. Novato, CA: New World Library, 2012.

            Moore, Thomas. Dark Nights of the Soul: A Guide to Finding Your Way Through Life’s Ordeals. New York: Gotham Books, 2004.

            Murphy, Susan. Minding the Earth, Mending the World: Zen and the Art of Planetary Crisis. Berkeley, CA: Counterpoint, 2014.

            Nicholsen, Shierry Weber. The Love of Nature and the End of the World: The Unspoken Dimensions of Environmental Concern. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002.

            Plotkin, Bill. Wild Mind: A Field Guide to the Human Psyche. Novato, CA: New World Library, 2013

            Ray, Reginald. Touching Enlightenment: Finding Realization in the Body. Boulder, CO: Sounds True, 2008.

          

        

        
          MEMOIR

          
            Didion, Joan. The Year of Magical Thinking. New York: Knopf Books, 2005.

            Moore, Kathleen Dean. Wild Comfort: The Solace of Nature. Boston: Trumpeter Press, 2010.

            Romanyshyn, Robert. The Soul in Grief: Love, Death and Transformation. Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Books, 1999.

            Williams, Terry Tempest. Finding Beauty in a Broken World. New York: Pantheon Books, 2008.

            ———. Refuge: An Unnatural History of Family and Place. New York: Vintage Books, 1992.

          

        

        
          HEALING

          
            Hogan, Linda. Dwellings: A Spiritual History of the Living World. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1995.

            Jensen, Derrick. A Language Older Than Words. New York: Context Books, 2000.

            Silko, Leslie Marmon. Ceremony. New York: Penguin Books, 1977.

          

        

        
          STUDY GUIDE

          If you would like to work with my book in a group setting, you can use a study guide that has been created by Kim Gosney. Kim directs the educational programs at Pacific Unitarian Church in Rancho Palos Verdes, California. To order a study guide, contact Kim at moments2amplify@att.net.

        

        
          FILM

          Many films touch on the experience of loss and sorrow. I have listed a few for your consideration.

          
            Angels in America (2003, directed by Mike Nichols).

            Antwone Fisher (2002, directed by Denzel Washington).

            As It Is in Heaven (2004, directed by Kay Pollak).

            Dead Poets Society (1989, directed by Peter Weir).

            Departures (2008, directed by Yojiro Takita).

            Griefwalker (2008, directed by Tim Wilson).

            In America (2002, directed by Jim Sheridan).

            Kundun (1997, directed by Martin Scorsese).

            Lars and the Real Girl (2007, directed by Craig Gillespie).

            Legends of the Fall (1994, directed by Edward Zwick).

            The Secret Life of Bees (2008, directed by Gina Prince-Bythewood).

            Smoke Signals (1998, directed by Chris Eyre).

          

        

      

    

  
    
      NOTES

      
        Preface

        
          
            1. James Hillman’s thoughts on the soul of the world revealing itself through symptoms comes from his book The Thought of the Heart and the Soul of the World (Dallas: Spring Publications, 1981).

          

          
            2. James Hillman addressed his concerns regarding “psychological moralism” in a series of talks at Pacifica Graduate Institute. The program was called “The Art, Practice and Philosophy of Psychotherapy” and was recorded between June 29 and July 1, 2007.

          

          
            3. Primary satisfactions. These are the basics of our lives, matters essential to our well-being: how to welcome our children into the world, how to give thanks, how to help our youth move through the whitewater of adolescence into adulthood, how to grieve together, and how to replenish and renew the world. These practices address how we can assure an adequate measure of belonging in one another and how we can maintain an intimacy with our inner and outer worlds. When these basics are met, we are at ease in our bodies and connected with the others in the world, sensing that all lives are comingled with ours. These basic requirements are our primary satisfactions. They are the undeniable and irrefutable needs of the psyche that were established over the long journey of our species and are imprinted in our beings as expectations awaiting fulfillment.

          

          
            4. Wittgenstein’s quote can be found in Stephen Buhner’s excellent book, Ensouling Language (Rochester, VT: Inner Traditions, 2010), 54

          

          
            5. Mary Oliver, “The Summer’s Day,” in New and Selected Poems (Boston: Beacon, 1992), 94.

          

          
            6. Pema Chödrön, the gentle Buddhist teacher, has written many books offering her wisdom to the world. This phrase was very meaningful to me. The extended statement is “everything we encounter becomes an opportunity to develop the outrageous courage of the bodhi heart.” No Time to Lose: A Timely Guide to the Way of the Bodhisattva (Boston: Shambhala, 2005), 7.

          

        

      

      
        One: An Apprenticeship with Sorrow

        
          
            7. The soul of the world is a term that refers to a belief or perspective found in many traditional cultures. It suggests that the world is animated, filled with soul. Within this perception, everything possesses soul and, as such, carries an interior reality worthy of respect. This way of seeing the world provides an intimacy with the living body of the earth, which, in turn, encourages an ethic of respect, restraint, and protection.

          

          
            8. Rilke, “It’s Possible,” in Selected Works of Rainer Maria Rilke, trans. Robert Bly (New York: Harper and Row, 1981).

          

          
            9. John O’Donohue’s elegant phrase regarding an “approach of reverence” comes from his book Beauty: The Invisible Embrace (New York: HarperCollins, 2004). It is also found on his website, at www.johnodonohue.com/reverent-approach.

          

          
            10. Jung’s thoughts on the complex are found in his essay “A Review of the Complex Theory,” in The Collected Works of C. G. Jung, volume 8, trans. R. F. C. Hull (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1960), par. 253.

          

          
            11. Stephen Jenkinson, The Haiku Sessions, 2012, DVD, http://orphanwisdom.com/shop/haiku.

          

          
            12. Dark wisdom is a term that comes from the thought of Michael Meade. This wisdom comes from the soul, from the experience of having gone down into the world of body and emotion and found the truths that emerge from this deep place.

          

          
            13. Robert Romanyshyn, The Soul in Grief: Love, Death and Transformation (Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Books, 1999), 9.

          

        

      

      
        Two: To and from the Soul’s Hall

        
          
            14. I thank Michael Meade for introducing me to the idea of the sudden village.

          

          
            15. Linda Graham, Bouncing Back (Novato, CA: New World Library, 2013), 134.

          

          
            16. Denise Levertov, “To Speak,” in Selected Poems (New York: New Directions, 2002), 65–66.

          

          
            17. Hillman’s quote is from his marvelous collection of essays on alchemy, Alchemical Psychology, Uniform Edition, vol. 5 (Putnam, CT: Spring, 2010), 23.

          

          
            18. Barry Spector, Madness at the Gates of the City: The Myth of American Innocence (Berkeley, CA: Regent Press, 2010), 415. This book is a powerful reading of Western culture through the lens of myth.

          

          
            19. Freeman House, Totem Salmon (Boston: Beacon Press, 1999), 201.

          

          
            20. Mary Watkins and Helene Shulman, Toward Psychologies of Liberation (Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave MacMillan, 2008), 122–23.

          

          
            21. Mary Gomes, “Altars of Extinction: Honoring the Broken Circle of Life,” Reclaiming Quarterly, www.reclaimingquarterly.org. The Altars of Extinction project began in 2002.

          

          
            22. Stephen Levine, Unattended Sorrow: Recovering from Loss and Reviving the Heart (Emmaus, PA: Rodale Press, 2005), 6.

          

          
            23. Robert Bly ignited a re-visioning of masculine psychology with his book Iron John: A Book about Men (Cambridge, MA: Da Capo Press, 2004), 81.

          

        

      

      
        Three: The Five Gates of Grief

        
          
            24. I first heard this stunning poem when my friend Doug von Koss recited it at a gathering. I have researched the origins of the poem and some sources say it was written by that famous author Anonymous, and others attribute it to the names listed in the chapter.

          

          
            25. Carl Jung’s vivid description of his experience following his heart attack was found in Kat Duff’s illuminating book, The Alchemy of Illness (New York: Pantheon Books, 1993), 98.

          

          
            26. The Cancer Help Program at Commonweal, in Bolinas, California, is a powerful healing retreat for individuals facing the challenges of a life-threatening illness. Learn more at www.commonweal.org.

          

          
            27. Kat Duff, The Alchemy of Illness (New York: Pantheon Books, 1993), 125.

          

          
            28. Susan Griffin, “Nature,” in Bending Home: Selected and New Poems: 1967–1998 (Port Townsend, WA: Copper Canyon Press, 1998), 119.

          

          
            29. I am deeply indebted to Gershen Kaufman for his marvelous work with shame. It offered me and many others a way of holding a deep source of suffering with the hands of compassion. His book, Shame: The Power of Caring (Rochester, VT: Schenkman Books, 1992) is essential reading.

          

          
            30. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, “The Holy Longing,” in The Rag and Bone Shop of the Heart: A Poetry Anthology, ed. Robert Bly, James Hillman, and Michael Meade (New York: HarperCollins, 1992), 382.

          

          
            31. Diane Ackerman’s quote was found in Newsweek, September 22, 1986.

          

          
            32. Gudrun Zomerland, “Trauma: The Shaking of a Soul,” Chinn Street Counseling Center, www.chinnstreetcounseling.com/zomerland/zomerland_24.shtml.

          

          
            33. Mark Epstein brilliantly weaves together Buddhist insights and psychological theory to offer a way out of the maze of trauma. The Trauma of Everyday Life (New York: Penguin, 2013), 23.

          

          
            34. James Hillman, Insearch: Psychology and Religion (Putnam, CT: Spring, 1967), 56. Hillman’s observations about symptom and soul are invaluable in our approach to grief and suffering.

          

          
            35. David Whyte is one of our most soulful poets. “Coleman’s Bed” is a teaching on inviting all that has been outcast. River Flow: New and Selected Poems (Langley, WA: Many Rivers Press, 207), 288–89.

          

          
            36. I am grateful to Pesha Gertler for the permission to use her deeply moving poem. “The Healing Time,” in Claiming the Spirit Within (Boston: Beacon Press), 319.

          

          
            37. Chellis Glendinning, My Name is Chellis and I’m in Recovery from Western Civilization (Boston: Shambhala, 1994), 161.

          

          
            38. This was a statement of the alchemist Sendivogius. See James Hillman, “A Psyche the Size of the Earth: A Psychological Foreword,” in Ecopsychology: Restoring the Earth, Healing the Mind, ed. Theodore Roszak, Mary Gomes, and Allen Kanner (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1995), xxi.

          

          
            39. Naomi Nye, “Kindness,” in Words under the Words: Selected Poems (Portland, OR: Far Corner Books, 1995), 42–43.

          

          
            40. Thomas Berry, The Dream of the Earth (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1988). In this book, Berry explores the disrupted relationship that has emerged between modern humans and the earth.

          

          
            41. Paul Shepard, interview by Jonathan White in Talking on the Water: Conversations about Nature and Creativity. (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1994), 214. Shepard is someone who has profoundly altered my ways of thinking. I highly recommend his works.

          

          
            42. R. D. Laing, The Politics of Experience (New York: Ballantine Books, 1971).

          

          
            43. David Hinton, Hunger Mountain (Boston: Shambhala, 2012), 30. Hunger Mountain is a glowing piece of work. His imagery and poetic language light up the page. I love this book.

          

          
            44. David Abram, “The Environmental Crisis and the Living Quest of the Embodied Psyche” (talk, Jung Institute of San Francisco, February 10, 2012). There was a lively discussion at this talk.

          

          
            45. Jean Liedloff, The Continuum Concept: Allowing Human Nature to Work Successfully (New York: Addison-Wesley, 1977), 24.

          

          
            46. Malidoma Somé is an African shaman and elder. He was sent by his elders to this country to teach indigenous wisdom. His books include Of Water and the Spirit: Ritual, Magic, and Initiation in the Life of an African Shaman (New York: Tarcher/Putnam, 1994) and The Healing Wisdom of Africa: Finding Life Purpose through Nature, Ritual, and Community (New York: Tarcher/Putnam, 1998).

          

          
            47. Freud’s startling quote was found in Theodore Roszak, The Voice of the Earth: An Exploration of Ecopsychology (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1992), 45.

          

          
            48. Michael Ventura, “An Inventory of Timelessness,” The Sun, July 1994. Michael Ventura has long been a favorite writer of mine.

          

          
            49. Rilke’s beautiful poem reminds us the fundamental need to maintain the connection between the inner and outer worlds. They penetrate one another and bind us together in a lasting intimacy. Ahead of All Parting: The Selected Poetry and Prose of Rainer Maria Rilke, ed. and trans. Stephen Mitchell (New York: Modern Library, 1995), 191.

          

          
            50. Martín Prechtel explores these themes on his CD “Grief and Praise,” available at www.floweringmountain.com/CATALOG.html.

          

          
            51. Camie, personal note to the author. Letter used with permission.

          

        

      

      
        Four: Stories of Sorrow: Rituals of Renewal

        
          
            52. Miriam Greenspan, “Through a Glass Darkly: Miriam Greenspan on Moving from Grief to Gratitude,” by Barbara Platek, The Sun 385 (January 2008): 11. Used with permission.

          

          
            53. Z. Budapest, quoted in Sacred Land, Sacred Sex, Rapture of the Deep: Concerning Deep Ecology and Celebrating Life, by Delores LaChapelle (Durango, CO: Kevaki Press, 1988), 146.

          

          
            54. Malidoma Somé, Ritual: Power, Healing and Community (New York: Swan, Raven and Company, 1993), 35.

          

          
            55. I searched and searched for the source of Robert Moore’s quote, which I wrote down many years ago, but could not find it. Moore’s thoughts on initiation and ritual practices are highly valuable and help to restore their role in modern culture. See his The Archetype of Initiation: Sacred Space, Ritual Process, and Personal Transformation (Bloomington, IN: Xlibris, 2001).

          

          
            56. Billie, personal note to the author. Used with permission.

          

          
            57. Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure (New York: Cornell University Press, 1969).

          

        

      

      
        Five: Silence and Solitude: The House of Our Aloneness

        
          
            58. Rumi sings to us over the centuries through the gifted touch of Coleman Barks. His translations have brought Rumi to many of us. Rumi, “Birdwings” in The Essential Rumi, trans. Coleman Barks (New York: Harper, 1995), 174.

          

          
            59. Martin Shaw, Snowy Towers: Parzival and Wet, Black Branch of Language (Ashland, OR: White Cloud Press, 2014), 8. Shaw is a delightful storyteller from England. His works are wildly poetic and help to rekindle the deep imagination.

          

          
            60. Rilke, Selected Poems of Rainer Maria Rilke, trans. Robert Bly (New York: Harper and Row, 1981), 25.

          

          
            61. John Zerzan, “Silence,” Green Anarchy, Spring/Summer 2008. Zerzan is a potent voice of alarm for the dissociated world that emerges through civilization.

          

          
            62. Gordon Hempton, One Square Inch of Silence (New York: Free Press, 2009). This delightful book is Hempton’s account of his efforts to secure one place in the country that is devoid of any manmade sounds. A wonderful read.

          

          
            63. Robert Sardello, Silence: The Mystery of Wholeness (Benson, NC: Goldstone Press, 2006), 32. This holy book is simply stunning. To understand the sacred terrain of silence, this is the book with which to begin.

          

          
            64. Rilke is the master of solitude as sanctuary for our soulful life. His Letters to a Young Poet has been translated many times. This passage comes from a delicious collection of sayings, A Year with Rilke: Daily Readings from the Best of Rainer Maria Rilke, ed. and trans. Joanna Macy and Anita Barrows (New York: HarperOne, 2009).

          

          
            65. David Whyte, “Ten Years Later,” in River Flow: New and Selected Poems (Langley, WA: Many Rivers Press, 2007), 247.

          

          
            66. Robert Romanyshyn, “Robert Romanyshyn on Technology as Symptom and Dream,” by Delores Brien, The Jung Page, June 2005, www.cgjungpage.org/learn/articles/technology-and-environment/683-robert-romanyshyn-on-technology-as-symptom-a-dream.

          

          
            67. Reginald Ray, Touching Enlightenment: Finding Realization in the Body (Boulder, CO: Sounds True, 2008), 25. This book is a wonderful reminder of the holiness that dwells in the flesh. I highly recommend his work.

          

          
            68. Ray, Touching Enlightenment, 60.

          

          
            69. Ray, Touching Enlightenment, 24.

          

        

      

      
        Six: Pushing through Solid Rock

        
          
            70. The image of the flatline culture is one that speaks directly to the compressed lifestyle we have developed in this culture. We have shrunk the range of emotion down to a very narrow band. As a result, we often register only the most extreme states of experience. For example, we have substituted excitement for joy. We now rely upon stimulation and stimulants to provide us with an experience of being alive. William Blake called emotions “Divine Influxes.” As such, we are banishing many gods when we no longer have access to emotional states that we are designed to experience.

          

          
            71. Rilke, “It’s Possible,” in The Selected Works of Rainer Marie Rilke, trans. Robert Bly (New York: Harper and Row, 1981), 55.

          

          
            72. Prechtel discusses the “gray-sky culture” on his CD “Grief and Praise,” which can be found at http://floweringmountain.com/catalog.html.

          

          
            73. The heroic archetype is beautiful, but it has become a one-dimensional expression in our culture, lacking community and soul.

          

          
            74. Clarissa Pinkola Estés, introduction to Woman Who Glows in the Dark, by Elena Avila (New York: Tarcher, 2000), 2.

          

          
            75. “Unforgotten wisdom” is from a passage of Jung’s, where he is says, “in the last analysis; most of our problems come from losing contact with our instincts, with the age-old unforgotten wisdom stored up in us.” Part of this wisdom that resides within us concerns the deep memory we retain regarding the work of ritual. C. G. Jung Speaking (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1977), 89.

          

        

      

      
        Seven: Drinking the Tears of the World

        
          
            76. This quote comes from notes I took many years ago when I was studying journal work with Ira Progroff. He was very influential in teaching me how to track the movements of soul through the practice of keeping a journal.

          

          
            77. Anne, personal note to the author. Used with permission.

          

          
            78. Rashani Réa’s poem is a beautiful expression of what lies deep within us. Used with permission of the author.

          

        

      

      
        Eight: Entering the Healing Ground: The Sacred Work of Grief

        
          
            79. Several years ago, we lost John O’Donohue. It was a great loss. His writings are a rich repository of memory and imagination connected with the old Celtic wisdom traditions. This line was found in his book Eternal Echoes: Reflections on Our Yearning to Belong (New York: Harper Collins 1999), 239.

          

          
            80. This line comes from a quatrain of Jalaluddin Rumi. Rumi: The Book of Love: Poems of Ecstasy and Longing, trans. Coleman Barks (New York: Harper Collins, 2003), 137. Used with permission.

          

          
            81. Rilke’s Sonnets to Orpheus was written in a blaze of creativity. In a matter of days, the sonnets took shape and broke Rilke open to an astonishing revelation of poetry. This translation of sonnet 13 is from In Praise of Mortality: Selections from Rainer Maria Rilke’s Duino Elegies and Sonnets to Orpheus, ed. and trans. Anita Burrows and Joanna Macy (New York: Riverhead Books, 2005), 119. Used with permission of the editors.

          

          
            82. I have carried this saying of Meister Eckhart with me for years. I scribbled it on a piece of paper after hearing Matthew Fox share it at a talk he gave. I have not been able to find where it comes from, though it is quoted on many websites.

          

          
            83. Rilke, “I Have Many Brothers,” in Selected Poems of Rainer Maria Rilke, trans. Robert Bly (New York: Perennial Library, 1981), 15.

          

          
            84. Federico Garcia Lorca, In Search of Duende, ed. and trans. Christopher Maurer (New York: New Directions Pearl, 1998.) The idea of duende comes to us from the Andalusian people in Spain. Duende is the energy that rises from the dark earth, moves through the soles of the feet and is witnessed in deeply felt expressions of poetry, music, and dance. The mood of duende is one that pulls us toward the ground, toward what is feral and alive. The most articulate statement on duende comes from a talk given by Federico Garcia Lorca in 1933 called “Theory and Play of Duende.”

          

          
            85. Rilke, Selected Poems of Rainer Maria Rilke, trans. Robert Bly (New York: Perennial Library, 1981), 21.

          

          
            86. Stephanie, personal correspondence. Used with permission.

          

          
            87. The poetry of Mary Oliver has long been a source of nourishment for her many readers. Her intricate and intimate portrayals of the world around us stun us into being awake to the beauty we walk through every day. This poem invites us to love this world fully. “When Death Comes,” in New and Selected Poems (Boston: Beacon Press, 1992), 10.

          

          
            88. Albert Kreinheder, Body and Soul: The Other Side of Illness (Toronto: Inner City Books, 1991), 110. Kreinheder’s moving book was written following a diagnosis of cancer. He was a Jungian analyst and used what he learned in the process of his illness as a healing gift to others.

          

          
            89. Pema Chödrön, No Time to Lose: A Timely Guide to the Way of the Bodhisattva (Boston: Shambhala Books, 2005), 7.

          

          
            90. Susan Murphy, Minding the Earth, Mending the World: Zen and the Art of Planetary Crisis (Berkeley: Counterpoint, 2014), 31. Murphy is a Zen priest from Australia.

          

          
            91. Carolyn Baker, personal communication for her radio show, “The Lifeboat Hour.”

          

          
            92. Gary Snyder, The Practice of the Wild (North Point Press, 1990), 21.

          

          
            93. Wendell Berry, It All Turns on Affection: The Jefferson Lecture and Other Essays (Berkeley: Counterpoint, 2012).

          

          
            94. The conversations I’ve had with Carolyn Baker can be found here: www.carolynbaker.net/?s=francis+weller.

          

          
            95. This line comes from a quatrain of Jalaluddin Rumi. Rumi: The Book of Love: Poems of Ecstasy and Longing, trans. Coleman Barks (New York: Harper Collins, 2003), 137. Used with permission.
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            96. Kathleen Dean Moore, Holdfast: At Home in the Natural World (Lyons Press, 1999), 13.

          

          
            97. Hillman, A Blue Fire: Selected Writings by James Hillman, ed. Thomas Moore (Harper and Row, 1989), 133.

          

          
            98. Meister Eckhart was an astonishing mystic from the fourteenth century. His works influenced many thinkers through the centuries, including Jung. This quote was found in One River, Many Wells by Matthew Fox (New York: Tarcher/Putnam 2000), 5.
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