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Preface

It was Mother’s Day, May 10, 1998 when the New York Times published a front-page article titled “Reviving Labyrinths: Paths to Inner Peace.” There has been much publicity about labyrinths, but that article was the first to use the term “labyrinth movement.” I immediately went to the American Heritage Dictionary to look up the word “movement.” One definition said “the activities of a group of people to achieve a specific goal.”

There is a labyrinth movement going on in the Western world, and the specific goal of this group, some of whom are named in these pages, is to reintroduce this ancient tool into modern-day consciousness. Melissa West’s book Exploring the Labyrinth does a fine job taking on this task.

The labyrinth is receiving an amazing amount of attention, because walking the calming, circuitous path addresses many psychospiritual needs. The author identifies six areas of our lives where the labyrinth can be of help: “deepening spirituality, inwardness and connection to soul, access to intuition and creativity, simplicity, integration of body and spirit, and intimacy and community.” Then, through her own experience and training, she expands and illuminates each area for the reader.

Melissa West is a psychotherapist whose experience with the labyrinth comes from her psychotherapeutic practice and from Harmony Hill, a holistic healing center for people confronted with life-threatening illnesses. She defines the labyrinth as an “archetypal map for the healing journey” and shares many stories that capture people’s experiences.

When I began my work with the labyrinth in 1991, my life began to mysteriously unfold in new and surprising ways. Introducing the labyrinth at Grace Cathedral; creating Veriditas, The World-Wide Labyrinth Project; and writing Walking a Sacred Path, the Rediscovery of the Labyrinth as a Spiritual Tool all flowed out of my use of the labyrinth. I came to a high point during the writing when the focus of my work clarified in my mind: “Birth the creativity of the people.” That is what the labyrinth does: It births people’s creativity. Melissa West is a wonderful example of this vigorous and creative unfolding process.

You may know very little about labyrinths, or you may have walked them frequently enough to experience the transforming qualities of them. Either way, there are nuggets of wisdom in this book that will be helpful to everyone, but especially those who are sincerely committed to walking the Path.

The Reverend Dr. Lauren Artress
Canon for Special Ministries at Grace Cathedral
Founder of Veriditas, The World-Wide Labyrinth Project
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CHAPTER ONE
What Is a Labyrinth?

I flick on my computer, log on to the Internet, and type “labyrinth” into the waiting blank of my favorite search engine. After several seconds the screen informs me that 9,636 matches have been found: personal home pages on labyrinths; websites filled with stories and poetry about personal labyrinth experiences; web pages detailing labyrinth history and esoterica; churches and retreat center sites sporting pictures and stories about their labyrinths; organizations such Caerdroia and Veriditas (which reported 21,000 “hits” in a day following a New York Times story about the labyrinth renaissance) devoted exclusively to labyrinths; labyrinth online games; and even websites with virtual labyrinths to be walked with one’s fingers for those without access to “real” labyrinths.

Labyrinths are also found on Earth as well as in cyberspace. They are being built on school playgrounds like Pinehurst in Seattle and the Cape Cod Lighthouse School in Orleans, Massachusetts, and on the campus of Ohio State University. The California Pacific Medical Center in San Francisco offers its courtyard labyrinth to patients, family members, and hospital staff. Staff and patients who have used the labyrinth for stress reduction and contemplation have been so enthusiastic about their experiences that other hospitals around the country are building similar labyrinths. Prisons are building labyrinths on site or inviting facilitators to present programs with portable labyrinths to inmates.

Churches all over the country are creating labyrinths, from the huge Earth Wisdom Labyrinth on the grounds of a Unitarian church in Elgin, Illinois; to labyrinths at the United Methodist Community Church in Aspen, Colorado; and the Episcopal Church of the Redeemer in Mobile, Alabama; to the “mother church,” Grace Cathedral in San Francisco, where the revival of the ecclesiastical labyrinth movement began. Private labyrinths are appearing in backyards and on the lawns of conference centers, on beaches, in snowfields, and deep in national forests; a recent Boston Globe article reported thirty labyrinths open to the public in the eastern part of Massachusetts alone.

Whoever you are, walking the labyrinth has something to offer you. If a creative or work project is challenging you, walking can get your creative juices flowing. When you are struggling with grief or anger or a physical challenge or illness, walking the labyrinth can point the way to healing and wholeness. If you’re wanting a way to meditate or pray that engages your body as well as your soul, the labyrinth can be such a way. When you just want reflective time away from a busy life, the labyrinth can offer you time out. The labyrinth, as you will learn, holds up a mirror, reflecting back to us not only the light of our finest selves but also whatever restrains us from shining forth.

WHAT IS A LABYRINTH?

A labyrinth is different from a maze, though the two are often confused. The labyrinth is one of the oldest contemplative and transformational tools known to humankind, used for centuries for prayer, ritual, initiation, and personal and spiritual growth. This ancient and powerful tool is unicursal, offering only one route to the center and back out again: no blind alleys, dead ends, or tricks, as in a maze. No matter where you are in the labyrinth’s coherent circuits you can always see the center. Once you set your foot upon its path, the labyrinth gently and faultlessly leads you to the center of both the labyrinth and yourself, no matter how many twists and turns you negotiate in the process.

Since the destination is assured, there are no obstacles to overcome, no muddles to figure out, no dead ends to retrace. What remains for the labyrinth walker is simply the deeply meditative and symbolic discipline of setting one foot in front of the other, of honoring the journey itself and what it has to teach. The mind can be stilled and attention paid to the body, the wisdom of the heart, and the graces of being rather than doing.

Remember the mazes on paper from childhood, tracing and retracing your pencil through a frustrating tangle of lines to get to the center? Mazes are puzzles: To figure one out, whether the maze is negotiated by foot or by pencil, the mind must be acutely focused in an active quest to find the right way out while avoiding getting hopelessly lost. Walking mazes, such as the formal boxwood hedge mazes in England, have walls or high hedges to obscure vision and confound the walker. They require acute attention to choices at intersecting paths and a high degree of critical awareness to remember detours and dead ends. Mazes do not grace those who enter; they taunt, tease, and challenge.

Two radically different scenes come to my mind when I think about the difference between a maze and a labyrinth: the Halloween maze at the Herb Farm near Seattle where I go to annually for an autumn outing with my family and a labyrinth walk I recently led for Winter Solstice.

Negotiating the Herb Farm’s maze, set out in a field and constructed with eight-foot-high walls of hay bales, is challenging, confusing, and fun. Kids and grown-ups alike run through its twists and turns and dead ends, doubling back and bumping into one another while searching for the way out. Silliness and confusion reign amid much gleeful shouting when searchers finally escape the maze’s challenging paths.

At the Winter Solstice labyrinth walk, deep and contemplative silence is the norm. Walkers slowly place one foot in front of the other on their journey to center, turned inward in meditation, healing work, or simple awareness of breath and step.

The labyrinth’s ancient power derives from the fact that it is an archetypal map of the healing journey. The walk itself is a potent physical metaphor for the journeys of healing, spiritual and emotional growth, and transformation. In walking the labyrinth, we start at the perimeter. The path of the labyrinth, like any journey, has its own twists and turns, sometimes drawing near to and then away from the center.

It is only by keeping to the path, step by step, twist by turn, that one arrives at the physical center of the labyrinth, which signifies arriving at the center of our own lives and souls. Reaching the center of the labyrinth represents reaching the center, not only of our own hearts and spirits but of the goal we seek: Spirit, release from emotional or physical pain, a solution to a challenging problem or creative task, the unobstructed Self.

With today’s labyrinth renaissance, two forms of the labyrinth have assumed prominence. These, the Cretan form and the Chartres form, are the ones explored in this book. Both produce the same powerful results; preferences are based on personal aesthetics, individual connection to liturgical forms or allegiance to Earth-based spiritualities, or simply the ease of installing one form over another.

The Cretan labyrinth, named after the island of Crete, home of the mythical labyrinth in which dwelled the Minotaur, takes the walker through seven circuits before reaching the center. It is the oldest and most universal form of the labyrinth, dating back at least 3,500 years. (See Figure 1.1.) Almost all other forms of the labyrinth are a variation of this classic model, save for the Chartres labyrinth.

The Chartres labyrinth, named after the permanent stone labyrinth set into the floor of Chartres Cathedral in France during the thirteenth century, has eleven concentric paths that wind through four quadrants of a circle. It is a distinctly Christian pattern, an equal-armed cross visible in its elegant layout. Set in the center is a rosette, a six-petaled design representing a rose, traditional symbol for the Virgin Mary. (See Figure 1.2.)
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FIGURE 1.1 CRETAN LABYRINTH

Why the astonishing and sudden popularity of the labyrinth? Walking the labyrinth fulfills six important contemporary needs: deepening spirituality; inwardness and connection to soul; access to intuition and creativity; simplicity; for integration of body and spirit; and intimacy and community. The labyrinth addresses all of these six human needs, transforming the lives of those who take the time to walk its circuits.
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FIGURE 1.2 CHARTRES LABYRINTH

DEEPENING SPIRITUALITY

We are a nation gripped by a powerful spiritual resurgence. Across the entire spectrum from mainstream religions to Eastern philosophies to New Age movements, people in an increasingly driven and fragmented culture are searching for authentic spirituality and the sacred.

The labyrinth welcomes these seekers, opening its arms wide to anyone seeking authentic spiritual experience. The labyrinth is a powerful spiritual symbol that speaks to our souls in a way that transcends all creeds and beliefs. All spiritual traditions speak of life as a path, a spiritual journey, with its own twists and unexpected turns, to the heart of Spirit. Walking the labyrinth can help people step foot once again on their own paths, helping them to remember their own lives as spiritual journeys.

“The interest in the labyrinth is coming from every corner of society. You name it, I’ve probably heard something about it,” says Jean Lutz, editor of the Labyrinth Letter and webmistress of one of the most comprehensive labyrinth websites in the world. “This widespread, across-the-board interest boggles my mind. People are so hungry for some handhold now to get spirituality into their lives in a concrete way. The labyrinth isn’t just physical; it has a very powerful mystical quality. It’s like the labyrinth is a kind of clue to existence, to the mysteries of life and Spirit. Just being in a labyrinth begins to bring some sense to all this mystery; it’s like being on the Path, knowing that there are answers to all the Big Questions, even if I’ll never know them.”

Walking the labyrinth deepens one’s spiritual path, whatever that path may be. The labyrinth can be a path of prayer, taking us—no matter whom or what we worship—to the center: the center of creation and the center of our own hearts and souls. The labyrinth welcomes us all with open arms, inviting us to walk directly with Spirit.

INWARDNESS AND CONNECTION TO SOUL

Stop for a moment. Take a deep breath. What are you feeling and knowing in your heart, your body, your soul, right now? When do you allow yourself to turn inward? How often do you get to unplug from TV, cell phone, to-do lists, computer, kids, partner, work?

For many of us, an uninterrupted turning within would be a delicious but impossible opportunity. We tell ourselves that we’ll attend to our own needs when we get a month off; when the kids get older; or when we win the lottery. In the meantime we live our hurried lives from the outside in, responding to the pressures of work, home, and the impossible demands we put on ourselves.

The labyrinth offers us the great gift of making it easier to set aside the time and look inward. With each step we take we shed the outside world and slip more into our inner lives. During some walks, that inward movement may simply be about moving in deep silence and meditating in rich darkness. In others, tears or unexpected joy might be waiting in that inner space: a memory to walk through and heal; a vision of how our lives could be; a prayer we pray for our community and loved ones.

I encourage my psychotherapy clients to walk the labyrinth in my garden before our sessions to facilitate turning inward and leaving everyday pressures behind, and afterward to let the issues raised in the therapy sessions settle into their psyches before returning to homes or jobs.

“I come to therapy directly from work,” says Robert, an attorney in a high-powered firm. “I spend the day working in a cutthroat corporate setting where I forget there’s another way of treating others and myself. Walking the labyrinth before a session reminds me that I’ve got a soul, even if I have to shut it away to survive in my field. When I walk the labyrinth, I can take off all that battle armor and touch base inside.

“Walking the labyrinth, almost as much as therapy, has taught me that I walk different paths in different worlds—the outside world of my job and the inside world of my own soul. Becoming aware of those different paths, and of walking the labyrinth as a metaphor for my inward path, has helped me learn the importance of knowing which path I’m walking at any given time.”

Like Robert, when we step into the labyrinth, we turn our backs on all the external hubbub that disconnects us from the riches of our own hearts and souls. Unplugged from the relentless demands of the world around us, we are free to look inside and renew the healing connection to our inner lives.

ACCESS TO INTUITION AND CREATIVITY

By turning our attention inward we gain access to intuition and wisdom, inner sources of guidance that can give us invaluable feedback on questions and concerns we carry about our relationships, our work, our health and well-being, our spiritual lives.

“The labyrinth just naturally causes your attention to start turning inward, focusing in the present moment” says Neal Harris, originator of the giant stone Earth Wisdom Labyrinth in Elgin, Illinois. “Walking the labyrinth, it’s so much easier to hear the intuitive messages. It’s those intuitive messages that lead to our outward creativity.”

During a labyrinth walk the left and right hemispheres of the brain are balanced, leading to the perfect state for accessing intuition and creativity. We let go of our typical linear and analytical ways of thinking and move into a more creative and intuitive awareness. Energy is freed up for seeking inner guidance for challenging issues; for looking at new perspectives on relationships; for inspiring creativity for work, projects, or hobbies. I have walked the labyrinth countless times for inspiration and new ideas in writing articles and books, for unjamming creative blocks, and for tapping into my own intuition for help in decision making and life-dreaming.

Many of the traditional methods for accessing creativity and intuition, such as creative visualization, journaling, and affirmations, can be combined with walking the labyrinth for even greater results, as you shall see in later chapters.
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The Earth Wisdom Labyrinth in Elgin, Illinois, is ninety-four feet in diameter and uses twenty-five tons of stone.

SIMPLICITY

We’re all searching for simplicity in our lives,” says Jean Lutz. “The labyrinth answers that need: It’s so basic, so simple—it brings us back, always, to simplicity.”

In our culture driven by experts who give us rules about the “right way” to do everything, from raising kids to communicating with spouses to organizing our lives, the labyrinth represents a refreshing return to the basics of walking and breathing and trusting the wisdom that lives deep within our hearts and souls.

“With my husband, it seems like there are so many rules for communicating effectively, the exact words and phrases you’re supposed to say, that sometimes I lose sight of what it is that I’m really trying to say in the first place! I start feeling like the centipede trying so hard to make its feet go ‘right’ that it trips all over itself,” one labyrinth walker told me. “When I walk the labyrinth, I can let go of all the dos and don’ts and just listen inside to what it is I really want to say to him. When I stop getting tangled up in all the rules and just let myself get ‘simple,’ I find what I most want to say and the best way for me to say it.”

The labyrinth’s gift is simplicity, both the simplicity of stripping away all external dos and don’ts to listen to our own voices and the simplicity of the walk itself. No advanced degrees are necessary to master the labyrinth, no long training sessions, no technical manuals. There are no “levels” to complete, nothing to memorize, no tests to take. All that is really required in walking the labyrinth is to show up, place one foot in front of the other, and breathe.

There is no “right way” to walk the labyrinth: In walking, we are thrown back on ourselves and our own experiences, instead having to measure our walk against some set of external standards or rules. In this simplicity, everything that takes place while walking becomes a mirror that allows us to look into our individual fears and anxieties.

“We all come to the labyrinth as ourselves—that’s the great gift of that simplicity,” says Lutz. “Don’t let anyone else influence you about how walking the labyrinth is ‘supposed’ to be. You have to follow your own path. The labyrinth shows you that path.”

INTEGRATION OF BODY AND SPIRIT

At the most basic level, walking the labyrinth restores our connection to our bodies, allowing us to shed stress and tension. Robert Ferré, the only production-labyrinth maker in the world, knows about labyrinths and also knows about the stresses of a challenging job. Ferré takes off for his backyard labyrinth when life’s demands start taking their toll on his body and soul.

“When I walk my backyard labyrinth, I’m not accomplishing, not striving, not ticking things off my to-do list,” says Ferré. “My body is trained now: I’ll walk out the door and before I even get to the entrance of the labyrinth I start to relax because my body knows this is time out, it’s time for me just to be with me. The labyrinth represents getting back to my own center, my own body, my own soul.”

With this shedding of tension, the body can relax into sacred space. One of my favorite forms of meditation over the years has been Buddhist walking meditation. In this sort of meditation, I walk slowly and mindfully, feeling the placement of each foot on the ground. By the quiet awareness of breathing in and breathing out while mindfully taking each step, my body becomes a vehicle for the Sacred: My feet honor the earth and my own path; my breathing becomes the inbreath and outbreath of Spirit.

Walking the labyrinth is very similar to traditional walking meditations in Eastern traditions. Rather than transcending the physical world, as in many kinds of prayer and meditation, walking invites us to more fully inhabit our bodies, finding the presence of the Sacred in the immanence of our breathing and movement.

So much of the psychotherapeutic work I do with clients is to support them in reconnecting with the life flowing from their necks down: the life of the heart, the life of the gut, the life of the loins: our passions, fears, loves, all the ways that our souls speak through our bodies. As long as we live from the neck up, we are cut off from our kinesthetic wisdom. Walking the labyrinth opens us to the passionate life and wisdom we carry, always, in our bodies.

INTIMACY AND COMMUNITY

Mary Ellen Johnson, a Unity lay minister certified by Veriditas at Grace Cathedral in San Francisco as a labyrinth facilitator, remembers when walking the labyrinth healed a strained friendship. Mary Ellen and Stephanie couldn’t see eye to eye on some painful personal issues, and their close relationship had become distant and conflicted. One evening they walked the labyrinth together, searching for a way to rebuild the intimacy that had meant so much to both.

“We couldn’t talk about the issues anymore—they were just too painful,” Mary Ellen recalls. “What happened while we were walking the labyrinth was that we both realized we couldn’t solve our difficulties with our minds—there were just too many pieces of the puzzle missing. We let go of trying to figure it out and understand it and fix it.

“Walking the labyrinth let us settle into our hearts; we both could just allow the difficulty to be. As we talked afterward, there was this sense that okay, there was this shared pain, but it was really time to let it heal and just get on with life and our relationship. The labyrinth reminded us to open our hearts, just continue to walk the path toward the center, so to speak, rather than getting stuck in one of the turns.”

After facilitating many group walks, Mary Ellen has found that people learn powerful lessons about relationships in the labyrinth. “When you walk through a labyrinth with people, you temporarily go off toward different quadrants, and then come in closer, like times when you’re walking in agreement and closeness, so to speak, with one another, but then hit conflict or distance. The beauty of the labyrinth is that everyone is on the same path, but we’re at different places on the path as we all move toward the center. We walk together, we move apart, but in the big picture we are all walking toward the center. Relationships that have depth and longevity do the very same thing, and the labyrinth is such a powerful concrete reminder of that.”

I learn a great deal when I lead retreats based on labyrinth walking at Harmony Hill, a center where I serve as program and cancer retreat coordinator. Walking the labyrinth is a core of all the workshops, no matter what the specific content: finding balance, menopause, life transitions, healing from cancer, seasonal celebrations.

I have been deeply moved by how the labyrinth has taught cancer patients about wholeness, church congregations and board members of nonprofits about community, mourners about the healing of the heart, long-estranged family members about reconciliation. When walking the labyrinth we all—no matter how different our lives may be—become pilgrims together on the path to wholeness.

Throughout this book you will read stories of men and women who have walked the labyrinth for spiritual, emotional, and physical healing, fostering of creativity, and intimacy with self and others. In addition, you will receive practical information on how to build several kinds of labyrinths and how to work with them in an astonishing variety of ways that will enhance your life and improve your well-being.

This book is in three parts:



	PART ONE shows you why the labyrinth has such astonishing contemporary appeal. It introduces you to walking, and working with, the labyrinth, and gives you some of its history so that you may better understand its power.

	PART TWO teaches you to construct temporary or permanent indoor and outdoor labyrinths from a wide variety of materials, explains how to prepare the labyrinth space for walking, tend the labyrinth as a meditative discipline, and create labyrinth altars.

	PART THREE gives you specific ways to use the labyrinth for spiritual growth, healing work, creativity enhancement, goal setting, and ritual and celebration.





All of these chapters, all of their suggestions and exercises, are only turns in the path. What I hope for you is that whichever ones you choose will lead, like the labyrinth’s circuits, to the center: more love, more grace, more Spirit to support and guide your own path in life, wherever that path may lead.

Come with me now. Let us begin the journey.




End of sample
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