SPIRITUAL DIRECTION

Using the Arts in Spiritual Direction and Discernment

Christine Valters Paintner

Today like every ostber day
We wake up empty and scaved
Don't open the door of your study
And begin reading,
Take down @ musical instrument
let the beauty we love be what we do
There are hundreds of way to kneel
And kiss the earth.

— Rumii (Barks, p. 36)
Remembering Who We Are

lato writes that all leaiming s reccllectica
of remembering. The chiel job of ke
twacher is 1o help us 1o emember all thal
we have forgotten. This image for me s

a powerlul one in comneclicn wilh the

B work | do leaching people fo use the arls
and imaginaticn in spiritual direclion ond cthar ministries
1 balieve shronghy tha! what | each i3 nol :‘,omelhing new
so much as helping people 1o remember, 1o make whole
again, all the dimensizns of who they are, conrecling 1o
their creclive and intuitive selves. n Ihe Judec-Chrislian
radilion, we believe we are created in the image of ¢
Creclor Ged, Whal would it mean i we coula remamber

this and teak this beliel sericushy?

Jung had a concept related to Plato’s that he called
archesypad meroery, when we are decp into the intuirive,
subconscious self, we remember more than we kuow,
tbrough our connection to our ancesrors and the collee-
tive unconscious. A Native American friend told mie that
in his tradition this is also called blood memary.

Take a moment to remember your own life story, but
don't just limit tbis exercise of imagination to your phys-
ical lifctime. Use your imagination to remember back
before you were even born, through your ancestors, the
hundreds of generations of people who fived before you
and made your life possible. Keep remembering back
to the very moment when God formed and crafted the
universe and breathed life into human beings. Receive

thar breath in and remember thae spiriens and ruach, the

Latin and Hebrew for spirir, also both mean éreath. In
spiritual direction, we are helping our directees remem-
ber that essential connection, that we are each molded
Jovingly in God’s image, in the image of a Creator God
and given the breath of life.

In one of his poems, Rumi tatks about two intelligenc-
es, The first is our acquired knowledge, book learning,
the kind of intefligence that helps us 1o get ahead in the
world and is tested o see how well we retain this infor-
mation, “getting always more marks on your preserving
tablets.” This is the inwelligence of our schooling and
striving 10 succeed.

The poetn then says there is another kind of wablet
or intelligence: “one already completed and preserved
inside you. / A spring overflowing its springbox.” This
intelligence is not the kind that moves from the outside
in, as in traditional learning. “This second knowing is a
fountainhead fromn wirhin you, moving out” (Barks, p.
178). 'This is connected to the remembering [ believe
Plato and Jung are talking about, the kind of knowing
that is already within us.

The Native American poet Mary TallMountain writes
about our seventh sense, which is the pare of ourselves
thac “stirs and lives / from first faint shiver / of the far
sca flutes / 1o rushing soaring knowing / of the full
symphonic voice.” Coming back to this music of our
spirits returns us to a staie of being “whole complere /
unfettered unbound” (p. 62). Remembering who we are
is a return to the full symphonic voice, a state of being
whole again.

Professor of education Howard Gardner says there
are not one or even two intelligences, but perhaps cight
or more, Our education processes cmphasize linguistic
and logical-mathematical intellipence, rooted in a lefi-
brained, highly verbal and analytical mode, etnphasizing
measurable tesults through testing. However, Gardner
claims, we also have spatial, kinesthetic, and musical
intelligence. Others include interpersonal, intrapersonal,
and patural. With so many facultics of knowing, how
much we limit ourselves by focusing on just two or three.
What could we discover of the sacred if we expanded our

ways of knowing?
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Spiritual Direction and the Arts

Carl Jung believed images are cxpressions of deep
human experience and our authentic selves. They are the
natural and primary language for the psyche and only
sccondarily do we move to conceprual thought. Jung
saw images as clues to the unlived life that was seek-
ing expression in him and
urged others to look ar
the images of our lives in a
symbolic way so that they
may reveal 1o us our deeper
meanings and our fuller
authentic selves.

Spiritual direction is an
ancient practice where one
person listens deeply to the
story of another, helping
the directee ro hear the
call of the holy in the rexr
and symbols of his or her
life. By engaging the sym-
bolic, inruitive, and fecling
dimensions, the director helps bring a much deeper sense
of integration than can be done by words alone. The arts
and imagination help 1o make the ministry of spiritual
direction more holistic and atruned to the mysterious
ways of the divine. The inner life is rooted in symbol and
image and speaks the language of dreams. This is also the
primary language af the holy. Humans are acsthetic as
well as rational beings and cannot fully cncounter Gad
without song, or poetry or art.

The arts engage us in the fullness of our ways of
knowing and connect us back to who we really are:
creators made in the image of a Creator God. Learning
ro engage in creative expression is connecting to our
innate knowledge. In this article I am encouraging us to
remember this part of ourselves society diminishes: the
part thar explores new possibilities and ways of being.
Artistic knowing is different from intellectual knowing,
engaging us somatically and symbolically, streiching us

beyond the limits of rational, lincar thinking.

Discernment
Discernment is a growing sensitivity to and aware-

ness of the acton of God in one’s daily life and the
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understanding of ond’s own hearr. Discernment is a way
of being that ¢ncounters God in the center of our being
and listens for the ways God speaks to us from this
center through God's desires for our growing whole-
ness. Many times, directees first come to us for spiritual
direction in the midst of transition. They want help in
listening to the still, small
voice within them, guiding
them toward lifc-giving
choices. In discernment
we listen to the truth of
our inncr self that dwells
in God as distince from all
of the orher voices both
within and without chat
demand our atrention and
energy.

YWhen we enter into a
process of discernment,

we are entering a threshold

Sharron Erro

space in our lives. Whar
has come before is different
than what comes after. Even if we olrimately choose
to make no outward changes, we have approached our
lives with intention and deep listening and thus made
choices about how ta live in a meantngful way. Liminal
is derived from the Latin Zmen, meaning threshold.
Anthropologist Vicror Turner describes the liminal as
the time and space of transition integral o all rires of
passage. Enrering this condition, a person leaves behind
his or her ald identity and dwells in a threshold state of
ambiguity and openness. Discernment often thrusts us
into a place of unknowing, waiting, and listening.

Structure is the order of our lives, when we can
articulate who we are and where we are going, Anti-
structure is a time of chaes. Liminal expericnces arc
those transition experiences when we move from one to
the other, experiences of passage. Image is vital in the
anti-structure experience as image is the only language
left. As Jung said, meaning comes to us in images fiest
and oniy conceptual thought after.

Experiences that call us to discernment often subvert
our everyday world and carry us out inro the experience
of wilderness and disorientation. Our words cannot yet

carry the weight of the new meanings being born in the
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darkness of anti-structure. In these times, image can be
a vehicle for carrying the feelings and the meanings that
wo cannot yer articulate. Images help us to hold onto
the experience, stay with it, and communicate ir.

Gradually we develop words to go with the images.
The symbol gives rise 1o thought and reflection. The
image has helped o caprure the intuitive fecling side of
the wxperience and give the experience some manage-
able form. The concepts begin o caprure the under-
standings resulting from the expericnce and help 1o
define my world and whar I now need to do and he, We
arc back in the strucrure again.

The arrs hold this liminal space in the threshold and
transition times, when we dwdll in life’s cracks and
edges. This creative act of transforming our lives, of
allowing somerhing new to break forth and be birthed
within is poeisis, cthe fundamental human capacity for
rhe creation of new meaning.

There are many fine tools available ro us for discern-
ment, such as the Ignatian Rules and Quaker clearness
comimittees, En this article, however, T will explore the
arts as an cssential rool for discernment that can be
integrated with these other weols, offering directors a
way to give form to the emerging images prior to being
able to articulaie them.

A central aspect of discernment is remembering
who we really are, to reclaim and recognize the “true
sclf” that dwells within us already, as Thomas Merion
describes. Using the ares helps us o remember who we
really are, The arrs also honor possibility, imagination,
questions, and mystery. The poet Rilke wrote, “Have
paticnce with everything unresolved in your hearr and
to rry to love the questions themsclves.... Live the
questions now” (p. 3%). Discernment is about living
and loving rhe questions of our lives, the unresolved
places, and the arts help us to dwell in that space of
the quesrion by allowing us to honor the images and
feelings without having to move to lincar and logical
thinking, the thinking that wants to find answers,

The arrs help us to dwell in mystery and possibil-
ity and be present to the challenges of our lives: Tt is
because the arts are rooted in che existential capacity
of the imaginatien to rranscend literal reality that they
can serve 1o prosent alternative possibilitics of being to

us and afford us insights not known through cognitive
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Mmedns.

Expressive Arts and the Creative Process

The arrs have became both professionalized and spe-
cialized in our culture, with an emphasis on creating and
consuming art products. We no longer value the daily
experience of crafting or making. Most of us are too husy
to even cook or garden or sew. We live in an enteraain-
ment-driven culwre in which we are encouraged 10 he
passively cntertained by television, movies, and the inter-
netand to receive premade images and sound bites rather
than engage our own imaginations actively.

Much of my work ¢ngaging the arrs in spiritual forma-
tion and direcrion is grounded in insights from the ficld
of expressive arts cherapy. Twe emphases of the expressive
arts that I find especially helpful in this work are process
over product and the integration of various art forms:

1. Process over product. Whilc what we create can
be an jmporrant source of insight for our own journuys,
cqually important is the process of art-making irsclf.
Noricing what is stirring within us as we engage with rhe
maucrials, noticing places of resistance, and listening for
movements of the spirit are all places for self-awareness
and growrh. The focus is not on specific echnignes or the
quality of the product itsclf but on the power and process
of symbolic expression in any of the arts.

2. The integration of various art_forms, The integra-
tion of different arr modalities deepens meaning and
kiowing in ways one form of expression cannaot access.
By moving from poetry to visual art ro music 1o maove-
ment, for example, each art modality opens up the
expericnce in new ways. The inwegration of these new
muanings creates insights that don't happen from engag-

ing in just one form.

Art-Making as Pilgrimage

One of the metaphors 1 like to use for the art-making
process is pilgrimage. A pilgrimage is a journey nndertaken
of spiritual significance, in which an outward physical
journcy parallels an inner spiritual one. On a pilgrimage, as
in art-making, we take a journey to encounter the sacred in
a more intimate way in our lives, We preparc for the jour-
ney and the art-making time with prayer and rake what we
need with us. Pilerims bring an intemtion for the journey,

and intention is an essenrial elemenc for making the time
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A complementary
metaphor

to pilgrimage

is looking at
art-making

as tabernacle.

A tabernacle

is cz_dwe[/ing" place
Jor the holy.
Creative processes
belp us to make
space for an encounter
with God

while also creating
a safe container
in which

to experiment
and explore

new possibilities.
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of creadng art an act of prayer. On pilgrimage, as in the arc-making
process, we risk entering the unknown with the hope of being trans-
formed. We leave our familiar world behind. We are also cannecred
to a whole community of people who have taken this journey before
us, who ke it alongside of us, and who will take it in the future, It is
the journey itself that is important, more so than the end goal. We are
transformed in the doing of it, allowing ourselves 0 be led through
the inner and outer experience by the divine impulse.

Art-making as pilgrimage helps us to understand the ares as both
a vehicle of discovery and 4 way of being in the world. The theologian
Juretny Begbie writes that arr-making goes beyond entertainment
and sclf-expression and “can also reveal, disclose, apen up rhe world
we live in, and in unique ways. In other words, art-making can be
a vehicle of discovery” (p. xi). When we enter the creative process
with the intention of listening for the movemenrs of the Spirit in
rhe midst of the work, we discover new insights about ourselves and
God. Engaging the arts in a prayerful way also helps us 1o develop
ways of being in the world that respect mystery and cultivates a way

of deeply listening to what is stirring within us.

Art-Making as Tabernacle

A complementary meraphor to pilgrimage is looking at art-mak-
ing as tabernacle. A tabernacle is a dwelling place for the holy.
Creative processes help us to make space for an encounrer with
God while also creating a safe conuainer in which 1o experiment and
explore new possibilitics. “The practice of the arts, as disciplined
rituals of play in painting, sculpting, acting, dancing, making
music, writing, stary-telling, is and always was a safe container,
a sccure vessel to meet existential themes, pathos, and mystery”
(Knill, p. 45). The arts allow us to explore and look ar new, uncom-
fortable, or scary feelings by giving them shape and form, tevealing
new insights to us. They also create a meditative space in which one
is held in the present moment, Working with the ars in spiritual
direction or retreat settings, I see one of my roles as holding the
space and making a safe conrainer for participants or directees to

explore new territory and encounter the sacred in new ways.

Resonance and Dissonance

Two principles that 1 like to muake people aware of when they
begin an art-making process are what I call resonance and dissorance.
When we engage the arts as a time of prayer and discovery, we listen
to what is happening wichin us for informarion abour ourselves and
God, Tending to the places of strong cmotional response, whether
pasitive or negative, can provide extraordinary insights. When

working with the arts, we may be engaging external images, such
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as in collage work or photography, or internal images,
such as movement and painting. Both kinds of images
can chcic a response that aces as a vehicle of discovery.
Resgnance means richmess or significance, especially evok-
ing an assaciaton or strong cmotion. As [ move into my
creative time, whar images and symbols that arise in me
offer me a sense of richness or significance in my life?
Similarly, dissonance also evokes strong emotion, buc
because of a sense of conflict or lack of hatmeny. Which
images and symbols clicit a strong negative reaction, and
how dous this wespanse offer clues to me of arcas of resis-

tance perhaps not everl in my awareness yet?

Guidelines for Using the Arts

I offer some initial words before moving into specific
supgestions for engaging the arts as a spiritual practice.
The first six suggestions are about ways to engage the arts
personally, which is essential 10 leading others in art expe-
ricnces, The last two are suggestions for engaging others
in the experience of art-making,

1. Always ry the exercise yourself buefore engaging
another person in it, whether in direction or a retreat see-
ting. Use suggestions 2 1o 6 1o facilitate your own creative
process. As you grow comfortable with this way of pray-
ing, you can use these as guidelines for leading orhers into
an arts expericnce.

2. To begin, connect with your breath as a grounding
practice that roots you in your body. The arts draw on
the wisdom of our bodies, Use meditation and intention
to practice receptivity 1o images as 2 way of encountering
the holy.

3. It is helpful to begin arc-inaking by cultivating a
stance of openness, of letting go of control of the out-
come, and risking the unfamiliar—all qualities essential
to good discernment itself,

4. As much as possible, cngage in spontancous
expression that helps break through blocks. Don't spend
too much time “thinking it through.™ Allow the Spirit to
be a part of the creative process.

5. Focus on rhe crearive process itself; notice your
places of resistance as wll as movement and flow. Listen
for experivnces of bath resonance and dissonance and
what rhose expericnees have ro teach you.

6. Notice what the are form el has o teach

you—for example, working with collage is a very diffur-
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ent expericnee from paint or clay. The materials you work
with themselves can elicic different responses.

7. When working with the arts in a spiritual direction
session, it is important to always frame rhe possibility as
an invimation to the directee.

8. When leading others in art-making, always begin
with cxperiences thar have greater structure o create a
sense of safery. Build the freedom of the experience in
incrernental steps.

I suggest below a few simple ways of beginning to work
wirh the visual arts and movemunt in a direciion session.
Pociry and music are also rich arcas of exploration, but in
the interest of space here, they will be the topic of firure

articles.

Visual Arts as a Way of Knowing

There are many differenr mediums for the visual ars.
You can use clay, collage, assemblage, paint, mosaic, paper
curting, and fabric, to name jusr a few. Depending on the
medium, we may be seeking internal or exeernal images.
Both approaches are valuable tools. Each medium also
uses different materials that have rheir own texture and
shape to which it is helpful to pay attention.

Here T suggest two exercises for discernment.

Reflection Using Clay
The first exercise is a simple one using 2 lump of clay.

Begin with the scriprure text of Jor 18:1-0:

The word that came ro Jeremiah from the Lorp: “Cone,
ga down 1o the pottec’s house, and there [will les you bear
my words.” So [ went down te the potter's house, and there
he was working at his wheel. The vessel he was making of
clay was spoiled in rhe potter’s hand, and he reworked it

into another wessel, as seemed good o him.

Then the word of the Lorn came 1o me: Can [ nor do with

you, O house of Isracl, jusr as this potrer has done? says the

Lorp. Just like the clay in the potter’s hand, so are you in
y % }

my hand, O house of Isracl.

Close your eyus and held this image in your mind and
heart and begin playing with rhe clay. Ger familiar with
the clay; notice how it feels in your hand. Play with it

for a while, appreciaring its texture and the way it resists,

Volume 12 No. 3« Seplember 2006




SPIRITUAL DIRECTION

Don't worry about making an image, just be present to
the materials and to what is stirring inside of you. As you
continue to listen and be present, begin 1o notice if there
are any images bubbling up. As you continue to play with
the clay, notice if it wants to be formed into a particular
shape. Hold the question in your heart of how is God
shaping and forming you? Work with the clay for a while,
perhaps ten minutes or longer, engaging in the process,
tending what comes to you without censoring, Afier the
experience is over, reflect on how the process of working
with the clay fele and what you noticed about your own
reactions. How did you feet God moving in you during
this time? Where did you expericnce resonance or disso-
nance? What docs the process and what you created have

1o 1ell you about your discernment process?

Collage Exploration

One of my favorite mediums for visual art is collage
because it is an especially good art form for those who are
new o the arts or hesitant, as it relies on found images
rather than creating one’s own. Collage can be especially
helpful in noticing images of resonance and dissonance.
Look through images in magazines and netice which
ones give you energy and which repel you. In a dme
of discernment you might focus on an intention, such
as creating an image of the possibilities ahead and sert
through images noticing which ones invite you and those
that cither repel you or that you think den’t “fit" with
what you are discerning. As the collage comes together,
notice where the images are placed in relation to one
another and notice where your energy is drawn in che
image. What does this collection of images say to your

discernment process?

Movement as a Way of Knowing

How often we forget we are emhodied beings. One
simple way of being in touch with the body in spiritual
direction is taking time regularly during the session to
check in and notice what feelings arisc and where they
are locared in the body. Placing a hand over this area is an
clemental way of connecting to our physical selves. When
a dircctee is sharing an experience that seems especially
pregnant with meaning or feeling, invite him or her to
pause briefly and rest in silence just noticing the fecl-

ings and body scnsations that are stirring, where they are
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located, and then if comfortable, o make contact with
the place and just notice whart rises up. This simple exer-
cise can help cultivate grearer body awareness for both

directee and spiritual director.

Contemplative Walk

Another simple suggestion [ use for my directees is a
contemplative walk. I walk daily as a spiritual discipline
of both being present to my body and being aware of
what is happening in the natral world around me. The
seasons themselves have rich questions to ask us in times
of discernment.

[ suggest this formar for a discernmenr walk: Begin by
simply being present to the world around you. Norice
how your body is fecting. Listen to where you are being
led; rry not to think about it. Allow your bodys own
intelligence 1o guide you. Encourage a deep listening 1o
the body’s messages and intuitions. Let this time be x pil-
grimage of the heart, noticing where you are being invited
10 go and where to linger. Try to let go of any goals you
have for this time. Even if you walk only a few steps and
simply notice, that is enough. After spending time slow-
ing down and buing present Lo what is around you, you
mighs begin tending to the questions stirring within you
in response to this presence. Whar does nature have o say
1o you? What questions are being asked?

Let this poem hy David Wagoner guidu you:

Lost

Stand still. The trees ahead and bushes beside you
Are not lost. Wherever you are is called Here,
And you must treat it as a powerful stranger,
Musrt ask permission to know it and be knawn.
The {orest breathes, Listen. [t answers,

I have made this place araund you,

If you leave it you may come back again, saying Here,
No two trees are the same to Raven.

No two branches are the same to Wren,

If what a tree or a hush does is lost on you,

You are snrely lost. Stand still. The forest knows

Where you are. You must let it find you. (P 10}

Let yourself be found. Listen ro the questions of the
season, We live our lives so out of touch with the world

of nature, in our technological rthythms rather rhan in the



thythms of the seasons and of our bodics. Remembering
who we are also means conncecting with the natural world
around us. I find that cach scason has its own profound
questions o ask: In autumn I mighe consider what I need
to let go of, what is dying within me? In winter I might
ask where are the bare places in my life and where are che
seeds lying dormant? Spring cvokes images of blossoming
and new life within, while summer is for me both about
the fullness of life and time for play. As you walk through
the world, what questions does nature ask of vou at this
particular time of your life? Actually going out into a forest
can help, but we can usually find a park or even a tree-lined
street that helps us to connect again. Finally, once you have
become present to the world around you and listened for
the questions being asked of you, ask yoursclf how you walk
in this world. Embody your rusponse in rhe actual move-
ment of your legs and feet across the ground. Then ask how
you want to walk in che world. Notice how your body fuels
and wanis to respond. Whar does this have to say to your
discernment process? How does what srirs within you and

your body’s reaction give you new information?

Working with Images in Direction

When dircctees have created a picce of art, whether in
the session or between sessions, how are we then to receive
it? Just as with the lifc story of the people we work with,
their images and words and movements are to be held iu
loving reverence. Spend significane time focusing on the
process of art-making itsclf. What did they norice? How
did ir feel? What were the places of greatust joy and chal-
lenge? Where did they notice resonance and dissonance?

In considering the arrwork iwself, resist imposing your
own interpretations and be present to the images and sym-
bols by allowing directecs 1o share the story. Ask questions
that encourage reflection. Take time 1o be with and inhab-
it the images, allowing them 1o integrate the images with
their life story and take root. If you work with dreams,
you can use similar tools to unpack the meaning of the
images that have risen up from the same unconscious
place within. These are all wols to help access the world of
images that lives and flourishes inside of us, opening us up
to the vast world of our ways of knowing.

The symbols and images that emerge in art-making
are much like the images that arise in our dreams—they

have multiple layers and meanings. Consider inviting
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your directecs to use their images as icons that continue to
teveal dimensions of the holy in their lives. My experience
ix thar images created out of prayer continue to speak to
the creator long after the initial process, as so often the
mages and body scnsations hold expressions of who we
are and how we long 10 be with God long befor: we can

articulate them in words.

Conclusion

One way I would define ariist is one who sees and
listens deeply 10 what is happening below the surface,
attends to the particular, and then gives ourward form
and expression. [ would say something similar ahout the
spiritual director. Our role is to companion our directees
on the spiritual journey and help them to a way of deeper
listening and sceing so that they may come o recognize
God’s presence in all arcas of their lives.

The arts help expand our ways of knowing God beyond
the cognirive. The arrs open up ways of listening to the
new possibilities and ways of being that are being birthed
within us. They espucially help us to wend w0 times of dis-
cernment, when immages are surfaciug before they have the
language to go wirh chem.

The Sufi poec Hafiz, in his poem “Saints Bowing in
the Mountains,” asks: “Do you know how beautiful you
are?... [ see saints bowing in the mountains / Hundreds
of miles away / To the wonder of sounds / That break into
light / From your most common words.” The arts call us

hack to the memory of our beautiful, true selves.
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