What Do You Fear?

Fear is not a bad place to start a spiritual journey.  If you know what makes you afraid, you can see more clearly that the way out is through the fear.  







—Kathleen Norris—







from Dakota: A Spiritual Geography


     What do you fear spiritually, or what have you feared?  What has stood between you and God? 

     Kathleen Norris was afraid in her early years, when she didn’t claim any religious allegiance, that the strong emotions she felt at occasional church services were legitimate signs of a spiritual reality she was avoiding.  She was afraid to acknowledge these emotions, and she was afraid to be associated with her Methodist ancestors, whom she considered narrow-minded or prudish.  

     For each of us the journey toward God has its unique fears or obstacles.  Write about a central fear/obstacle that you have dealt with or are still dealing with—in relation to your understanding of God.  What caused this internal problem, and what have you discovered through it?  Try to tell the story of your relationship to this fear/obstacle by providing at least one or two concrete scenes from your past. 

Who are Your Influences?

Someone said: “The dead writers are remote from us because we know so much more than they did.” Precisely, and they are that which we know.”







—T.S. Eliot—







“Tradition and the Individual Talent”

     We all inherit a way to view God, even if we inherit a suspicion or rejection of God.  We learn how to see the Divine from our parents, grandparents, and even, in some passed-along sense, our dead ancestors.  The religious influences of the past—saints, poets, priests—keep affecting the present through an ongoing living tradition, and we participate in that tradition or move away into another tradition (religious or non-religious).  We spend our adult life trying to determine our own way of seeing and approaching God, and this spirituality may agree or disagree with our original religious tradition.  

     Write about your own religious influences.  Who gave you your first image of God?  To what tradition did that person belong?  And how do you see yourself in relation to that person and tradition today?  How do you view God today?   And how does that make you feel about your past religious experience?  

Nature (or Place) as Revelation

My book, O philosopher, is the nature of created things, and any time I wish to read the words of God, the book is before me.







—Anthony of the Desert (4th Century)—







quoted in Dakota: A Spiritual Geography
When you wake up, you notice that you’re here . . .  “Here,” in my case, was Pittsburgh.







—Annie Dillard—







“To Fashion a Text”







from Inventing the Truth
     Scripture has always been upheld as a primary source of revelation because we see God through Scripture.  However, we also see God through nature, since all of creation reflects the Creator.  The Desert Fathers, like Anthony of the Desert, knew that they could let go of their books and still encounter the Divine. When have you encountered nature in a way that pointed to God?  Remember that nature can take all sorts of forms.  Surgery is an entry into nature.  A lawn is a patch of nature.  Fish in an aquarium can give us a window on nature.  A single bug speaks volumes.  Remember, too, that nature can point to God in unexpected, difficult ways.  Storms, earthquakes, desert heat, what do these say about God?

     Please describe one encounter with nature that has had a revelatory effect for you, and use your description to convey the spiritual truth that you discovered.  Be sure to use your senses fully (sight, sound, smell, taste, touch) in your description.  Help the reader to experience what you experienced.  

     An Alternative Approach:  If you are not drawn to nature as a source of revelation, you may write about a particular place that has served that role.  Those of us who are more social or urban may find inspiration from a neighborhood, a relative’s kitchen, a church, a ballpark, a restaurant.  We may see God there because of the people who occupy that space, in which case the people need to be part of the description. On the other hand, those of us who are contemplative may prize a particular room or space that has been our place of solitude and focus, such as a closet, a music practice room, or a darkened theater.  In either case, try to describe the place using your senses fully.  Take us into that place in such a way that you create the spirituality that you associate with it.

Scripture Wrestling 

A blur of romance clings to our notions of “publicans,” “sinners,” “the poor,” “the people in the marketplace,” “our neighbors,” as though of course God should reveal himself, if at all, to these simple people, these Sunday school watercolor figures, who are so purely themselves in their tattered robes, who are single in themselves, while we now are various, complex, and full at heart.  We are busy.  So, I see now, were they.  Who shall ascend into the hill of the Lord? Or who shall stand in his holy place? There is no one but us.  







—Annie Dillard—







from Holy the Firm
     Annie Dillard takes a difficult verse from Psalm 24 and wrestles with it.  Who shall ascend into the hill of the Lord?  This question becomes the ultimate quest for her book Holy the Firm, a book that explores how God could allow a child, a girl of only seven, to be terribly burnt.  Instead of looking closely at comforting passages in the Bible, or passages that seem theologically safe, Dillard repeatedly tackles passages that seem hardest to accept, for instance the Gospel story of a man whose physical blindness might have been given to him so that “the works of God should be made manifest in him.”  Her approach draws us in because we already experience such passages as spiritual obstacles.  We want help dealing with them.  

     Stories are built on conflict—either physical or internal—so any problematic Scriptural passage is a natural starting place for the writer who wants to write his or her story-of-the-soul.  Identify a passage of Scripture that you have wrestled with.  Write it down on a piece of paper.  Then meditate on it for ten minutes without writing any response.  In the process, try to think of one or two related experiences that seem to illustrate (or contradict) that passage.  Sit and ponder.  Then go ahead and write your meditation on the passage, being sure to put it into relationship with some event from your experience or observation. 

The Spirit of Travel

One day you finally knew 

what you had to do, and began, 

though the voices around you

kept shouting

their bad advice—

though the whole house 

began to tremble . . .






—Mary Oliver—






from “The Journey” 

(New and Selected Poems)

     Travel can lead to spiritual discovery because it dislocates us and, thus, awakens our senses, making us hyper-alert.  Disoriented, we start to see anew in a foreign environment, whether that environment is across an ocean or in a local place that is not our usual setting.  

     After thinking about types of journeys (pilgrimages, expeditions, exiles, marathons, hikes, camping trips, tours, immigrations, quests, retreats, etc.), make a list of your own traveling experiences.  Look through the list carefully, considering which journeys have involved the most spiritual conflict or realization. Circle two that show spiritual “heat.”  Then brainstorm about each one, listing significant events that took place, as well as significant people who were involved, significant objects and/or significant words that were said.

     Often travel essays include a moment of discovery, and that epiphany is connected to a central event, object, or thing said.  For example, a new understanding can come from the rescue of a child fallen into the gap between a train and the platform, or by the quiet sight of a heron fishing in the reeds by a lake, or by a troubling statement from someone you love.  In any case, today’s exercise involves selecting one significant moment and treating it as a central focus, dwelling on it closely.  In travel writing, moments that seem transcendent are the ones that deny the rush of time, letting the reader enter what might be called “the eternal now.”  If you can lavish your attention on one such moment, extending your description and reflection for several paragraphs, then you are likely to create the anchor for a travel essay that has a second, spiritual layer.  It might lead to a story that carries profound meaning. 

     So start there—with that critical, central moment—poring over it with your full attention.  Then see where it leads.

