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This book is dedicated to all who are working 
responsibly with labyrinths—creating them, 
caring for them and for the Veriditas-trained 
facilitators holding this sacred space for seekers
from all walks of life. Together we see a new vision
for a new world.
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P r e f a c e  t o  t h e
S e c o n d  E d i t i o n

The labyrinth is itself an astoundingly precise 

model of the spiritual understanding of the universe.

Not only are the exact cosmic rhythms built into it, 

but as well, the other sacred measures that represent

our relationship to the “journey back” to our 

spiritual wholeness.

—Keith Critchlow 

Walking a Sacred Path: Rediscovering the Lab-
yrinth as a Spiritual Tool was one of the first

books to bring the labyrinth to public awareness.
Originally published in 1995, it has been like the
Energizer Bunny, not only in sales, but also in being
instrumental in igniting what in May of 1998 the
New York Times coined “the Labyrinth Movement.”

Thanks to my publisher, I find myself in the priv-
ileged position to have an opportunity to add further
comments. In this preface to this second edition, I
want to add a current perspective on the Labyrinth
Movement, explain some of the changes I made in
my work as it evolved, and offer an updated historical
view of the movement. If you are reading this book
for the first time you may want to skip this preface
and return to it after you’ve finished the book. If you
are familiar with the labyrinth and its uncanny way
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x

of tapping into our intuition and releasing creative
intelligence, then this is the place to start.

In 1991, the general public knew relatively little
about labyrinths. The challenge was to educate peo-
ple in the practice of labyrinth walking and to draw
attention to the benefits of this practice. A small
group of volunteers and I, serving as a Canon of
Grace Cathedral, placed our newly hand-painted
thirty-six-foot canvas labyrinth in the majestic space
of Grace Cathedral twice a month—one with music
and the other in silence—from December 1991
to March 1994. These opportunities to walk the
labyrinth immediately spoke to the intuitive, imag-
inative, spiritual nature of seekers from all walks
of life. 

Due to the number of requests to have the
labyrinth available every day, Grace Cathedral com-
missioned the indoor floor tapestry labyrinth for the
nave of the cathedral and dedicated it in April of
1994. In the fall of 1995, the cathedral congre-
gation and trustees dedicated the outdoor terrazzo
stone labyrinth in the Melvin E. Swig Interfaith
Meditation Garden. This was the first labyrinth
to be installed in permanent form in the Western
Hemisphere in six hundred years. These two laby-
rinths at Grace Cathedral—located on top of Nob
Hill in San Francisco—continue to offer the experi-
ence of labyrinth walking to thousands of pilgrims
and tourists. Over this last decade this powerful
blueprint for transformation has moved from being
seen as an oddity to being embraced as an experience
in practical spirituality.

The early days had been dedicated to planting
seeds to encourage labyrinths around the world. In
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1996, I created a nonprofit organization called
Veriditas, The World-Wide Labyrinth Project, and
continue to serve as its president. The name Veridi-
tas comes from the twelfth-century mystic Hilde-
gard of Bingen. It means “Greening Power.” The
mission for the first stage of Veriditas was “to pepper
the planet with labyrinths,” and that is exactly what
our work has done: We are greening the planet with
labyrinths. 

Veriditas began training facilitators in 1997 to
respond to the growing interest in the benefits of
labyrinth walking. I found that people need a brief,
nonintellectual introduction to the labyrinth and a
few guidelines for walking it so they feel free to
return on their own. Now there are thousands of
sites—not only in churches and cathedrals, but also
in hospitals, community and memorial parks, can-
cer centers, spas, schools, hospices, prisons, and
retirement homes—and many Veriditas-trained fa-
cilitators to introduce newcomers to the experience
and offer labyrinth workshops.

In this edition, I’ve made corrections and up-
dates. Since most of this book remains as I wrote it
in 1995—when I served as Canon for Special Min-
istries at Grace Cathedral—there are a few details I
would like to expand upon here. In outlining the
process that unfolds during a labyrinth walk, I intro-
duced the model of St. Theresa of Avila’s threefold
path to God: Purgation, Illumination, and Union.
Since labyrinths were unfamiliar in 1991, I felt it
necessary to use “church” language that spoke to the
well-educated community of Grace Cathedral and
the broader church. 

At this time in the Labyrinth Movement, it’s
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important to emphasize that the labyrinth can be
used in both sacred and secular settings. If I am in a
secular setting, such as a college campus or with the
staff of a hospital, I use the “three R’s”—Releasing,
Receiving, and Returning—to describe the interior
process a person may experience while walking the
labyrinth. Sometimes the medieval eleven-circuit
labyrinth is dismissed because of its Christian as-
sociations. The pattern’s broad archetypal nature
reaches beyond any faith tradition into the secular
world. Often this is not understood. The labyrinth
can be used as a path of prayer in a church, a tool to
reduce stress in a hospital, or as a team-building ac-
tivity in a corporate setting. Endless applications are
possible, depending on the creativity of the person
presenting it and the goal of the group using it.

The labyrinth serves as a sacred container. The
clear physical boundaries of the pattern, which con-
tain both the circle and the spiral, offer a feeling of
safety. This container is even more powerful when
we add community. New emotions, unique thoughts,
and a sense of being at one with others can enter our
awareness.

There are two main ways to use the labyrinth:
meditative walking and ritual or ceremonial use.
Walking a Sacred Path articulates a process for medi-
tative walking and offers three areas that the labyrinth
can address: Healing (specifically psycho-spiritual
healing), Self-Knowledge (now called Shadow Work),
and Co-creation (now called Soul Assignment). In
my lectures over the years I added a fourth area that
the labyrinth addresses: Initiation. Initiatory rituals,
or ceremonial use, are becoming a popular way to use
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the labyrinth. They are effective in helping us move
through important transitions in our lives. A person
going through a divorce may walk it on the day she
receives her final legal papers. Or an employee may
walk it on the first day of his new job. Many women
share a ritual experience with their community of
friends on their sixtieth birthdays, when women be-
come crones. Many labyrinth enthusiasts and Veri-
ditas facilitators are creating ceremonies that mark
the turning of the seasons and other rites of passage
that smooth the way for life’s transitions. 

Over the years, I’ve become even more committed
to the teaching that there is no right way or wrong
way to walk a labyrinth. There are as many ways to
experience the labyrinth as there are labyrinth walk-
ers, and to leave this experience free of “shoulds”
and expectations is important. This places the re-
sponsibility upon walkers to use the labyrinth in the
way they need to, rather than following someone
else’s method that may not address the reason they
were drawn to the labyrinth in the first place.

Facilitating a labyrinth is definitely a spiritual
path and working with it is a spiritual practice. Un-
fortunately, I have witnessed people using the lab-
yrinth as a project of their own ego. When this
happens, the spiritual essence of labyrinth walking is
lost and becomes subservient to the presenter’s
needs and expectations. This is one of many reasons
that facilitator training is so important. Many peo-
ple think training is not necessary. Later, individuals
begin to grasp how much they do not know about
the uses of this sacred tool. If you want to introduce
the labyrinth to others through workshops and/or
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xiv

build a labyrinth to be used by many people, then
becoming informed about the labyrinth through
workshops and proper training is essential. 

One further point: The meditation process out-
lined in this book came from my own intuitive un-
derstanding of the labyrinth. When this book was
first published, some people thought I was attempt-
ing to explain how people walked the labyrinth in
the Middle Ages. Though we know the labyrinth was
walked at that time, it remains a mystery as to how
they understood the experience and how they em-
braced the symbol.

The original Walking a Sacred Path came out of
the burst of energy set free by my personal connec-
tion to a great archetypal symbol. Though the origi-
nal text gives a brief overview of the history of the
labyrinth in early civilization, it was too early in the
movement to place the labyrinth in a modern con-
text. I want to take a moment to include that histor-
ical perspective. Thanks to labyrinth builder Robert
Ferré, this recent history comes into focus. His ini-
tiative—along with Jeff Saward, John Kraft, and
many others—led to the English translation of Her-
mann Kern’s monumental book Through the Laby-
rinth: Designs and Meanings over 5,000 Years. 

The Labyrinth Movement can be traced back to
two major sources. Kern activated a latent awareness
of labyrinths from the European perspective. He re-
searched and lectured on labyrinths in Germany in
the 1970s. In Milan in 1981, he held a labyrinth
exhibit titled Labirinti (Feltrinelli: Milan), which
broke all museum attendance records. He was clearly
onto something, but no one knew just what at the
time.
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The second stream of interest—from the United
States—flowed out of the American Society of
Dowsers. In the late 1970s and ’80s Richard
Feather Anderson and Sig Lonegren created temp-
orary labyrinths out of sand, flour, or other
biodegradable mediums during workshops and con-
ferences. They introduced many people to the
labyrinth. Labyrinth maker Alex Champion, in his
early book Earth Mazes, helped launch the creation
of personal, contemporary labyrinths on private land
as well as in public spaces.

Jeff Saward, a researcher and author of Lab-
yrinths & Mazes: A Complete Guide to Magical Paths
of the World, educates us that labyrinth revivals oc-
cur when cultures are redefining themselves. As we
move into an uncertain future clouded with uneas-
iness, we need the soothing act of walking the
labyrinth to support ourselves and knit our commu-
nities together.

Ten years after the first publication of this book,
it is more obvious that the labyrinth experience can
provide a bridge between people of all ages, all races,
and different religious traditions. I come from an
openhearted and open-minded Christian tradition,
so I hope that readers understand the broad, inclu-
sive scope of this book. Interreligious work is an
important focus for the future of the Labyrinth
Movement. Since labyrinth walking is usually a
nonverbal activity that can be shared by many peo-
ple at the same time, it allows people to connect
through the activity of walking rather than talking.
This builds relationships before words can tear them
apart. Labyrinth walking supports flow, not force;
cooperation, not competition. The symbolic takes
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precedence over the literal and the web of relation-
ships is strengthened. Labyrinth walking offers a vi-
sion for how people can live together in harmony
and provides an experience of it as well.

In the late 1970s Ira Progoff wrote, “For a great
many persons, traditional (symbol) systems of prev-
ious generations have become hollow . . . the key
to renewal would seem to be a new symbol strong
enough to redirect the energies of personality. . . .
But how shall we choose such a symbol and how
shall we make it effective?” This question has now
been answered: that symbol is the labyrinth and in
its primary nature, the circle known in every culture
and surely patterned after the sun and the moon.
Labyrinths are a subset of the mandala, which is the
Sanskrit word for “circle.” Labyrinths can help us to
redirect and ignite new energies for living full, cre-
ative lives. They can help us meet the challenge to
find ways to be of service to something greater than
ourselves.

This new edition of Walking a Sacred Path marks
the end of the beginning. Many people now know
what a labyrinth is and have one in their community
to walk. The labyrinth teaches us that if we keep
putting one foot in front of the other, we can quiet
the mind and find our center. The journey may be
difficult, and the lesson is to trust the path: We all
need strength for the journey.

xvi
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

We can discern . . . a transformation of human

personality in progress which is of evolutionary

proportions, a shift of consciousness fully as epoch-

making as the appearance of speech or of the tool

making talents in our cultural repertory.

—Theodore Roszak

Igrew up in rural northern Ohio along the Cha-
grin River. Chagrin is a Native American word

for clear. In the summertime, long rapids bubbled
with cold, fresh water. Because it was purified by the
sun, we even trusted the water to drink. Our home
sat atop a thirty-five-foot cliff overlooking the river.
Across the river trees covered the hill. Upstream the
contours of the hillside grew into a huge shale cliff
topped with more trees. The flat top of that cliff was
my spiritual home. I spent hours walking and re-
flecting there, feeling at one with nature and the
mystery that invisibly weaves in and through all life.

In seventh grade, the world began to open up to
me. Its beauty and its intrigue moved me. One sum-
mer day I waded knee-deep through the rapids across
the river. I climbed the ravine and wound my way up
the trail to the top of a two-hundred-foot cliff, ma-
jestically wooded and silent. As I walked along the
cliff’s edge, something caught my eye. Flashes of
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light—like mirrors reflecting sunlight—came from
the river far below. When I focused my long-
distance sight into the water, I realized that the
flashes were the sun reflecting off the sides of fish
swimming in a school. These forty to fifty small
fish, called “shiners,” were swimming in formation.
First they were a rectangle, swimming in one direc-
tion for several yards. Then, in a flash, they turned
and swam back in the opposite direction. In another
flash, they formed a circle rotating around an invisi-
ble center. Then, flash, they broke that formation to
form themselves anew.

Dusk surprised me and forced me to descend the
trail and cross the river to home. I knew that I had
stumbled onto something that held great mystery.
But I had no name for it, no way of understanding
it. Years later I learned that the Native Americans
call what I witnessed the “dance of the fishes.” I had
stumbled onto a dance, a sacred ritual, a divine se-
cret: there are invisible patterns throughout all of
nature and these patterns are imprinted within each
species. The migration patterns of whales, the hiber-
nation of bears, the mating dance of birds are all
woven into the web of creation. So, too, is the long-
ing within the human heart to love and nurture, to
create, and to discover the mystery we live within
and that lives within us.

Little did I know that this would be the first
of many encounters with sacred pattern in my
life. This book is about the sacred pattern of the
labyrinth, an ancient mystical tool that can help us
prepare ourselves for the “transformation of human
personality in progress” and accomplish a “shift in

xx
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consciousness” as we seek spiritual maturity as a
species. We are called to do nothing less.

In 1986, I was asked to serve as Canon Pastor of
Grace Cathedral in San Francisco. Two years later
we secured grant money and, with full support of the
dean, Alan Jones, created a center called Quest:
Grace Cathedral Center for Spiritual Wholeness.
Quest’s goal is to address the spiritual hunger in this
country by building a bridge of understanding be-
tween the traditional church and the nontraditional
forms of spirituality that are springing up in our
culture.

One of the most astonishing events of my life
was about to happen. It took me back into sacred
pattern in a way I never expected. During a retreat, I
stumbled across an ancient mystical tool called the
labyrinth, which had dropped out of human aware-
ness more than 350 years ago. I first began to re-
search the labyrinth and then later introduced it to
people at Grace Cathedral and in workshops around
the country. I moved from curiosity to skepticism to
profound respect for the uncanny gifts of insight,
wisdom, and peace the labyrinth offers. It connects
us to the depths of our souls so we can remember
who we are.

Before I go further, I want to say that my work
with the labyrinth, including my research into his-
tory and sacred geometry, aims to integrate people’s
psyche and soul. I am not a historian; I am a priest
and a psychotherapist. My fundamental working
question or principle has always been: How do I help
people, including myself, to change?

Labyrinths are usually in the form of a circle
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with a meandering but purposeful path, from the
edge to the center and back out again, large enough
to be walked into. Each has only one path, and once
we make the choice to enter it, the path becomes a
metaphor for our journey through life, sending us to
the center of the labyrinth and then back out to the
edge on the same path. The labyrinth is a spiritual
tool meant to awaken us to the deep rhythm that
unites us to ourselves and to the Light that calls
from within. In surrendering to the winding path,
the soul finds healing and wholeness.

The labyrinth that is the focus of this book
is the medieval eleven-circuit labyrinth. The best
known example of this labyrinth remains embedded
in the floor of Chartres Cathedral in France. The
labyrinth in Grace Cathedral is modeled on the
Chartres labyrinth. Since the end of 1991, when we
first presented the labyrinth in the cathedral, at least
two hundred thousand people have walked the
approximately one-third-mile winding path. We’ve
stopped counting.

Based on the circle, the universal symbol for
unity and wholeness, the labyrinth sparks the hu-
man imagination and introduces it to a kaleido-
scopic patterning that builds a sense of relationship:
one person to another, to another, to many people,
to creation of the whole. It enlivens the intuitive
part of our nature and stirs within the human heart
the longing for connectedness and the remembrance
of our purpose for living.

The labyrinth is a sacred place and can give us
firsthand experiences of the Divine. Please give
yourself the gift of suspending your usual patterns of

xxii
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belief and judgment while you read Walking a Sacred
Path. The labyrinth captures the essence of the me-
dieval reality: a highly sensate world that was not
plagued with so many splits between reason and
imagination, thought and feeling, psyche and spirit.
Be patient. This new territory may seem foreign at
first.

I feel deeply honored to be working with this
magnificent tool and want to encourage you to walk
it for yourself. Do not let others judge for you. Do
not allow another person’s uninformed opinion to
dictate whether you walk the labyrinth. If, after you
walk it, you do not feel drawn to it, take what you
can and leave the rest. It is truly a pleasure and priv-
ilege to share the labyrinth with you.

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32

reg 33
long 34

xxiii

2nd Pass Pages

18248_00_i-xxviii_r5dw.qxd  1/6/06  9:45 AM  Page xxiii



1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32

reg 33
long 34

2nd Pass Pages

18248_00_i-xxviii_r5dw.qxd  1/6/06  9:45 AM  Page xxv



1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32

reg 33
long 34

2nd Pass Pages

Wa l k i n g  a
S a c r e d  Pa t h

18248_00_i-xxviii_r5dw.qxd  1/6/06  9:45 AM  Page xxvii



1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32

reg 33
long 34

2nd Pass Pages

O n e

T O W ALK A

S A C R E D P AT H

The great need of our time is for people to be

connected to spirit; for people to be connected to a core

of feeling in themselves that makes their lives vital and

full of meaning, that makes life a mystery ever-

more to be uncovered.

—Harold Stone,Sandplay

Early in January 1991, I was in the midst of a
transition. Although I enjoyed my role as

Canon Pastor at Grace Cathedral, after five years I
was exhausted by its demands. I had been invited to
serve as Canon for Special Ministries and to con-
tinue to direct Quest, Grace Cathedral Center for
Spiritual Wholeness in San Francisco. In prepara-
tion, I needed time to go inward and attend to my
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restless uncertainty. I decided to return to a Mystery
School seminar with Dr. Jean Houston, an interna-
tionally known psychologist, scholar, and author
whom I studied with in 1985.

Here I first encountered the labyrinth. In pre-
senting this little-known medieval pattern, Jean de-
scribed a powerful spiritual tool whose path would
lead each of us to our own center. My interest was
piqued. I lined up with the hundred or so other par-
ticipants to walk the forty-foot-wide circular pattern
taped to the floor. I was hardly prepared for the force
of my own reaction. As soon as I set foot into the
labyrinth I was overcome with an almost violent
anxiety. Some part of me seemed to know that in
this ancient and mysterious archetype, I was en-
countering something that would change the course
of my life.

That evening, I felt drawn back to walk the
labyrinth alone three more times. As my feet be-
came surer of their way, my mind began to quiet.
Walking, running, moving through the winding
pathways as my instincts dictated, I felt joyous one
minute, burdened the next. I seemed to step beyond
time to where each moment stood triumphant in its
own right.

Returning up the snowy hill to my cabin that
night, I wondered what response the encounter with
the labyrinth would elicit from my unconscious. I
got my answer the next morning when I awoke, dis-
tressed from a dream of having had a heart attack.
Was it a warning? Why this particular dream so
close on the heels of my labyrinth walk? As I pon-
dered the dream, I thought back to my father’s heart
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attack. He had received a book from a friend called
Thank God for My Heart Attack. The book described
the challenge posed by a life-threatening event: to
redesign your life so that it fits you instead of your
attempting to fit into it.

The dream signaled to me that my life was going
to change. Though I did not know it at the time, the
labyrinth would help me bring more of myself to my
work, to exercise my heart muscle as never before. I
had connected with a sacred archetypal form that
would lead me to do things I never imagined doing.
It would lead me to places I had never imagined.
Such is the power of the labyrinth.

After my initial experience, I knew I was to work
with the labyrinth. Just what to do with it puzzled
me until about three months later. I was literally
walking in circles around my living room when it fi-
nally dawned on me: put the labyrinth in the sacred
space of Grace Cathedral. When I first told a col-
league about putting a labyrinth in the nave of the
cathedral, I found my face turning red. But the idea
would not leave me.

My reading about labyrinths got me through this
early skepticism and uncertainty. I began to realize
the profound need we all have to connect to the
Spirit that enlivens us. We need that core feeling of
connection to the Divine to give our lives meaning,
to find the vision for the future. We need to awaken
to a vision of a thriving, healthy planet that supports
life among diverse communities. To evoke our vi-
sion, we need the experiences of archetypes that help
us grasp the experience of unity and wholeness. The
labyrinth is an archetype of wholeness, a sacred
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place that helps us rediscover the depths of our
souls.

Two pieces of research needed to be complete be-
fore I could move ahead with the plan for a labyrinth
at Grace Cathedral. I needed to go to Chartres
Cathedral and experience the labyrinth, long held in
obscurity, to find out for myself the depth of its
potential. Second, I needed to meet with Keith
Critchlow, a renowned British architect, who came
to my attention through his article Chartres Maze,
A Model of the Universe? Dr. Critchlow was teaching
that summer at the Royal School of Architects at
Oxford. My friend Barbara Hartford, a congrega-
tion member and trustee of the cathedral, agreed to
travel with me. We packed two cameras, tape mea-
sures, and notepads for our research.

My first glimpse of Chartres Cathedral remains
a distinct memory. It stands majestically on a hilltop
among miles of wheat fields. At a distance, there is
no hint of the city that lies below its awesome pres-
ence. The cathedral was built on the highest sacred
ground available, most likely following a long line of
spiritual traditions. Once we saw the cathedral, it
took almost an entire half-hour to drive up to it. To
finally walk through the huge doors into this dark
and wondrous monument was one of the highlights
of my life.

We met Alan Jones, the dean of Grace Cathe-
dral, his wife, and two other congregation members
and discussed the next morning’s approach. The
Chartres labyrinth is approximately forty-two feet in
diameter, inlaid in the stone floor. It is barely recog-
nizable, since it is usually covered with chairs—
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chairs that I realized we would have to move our-
selves. This made me very anxious. At Grace Cathe-
dral, we would not provide a warm welcome to
tourists who came in and moved our chairs. We had
attempted to contact Chartres officials by letter and
fax, but to no avail. It was clear that we were on our
own. We had come all this way, and I had to experi-
ence the Chartres labyrinth firsthand. The labyrinth
I had walked in the conference center at the Mystery
School was a temporary one, taped onto the floor.
It was not set up according to the specific propor-
tions dictated by the system of sacred geometry. I
needed to experience the ancient authenticity of the
Chartres labyrinth. I counted the chairs. There were
256 of them. I didn’t sleep much that night.

The next morning we met as planned. To bolster
our courage, we decided to have coffee and pastries
first. We went on to the cathedral and asked at the
gift shop if we could speak to a church official. 
Receiving no response, we decided to take things
into our own hands. Two members of our group did
not get involved in moving the chairs, in case we got
into trouble and needed their help. The other four of
us moved all the chairs without anyone asking any
questions. Once the labyrinth was cleared, we held
hands and said a brief prayer. I had the honor of enter-
ing the labyrinth first. My five friends and colleagues
followed. About twenty-five tourists were in the
cathedral at the time. They all walked the labyrinth
as well. We were all left undisturbed for about an
hour. Only when we began to put the chairs back
were we confronted by a cathedral official.

I was thrilled to have had the chance to walk the
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labyrinth in Chartres Cathedral. It was truly power-
ful and drew me into a meditative state despite my
uneasiness about walking it without permission.
Everyone in our group felt an awesome, mysterious
sense of grounding and empowerment from the
walk. However, what attracted my attention most
was that the cathedral seemed to come alive with ex-
citement during our walk. The mood became light,
fluid, and joyful in the dark and quiet space.

Looking back on that experience, I feel we had
touched the Holy Spirit. Each of us had ventured to
the center of our beings in the Chartres labyrinth
that day. I received the embrace of Mary. I had, un-
known to me at that time, ventured into her glori-
ous web.

After our visit to Chartres, Barbara and I
crossed the English Channel by boat and traveled to
Magdalen College in Oxford. We had an appoint-
ment with Keith Critchlow for a brief breakfast
meeting. When Dr. Critchlow greeted us, he was
warm and welcoming. We immediately launched
into the topic of the labyrinth. What did he mean by
his references to “six psychological crises of hu-
mankind” and “sacred geometry”? There was so
much to discuss, but there was one particular ques-
tion I was burning to ask him: Did he think the
labyrinth could be used as a spiritual tool? He con-
firmed my hopes and helped me clear the last hurdle
in my mind. What seemed like a far-fetched idea
was coming into clear focus. But this was the only
answer we got. Our other questions were left unan-
swered as Dr. Critchlow rushed off to his class.

At that point we had only a name and a lot of
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ideas. The canvas labyrinth that would initially be
used in Grace Cathedral had not yet been designed.
But the experience of walking the labyrinth at
Chartres and our meeting with Dr. Critchlow made
it clear that there was nothing left to do but begin. I
had myself confirmed beyond a doubt that this was a
profound and powerful tool.

Seeking a Sacred Path

A ll of the larger-than-life questions about our
presence here on earth and what gifts we have

to offer are spiritual questions. To seek answers to
these questions is to seek a sacred path. As we find
our meaning and purpose we also realize that some
invisible form of guidance has been leading us. We
may not be able to recognize this in the moment,
but in looking back over our lives we see the foot-
prints of an invisible being that has guided us, chal-
lenged us, and carried us through times of crisis.

As seekers we may also feel that we missed our
opportunity; that we may have chosen against this
invisible life force. We may have been too afraid, or
too tired to read the events in our lives, too attached
to material things to give them up at the right time
to start a new life. To live a life of regret is painful
and difficult. Here lies the great gift of the Spirit:
though we may have lost our way, when we come to
that realization, we discover the path once again.

The spiritual hunger that is present in the West-
ern world is calling forth millions of people. They
are seeking answers through a variety of paths ranging
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from fundamentalism to various New Age spirituali-
ties. Religious institutions of all faiths are baffled at
how to respond. The branch of the Christian church
that is not tightly bound to a liturgical tradition and
believes in the sole authority of Scripture seems to
be the first group to respond to our chaotic times
through fundamentalism. As fear for our individual
as well as collective future increases, the flight into a
literal interpretation of the Bible is experiencing a
dramatic revival. This fear breeds small-mindedness
and mean-spiritedness. The tyranny of the letter of
the law, reflected in the Religious Right, is overshad-
owing the spirit of love that was intended by the law
of the Divine. The punishment of people who do
not follow the rules is becoming more predominant.
And the rules are becoming stricter and more diffi-
cult to obey for the communities that do not have a
representative voice. The shadow of the human
spirit that led to Hitler and World War II stalks us
once again.

Other religious institutions that have embraced
an open-minded stance to the dilemmas of being
human do not know how to respond. Institutions
with strong liturgical traditions are in the most chal-
lenging position. The open-minded Christian
church, with which I identify, unknowingly aban-
doned its teachings on how to nourish and nurture
the soul. The soul—that deep, hidden, know-
ing sense within—is malnourished. We mistakenly
thought that the intellect was the avenue to experi-
encing the Sacred, to nourishing the soul. We dis-
counted the imagination and our other faculties of
knowing mystery.

Trust in the intellect began as an effort to keep
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in step with the trend toward rationalism developing
over the last three centuries. The attack on blind
faith went to the core of the churches’ fears. Super-
stition, magic, and the distortions of faith that led
to the slaughter of millions of people throughout
history have impeded action on behalf of the Divine
today. Most of us are aware of the severe limitations
that rationalism has imposed upon the human spirit
and the discovery of the Sacred. This has left
churches needing to rethink their approach, their
language, and the distance and boredom that rote
liturgy can propagate. Church leaders are in the po-
sition of having to improvise programs rather than
work from a script. Addressing the spiritual hunger
of our age is not an easy task. And though the
church may be aware of its menacing presence, it
frequently scoffs at the spiritual revolution that is
taking place in the Western world.

There are so many forms of new spiritualities
emerging that they are hard to talk about in one
book. In  my thinking, new spiritual approaches are
divided into two groups. The first group stands in a
tradition, most frequently from the East, and has
adapted its teachings to the Western mind. This
may include Buddhist, Sufi, and Hindu teachings
that have been transplanted here and have all deter-
mined themselves closer or farther from the tradi-
tion of their homeland. The second group of
spiritualities comes from a potpourri of teachings—
from the world of psychotherapy and holistic health,
the recovery movement, and the creative arts or
from the experiences of the extended consciousness
that has become the experimental ground for many
seekers. This would include seekers who are reading

9

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32

reg 33
long 34

2nd Pass Pages

18248_01_1-104_r4cc.qxd  11/23/05  6:35 PM  Page 9



channeled material for guidance, experimenting
with automatic writing, out-of-body experiences,
and transcendental meditation to name only a few
approaches.

There are dangers inherent in seeking a spiritual
life. For those of us who abandon our critical think-
ing faculty to dependence on a charismatic leader,
the trap of being caught in a cult is a real concern.
For those hungry seekers who do not find a tradi-
tion, the discovery of disjointed teachings is like eat-
ing junk food. In the long run, the nourishment to
sustain us is not there. The church doesn’t under-
stand many of the factors that are fueling the spiri-
tual revolution, so its leaders tend to focus on these
dangers. They fail to realize that people everywhere
are looking for guidance. The church needs to forge
a new identity, one that provides spiritual guidance
and nurtures creativity.

“You need chaos in your soul to give birth to
a dancing star,” said Nietzsche. People need to
awaken, to come through the haze of physical exis-
tence and get a glimpse of the mystery behind life.
The many spiritualities help to provide a pathway
for people seeking what they think the church no
longer provides—a connection to the Sacred within
the context of a cosmos that holds the dancing stars.
One woman saw the labyrinth as her connection
and wrote to me saying:

As soon as I started to read the New York Times
article my entire being resonated. It was as if the
labyrinth were a magnet and my heart were a piece
of metal. A voice inside of me cried, “Yes, yes,
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yes . . .” “I want to walk this.” “I want to make
one of them. “ “I want to bring this into the
world.” I see the labyrinth as an incredible gift. It
is grace busting into our experience to help us be
the co-creators we are instead of the “creation-
destroyers” we have become. It is precisely because
I do not understand “how it works” that I trust
and honor it. Our thinking that we understand so
much and are running the show is our downfall. I
see the labyrinth as proof that at one time human
beings were in touch with the right side of their
brain. They were able to honor things that could
not be explained by reason. Their worship was not
simply from the neck up. I hear the Communion
of Saints—our brothers and sisters who built
Chartres—calling out to us. They see the desperate
mess we are in and they are trying to help us to be
who we really are. They are sharing with us one of
their tools. Perhaps the only result of walking the
labyrinth may be to notice that there exists another
part of you that is speaking to you—no small re-
sult! This is the part we must nourish, honor, and
listen to if we are to help save our world.

For me to walk the labyrinth would be an act
of praise and thanksgiving. A moving Gloria to this
other part of me that has been reborn; an act of
surrender to the only God that I am able to trust.

The labyrinth, in its strange and uncanny way,
offers a sacred and stable space to focus the atten-
tion and listen to the longing of the soul.
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The Great-grandmother ’s Thread

A s I searched for a way to describe what walk ing
the labyrinth can mean, literally and meta-

phorically, I remembered George Macdonald’s fairy
tale The Princess and the Goblin. A young princess
is sent away from her father’s kingdom, away from
the world, to a castle of supposed safety. She begins
to explore her new home and encounters an old
woman spinning thread in the tower. The woman
introduces herself as the princess’s great-grand-
mother. She tells the princess that she has awaited
her for years. In time, the great-grandmother gives
the princess a ring to which she attaches an invisible
thread. This thread, the great-grandmother tells
the princess, will guide her through the challenges
she meets in life. The child is disappointed in her
gift because she cannot see the thread or the ball
that it comes from, which remains with the great-
grandmother.

This fairy tale captures a glimpse of what it is
like to walk a sacred path. By following an invisible
thread we connect to the Source, to the Sacred. We
can’t see it, and yet some deep part of us knows it is
there. This innate awareness gives us solace and
peace during stormy times. But it is difficult to find
at first, even difficult to believe.

To walk a sacred path is to know and trust that
there is guidance to help us live our lives on this
planet. Guidance can come in many, many ways. It
comes through synchronistic meetings, through
being fully present in one moment of time, through
informal ritual where one spoken word can break

12

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33 reg
34 long

2nd Pass Pages

18248_01_1-104_r4cc.qxd  11/23/05  6:35 PM  Page 12



open a riddle that has stumped us for months.
Guidance also comes through forms, patterns, and
symbols that impart sacred meaning. “That is pre-
cisely the great dignity of the symbol, that
it . . . leads from the truths of the physical life
to those of a higher spiritual order.” Not only are
we welcome to participate in these patterns or pro-
cesses, our life does not take on ultimate meaning
until we do. To discover the thread is to realize that
a loving presence or force behind all the world urges
us to risk our comfort and reach for meaning in our
lives.

The great-grandmother’s thread is the God
within who has long been ignored and forgotten,
who awaits discovery in our own castles. It is easy to
forget something that is invisible, and yet that is the
spiritual challenge. We must keep alive the innate
part of ourselves that holds on to the invisible
thread. Historically many forces have destroyed the
memory of the great-grandmother’s thread. It has
been destroyed through centuries of patriarchal
domination, through fears of creativity and of the
traits associated with the feminine, such as empathy,
curiosity, community, and holistic thinking. Mis-
trust of the imagination has been engendered
through centuries of power politics that have little to
do with nurturing the Spirit within.

The challenge of discovery looms large because
the thread is invisible. Educated in scientific hu-
manism at the end of the twentieth century, we are
casualties of our history in both the personal and
the collective sense. The traditional God is a God
“out there,” a transcendent God who acts through
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history—a God outside of ourselves who keeps track
of whether we follow the rules. This transcendent
God is more associated with God the Father, who no
longer satisfies the deep hunger in our souls.

In the fairy tale, the source of the thread is hid-
den, but attached to the princess’s ring. To walk a
sacred path, each of us must find our own touch-
stone that puts us in contact with the invisible
thread. This touchstone can be nature (as it was for
me early on), sharing with our friends, playing with
our children, painting on our day off, or walking in
the country. It may be the Sunday-morning liturgy
and Eucharist. Walking a sacred path means that we
know the importance of returning to the touchstone
that moves us. The labyrinth can serve as a touch-
stone.

The labyrinth stands with a tradition that recap-
tures the feminine sense of the  Source. It utilizes
the imagination and the pattern-discerning part of
our nature. It invites relationship and offers a whole
way of seeing. When we allow ourselves to be whole,
we allow new visions to emerge within us and within
our cultures. Due to the loss of the feminine, many
of us are out of touch with the depths of our beings,
our Source. The feminine must be enlivened and
welcomed back into our male-dominated world so
integration can begin to occur—between feminine
and masculine, receptive and assertive, imagination
and reason. But we are beginning to awaken, we are
being freed to seek, we are feeling the restless force
of our own longing. We long for healing and peace
with the past. We long to know ourselves deeply, to
know the place in which we can discover the Divine.
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We long to temper and hone our gifts, to put them
in action in the world. Our times hold within them
great challenges and great potential.

To walk a sacred path is to discover our inner sa-
cred space: that core of feeling that is waiting to
have life breathed back into it through symbols, ar-
chetypal forms like the labyrinth, rituals, stories, and
myths. Understanding the invisible world, the world
of patterns and process, opens us up to the move-
ment of the Spirit. Hildegard of Bingen was a
twelfth-century mystic, composer, and author of a
theology that knitted together nature and spirit, cos-
mos and soul. She described the Holy Spirit as the
Greening Power of God. Just as plants are greened,
so we are as well. As we grow up, our spark of life
continually shines forth. If we ignore this spark, this
greening power, we become thirsty and shriveled.
And if we respond to the spark, we flower. Our task
is to flower, to come into full blossom before our
time comes to an end.

Blossoming, coming to full flower, gives quite a
different sense of the Holy than we get in most
churches today. “Religion is for those who are scared
to death of hell. Spirituality is for those who have
been there.” A division has emerged in Western cul-
ture. We have confused religion with spirituality, the
container with the process. Religion is the outward
form, the “container,” specifically the liturgy and all
the acts of worship that teach, praise, and give
thanks to God. Spirituality is the inward activity of
growth and maturation that happens in each of us.

Spiritual growth can happen anywhere, anytime
when we are living consciously, reflecting on our
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experience. When our senses are shut down, when we
live on automatic pilot, we miss the opportunity to
grow. Age is not a measure of spiritual maturity. A
young child with cancer can develop spiritually
much faster than an adult who has never had such a
confrontation, an awakening jolt. To be spiritually
mature is to grow in an ever-deepening sense of
compassion, lessening our fear of change and of the
differences between us. Spiritual maturity also
means knowing the vicissitudes of our personality as
it experiences the Light of the Divine.

The challenge the church faces is to offer spiri-
tual nurturance within, as well as outside, the reli-
gious service. Many seekers stay in a traditional
worship setting briefly but leave the church with dis-
appointment, feeling the lack of spiritual nourish-
ment. The church is unable to help them with the
transformations of their own lives. Spiritual seekers
feel stultified by what seems to be a static and dog-
matic tradition. This is what the church gives them
week after week, instead of the treasures held within
its mystical teachings. The beautiful flow and re-
peatable structure of church liturgy is designed for
them to return to again and again. It is meant to
nourish the soul. But it is not meeting the spiritual
needs of our times.

Karen Armstrong, author of The History of God,
tells of her struggle as a nun to find God when she
had no direct personal experience:

I wish I would have learned this thirty years ago,
when I was starting out in the religious life. It
would have saved me a great deal of anxiety to
hear—from eminent monotheists in all three
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faiths—that instead of waiting for God to descend
from on high, I should deliberately create a sense
of God for myself. Other rabbis, priests, and Sufis
would have taken me to task for assuming that
God was—in any sense—a reality “out there”;
they would have warned me not to expect to experi-
ence God as an objective fact that could be discov-
ered by the ordinary process of rational thought.
They would have told me that in an important
sense God was a product of the creative imagina-
tion, like the poetry and music that I found so in-
spiring.

The product of the creative imagination, found
inside ourselves, not “out there” or above us—this is
what people are discovering in the labyrinth. It is a
container for the creative imagination to align with
our heart’s desire, it is a place where we can pro-
foundly, yet playfully, experience our soul’s longing
and intention.

Over the ages in the monastic traditions a dis-
cussion has continued as to whether people need a
direct experience of the numinous, Jung’s word for
an experience with the Sacred, in order to serve
God. It is generally thought that we do not need a
direct experience of the Holy Spirit to sustain us.
An active prayer life and the fruits it produces are
thought to be enough to sustain people. Ruth Bur-
roughs, a Carmelite nun, in her book Guidelines to
Mystical Prayer makes a distinction between “lights-
on” and “lights-off” mysticism. Lights-on mysti-
cism is explicit, conscious experiences of Divine
presence. These experiences awaken us, encourage
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us, and sustain us when our daily lives seems dry and
uneventful. They help us discover that we are loved.
Lights-off mysticism is devoid of direct, conscious
contact with the Divine. Instead we are sustained
through faith, the teachings of the church, and
Scripture. I find this a helpful distinction. Karen
Armstrong had a lights-off experience that was not
enough to sustain her over a long period of time.
Her experience resonates with many of us today.
Our need is too great, and the reward too subtle, to
settle for what seems like going through the motions
without even a glimpse of the presence of the mys-
tery of God.

I have watched members of the clergy and seek-
ers in the church over the years. And I have come to
the conclusion that if we choose a spiritual path not
enclosed in a monastic setting, we’d better have
some personal experience of the Sacred. Otherwise
we are like a therapist who has never had therapy. If
we have never had the experience, how can we help
others understand what they are living through? Or
we’re like a painter who has never painted a picture.
We have an image somewhere inside us, but neither
we nor the world will ever benefit from it.

Lights-On Experiences

When I arrived home from my trip to
Chartres, it was late August 1991. I decided

to begin making a labyrinth for Grace Cathedral.
I priced bolts of fabric and decided that 10-gauge
canvas would be the most viable way to go. With the
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help of many volunteers, we sewed six heavy canvas
panels together. The seven-by-forty-two-foot strips
were attached with Velcro so that the labyrinth
would be portable. We painstakingly painted the an-
cient pattern in purple onto the canvas, then cut it
into its octagonal shape.

I was scheduled to do a presentation at the Com-
mon Boundary Conference on Sacred Stories that
November, in Washington, D.C. Somehow, we fin-
ished the labyrinth in time. This was the first time
the canvas from Grace Cathedral was offered to the
public. We had no idea how it would be received. But
for many of those first one hundred and forty people
who walked it, time seemed to stand still. What
some thought was five minutes turned out to be
sixty. Some felt it immediately as a metaphor for
their spiritual lives.

One woman in her early seventies walked into
the labyrinth, meditated in the center, then uncon-
sciously walked in a straight line out to its edge. She
thought she had completed the walk. Then, watch-
ing others, she realized that she had not really com-
pleted the path. She asked to go in again, and this
time she completed the walk on the path winding
back out from the center. Later she told me that she
had struggled all her life with completion issues.
Until her moments on the labyrinth she had never
seen how pervasive they were. She tearfully acknowl-
edged to me, and to herself, just how much unfin-
ished business she had in her life—how it troubled
her more with every passing year.

Another person reported, “I loved the labyrinth!
This is the finest metaphor for my spiritual life I

19

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32

reg 33
long 34

2nd Pass Pages

18248_01_1-104_r4cc.qxd  11/23/05  6:35 PM  Page 19



have ever experienced. It is truly sacred space.”
Opening the labyrinth to the public was like open-
ing the floodgates of a dam—there was no way of
containing it; there was no going back. Things
would never be the same again.

We opened the labyrinth in Grace Cathedral on
December 30, 1991, at six p.m. for twenty-four
hours during a year’s-end event called Singing for
Your Life.  A single newspaper article was enough to
alert the public that something very special was hap-
pening at the cathedral. The waiting line for the
labyrinth lasted from six p.m. until midnight. De-
spite my efforts to encourage people to sit down, or
go downstairs for refreshments until the rush
passed, they insisted on staying in line to watch as
they waited. Watching other people walk can be a
powerful meditation in its own right. From March
1992 until April 1994 we had the canvas labyrinth
open twice a month in the nave of the cathedral.
The Tuesday after Easter in 1994 we dedicated
a new labyrinth floor tapestry—a one-piece wool
carpet, thirty-six feet in diameter. The installation
of the labyrinth floor tapestry has allowed the lab-
yrinth to be available daily for anyone who walks
into Grace Cathedral. In June 1995 a permanent
outdoor labyrinth made from terrazzo stone was
laid in the Interfaith Garden, outdoors in the new
cathedral close. This third labyrinth is forty feet
in diameter and is open to the public twenty-four
hours a day.

Why does the labyrinth attract people? Because
it is a tool to guide healing, deepen self-knowledge,
and empower creativity. Walking the labyrinth clears
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the mind and gives insight into the spiritual journey.
It urges action. It calms people in the throes of life
transitions. It helps them see their lives in the con-
text of a path, a pilgrimage. They realize that they
are not human beings on a spiritual path but spiri-
tual beings on a human path. To those of us who
feel we have untapped gifts to offer, it stirs the cre-
ative fires within. To others who are in deep sorrow,
the walk gives solace and peace. The experience is
different for everyone because each of us brings dif-
ferent raw material to the labyrinth. We bring our
unique hopes, dreams, history, and longings of the
soul.

One woman who felt deeply alienated as the re-
sult of incest and abuse in her family came to walk
the labyrinth. Fearing that the walk alone would in-
tensify her feelings of isolation, she asked a friend to
walk with her. As they made their way to the center
together, the woman wept. She was experiencing
many of the fears from her past. But she was able to
walk through them, continuing her long journey of
healing.

At the same walk was a man who was adopted
but had no information about his family of origin.
During his walk, he began to realize how much he
needed to connect with his family to solidify his
sense of self. He was surprised at these thoughts, as
they emerged from his subconscious. He made a de-
cision while on the labyrinth to begin the search for
his birth parents. When he arrived home from the
conference, there was a message on his answering
machine from his birth mother. With wondrous syn-
chronicity, the labyrinth walk had prepared him for
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meeting his other family. Later, when I was with the
labyrinth at the Washington National Cathedral, I
heard from a mutual friend that the man had at-
tended a reunion where he met eighty relatives.

A woman at a drama therapists’ conference in
San Francisco came out of the labyrinth and gave
me an unself-conscious hug. That morning she had
awakened to a voice in her mind saying “I love . . . I
love . . .” She could not figure it out, and after she
played with it—“I love my husband, I love my
son”—she put it aside. On the labyrinth she heard
the same voice saying “I love you,” and she was over-
come with joy, realizing how deeply she is loved by
God.

That connection with Spirit is possible within
the wondrous container of the labyrinth. As
thoughts dispel, we invite into our awareness an
open-minded attention. This consciousness moves
out of focus the events in our lives and allows us to
see that it is the invisible moments between the
events that are important. Robert Lawlor uses a
Buddhist analogy to capture this: “Time is like a
necklace of square beads of tangible objects, or mo-
ments or events, and to be absorbed by this succes-
sion of limited frames is maya or illusion, whereas
only the inner thread of the necklace, the unimagin-
able continuum, is reality.” The labyrinth awaits our
discovery, for it will guide us through the troubles of
our lives to the grand mysterious patterns that shape
the web of creation. It will lead us toward the Source
and eventually guide us home.
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N EW P I L G R I M S ,

N EW P AT H S

There are two approaches to the Divine, both spiral.

One is an inward process of regeneration and integra-

tion, achieved with the aid of a mandala, and is a con-

centration into and through the centre; the other is the

outward pilgrimage of Parsifal, Gilgamesh or Jason.

The essential unity of the two is illustrated by the in-

ward spiral of Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress to the Ce-

lestial City, of Dante’s climb to the summit of Mount

Purgatory, and of Sudama’s journey to the

Golden City of Krishna.

—Jill Purce, The Mystic Spiral

A ll the great world religions contain teachings
that articulate the journey of the spiritual

seeker; the path one must walk in order to grow in
compassion and respond to the world with clarity
and wisdom. In essence, the task is to grow the
“substance of the soul.” In Buddhist teachings this
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is called the path to Enlightenment. In the Hindu
tradition moksha (freedom) is sought. And in Chris-
tianity, union with God through self-knowledge is
the end point.

Some paths draw us into ourselves; others usher
us out into the world to explore, to learn, and to
serve. Characteristically, the West has emphasized
action in the world with little recognition of con-
templation. The East has done the opposite, placing
greater value on meditative spirituality. But as East-
ern teachings become transplanted in Western soil,
we are beginning to appreciate the worth of turning
inward. Ram Dass, the Hindu spiritual teacher,
talks about meditation as the search for a spacious-
ness within. Both Eastern and Western traditions
can guide us to this place where our soul resides and
guides us as we journey through life. The inte-
gration of contemplative and active approaches is
strengthening the spiritual revolution that has
begun in the West.

We each need to take stock of ourselves. We need
to be shaken out of our complacency and begin to
use our short time here creatively so we don’t look
back in regret. And if we come up missing, our hope
lies in finding the strength to change. To be pilgrims
walking on a path, we need to participate in the
dance between silence and image, ear and eye, inner
and outer. We need to change our seeking into dis-
covery, our drifting into pilgrimage. In the Christian
tradition there are two ways of approaching the path
to the Sacred, the apophatic path and the cataphatic
path.
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The Path through Si lence

The path through silence is called the apophatic
path. It is the path of meditation or con-

templation which leads us to the center of our being.
We plant the seed of silence within ourselves by qui-
eting the mind. We allow our minds to empty of
thought so we can enter our own resounding silence,
a state from which we gain deep refreshment. Gre-
gory the Great called this state “resting in God.”
Experiencing the silence within is like opening a
hidden door to the soul. It takes enormous patience.
Thomas Keating, a Trappist monk who teaches this
method of contemplation, calls it centering prayer.

The path of silence demands a disciplined con-
centration that many of us do not have the ability to
sustain amid the chaos of our stressful lives. How-
ever, the amount of stress that we are under is what
makes it so crucial that we find a method of medita-
tion. If we do not develop this outlet in our lives, we
have no way to reach the spaciousness within that
allows us to move with the flow of our complex
world. The labyrinth can be a tremendous help in
quieting the mind, because the body is moving.
Movement takes away the excess charge of psychic
energy that disturbs our efforts to quiet our thought
processes.
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The Path through Images

The cataphatic path uses the imaginative
process as a guide to the Light within. How-

ever, the path through images has traditionally been
less honored than the path through silence. It is
enjoying a revitalization partly because of various
therapeutic approaches bolstering research in this
area so that we know more about how images
are formed. Guided visualization, one form of en-
couraging images, has gained public acceptance as
well.

The first step on the cataphatic path is also to
quiet the mind. We need to reach a level of con-
sciousness where we are not flooded with extraneous
thought. We want to be open to our experience, to
enter a receptive state that allows images to appear.
Images may seem like self-conscious actors being
pushed out from behind the curtains on our inner
stage, until they get used to being invited to com-
municate with us. These images then may remain
singular and silent before us or they may unfold
within our mind’s eye. The imagination guides the
thoughts that occur in relation to the image, rather
than the imagination being guided by the thought
process as in everyday consciousness.

One woman walked into the center of the
labyrinth and saw a large red beating heart. She had
no knowledge of the sacred heart tradition in Chris-
tianity and was simply awed and puzzled by what she
saw. The images that come from the unconscious
mind, especially when we are in a sacred setting, can
be gifts of Divine grace. It takes work to unearth
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and decipher these messages from the collective un-
conscious.

In cataphatic prayer the meditator never really
abandons the mental process. It becomes like a pad-
dle that guides the canoe of the heart through the
waters flowing to the soul. The mind, when quieted
and expanded beyond everyday consciousness, opens
a path to the sacred through the gift of the imagina-
tion. Images offered up through our creative imagi-
nations can help us heal our broken psyches, and
discover new capacities. We feel joy because we know
the sacred act of healing is taking place. It is then
we know the connection with the Spirit, the pull of
the great-grandmother’s thread.

Historically, the path through silence has been
thought superior to the path through images. Many
think the cataphatic path is less reliable because it
involves the imagination. Unfortunately this atti-
tude is based on an early translation of the word
imagination. The Greek word for the imagination is
fantasia, which translates as “fantasy.” Fantasy and
imagination came to be seen as one and the same
thing. “The imagination,” writes Alan Ecclestone,
“brings the whole soul into activity, unlike fantasy
which is one-dimensional: it plays with things with-
out paying anything for them. Fantasy is not costly
whereas the imagination is strenuous. Holding
things together is hard work.”

I think of the path through silence and the path
through images as two great rivers that converge.
Those who have closely observed the dance of

27

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32

reg 33
long 34

2nd Pass Pages

18248_01_1-104_r4cc.qxd  11/23/05  6:35 PM  Page 27



silence and image agree that when one is resting in
the heart of silence an image appears. And when one
receives a profound image, a great silence envelops
the soul. Both paths require a new and different
level of consciousness. Both paths invite another
level of consciousness by diminishing distracting
thoughts. Both paths may be discovered in the
labyrinth. One seeker wrote:

My journey in the labyrinth yielded far more than
I had expected. I experienced the walk itself as
such a wonderful metaphor for the way I walk my
days: just as it was meant to be. Trusting/not
trusting in the path, my ability to follow it,
whether it was the “right” one, sitting in the center
and listening to the word “open” pulse through me.
Although the words of the messages (or the silence)
we receive vary greatly, at root I believe all the wis-
dom leads us to one place: healing, connection and
love for all of life.

The Inner Way:
The Threefo ld Mystical Plan

In Western Christianity the mystical path is tradi-
tionally called the Threefold Path. The three

stages that define the sequence, the process we expe-
rience as an ever-deepening sense of union with the
Divine, are Purgation, Illumination, and Union.
The hope is for self-knowledge and knowledge of
one’s relationship to the Divine. This is the path

28

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33 reg
34 long

2nd Pass Pages

18248_01_1-104_r4cc.qxd  11/23/05  6:35 PM  Page 28



that is energetically embedded in the labyrinth de-
sign.

“Mysticism—in a very broad definition—is the
experience of communion with Ultimate Reality.”
In Christian mystical tradition, knowledge of self
and knowledge of God are one. If you have gone
deeply within yourself and experienced mystery of
your being, the mystery of God reveals itself. Know-
ing the depths of our being, both the shadow and
the light, introduces us to the vastness of the Spirit,
the Sacred held within each of us.

Purgation, the walk from the entrance of the
labyrinth to its center, represents the first part of the
mystical path. Purgation is an archaic word, from
the root “to purge”—to release, to empty, to quiet. I
often experience it as shedding. We let go of the
things that block communication with our Higher
Power. We relinquish the things that we attempt to
control. It is believed that the monks and pilgrims
walked the first part of the labyrinth on their knees
as a penitential act, to humble themselves before
God. In order to come before the Holy One,
whether we envision this force inside or outside our-
selves, we need to surrender our daily concerns.

Illumination, the second stage of the Threefold
Path, may be found in the center of the labyrinth.
Usually it is a surprise to reach the center because
the long winding path seems so “illogical.” We don’t
know we’re there until we’re there, which is often
true in life. Being fully present in the moment is the
key to realizing the potential of time. After we have
quieted the mind on the labyrinth’s path, the center
is a place for meditation and prayer. Here people
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find insight into their problems; their lives are illu-
minated. We may come to clarity in the center. If we
enter with an open heart and mind, we will be able
to receive what is there for us.

Union begins as we leave the center of the
labyrinth, following the same path back out that
brought us in. In this stage, our meditation often
produces a grounded, empowered feeling. Many peo-
ple who have had an important experience in the
center feel that this third stage of the walk gives
them a way of integrating the insight they have
gained. Others feel that it stokes the creative fires
within. It energizes the insight. It invites us, em-
powers us, even pushes us to be more authentic. It
gives us the confidence to take risks as we manifest
our gifts in the world.

Union means communing, or communion with
the Holy. In the mystical tradition of the Middle
Ages, it meant being completely absorbed by God.
The monastic orders based their life together on a
fulfilling balance between their work and the many
hours of worship in their daily lives. Our times pre-
sent a similar challenge. We are struggling to find a
balance between our work, sleep, family and friends,
leisure, and attention to our spiritual lives. The lack
of structured communities that share work responsi-
bilities and the highly individualistic nature of our
society make the task of finding balance even more
difficult.

The monastic communities offered a mystical
spirituality that spoke to highly intuitive and
intensely introverted people, and at the same time
provided economic structure throughout Europe.
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Monasteries provided schools and hospitals managed
by monks, yet their cloistered life helped them stay in-
wardly directed. Today, without any reliable structure
directing us, the way of union needs to be re-
thought. Our times call for most of us to be outer-
directed. The majority of people involved in spiritual
transformation are searching for a path that guides
them to serve the world in an active, self-aware,
compassionate way. The third stage of the labyrinth
walk empowers the seeker to move back out into the
world, replenished and directed. This is what makes
the labyrinth a particularly powerful tool for trans-
formation. It helps mend the split between contem-
plation and action that has hindered spiritual work
in the world.

One pilgrim described her path in a letter:

It is amazing to me that the “same” labyrinth—
the “same” spiritual journey for each of us—gener-
ates an incredible variety of experience and insights
for each individual, just as we each walked “our”
path in a unique way. I was also very much aware
(for the first time) that the path of purgation and
the path of union are the same path! This still fas-
cinates and draws me, and I haven’t fully come to
understand what it means—rich fodder for medita-
tions to come.

The Outer Way: Pi lgrimage

The tradition of pilgrimage is as old as religion
itself. Worshipers traveled to holy festivals: to
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solstice celebrations, to circumambulations around
the Ka’aba in Mecca for the high holy days of Islam,
or to Easter festivals in Jerusalem. Pilgrimages were
a mixture of religious duty and holiday relaxation
for the commoner and the rich landowner alike. The
journey was often done in groups with designated
areas along the route for shelter at night. Pilgrims
were restless to explore mystical holy places like
Chartres, Lourdes, and Mont Saint Michel. Many
were in search of physical or spiritual healing. In the
Middle Ages, most people did not read and were
much more oriented to the senses than we are today.
The Christian story, which emphasized the human-
ity of Christ, held great fascination for the pilgrims.
Many learned it by going to Jerusalem to walk where
Jesus walked, to pray where he prayed, and to experi-
ence a solemn moment where he died.

Usually early in life, Christians in the Middle
Ages made a vow: to make a pilgrimage to the Holy
City of Jerusalem once during their life. However, by
the twelfth century, when the Crusades swept across
Europe and Jerusalem became the center of religious
struggle, travel became dangerous and expensive. In
response to this situation, the Roman church ap-
pointed seven pilgrimage cathedrals to become the
“Jerusalem” for pilgrims. The walk into the
labyrinth in many of these cathedrals marked
the ritual ending of the physical journey across the
countryside. It served as a symbolic entry into the
spiritual realms of the Celestial City.

Images of the Celestial City of Jerusalem from
the book of Revelation to John were reflected in the
wondrous Gothic cathedrals of the Middle Ages.
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The walls of the cathedrals were painted in bright
colors, so when they were illuminated by the sun,
the stained-glass windows created a mosaic of color-
ful, dancing jewels. This holy atmosphere of beauty
reverberated in the religious imagination of the pil-
grims as they encountered the awesome mystery of
the City of God. In the tradition of pilgrimage, the
path of the labyrinth is called the Chemin de
Jerusalem—the road to Jerusalem—and the center
of the labyrinth, the New Jerusalem.

The tradition of pilgrimage is being revitalized
during our own times to seek answers to our long-
ings. “Pilgrims are people in motion,” writes
Richard R. Niebuhr, “passing through territories
not their own—seeking something we might call
completion, or perhaps the word clarity will do as
well, a goal to which only the spirit’s compass points
the way.” The pilgrim seeks to follow the spirit’s
compass, which guides us to find an inner openness
to the outer world of people, places, and events that
become the fabric of our lives.

Rediscovering
the Act of Pi lgrimage

In June 1992, I attended the International
Transpersonal Association conference in Prague.

The program was called Science, Spirituality and
the Global Crisis. One of the speakers, English
biologist Rupert Sheldrake, was asked where he
would begin to effect change in the world. How
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could people begin to grapple with the global crisis? He
said, “I would change tourism into pilgrimage, help
tourists become pilgrims.” Chills went up my spine.

At Grace Cathedral, we had been working with
the theme of pilgrimage for three years through
Quest. Our setting seemed perfect. The trustees,
dean, and chapter on which I serve are custodians of
a grand and beautiful sacred space. It is located in
the center of one of the most welcoming and in-
triguing cities in the world. Our canvas labyrinth
had been available to the public for six months by
then. Each time it was open, at least one hundred
and fifty people from various spiritual paths turned
up to walk it. It had captured the imagination of
believers and nonbelievers alike. I realized the lab-
yrinth was not just a symbol for pilgrimage—we
were providing sacred space for anyone seeking
transformation. We were providing a destination for
modern pilgrims.

What is the difference between a pilgrim and a
tourist? I sat in a church in Prague contemplating
this question. Watching people enter the church, I
observed that tourists take pictures. Pilgrims may
also, but they go farther: they sit and meditate,
some kneel in prayer, some light candles.

I thought about my trip to Chartres the previous
summer. After our group went its separate ways,
Barbara and I spent many hours in the cathedral.
After we measured the labyrinth we sat by the veil of
Mary, the relic that had helped make Chartres fa-
mous during the Middle Ages and was said to hold
great healing powers. It was a  moving experience to
sit prayerfully in the chapel, surrounded by others in
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a state of deep devotion. We lit candles for our fami-
lies, our friends, and for Grace Cathedral, that it
may be a beacon of light to all who travel there. I lit
a candle for the Labyrinth Project. When traveling
as pilgrims we come with vulnerability and humility.
We fear that we may be unwelcome. When we moved
the chairs in Chartres Cathedral, we crossed the line
between observation and participation. The pilgrim
participates. The tourist observes.

Rediscovering this magnificent spiritual tool is
an idea whose time has come. It is both a challenge
and an honor to place the labyrinth back into sacred
space—to share it with the countless numbers of
people who seek a spiritual mooring. Now I sit writ-
ing a book about the labyrinth. I travel around the
country with the labyrinth and continue the
Labyrinth Project at Grace Cathedral. I try to meet
numerous requests for workshops and information
on making labyrinths. The shift from tourist, who
comes with an interested eye, to pilgrim, who comes
with a searching heart, makes all the difference in
the world.

Healing

What are modern-day pilgrims searching for?
Through my years of work as a psychothera-

pist in New York City and as a priest at Grace
Cathedral, I have realized that spiritual hunger
has three major facets: We need healing. We long to
be co-creators with Divine forces. We seek self-
knowledge.
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Psychological healing is one of the most pressing
issues of our time. Many of us carry psychological
and spiritual burdens from our past that hinder us
in the present. We may come from a difficult and
unsupportive family situation. We may have lost a
parent at a young age. We may be struggling out of
a painful divorce. We may have been the victim of a
crime, our trust in others shattered. Whatever our
difficulty, we sense that we cannot live fully because
of our wounds.

When we are carrying the burdens of the past,
our relationships suffer and our creativity is limited.
The labyrinth can provide a safe container for shed-
ding these burdens. One Sunday, a woman came to
walk the labyrinth. She was struggling with a num-
ber of the friendships in her life. When she entered
the labyrinth and quieted her mind, she began to see
the unity of the whole. She noticed that her place in
relationship to others changed as she walked. She
saw other walkers from the back and from the side.
Some were flowing with a silent melody of their own.
Some were joyful, some solemn. Some remained
near her, others brushed by as they completed their
walk. In the human rhythm of the walk, the woman
was able to see that she had unrealistic expectations
of her friends and family. She assumed they saw the
world just as she did. And when they didn’t, she felt
betrayed and abandoned. She saw for the first time
that everyone was on the same path, but at a differ-
ent place in their own journey through life.

Each experience in the labyrinth is unique, and
many are healing. Divisions we thought were “real”
dissolve before our eyes. One young woman experi-
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enced the labyrinth during a Lenten Quiet Day.
Though she was successful and enjoyed her career,
she was alone in life. She felt it was “God’s will”
that she would never marry. She was walking the
labyrinth to help reconcile her sense of loss. But in
the labyrinth she heard a voice say, “I wouldn’t ask
that of you . . .” In that moment, she realized the
idea that career and marriage were mutually exclu-
sive was her own creation.

Many tears have been shed on the labyrinth. At
a Women’s Dream Quest workshop, one woman
who came to walk the labyrinth said to me, “If I
start crying, I will never stop.” I encouraged her to
let herself cry. I guessed that this was most likely
why she came in the first place. She had experienced
a double mastectomy and a divorce within a year’s
time. Her grief was deep, and her fear was all-
encompassing. She cried long and hard. And after-
ward she was radiant.

Crying for yourself can heal deep wounds. This
is not the same as feeling sorry for yourself, which
happens when the ego is in control but feels helpless.
Compunction comes from the heart. The heart cries
for us as we recognize our wounds, our human limi-
tations. A Sufi verse says, “When the heart weeps
for what it’s lost, the soul rejoices for what it’s
found.” Compunction ends in gentleness and a re-
newed patience with ourselves—an acknowledgment
that the path through life can be extremely difficult.
Walking the labyrinth gives comfort to the aching
heart, and solace to the weary soul. It can go beyond
the bounds of comfort that another human being
can give.

37

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32

reg 33
long 34

2nd Pass Pages

18248_01_1-104_r4cc.qxd  11/23/05  6:35 PM  Page 37



Forgiveness is frequently the bridge between psy-
chological and spiritual healing. We can do the hard
work of experiencing anger and admitting that we
blame the people who have hurt us. But we must au-
thentically give it all up, offer it to the Holy Spirit,
before we can receive the gift that a hurtful experi-
ence has hidden within. Inner absolution sometimes
occurs in the labyrinth. We may be freed from guilt
and released to greet the future that celebrates the
gift of life. The labyrinth can offer the sacred space
where healing through forgiveness may occur. Mod-
ern pilgrims have walked into an unknown path and
experienced resurrection.

Many people seek strength in the wake of physi-
cal illness. Groups of people with AIDS have come
to the labyrinth to find courage to carry on their
struggle. One man described his labyrinth experi-
ence as “being mentally lost and spiritually found.”
The mother of this man carried the heavy burden of
her son’s illness into the center of the labyrinth and
surrendered it to God. Since that time, she has felt
less isolated from her son. She is free to be close and
loving in their relationship because she knows he is
supported by a Higher Power. One congregation
member walked the labyrinth every day for a month
as he healed, physically and emotionally, from a gall-
bladder operation. A woman with cystic fibrosis
came to a workshop in New Canaan, Connecticut,
and found that she felt physically strengthened while
walking the labyrinth. Healing on the labyrinth
comes in the form of renewed strength and perspec-
tive that is needed when illness has made us vuln-
erable.
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Co-Creation

We long to be co-creators with the powerful
forces of Light that guide human existence.

Much of our spiritual seeking is driven by the desire
to manifest our unique and individual gifts in the
world. Søren Kierkegaard said, “Every human being
comes to earth with sealed orders.” Many of us sense
this. Something within us carries a deep, sometimes
buried, sense that we have a special task. However,
we need the tools to find our orders and decipher
them. Many people find their way to the labyrinth in
the process of searching for their own special talents.
They come for insight into how their unique skills
can serve the world. Spiritual restlessness is ram-
pant because many of us feel that we are not using
our gifts.

Our educational system rarely helps us find a
place where we can make a true contribution to soci-
ety. Choice of profession has become foremost a de-
cision about providing financial security for our
families. The American Dream is about security,
not about the force of passion that can serve as the
guiding principle for our lives. There are hundreds
of thousands of us ill-suited to the work we are
doing, searching unsuccessfully for passion in our
work. We are longing to contribute creatively to our
society, to help heal the planet.

This is not a job-training issue, it is a soul-level
issue. Whether or not we stand within a religious
tradition, there is a desire within each person to cre-
ate and to contribute in a way that gives satisfaction.
This is the longing of co-creation, the search for

39

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32

reg 33
long 34

2nd Pass Pages

18248_01_1-104_r4cc.qxd  11/23/05  6:35 PM  Page 39



wholeness through service. This is the essence of
spiritual transformation. Our work in the world can
become a Holy Act. The labyrinth is a transforma-
tive tool that can help people discover their “sealed
orders.” The modern pilgrim seeks a passionate con-
nection to his or her individual gifts, and the grace
to use them to better humankind.

Self-Knowledge

In the Christian tradition there is an emphasis on
the shadow—the dark side of humankind for

which each person must take responsibility. Explo-
ration of the shadow is one of the most important
goals of Christian spirituality. Carl Jung defined the
shadow as the collection of all the parts of our per-
sonality that were not accepted by the ego. The ego
impedes our journey and encourages the shadow. It
is the purpose of all spiritual disciplines, in all reli-
gious traditions, to move beyond the human ego.
Do not misunderstand: the human ego is necessary.
As Jung noted, the task of the first part of life is to
build and strengthen the ego. We need the ego to
manage our personalities. It is the part of us that
makes the decisions. What am I going to wear
today? Whom shall we invite to dinner next Friday?
All the details of everyday life need attention. The
more healthy our ego, the more efficiently we live
our lives.

However, when it comes to spiritual matters the
ego must downshift. Once the tasks of the first half
of life (career, marriage, and family) are accom-

40

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33 reg
34 long

2nd Pass Pages

18248_01_1-104_r4cc.qxd  11/23/05  6:35 PM  Page 40



plished, the ego must learn to relinquish control.
This may be perceived as a threat to the ego, espe-
cially when it serves as a guardian against recogniz-
ing anger and fear. A spiritual discipline is designed
to release control of the ego so the “Light behind
the mind” can come into focus. This is the silence
of the ages that gives us rest. This is where we meet
God.

When the ego begins to let go, we can meet the
shadow part of ourselves. Getting to know our
shadow is perhaps the most important spiritual work
we can do at this time. The ego develops a certain
identity and when thoughts, feelings, or behaviors
contradict that identity, it may simply disown them.
Often our only hint that we are fighting our shadow
is a feeling of being stuck. We are not growing and
maturing as we had hoped. The shadow is the scrap
pile of rejected emotions that are stored beneath our
conscious awareness. But the shadow creates an en-
ergy of its own, gaining more power the longer it is
denied. The shadow tries to reveal itself in our
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors, but the ego often
prevents us from noticing. We remain insensitive to
our impact on others and unconscious of the feel-
ings fermenting within. However, in order to mature
spiritually we must recognize our shadow emotions
as our own. Having the labyrinth, a place to meet
ourselves, to see and own our shadows, is a revolu-
tionary step.

Does the pilgrim’s journey ever end? Perhaps not
as long as we traverse this earthly plane. As the
physical body continues to age we become increas-
ingly aware of life’s transition, of life’s progression.
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But is there an end to the search? Yes, perhaps there
is. For many of the thousands who have walked the
labyrinth, there has to be a clearer understanding of
a fascinating paradox. Although we do not have the
thing that we seek, in order to sense its lack we must
have some foreknowledge of it. We have a hidden
sense of what we need, otherwise we would not be
driven to the search. “Unless we also carry within
our hearts the God whom we are seeking, we will
never find God.”

A Wide and Gracious Path

One of the Christian images that is reimagined
in the labyrinth is the “straight and narrow”

path. The labyrinth’s path is narrow, but far from
straight. The straight and narrow image implies that
we can make mistakes or lose our way. The path of
life is not easy, and we do make mistakes. But few, if
any, are beyond the mercy of God. Losing our way
in life is not only a possibility, it is an experience
that is part of the spiritual path. We often don’t real-
ize that the way to God is generous and error is part
of the journey. As soon as we become conscious that
we are lost, we have found our way again. The path
of the labyrinth is also forgiving. One person re-
counted her experience:

On the return out of the center, somehow I missed
the path and returned a second time to the center.
There I heard God’s reassurance: “Go ahead.
Sometimes you have to repeat the path, but you
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will be held at the center.” I let things flow after
that, and some amazing energy flowed. Healing
energy. I am deeply awed.

Another way of gauging your own inner assump-
tions about the straight and narrow path is to ask
yourself how wide you envision Jacob’s ladder to be.
In my mind’s eye, it was always wide enough for one
person. Then I saw William Blake’s amazing paint-
ing Jacob’s Ladder, in which the path from earth to
heaven is as wide as a four-lane highway. And it is
graciously curved and flowing, connecting heaven
and earth. People are strolling arm in arm, some
going up, some going down. It communicates a gen-
erosity about the Divine that we long to experience.

The labyrinth introduces us to the idea of a wide
and gracious path. It redefines the journey to God:
from a vertical perspective that goes from earth up
to heaven, to a horizontal perspective in which we
are all walking the path together. The vertical path
has gotten mired down in perfectionist associations,
whereas the horizontal path communicates that we
are all in this together.
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T H E L A B Y R I N T H :

S A C R E D P AT T E R N

S A C R E D P AT H

The labyrinth is a model of spiritual cosmology that

is quite unrecognizable to the modern mentality since

this understanding disappeared after the acceptance

of Descartes’ world view and the split of

the mind/body/spirit.

—Keith Critchlow

Earl iest-Known Labyrinths

Labyrinths are divine imprints. They are univer-
sal patterns most likely created in the realm of

the collective unconscious, birthed through the
human psyche and passed down through the ages.
Labyrinths are mysterious because we do not know
the origin of their design, or exactly how they pro-
vide a space that allows clarity.
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Labyrinths can be found in almost every reli-
gious tradition around the world. The Kabbala, or
Tree of Life, found in the Jewish mystical tradition
is an elongated labyrinth figure based on the number
11. The Hopi medicine wheel, based on the number
4, and the Man in the Maze are just two of the
many Native American labyrinths. Tibetan sand
paintings, though not walked, are mandalas, a kind
of labyrinth created through a meditative state.
They hold the experience of transformation within
them as well.

Labyrinths have been known to the human race
for over four thousand years. The oldest European
form on record is the Cretan labyrinth, also called the
classical seven-circuit labyrinth. It is believed that
these designs evolved out of the spiral figure found in
nature. Possibly the oldest surviving labyrinth is found
in a rock carving at Luzzanas in Sardinia, and dates
from 2500–2000 B.C.E. Cretan labyrinths were also
imprinted on coins and traced into pottery and
other artifacts in ancient civilizations. Researchers
note that even though early civilizations were iso-
lated from one another, only one archetypal design
of the labyrinth emerged over thousands of years.
Remains of a seven-circuit labyrinth can be found
on Mount Knossos, on the isle of Crete.

The earliest surviving labyrinth designs on a ce-
ramic vessel (c. 1300 B.C.E.) were found at Tell Ri-
fa’at, Syria, and on an inscribed clay tablet (c. 1200
B.C.E.) found at Pylos, Peloponnisos, Greece. Re-
searchers suggest that the giant labyrinthine struc-
ture built at Fayum in Egypt by King Amenemhet
III around 1800 B.C.E. was the first labyrinth con-
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struction that could be walked through. Herodotus,
born about 484 B.C.E., is the first person known to
have used the term “labyrinth.”

Labyrinths are made of many materials. Some
have paths outlined in stone. Others are carved into
stone. The early Roman-style labyrinths were usu-
ally made of mosaic tile. Turf labyrinths, found
throughout England, Scandinavia, and Germany,
are made from mounds of earth covered with grass.
Our tapestry labyrinth at Grace Cathedral is
wool, and our original portable labyrinth is a heavy
canvas.

As I began studying labyrinths, I noted contra-
dictions in the literature. Jean Favier, whose re-
search is exquisitely detailed, says that “the labyrinth
has never really been used for any religious prac-
tices.” Some historians stated it was purely for deco-
rative purposes. Other sources, including a recent
labyrinth display at Chartres Cathedral, attest to the
fact that labyrinths were walked in medieval times.
My research goal was to learn enough to under-
stand how the labyrinth works in the human psyche.
I also needed to be able to transpose its dimensions
so the form and proportion remained intact for our
labyrinth at Grace Cathedral.

As I plunged into all the materials I had gath-
ered, two terms gave me pause: “lost knowledge” and
“sacred geometry.” It is not unusual on our spiritual
paths to be asked to do things that seem beyond our
grasp. This is the way I felt beginning to write about
sacred geometry. I took Euclidean geometry in tenth
grade and barely got a passing grade. The basic princi-
ples eluded me. I remembered vividly the frustration

47

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32

reg 33
long 34

2nd Pass Pages

18248_01_1-104_r4cc.qxd  11/23/05  6:35 PM  Page 47



of trying to understand something that did not
speak to me in any way.

Now the labyrinth had returned me to a geome-
try with a not small blessing—the word sacred was
attached. This time I was motivated to understand.
This chapter, which just scratches the surface of sa-
cred geometry, simply points in the right direction.
If we are able to make our own labyrinths, we can
begin to bring them into the lives of our communi-
ties. They can bring about the personal and commu-
nal transformation that is essential for the ultimate
preservation of life on this fragile earth.

Robert Lawlor’s Sacred Geometry, Philosophy
and Practice, the most helpful book I found, served
as a primer for me. It is rich in spiritual insights
that are woven throughout the book. Sacred geome-
try is based on ancient, sacred knowledge that was
articulated in architectural forms. It is a lost art that
developed a balanced and serene climate for the
human psyche and soul. Through proportion, place-
ment, and position of stone, wood, and mortar—
using a complementary system of numbers, angles,
and design—the mind can find rest, comfort, and
harmony. This leaves the mind open to other levels
of awareness. The Chinese approach to these princi-
ples is a variation of traditional Chinese cosmology
called Feng-shui. It is also enjoying a revival in the
Western world.

The Gothic cathedrals of Europe were all created
according to methods of applied sacred geometry.
Labyrinths were strategically located in geometric
patterns that related to the whole of the cathedral.
This geometry is now, for the most part, a lost body
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of knowledge. According to Lawlor, the theory of sa-
cred geometry stems from the philosopher Plato and
the actual measurements and equations were devel-
oped by Pythagoras. Pythagorean geometry was
based on whole numbers and did not use a zero.
Though zero came into use around the eighth cen-
tury, it was rejected by Bernard of Clairvaux and the
Cistercians because zero undermined the numerical
system based on 1. One was the symbolic number
for unity within the cosmos. When the use of zero
was finally accepted, knowledge of the Pythagorean
system was lost and the symbol and sense of unity
forgotten.

Sacred geometry was once considered a divine
art, and master builders and masons were held in
high esteem. Robert Lawlor explains:

For the human spirit caught within a spinning
universe in an ever confusing flow of events, cir-
cumstance and inner turmoil, to seek truth has al-
ways been to seek the invariable, whether it is
called Ideas, Forms, Archetypes, Numbers or
Gods. To enter a temple constructed wholly of in-
variable geometric proportions is to enter an abode
of eternal truth.

Sacred geometry is the key to creating “an abode
of eternal truth.” The architects approached this
lofty ideal by embracing the concept and experience
of unity, something we know little about in this
postmodern age.

The whole of creation was seen as a source for
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this sacred art. The central concept of unity, sym-
bolized by the circle, stands behind the choice of
numbers, proportions, and pattern. In essence,
unity creates by dividing itself, so the basic challenge
was to demonstrate how “absolute unity can become
multiplicity and diversity.” Unity and the number 1
were seen as the same thing. One was singular and
as unity it was all-inclusive. By this reasoning, 2
could not simply be two ones placed side by side as it
is today. Mirroring the natural pattern of cells mul-
tiplying, it is not through addition that unity creates
diversity but through division. Through the forms of
Gothic architecture—the use of circles, squares, and
rectangles—sacred geometry attempts to recapture
the “orderly movement from an infinite formless-
ness to an endless interconnected array of forms,
and in recreating this mysterious passage from One
to Two, it renders it symbolically visible.”

The Difference between a
Labyrinth and a Maze

Ihave noticed when I mention the word labyrinth
to people without showing them an image, most

people think of a maze. The word maze is also
frequently used interchangeably with the word
labyrinth, creating further confusion. This is under-
standable since the labyrinth has not been in use for
approximately three hundred and fifty years. When I
give my thumbnail sketch at the labyrinth to prepare
people for their walk, I carefully explain that a
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labyrinth is different from a maze. Labyrinths are
unicursal. They have one well-defined path that
leads us into the center and back out again. There
are no tricks to it, no dead ends or cul-de-sacs, no
intersecting paths.

Mazes, on the other hand, are multicursal. They
offer a choice of paths, some with many entrances
and exits. Dead ends and cul-de-sacs present riddles
to be solved. Mazes challenge the choice-making
part of ourselves. Often they are made from hedges
or other materials that create alleyways to limit the
walkers’ sight. Our logic is challenged. Here’s one
walker’s experience:

As a truth seeker and pilgrim for many years, it
was amazing to be on a journey that immediately
revealed itself to me as a metaphor for my life. I al-
ways enjoyed mazes, knowing there was ultimately
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A Maze
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a way out but having to find it was a game I en-
joyed. As I got older, the game became less fun,
the mazes more twisted, the challenges more ex-
hausting: another metaphor for my life. The
labyrinth is safe, effective and inspiring. I woke up
this morning with a poem coming through.

The unicursal path of the labyrinth is what dif-
ferentiates it and sets it apart as a spiritual tool. The
labyrinth does not engage our thinking minds. It in-
vites our intuitive, pattern-seeking, symbolic mind
to come forth. It presents us with only one, but pro-
found, choice. To enter a labyrinth is to choose to
walk a spiritual path.

52

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33 reg
34 long

2nd Pass Pages

Class i ca l  7 -C i r cu i t  L abyr in th

Church Labyrinths

Church labyrinths, also known as pavement
labyrinths, make up their own specific cate-

gory. They are unicursal and are laid on or into the
floor. The earliest Christian labyrinth is most likely
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the one found in the fourth-century basilica of
Reparatus, Orleansville, in Algeria. The words
Sancta Eclesia at the center confirm its use as a
Christian treasure. This pavement labyrinth was de-
signed in the classical Roman style and is one of
many examples left in the world. In the Roman
labyrinth design, the path goes methodically from
quadrant to quadrant. This differentiates it from the
medieval Christian labyrinth, whose path meanders
through all four quadrants, instead of proceeding
one by one. The medieval labyrinth is considered
a breakthrough in design because it is less linear,
and it creates the feeling of not knowing where the
path goes next. An early manuscript (c. 860 A.D.)
contains a prototype of this medieval design. A
more formal drawing appears again in a tenth-
century Montpelier manuscript.

The earliest labyrinth appearing on a wall is be-
lieved to be at La Lucca Cathedral in San Martino,
Italy, and dates from the ninth century. This laby-
rinth, approximately eighteen by eighteen inches,
was designed for people to trace with their fingers
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before they entered the cathedral. This was under-
stood to be a way of quieting the mind before enter-
ing sacred space.

There are two styles of the medieval eleven-
circuit labyrinth. The circular design of the Chartres
labyrinth is from the tradition of the Knights Tem-
plar. Legend says that the design was part of King
Solomon’s temple and was carried to France by the
Templars. This style of labyrinth is also associated
with the freemasons, the guilds that provided the ex-
pertise and the labor for the building of the Gothic
cathedrals throughout Europe. The second style is
from the Maltese tradition and can be seen in
Amiens Cathedral, northwest of Paris. The same
unicursal path is shaped octagonally there. When
viewed from above, a Maltese cross can be seen
within the pattern. The labyrinth at Amiens was re-
stored in 1894 and, unlike the one at Chartres, is
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open daily. The public is encouraged to come and
walk. The verger of Amiens Cathedral has published
a pamphlet and loves to share his knowledge of the
labyrinth with tourists and pilgrims.

While there are no known records of anyone
walking the labyrinth, it is possible that the
labyrinth was a major force in creative people’s lives.
Although I know of no Christian writers or artists
who directly refer to the labyrinth as a spiritual tool,
the fact that it was so often pictured leads me to be-
lieve one of two things: that it was used as a matter
of course in the fabric of daily living, or that it was
used as a sacred tool that no one was allowed to talk
about.

There are many indirect references to the
labyrinth. Hildegard of Bingen defined divinity as “a
circle, a wheel, a whole.” In the Divine Comedy,
Dante uses both the metaphor and the image of the
labyrinth. The winding path through Purgatory is a
labyrinthine journey. If you lift up the center of the
labyrinth by the six three-quarter circles or petals in
the center, the eleven circuits would spiral or wind
downward in the exact image of Mount Purgation.
When Dante arrives at the last circle of Paradise he
is greeted by Beatrice, who hands him a rose, a sym-
bol associated with the center of the labyrinth.

Hugh of St. Victor (1100–1141) articulated a
deeper understanding: “When we lift up the eyes of
the mind to what is invisible, we should consider
metaphors of visible things as if they were steps to
understanding.” The labyrinth is a visible thing
that, through metaphor, allows us to lift up the eyes
of the mind to the invisible world.
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The Chartres Labyrinth

The Chartres labyrinth was laid into the cathe-
dral floor sometime between the Great Fire of

1194 and 1220 when the Fulbert section of the
cathedral was completed. “Scarlet,” the cathedral’s
first architect, is sometimes credited with introduc-
ing the design through his work at Chartres Cathe-
dral, but it predates the physical creation of the
labyrinth. This labyrinth is one of the few that
remains intact and is, for the most part, undam-
aged. It is one of the original labyrinths from the
Middle Ages, and probably the third labyrinth to
be created.

The labyrinth is located in the west end of the
nave, the central body of the cathedral. When you
walk in the main doors and look toward the high
altar, you see the center of the labyrinth on the floor
about fifty paces in front of you. It is approximately
42 feet in diameter and the path is 16 inches wide.
The total walking path is 861.5 feet in length. Un-
fortunately, because it is covered with chairs many
people who have visited Chartres have not even no-
ticed it. A lucky few have reported finding it cleared
of chairs for cleaning, and were able to walk it.

Despite the chairs, you can still see the center of
the labyrinth, which lies in the center aisle of the
cathedral. It is a circle about nine feet in diameter
with six discernible petals. At Chartres, the center
looks like a large scar in the floor. The original cen-
terpiece of the labyrinth was made of copper, brass,
and lead. It was removed during the Napoleonic
Wars and used to make cannon balls.
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Keith Critchlow believes that the center of the
Chartres labyrinth had an engraving of the Mino-
taur, a reference to the Cretan labyrinth on Mount
Knossos. For a long time this did not feel right to
me. At first I wondered why the Minotaur, a figure
from a pre-Christian Greek myth, would appear in
the center of the labyrinth in a Christian cathedral.
During the flowering of the Middle Ages the church
was open to many images and symbols. The Mino-
taur was incorporated into the Christian teachings
as the devil or what we might call a shadow figure.
The Christians had to encounter evil forces on the
narrow path to good. The Minotaur was encoun-
tered and overcome in the center of the labyrinth,
and enlightenment was symbolically attained. The
Holy Spirit was seen as Ariadne’s thread, which
guided the seeker through the labyrinth of life.
When I learned that the name of the Minotaur was
Asterion, which means “Star,” I understood the
Minotaur as a shadow figure that Christianity could
embrace.

There are other theories about the original cen-
ter of the Chartres labyrinth. Some believe that
Theseus was pictured, slaying the Minotaur. Others
report that Daedalus was engraved in the center,
possibly along with the nine now nameless architects
of the cathedral. We may never know because most
of the historical records of Chartres from this period
have been lost or destroyed.
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The Parts That Make the Whole

The Path The singular path of the medieval eleven-
circuit labyrinth lies in eleven concentric circles with
a twelfth being the center of the labyrinth. The path
meanders throughout the whole circle. There are
thirty-four turns on the path going in to the center.
Six of these are semi-right-angle turns, and twenty-
eight others are 180-degree U-turns. The number
12 is important in the sacred arts. It is the multiple
of 3, representing heaven, and 4, representing earth.
The path over all represents creation.

The Center The center of the labyrinth is often
called the rosette. It is made up of a six-petaled rose-
shaped area, though traditionally a rose has only five
petals. The rose is a symbol for the Virgin Mary,
the Mother of God. The Notre Dame cathedrals
throughout Europe celebrate her presence. During
the High Middle Ages the rose was recognized be-
cause of its association with Percival and the Grail
myths, which flourished during this time. The rose
was a sign of beauty and love that dates as far back
as the Egyptian myth of Isis and Aphrodite and
Venus of classical times.

The Cistercians, through Saint Bernard of
Clairvaux (who was a mentor to Hildegard of Bin-
gen in the twelfth century), elevated the status of the
Blessed Virgin Mary. They instituted the practice of
intercessionary prayers to her, frequently referring to
her as the Rose of Sharon. Cowan notes that “the
rose becomes symbolic of both human love and Di-
vine Love, of passionate love, but also of love be-
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yond passion.” The single rose became a symbol of a
simple acceptance of God’s love for the world.

The rose, and its Eastern equivalent, the lotus,
are almost universally regarded as symbols of en-
lightenment even today. Both images occur within
the context of flowers and cosmic wheels. And ac-
cording to the historian Rene Guenon, this imagery
was widespread, from Japan, India, and China to
Europe well before Christian times.

In the mystical tradition, the rose is a symbol for
the Holy Spirit. The six petals in the center symbol-
ize the six days of creation. At Chartres Cathedral,
the center of the rose window mirrors the center of
the labyrinth. The cathedral is perfectly proportion-
ate, so that if we put the west wall of the cathedral
on hinges and folded it down on the labyrinth, the
rose window would fit almost perfectly over the
labyrinth.

In the cosmic realm, the center can symbolize
both the earth and the sun. Jung said the sun was
the image of transformation. And Christians see the
center representing the Son as well as the sun.

The center can also be understood to symbolize
the evolutionary process of Spirit coming into mat-
ter. According to Keith Critchlow, each petal of the
rose symbolizes one of the six stages of planetary
evolution. Starting on the left as you enter the cen-
ter, the first petal is mineral, then vegetable, animal,
human, angelic, and Unknown. When I am in the
center of the labyrinth I “visit” each of these petals.
I pause to honor and bring into my being first the
mineral consciousness, then the vegetable, then ani-
mal, human, and angelic. Finally I come to rest in
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the consciousness of the Unknown, which is the
mystery, the divine pattern of evolution that is un-
folding and is beyond the grasp of the human mind.

The Labrys There are ten labrys in the medieval
eleven-circuit labyrinth. They are the double-ax
symbol visible at the turns, found between the turns
throughout the pattern. Labrys is believed to be the
root word of the word labyrinth. They are tradition-
ally seen as a symbol of women’s power and creativ-
ity. When you look at the pattern as a whole from
above, they form a large cross, a cruciform.

The Lunations Lunations are the outer ring of par-
tial circles that completes the outside circle of the
labyrinth. They are unique to the medieval eleven-
circuit labyrinth in Chartres Cathedral. The luna-
tions consist of 28 two-thirds circles (foils) per
quadrant, and therefore 28 cusps (points) per quad-
rant. The four quadrants of the labyrinth mark each
quarter of a year. There is a total of 112 cusps and
111 foils; 1 cusp and 2 foils are absent in the design
at the entrance. Some believe that the labyrinth
served as a calendar. It offered a method of keeping
track of the lunar cycles of twenty-eight days each.
Using this, the church could determine the date of
the lunar feast of Easter.

Unfortunately, when people reproduce the
Chartres labyrinth design the lunations are often
left off. I have come to appreciate and honor the lu-
nations. They add beauty to the labyrinth design
and invite us, symbolically, to be back in touch with
the lunar cycles. To include them in the making of a
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labyrinth takes more work, but it does add beauty
and power. It completes the sense of the whole cos-
mos that the Chartres labyrinth conveys. I have
been in labyrinths where there were simply decora-
tive lines in place of the lunations. Walking into
such a labyrinth felt like walking into a tin can with
no resounding energy. When the lunations are left
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off a labyrinth based on the Chartres labyrinth, I
wonder if the creator is unconsciously repeating
what we have done over the ages: disregarding the
feminine.

This aside, one thing is certain: If the labyrinth
you are using does not have the lunations, then it is
not a replica of the Chartres labyrinth. Perhaps the
lunations are not as important when the labyrinth is
a temporary one, made in sand or taped on the floor.
But workshop canvases or any form of permanent
labyrinth should include the lunations if at all possi-
ble.

The lunations are difficult to measure and draw.
But without them the power of the labyrinth is re-
duced and an important layer of meaning is dis-
missed. The energetic climate of the labyrinth is
altered in a way that may make the transmission of
images less clear, feelings less distinct, and kines-
thetic and sensory experience more difficult to deci-
pher.

The Invisible Thirteen-Pointed Star
Perhaps the most important part of the labyrinth is
the invisible thirteen-pointed star that radiates from
its center. As you look at the diagram, notice that
the points of the star connect the outer lunations
with the center. Two of the lines of the star intersect
directly in the middle of the labyrinth (this point is
at the center of the right-hand path). The crossing
of these lines determines where the petals will be
placed.

On my first trip to Chartres Cathedral we took
detailed measurements of the labyrinth. We thought
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these could be easily transferred to our canvas. How-
ever, once we got home we realized we did not have
the same amount of space available for our
labyrinth. We would have to transpose the numbers
proportionally. This would have been hard enough,
but when we laid the canvas out on the floor to
begin drawing, we could not get the center right. It
would not settle down into anything that looked bal-
anced or symmetrical in relationship to the path.
I called Richard Feather Anderson, a dowser and
geomancer, who provided wonderful support for
the Grace Cathedral labyrinth. He introduced me to
the invisible thirteen-pointed star that guides the
placement of the path in relationship to the center. I
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realized there was much more to this than met the
eye.

With the help of the star, we were able to place
the center properly. Then all the rest of the labyrinth
fell into place. After that we developed the labyrinth
Seed Kit, which is available through Veriditas to
help other groups make labyrinths of their own.

The number 13 most likely comes from the
Pythagorean ratios that were used to lay out
Chartres. It is a prime number, only divisible by it-
self and the number 1. It is therefore an irreducible
expression of the Prime Mover found in Greek
thought. In some derivations of numerology, 13 is
the number of Christ—12 plus 1. The number 13
is also symbolic of the thirteen full moons in a year.
A labyrinth walker turns toward the center thirteen
times during the walk.

I believe the invisible star empowers the
labyrinth in some inexplicable way. It establishes the
pattern for the flow of energy that allows the seeker
to have solid and integrative experiences. I have
walked medieval eleven-circuit labyrinths that were
drawn in a linear fashion, without the guidance of
the star, and they were not as powerful or centered as
they could have been.
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An Ancient
Map of the Cosmos

In researching the labyrinth, it doesn’t take long
to find your way into books naming the paths for

the planets. The Chartres labyrinth articulates an
ancient cosmology, much as the medicine wheel
does for Native American culture. Keith Critchlow
believes the source of labyrinth cosmology is most
likely from Macrobius’s Commentary on Cicero’s
Dream of Scipio. This book was known to have been
in the library at the School of Chartres before the
cathedral was built. According to the theory, the
earth was at the center of the labyrinth. The consec-
utive circle of paths held the moon, the sun, Mer-
cury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn. The three
outermost paths represented the powers of Soul
(World Soul), Mind, and Supreme God. Under-
stood in Neoplatonic as well as Christian terms, the
person who chooses to walk the labyrinth is “reen-
acting the descent of the soul” into manifestation
on earth (at the center). This moves the seeker
through the levels of personality eventually to reflect
“the One when it started to fall into differentiation”
as well as reflection on Mind and Soul.

Upon entering the labyrinth, we sense that it is a
symbol representing the whole. Our world of splits
and divisions disappears for a few contented min-
utes. The seeker enters a nondualistic world, where
clear thinking through the channel of intuition has
a chance to emerge from deep within. This aware-
ness of the whole facilitates “both/and thinking,”
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the compatibility of paradox and a sense of the unity
within the cosmos.

With the shift to Cartesian thought, the
labyrinth fell into disuse. This map of the cosmos,
with the earth at its center, was discredited. In our
drive to embrace the new religion of empirical sci-
ence, the value of this ancient tool was dismissed. Yet
the tool itself remained intact through the centuries.

The Spiral Circ le

When walking the labyrinth, you can feel
that powerful energies have been set in
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motion. The labyrinth functions like a spiral, creat-
ing a vortex in its center. The path into the center of
the labyrinth winds in a clockwise pattern, and the
path back unwinds counterclockwise. The spiral is a
basic form in nature—although the labyrinth spiral
is more complex. The circular path inward cleanses
and quiets us as it leads us in. The unwinding path
integrates and empowers us on our walk back out.
Walking out of the winding path, we are literally
ushered back out into the world in a strengthened
condition. The cusps, or points, of the lunations
serve as conduits for the energy to circulate and ra-
diate outward. People often describe their labyrinth
experience in terms of energy: “The center is really
powerful tonight,” or, “I was drawn to one spot, so I
stopped and meditated there for a while.”

The labyrinth is a large, complex spiral circle,
which is an ancient symbol for the Divine Mother,
the God within, the Goddess, the Holy in all of cre-
ation. Matriarchal spirituality celebrates the hidden
and the unseen. It is often symbolized by the cycles
of the moon that guide the growing seasons as well
as the inner map of knowing in women. For many
of us the feminine aspect of the Divine has been
painfully absent from our lives, our spirituality, and
our Western culture. The Divine feminine is often
the missing piece for which both women and men
are searching.
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With an Open Heart and Mind

There are layers upon layers of meaning in the
ancient tool of the labyrinth. This thumbnail

sketch is meant to serve as an introduction to the
subject. Much more research needs to be done to
understand fully the magnificence of this sacred pat-
tern. In the back of the book a partial list of re-
sources is provided to encourage further reading and
research. But the best way to learn about the
labyrinth is to walk one—with an open heart and an
open mind. Then allow your experiences to guide
you.
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Solvitur ambulando . . . It is solved by walking . . .

—Saint Augustine

To serve as a canon at a large urban cathedral is
a very stressful job. The boundaries are porous.

One moment I may be working with a home-
less person and ten minutes later joining the pro-
cession into the nave of the cathedral to preach in
the eleven a.m. service. I noticed that as my stress
level went up, my prayer life slowly evaporated. This
is a dangerous sign for anyone, but especially for a
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priest in a demanding spiritual role. So after many
attempts to break this pattern, with only limited
success, I talked things over with my spiritual direc-
tor. I decided to explore other methods.

I came across a story about the spiritual disci-
pline of archery as it is taught in the Zen Buddhist
tradition. Learning the art of archery was a path
to the center of the Self. Aiming the arrow at the
target is in essence aiming it at yourself. So learn-
ing the skill of archery is learning the skill of self-
discovering. We seek our center of calm, our focused
guiding voice and keenness of vision. Mastering the
flow of our unruly hands, arms, shoulders, and eyes,
working them in a congruent way, can bring us
closer to our self. This is the purpose of all spiritual
disciplines. Prayer, meditation, even fasting, can
create in us an openness, a special kind of broad at-
tention. They can renew our awareness of our
grounding and wholeness in the mystery of the Sa-
cred.

In our chaotic Western society, many of us have
trouble quieting our minds. The Buddhists call the
untamed mind the “monkey mind”: thoughts swing-
ing from branch to branch, chattering away without
rhyme or reason. When the mind is quieter, we feel
peaceful and open, aware of a silence that embraces
the universe. Complete quiet in the mind is not a re-
alistic goal for most of us. When attempting a sit-
ting meditation, the task is to disidentify with the
thoughts going through our minds. Don’t get
hooked by the thoughts; let them go. Thomas Keat-
ing describes the mind as a still lake. A thought is
like a fish that swims through it. If you get involved
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with the fish (“Gee, what an unusual fish. I wonder
what it’s called”), then you are hooked on the
thought.

Walking the labyrinth does not demand a great
amount of concentration in order to benefit from
the experience. The sheer act of walking a compli-
cated path—which discharges energy—begins to
focus the mind. A quiet mind does not happen auto-
matically. But the labyrinth experience sensitizes us,
educates us, and helps us distinguish superficial ex-
traneous thoughts from the “thought” that comes
from our soul level and that each of us longs to hear.
Many of us are discovering that this is much easier
to do when our whole body is moving—when we are
walking.

The First Walk

Many people who come to Grace Cathedral
simply stumble upon the labyrinth. Others

have heard of it and have been waiting for a work-
shop. Here is part of a letter I received that reflects
the experience of someone who came in looking for
the labyrinth. It captures the spirit of my own move-
ment from curiosity to skepticism to amazement:

Dear Labyrinth,
I walked into Grace Cathedral a very long

way from home. It was quiet and holy in the
Cathedral, with a half dozen or so folks scattered
praying or looking at windows. As I walked
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around I saw the Labyrinth. I’d heard of this,
from a friend in Anchorage, and so I stood and
looked at it.

More than a large part of my mind was mak-
ing skeptical comments and dismissals, but I
thought “nothing ventured, nothing gained” and
slipped my shoes off and stepped onto the path.

I was aware, as I walked along, how I slowed
down, how everything else faded away except the
path, and of the adventure of the thing. There were
times when I found myself stopping . . . just stop-
ping and standing. An interesting collection of
memories would surface at those times. Sometimes
it was like . . . playing a record backwards. There
were Light and Dark things going on, the Light of
the Path elevated over the dark of the Outline.

It took a very long time and I was semi-aware
that I was approaching the Center. As I stepped
into the Center, somebody someplace thundered
the beginning of a fanfare on the Organ. I stood in
the Center and smiled, listening to the thunderous
organ . . . and then skipped back down the trail.

It would be nice to walk that Thing with the
Cathedral pitch dark, except one tall candle burn-
ing in the Center.

My apologies to you and Chartres for my
skepticism.

Nurturing ourselves spiritually is not an easy
thing to do in a culture that disconnects us from our
depths. The simple act of walking the labyrinth in-
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vites us back into the center of our being. The walk
can cause mild anxiety at first, or we may experience
fear about what our experience will be. Most often it
calms us and guides us. In the end, the turns in the
paths mirror the turns in our lives. One woman
wrote:

Turning Point: The turns in the labyrinth enlight-
ened me to the “turning points” in my life . . . my
current one is caring for a seventy-eight-year-old
uncle post-operatively. I was forgetting the cumula-
tive effects of drugs/age/helplessness and reacting
to some of his unkindly statements. Now recogniz-
ing those as he regains his independence, I am
able to “turn” from the stings of the words to rec-
ognize this need to assert himself. I pray for an
improved relationship with him. So glad to be able
to meditate with the sacred walk!

The labyrinth is particularly helpful to those of
us in transition who are chilled by the winds of
change. It also gives solace to those struggling with
painful life experiences, like this woman:

Our son is a drug addict. During the last six
years we encountered many challenges and
through some sort of blind faith we managed to
survive all the ups and downs. The crisis we are in
at this moment seems insurmountable. And yet we
still continue to seek a solution. . . .

I entered Grace Cathedral feeling as if I were
some sort of foreigner. I thought about my religious
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experiences as a child growing up as the daughter
of a minister. I never quite grasped the concept of
religion and drifted away from any kind of church
affiliation at age nineteen. It didn’t seem right to
be in a church. . . .I sat for several minutes trying
to reach some conscious contact with a higher
power. . . . but it didn’t feel right. I decided it
couldn’t hurt to give the labyrinth a try.

I removed my shoes and hesitated a moment
at the entrance. I felt self-conscious as I walked
through the first section—as if I were being
watched and judged. I concentrated on my breath.
As I approached the center I realized that I had
entered the labyrinth with some expectations and
they didn’t seem to be happening. I wanted an-
swers to my problems. I wanted some sign that
everything would be okay with my family. I wanted
guidance as to how to handle my son. I began to
feel desperate, almost in tears, as if this was just
another phase of my journey through life that
would end in another “Oh well, I tried that now.
What next?” I tried to clear my mind in anticipa-
tion of receiving some sudden lightning bolt of en-
couragement. My mind seemed blocked.

As I came to the center of the labyrinth I real-
ized that I would not get the solutions to my prob-
lems today. I did however feel a sense of peace. As
I walked out from the center, I reflected a moment
on why I felt peaceful. Two words came to my
mind—words that I find very difficult to use: God
and Love. It is as if I will be judged for my beliefs
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and so am afraid to try to seek what they mean to
me. Could I be scared of my own spirituality? I
am confused but feel I have a new opportunity. I
intend to walk the labyrinth again.

Whatever your situation, the last paragraph of
this letter touches on an important point. There are
no easy solutions to life’s many difficult problems.
Yet walking the labyrinth imparts peace. The walk
can also begin a process of insight so a “new oppor-
tunity” can come into our awareness.

Small miracles can happen in the labyrinth. We
can strengthen ourselves by shedding tears, feeling
the anger and hurt that keep us from experiencing
our soul level. We can decide that we have held on to
revenge too long, and take action to heal our hateful
feelings. We can reconcile ourselves, perhaps even
with the dead. This woman walked the labyrinth at a
workshop in Colorado:

As I stood waiting my turn to enter the labyrinth,
I began to weep. I had no idea why. I still had no
idea why as I walked, overcome by periodic waves
of weeping, nor did I have any insight as I fin-
ished my walk. As I got outside, however, I sud-
denly felt as if my older sister was talking to me,
and realized that I was in the midst of a healing.
Here’s the story.

Years ago, my sister was a dance student at
Colorado College. While I don’t particularly associ-
ate the dance studio with her, she surely spent a
great deal of time, for close to eight years, in the
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room where the labyrinth was placed. She died of
cancer fourteen years ago.

The last time I saw her alive, she laid a
“deathbed wish” on me, one that she and I both
knew I could not honor. Although we parted with-
out rancor, there was definite strain between us.
While I truly understood that she was dying  a
slow, horrible, premature death and was trying to
set her worlds right before she was gone, I mildly
resented her asking me to do something which she
knew I could not, in good conscience, do. The an-
noyance, however, was let go of (at least, so I
thought) many years ago, and I haven’t thought
of it, or her, for quite a long time.

My sense today, however, is that my sister
came to me with the labyrinth. She seemed to have
been waiting there for me in that room, and
wanted me to know that she was sorry for having
both judged me unfairly and for having placed a
burden on me as she died. The sorrow and the
tears I experienced were apparently more hers than
mine. She asked me for my forgiveness . . . which
was easy for me to give, since I’d understood what
was going on even at the time. But for a few min-
utes this morning, out in the sunshine, it was as if
we two sisters spoke quietly with one another,
healed old hurts, and parted in peace.

Most of the experiences that occur in the
labyrinth are unexpected. They are guided by a sa-
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cred wisdom, a creative intelligence that knows more
about what we need than do our conscious selves.

A Process Meditation

People on the labyrinth seem to gravitate toward
what I have come to call a process meditation.

This meditation moves between silence and image,
so the focus does not remain solely on quieting the
mind as in a contemplative practice. This medita-
tion also uses what is very close to a guided imagery
process as a source of revelation. We enter the ter-
rain of memory and dreams. But our eyes are open
in this receptive, nonjudgmental state, and we can
receive whatever arises within us. It is as if we are
reading a letter from a beloved but long-lost friend.
We move out of chronos time into kairos time, from
clock time into dreamtime. In this state of open at-
tention we can again be guided by the movement,
through releasing, receiving, and taking back out in
the world.

Stepping out of the linear mind is often the
most challenging part of the walk. Even though the
person has been assured that the path leads to the
center, someone who does not surrender easily to ex-
perience might stop walking during the first part,
trying visually to figure out where the path goes. Of
course, there is no right or wrong way to walk the
path. This can be a valuable lesson about control
and surrendering to process. When a group of peo-
ple walk the labyrinth, you can find support for
dropping deeply within, continuing simply to put
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one foot in front of the other. Tears of sorrow and
what I call “latent” joy frequently arise. People expe-
rience a sense of coming home.

The second phase of process meditation symbol-
ically begins in the center but may begin anytime
the mind is quiet enough to get beyond itself. We
must be open to receive. This is true in life, and we
are reminded of it again in the labyrinth. In the
space of the labyrinth, we can feel our fear as well as
our yearning.

There is a creative tension between allowing im-
ages, memories, and feelings to emerge and guiding
them through a gentle, gracious, open, and ex-
panded thought process. At the same time, we can-
not let our ego get in the way of what is emerging
from the soul level.

The walk out of the labyrinth is realistically and
symbolically the act of taking what we have received
out into the world. This is an empowering and inte-
grating part of the walk. We can honor what has
happened in the labyrinth. We may only have a
vague sense of the emotions stirring in us, like the
woman who reconciled with her sister. Other times
we may have a clear sense of what has come to
fruition.

One woman who was in an unsatisfying new re-
lationship, a year after her estranged husband died,
reported such an experience:

A few days before I walked the labyrinth this
time, I’d had the “head” insight that I wasn’t ever
going to be happy in a relationship with a man
until I learned to love myself. Now saying that I
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should love myself is a completely different thing
than feeling it. As I walked, I began to catalog the
reasons I “should” love myself. I’m an accom-
plished, creative professional. I’m a good mother.
I’m this. I’m that. Quite suddenly, as I ap-
proached the center, I felt myself swoon (that’s the
only word I can think of). The words, “I love my-
self ” came to me. No ifs, ands, buts. No condi-
tions. On the way out of the labyrinth that day, I
began to think of my “action” in the world as atti-
tude. I could carry on my daily life with a person I
loved, me. I could do for me the things I would do
for a person I loved. This wasn’t so much making
a list of “to dos” but a different and incredibly free-
ing perspective.

Basic Approaches to the Walk

Isuspect there are as many ways to walk the
labyrinth as there are people on this planet. The

labyrinth can appear quite awesome at first, espe-
cially at Grace Cathedral. I want to share these sim-
ple guidelines that evolved as I presented the
labyrinth to various groups.

What seems to work best when preparing to walk
the labyrinth is to take a moment to reflect on where
you are in your life. You may want to capture per-
spective by writing down the parameters that contain
your life at that moment. Something as simple as:
“Finishing school this May! A job! What am I
doing? Kids?” This will help you get your bearings.
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You may want to focus on a question, or find a
statement that guides you to embrace a question or
prayer on the labyrinth.

Gracious Attention One approach is simply to
quiet the mind, choosing to let all thoughts go when
they present themselves in your awareness. In this
form of walking the labyrinth, the task is to allow a
gracious sense of attention to flow through you. You
may find tears welling up, or a sense of peace. Your
soul may want to be still and rest.

Asking a Question A second approach to the walk
is to focus on a question that we have been asking
ourselves. Most of us carry questions subliminally.
We are looking for clues to life’s puzzles, even if we
don’t realize it. Part of the preparation for your
labyrinth walk can be to bring these questions into
your conscious mind.

In workshops, I encourage participants to jour-
nal their thoughts before they walk or to share what
they are looking for with another participant. The
listener may then suggest the unspoken questions
that he or she can hear. This gives focus and a con-
text in which to hear from the still, small voice
within. In this form of process meditation, it is ben-
eficial to amplify the question and the thoughts sur-
rounding it. Really get into it, look at it from all
angles, let all else go but your question. Our inten-
tions guide the process.

Questions that we take into the labyrinth should
be outside the realm of yes and no answers. There is
nothing magical about the labyrinth. It simply al-
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lows our consciousness to open so that deeper, and
perhaps new, parts of ourselves can speak to us more
directly. The questions that we formulate should be
as close to home as possible. They do not need to be
worded articulately, but they need to be asked from
the heart and soul of our being, not from our every-
day conscious thoughts. When people come to the
labyrinth at Grace Cathedral, I find they often al-
ready have a sense of their question. It may be a
burden they are carrying or a decision they are need-
ing to make.

The Use of Repetition Many of us meditate by re-
peating a word, a mantra, or a phrase over and over
to ourselves. There are at least two different theories
as to what kind of phrases to use. Those who have
learned the contemplative method of Christian cen-
tering prayer have been advised to use a word
or phrase that does not stir up either positive or neg-
ative feelings or thoughts. A word from another
language or even a nonsense phrase can accom-
plish this. Thomas Keating suggests short words
such as Abba, which means “Father” in Aramaic,
but this can still be a loaded word for many. This
approach distracts the restless mind by keeping it
busy.

The other approach is to find a meaningful
phrase—which lends itself nicely to the walk. I use
different phrases depending upon what I need at the
time. I invite the Holy Spirit into my life. “Come
Holy Spirit, come.” Sometimes I remind myself
that I am part of the Light. I might say, “I am
a daughter of the Light,” or “Help me God, to
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remember I am a daughter of the Light.” Other
times I may just say, “Guide me, Mother of God.”

A meditation in the Buddhist tradition, written
by Stephen Levine, can be repeated silently within
the heart. It is especially good for people who are in
a healing process:

May I dwell in the heart
May I be free from suffering
May I be healed
May I be at peace

These prayerful phrases are similar to affirmations
and the more they make sense in your internal expe-
rience, the more helpful they are. This method still
focuses the mind, but it attempts to engage it rather
than distract it. Try experiencing the results of both
methods to determine which one works best for you.
A man wrote to me after a workshop:

When I said, at the start of the day, that I was
looking for something to invigorate my arid prayer
life, I had no idea how helpful walking the
labyrinth would be. I came away with a renewed
appreciation for the ordinariness of my life. I have
a much better understanding that the sacred path
is, literally and figuratively, a pedestrian path,
complete with all the jerky starts and unexpected
bumps and stops that occur in our daily lives.

Reading Scripture Traditionally in Christianity,
there are three ways of getting to know God. The
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first is through given knowledge, like the Scriptures.
The second is through traditions such as liturgical
worship and spiritual writings of those who have
lived within the tradition before us. The last is
through continued revelation or direct experience of
the Holy. The third avenue has always been contro-
versial, and depending on the denomination or the
tradition, comes with all kinds of caveats. I think it
is pretty clear how walking the labyrinth might en-
hance the third way of knowing God. However, the
labyrinth can also be used as a way to deepen our
understanding and experiences of the first two. For
example, a woman who was fascinated by the
labyrinth had been taught that we know God only
through Scripture. She asked permission to read the
Psalms. I loaned her a Book of Common Prayer.
She read it as she walked, moving slowly through
the labyrinth in order to follow the path. In the cen-
ter she sat and read her favorite Psalm, then closed
her eyes to pray.

And of course, one could read other books on
spirituality while walking the labyrinth. While it is
slightly different, I’m reminded of monastic com-
munities that practice lectio divina during mealtimes,
when a designated reader reads aloud to the commu-
nity from spiritual classics.

Asking for Help through Prayer Another method is
simply to pray throughout the labyrinth walk. A
teacher walking the labyrinth found that thoughts of
each of her students came to mind. As she prayed
for them by name, she saw each of their faces. If
something is weighing heavily on your mind and
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heart, the labyrinth can give you enormous support.
You might simply want to talk to God, as if you
were writing a letter: “Dear God” or “Dear Divine
Mystery, I need to speak to you . . .” A young boy
walked the labyrinth through the Chrysalis group
in Richmond, Virginia. When he finished the
labyrinth, he went to his mother and asked if he
could do it again. She gave him permission and
asked why. He told her, “I think I was talking to
God, and the conversation is not over yet.” The
labyrinth is a sacred space where we can talk to God.

One of the things we forget most easily is to ask
for help from the Divine. What do we need? This is
a question to ask ourselves every day, and especially
when we are approaching a labyrinth. To ask is to
nurture ourselves spiritually. The labyrinth is a place
where you can pour your heart out, express your
anger, experience joy, express gratitude—and per-
haps above all, ask for what you need.

Honoring a Benchmark in Time

Many people walk the labyrinth to honor a
benchmark in time. It may be a birthday or

the anniversary of a close friend’s death. We can
walk the labyrinth to pray for a person who is under-
going surgery or to support and sustain a board of
leaders making an important decision.

When we opened the labyrinth to the public, a
group of musicians called Musica Divina came to
play and sing at the labyrinth. The men and women
in this group had a revered Sufi teacher named
Hayat Stadlinger. One night Hayat came to hear
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them play and, although she hadn’t planned to, she
walked the labyrinth. At ninety-two years of age, she
is probably the oldest person to have walked the
labyrinth. She returned two other times. Though
she was quite frail, she never needed assistance be-
cause she was sturdy and determined. Knowing that
Hayat was special to many people, I granted permis-
sion for her followers to videotape her when she
walked the labyrinth amid the many people who
came to the third Wednesday evening event. When
Hayat died I felt sweet sorrow. A friend wrote:

The memorial for Hayat Stadlinger was held out-
side because the hundreds of people who came
couldn’t all fit in the house at once. Her house was
open and filled with candles and flowers. The video
of Hayat walking the Labyrinth as Musica Divina
played was being run in her bedroom—the place
where she passed over. Seeing that video gave me
a deep sense of continuum, of history. This re-
markable woman had walked a path that I was
still treading—that all lovers of beauty have been
walking since we appeared on the earth. I was
comforted seeing my darling Hayat walking that
timeless symbol—the Labyrinth—the returning
path to the Beloved.

A Body Prayer

Many of us are shy when it comes to move-
ment. But in the container of the labyrinth

there is support for moving spontaneously as our
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body wishes. The structured nature of the path
seems to encourage this. It provides a safe feeling of
containment. At the beginning of workshops I en-
courage people to move as they wish. It is important
to follow the impulses that arise within us. Some
people may chant, others may dance, cry, or laugh
out loud. Sometimes friends greet each other with a
hug. Using the gift of our breath is not only a way
into clearing our minds, it is a way through the anx-
iety, self-consciousness, or uncertainty that we may
feel while we are on the labyrinth.

During workshops that are musically reinforced,
people are even better able to experience the flow
their body seeks. Some people dance, others skip or
crawl. One woman became like an inchworm, mov-
ing herself through the labyrinth by extending and
contracting her body. I provide colorful scarves of
different sizes for people to use as they wish. Some
dance with them; others place them over their heads
so they can “hide” as they go deeply within.

Insights in the labyrinth are not always received
verbally. One can sense something on the kinetic
level that defies words. One friend of mine fre-
quently experiences an opening of the Hara, a
stream of energy moving through her body that be-
gins in the abdomen, in the center of the labyrinth.
This experience helps her feel more grounded, more
alive in her body. A sister in a religious order wrote
to me after a day-long retreat.

A s I walked the fields yesterday, I was once again
reminded of the labyrinth walk, a wonderful experi-
ence to say the least. I am so much more aware of
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the importance of body as well as mind and spirit
in maintaining a healthy balance in all areas of
our life. Including all three aspects of ourselves in
prayer is so powerful! Something synergistically
mysterious happens for me when I apply body-
mind-spirit to prayer. The labyrinth is a very sim-
ple (as in easy to do, not easy-to-comprehend) way
to achieve that goal.

Over the years that I have been presenting the
labyrinth to the public we have had a number of
people with disabilities walk the labyrinth. Wheel-
chairs work just fine on the labyrinth. Usually it is
more meditative for the person in a wheelchair if
someone else guides him or her through the
labyrinth, because he or she can relinquish control
without having to be concerned about moving
through and around people.

Sometimes people who can walk will not have
enough stamina to go the whole distance, nearly a
third of a mile, all at one time. When this is the
case, I usually keep an eye on them and when they
want to sit, they give me a prearranged signal and I
will walk in with a chair for them to sit on and rest
wherever they are.

For visually challenged persons, we have devel-
oped a finger meditation tool. This is an eighteen-
by-eighteen-inch pattern. The edges are raised so
the finger is guided along the path. When someone
can’t see, it is helpful to have an overview of the
labyrinth before he or she is led onto it. This medi-
tation tool is a great way to achieve that.
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Allowing the Ego to Let Go

When you walk the labyrinth, one of the first
things you may notice is an internal voice. It

may be chiding you to do the walk differently, or
willing the person ahead of you to move faster be-
cause you don’t feel right going around him or her.
Stepping into the labyrinth, we see our thoughts for
what they are. We may meet the impatient, judg-
mental thoughts that are so much a part of us that
we no longer notice them. One of the major reasons
we need a spiritual practice is to get beyond the ego,
the manager of our personality.

When we are able to see through or step beyond
the ego, the outside world becomes a mirror that re-
flects what we are seeking. The people and events in
our lives become part of our path, part of the invisi-
ble thread that leads onward. We feel surrounded by
the Holy. And all the pain and joy that we experi-
ence tempers us, allows us clearly to see our strug-
gling, suffering world. It is difficult to accept that we
are living on a dying planet. But once we experience
the grief, we can become wise leaders and agents of
change.

If we are struggling with the ego, the method of
gracious attention may have fewer pitfalls. We sim-
ply present ourselves as ready to release whatever
comes up in us, and to receive what awaits us in the
center. Focusing on a question can be an invitation
to involve the ego, which often stops the flow of im-
ages. The ability to differentiate between flow and
force on the ego level is important. The human ego
can attempt to force something out of its own tim-
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ing, and then we come up empty. “Don’t push the
river . . . it flows by itself” is a good philosophy for
the labyrinth.

When we know ourselves well, we know how our
thoughts try to shape things. Expectations often get
in the way of our experience. I offered the labyrinth
walk at a friend’s family gathering. Their college-age
son expected to go to the center and get “sha-
zammed.” When this did not happen, he was disap-
pointed. But when his father walked out of the
labyrinth a few minutes later, in emotional turmoil,
the son then realized that his own expectations had
limited his experience.

This can happen to anyone, and it is part of
gaining self-knowledge. If we take a walk in the
country expecting to see a frog, our whole walk can
be so focused on finding the frog that we miss the
beauty of the countryside. If we do find the frog, we
miss learning how our expectations shape our world
around us. But this rarely works in life. Expecta-
tions cut us off from the flow of life and set us up
for disappointment.

The mind can play tricks on us in the center of
the labyrinth as well. Most commonly, it may deny
us the nugget of information we have been searching
for. In Wild Mind, a book about developing the skill
of writing, Natalie Goldberg talks about getting to
“first thoughts.” We want the original zany, creative
thought. But often when it comes, the critic in our
minds may not be able tolerate it. The thought may
be too original, too creative, too ugly, or mysteri-
ously fragmented. Thus it is denied, masked, forgot-
ten—and never walks out of the labyrinth with us.
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Assigning premature meaning to insights we re-
ceive in the center of the labyrinth is another trick
the mind can play on us. I presented the labyrinth to
a group of seminary students. One woman in her
mid-twenties walked to the center and felt a flash of
elation. Then she had a strong image of her mother,
with the association of death or dread. She discussed
this with me, fearing that it might mean that her
perfectly healthy mother would suddenly die. Since
it was a Lenten Quiet Day, we had the privilege of
sorting this out in stages throughout the day. We
talked together after each of the three times
she walked the labyrinth. By the end of the day, she
had become aware that most of her actions were
punctuated by the thought “What would my mother
think?” She was enjoying seminary a great deal,
hence the elation. But her mother was raised in
a very conservative tradition and disapproved of a
woman having a theological education. This pro-
duced the feeling of dread within her. Her initial fear
that her mother was going to die may have clouded
her deeper understanding of the psychological and
spiritual work she needed to do. She needed to free
herself from her mother’s judgments. By the end of
the day she saw this issue clearly.

Working with Dreams

Dreams are not strangers to me. Years of psy-
chotherapeutic work, as client and therapist,

have taught me respect for the revelations of my un-
conscious. After working with the labyrinth for
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about a year, I had a rare moment alone with it in
the gymnasium at the Kanuga Conference Center in
North Carolina. A dream from the night before was
weighing on my mind, so I decided to hold it in
focus as I walked the labyrinth. The tiny visual
image that remained embedded in my inner eye
began to take on a life of its own. It changed shape
and began to move, association through association.
I found myself on the streets of Prague, in a place
where I had actually been the summer before, reliv-
ing a joyous moment. Never before had the process
of discovery flowed so naturally for me as on the
labyrinth.

One man dreamed of preparing to attend an im-
portant budget meeting. In the dream, when it came
time for the meeting he was in the next room taking
a nap. He woke up forty-five minutes after the meet-
ing began, and went into the conference room,
where everyone was intensely focused on numbers
written on a blackboard. No one noticed him and he
couldn’t find a place to sit down. Finally some-
one shared the numbers with him, telling him, “It
doesn’t look good.” On the labyrinth the dreamer
was able to feel through the specifics of the dream.
He realized this dream was a wake-up call for him.
In actuality, he had been removing himself from the
budgeting process at his company at a time when he
needed to be attentive. At the time of the dream he
thought the planning for the next year would be
fine. But when he arrived back at work, it turned
out that indeed it didn’t look good.

The spiritual transformation we are undergoing
demands that we stop ignoring our own internal
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wisdom. Dreams, myths, stories, and insight
through the imagination need to come back into the
mainstream of our personal and collective aware-
ness. They are avenues of inspiration and action for
the transformation to occur. Even when dreams may
serve as a way to discover revelations in sacred sto-
ries, we tend to dismiss their value. Our bodies are
cut off from our minds, and our minds are cut off
from our evolving consciousness. The vision of
unity, the wholeness of creation, has been lost. To
create and make new we need access to the field of
collective imagination that speaks to us from a uni-
fying Source. We need to communicate with the
choreographer of creation to hasten personal inte-
gration and spark collective vision. We need to find
our field of dreams.

In June 1994 I returned to Kanuga Conference
Center to take part in a conference called Ancient
Spiritual Paths: Soul Making, the Labyrinth and
the Dream. After an initial introduction on the
significance of the labyrinth and how to walk it, we
opened the labyrinth with a ritual and left it open
around the clock for the whole week. There was
music available if participants wanted to turn on the
sound system. The labyrinth provided a place for
contemplation, reflection, and ritual. One woman
wrote to me recently about her experience. She had
had a powerful dream a month before the confer-
ence:

I had found this dream rather painful and frus-
trating, but I had really not thought past the literal
circumstances. But the labyrinth kept bringing it
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back up for me, nagging me almost, and I took
that for an indication that I needed to get into the
deeper levels of it.

During the conference, she began to discuss the
dream in her group and to walk the labyrinth to re-
flect on it. Throughout the presentations, labyrinth
walking, and group meetings she began to hear
pieces of insight from others that gave her signifi-
cant clues to unraveling the dream:

The last night having come to an interpretation
that felt true, I went to the labyrinth with the clear
intention of making peace with these buried parts
of myself. The whole room was just full of currents
that evening, with people reaching out to one an-
other in the most loving and natural ways, and the
spiritual power was almost palpable. I felt as if the
understanding and the healing that came from
confronting the dream were a gift the labyrinth led
me to.

Back in the mundane world, I am still draw-
ing nourishment, writing in ways I have been un-
able to do about deeper subjects and with a new
comfort about taking self-revealing risks in my po-
etry and my relations with other people. I hope
there will soon be a labyrinth in every city—at
least one! It’s hard not to proselytize and be tire-
some to the uninitiated.

Working with a dream on the labyrinth is an-
other form of process meditation. The guideline is
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to keep opening up the image that is presented.
Then as it opens, we can interact with it, talk to it,
and listen to it. We can take a dream directly into
the labyrinth, or a dream fragment may simply float
to the surface of our awareness. People frequently
dream about the labyrinth itself before they walk it.
Many then realize the dream when they are on the
labyrinth. People also often dream a great deal about
the labyrinth experience after they have walked. If a
dream comes to our memory during the walk, we
need to choose whether or not to pay attention to it,
especially if we had planned to use another method
of prayer or meditation. Knowing the landscape of
our psyches can help us discern what we need to do.
I usually honor a dream with my attention if it
comes to me on the labyrinth. I feel it must have
come for a reason. Perhaps it provides a clue, or a
path to a question I am just beginning to ask.

Angels and Other
Avenues of Inspiration

Entering the sacred space of the labyrinth can
open us to experiences beyond the ordinary.

One man wrote me a letter that began, “I want you
to know that I was not on any drugs or alcohol at
the time of my experience.” He went on to describe
how he walked into the center of the canvas
labyrinth when it was in the cathedral and saw a
huge luminous Christ standing there arms out-
stretched, inviting the man toward Him.
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Many people have reported seeing angels around
the labyrinth. And although I rarely see into the in-
visible world, I often feel a soft and graceful air
around the labyrinth. Judith, a friend and leader in
the Women’s Dream Quest, described her experi-
ence:

My most profound journey on the labyrinth oc-
curred during the Women’s Dream Quest in
1993. It was the first time we had used the
labyrinth as a focal point of our yearly ritual and
we had 140 women moving, dancing, dreaming in
the cathedral. I had spent the evening giving heal-
ings and blessings. My experience was extraordi-
nary. There was a palpable softness, and a feeling
of great receptivity with everyone. Hearts were
flowing open. I felt especially able to give my gift.
It was from this state of awareness that I began
my labyrinth walk late at night when most of the
women were asleep. I was anticipating going with
the labyrinth to Washington the next day for Clin-
ton’s inauguration. I was hopeful, grateful, full of
love.

I made my way with ease along the curving
path. I remember feeling light, praying prayers of
gratefulness to all the spirits that we had called on
during our ritual. When I arrived in the center a
strong feeling of awe sent me to my knees. I saw
in a way that I have only seen maybe a dozen
times in my life. First I saw a shimmering, undu-
lating, configuration of rectangles—vortices of
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energy above the labyrinth. And then I saw beings
of light-blue in hue, faceless but human in form in
solemn procession as if on their own labyrinth.
They moved in right action dancing their own
choreography. I felt wonderful to be sharing the
space with these beings—angels, guardians, of the
labyrinth.

The labyrinth was a gateway for me into the
unseen world that seems to accompany us always.
The path, ritually taken, opens and brings me to
just where I need to be to access my sight, my
knowing, my wisdom.

The Labyrinth as Metaphor

The metaphors within the labyrinth are endless
because they are shaped by our creative imagi-

nations. Most immediate are the journey to our cen-
ter of being and the creation of order from chaos.
Completion, competition, emptying, turning our
back on the center, distrusting our judgment—
whatever our psyches need to deal with becomes the
spiritual lesson of the labyrinth.

The labyrinth captures the mystical union be-
tween heaven and earth, an understanding of death
and rebirth. It is a path of faith and doubt, the com-
plexity of the brain, the turns of the intestine and
the birth canal, and the Celestial City. In medieval
times, the labyrinth was said to reflect our entangle-
ments in a deceitful world, unless we allowed God to
guide us along the way.
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As soon as you get settled into the labyrinth
walk and get your bearings, one or more metaphors
may spark within. The walk, and all that happens
on it, can be grasped through the intuitive, pattern-
discerning faculty of the person walking it. The ge-
nius of this tool is that it reflects back to the seeker
whatever he or she needs to discover from a new
level of awareness. When the ego is not tightly en-
gaged in control, it joins the other parts of our being
to allow us to see through the moment, to see be-
yond ourselves into the dynamic that is unfolding
before us. This is the gift of being able to see the in-
finite in the context of the finite. And somehow we
are surrounded by a gentle love at the same time.

Experiencing Our Experience

Most people who walk into the labyrinth find
peace and have an insightful experience the

first time. However, there are a few people who sim-
ply do not understand the labyrinth even after walk-
ing it more than once. I have observed these people
for some time and sense that they are not able to
reflect on their experience. The labyrinth is an
evocative tool. It works through the imagination
and the senses, creating an awareness of how we re-
late to ourselves, to others, and to the Holy. To reap
the benefits of these insights demands that we be
able to “experience our experience” in a conscious
way. For instance, we can walk into the labyrinth in
a judgmental state of mind. We view the crying
woman as silly for being so vulnerable and the man
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who is swinging his arms as he drifts along the path
as playacting. The person unable to reflect on his or
her own thoughts and feelings will simply end the
labyrinth walk in the same frame of mind. However,
the reflective person would recognize her thoughts as
judgmental. The reflective person would understand
that these thoughts curtailed his chance of a deeper
connection to himself or others. Realizing this, the per-
son may begin to allow the judgments to dissipate.

Experiencing our feelings and inner thoughts
without judgment is part of developing spiritual ma-
turity. In order to reflect, we need a quiet place in-
side ourselves. It is from this place that we are able
to make subtle shifts of attitude when necessary,
without condemning ourselves. If we walk on a
beach without winding down to breathe in the ocean
air, we stay disconnected from a nourishing experi-
ence. This can also happen with the labyrinth. The
time on the labyrinth is meant to be a reflective and
meditative act when you stay in the moment with
your experience.

Receptivity

Walking the labyrinth is an act of receptivity,
as well as reflection. During intensive bioen-

ergetic work in the 1970s, I learned the difference
between a “hard-eye” state and a “soft-eye” state.
Hard eyes are for long-distance looking: surveying,
seeking, looking ahead. Soft eyes are for up-close,
intimate contact. Soft-eye states are gentle: they
behold a loved one, or a moment when we are in-
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ward with our thoughts and feelings. On the
labyrinth, seekers can savor their experience through
soft-eye vision. This is where we meet ourselves and
catch glimpses of the Divine.

Just as in other forms of meditation, it is pos-
sible to have an uneventful experience on the lab-
yrinth. There are times when nothing significant
happens, when the timing simply may not be right
for anything to emerge. There are benefits to walk-
ing it anyway. It is like dreaming: even if you don’t
remember the dream or are unable to analyze it, it is
still beneficial to have dreamed it. Dreams help
maintain the psyche’s health. If our night dreams
are interrupted, we get irritable and unfocused in
our daily activities. Over the months that I have
been using the labyrinth as a meditation discipline,
there seems to be a cumulative benefit. I feel more
focused, more spacious within, and more responsive
to the people I encounter in my life.

Finding Your Pace

In our chaotic world we are often rushed, pushed
beyond a comfortable rhythm. We lose the sense

of our own needs. Even worse, we’re often rushed
and then forced to wait. Anyone who has hur-
ried to the bank only to stand in line knows
what I mean. Ironically, the same thing can happen
on the labyrinth. But there is a difference—the
labyrinth can help us find our natural pace, and
draws our attention to the times when we don’t
honor it.
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Waiting on the labyrinth can become a nurtur-
ing experience, depending solely on your attitude.
Recently, during a monthly program we have at
Grace called Taize around the Labyrinth, there were
more than fifty people on the labyrinth at once,
chanting as they walked. By the  middle of the event
there was a line of people waiting to enter the center.
Everyone stood patiently on the path and began to
chant louder, gently swaying with the music. My
hunch is that people enjoy the sense of community
that is visible when many walk the labyrinth at the
same time. There was a sense of goodwill, a feeling
of being bathed in love.

Along with finding your pace, it is important to
support your movement through the labyrinth by
becoming conscious of your breath. We may have
the tendency to hold our breath. Let your breath
flow smoothly in and out of your body. It can be co-
ordinated with each step if you choose, as in a Bud-
dhist walking meditation. Let your experience be
your guide. One meditator said:

Somehow the labyrinth fits right into my Bud-
dhist work. Buddhism has a tradition of walking
meditation (kinhin) so it fits nicely. I carry the
labyrinth in my mind, so that sometimes at work I
can call it up and walk it while I walk down the
hall. Very short, but nice.

Each experience in the labyrinth is different,
even if you walk it many times over a short period.
The pace usually differs each time as well. It can
also change dramatically within the different stages

100

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33 reg
34 long

2nd Pass Pages

18248_01_1-104_r4cc.qxd  11/23/05  6:35 PM  Page 100



of a single walk. You can pass others, in order to
honor your intuitive pace. If you are moving at a
slower pace, you can allow others to pass you. At
first, some people are uncomfortable with the idea of
passing someone else on the labyrinth. It seems
competitive, especially since the walk is a spiritual
exercise. We hope these kinds of feelings can be
greeted from a place within that smiles knowingly
about the machinations of the human ego. The
labyrinth’s winding path helps us find our pace, al-
lows us a spaciousness within, encourages our recep-
tivity to and develops our awareness of the habitual
thoughts and issues we put in the way of our spiri-
tual development. It is a road to self-knowledge.

Getting Lost in the Labyrinth

The path through the labyrinth is a two-way
street. When we meet someone going in the

opposite direction, how do we greet, meet, and step
around this person? We may choose to step off the
path. If the labyrinth is new to us, or if it is crowded,
our eyes can be confused by the lines. We may step
back into the wrong place and lose our way. This can
cause a fair amount of anxiety. But if we do get lost,
one of two things can happen: we either return to
the center or return to the entrance. And usually we
have learned something about ourselves.

I was so absorbed in the process on the way out
from the center, that I didn’t realize I had lost my
way somewhere along the line and ended up back
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in the middle . . . This would usually have caused
me trouble. Ordinarily I would have been so dis-
tracted at doing it wrong that I would have com-
pletely lost awareness of what I was supposed to
be doing. Add to that embarrassment, frustration,
irritation . . . well, I suppose you get the picture.
This time, however, I was immediately aware of
the thought that this is exactly what happens to
us when we are on the path of our spiritual jour-
ney—when we get lost, God just leads us back to
the center, and it doesn’t make a whit of difference
which road gets us there.

In the labyrinth our life patterns become clear.
One man had a very uncomfortable walk through
the labyrinth during a workshop. He did not feel
free to pass his friend, a serious Buddhist meditator
who walked the labyrinth matching one breath to
one step. Staying behind her, he disregarded his own
pace, his own needs. He found himself getting de-
pressed on the labyrinth. Later, he realized what he
had done. He also recognized that subjugating his
own needs to follow someone he perceived as more
knowledgeable, or as having more authority, had
been a pattern in his life.

If we are impatient or unassertive in life, we will
most likely begin that way in the labyrinth. If we
allow ourselves to evolve with the meditative process,
allowing our first thoughts, we can begin to experi-
ment with new behavior. We can find new ways of
being that our souls longed for us to express. If the
man who remained behind the Buddhist meditator
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had found the courage to move around her, his feel-
ings of fear might have been followed by feelings of
liberation and relief. My hope is that he visit the
labyrinth at another time. To provide this opportu-
nity, we need community groups to come together
to create labyrinths in their local areas so people
have access to them.

There is no way directly to control the effect that
walking the labyrinth will have on us. We can enter
with an intention, but may realize that the intention
came from our head, not our heart. We may be sur-
prised by tears, joy, or sorrow without any hint that
these feelings were lurking in the background of our
experience. Over the years, I have learned to trust
the uncanny wisdom inspired by the labyrinth. I
have become convinced that our lack of control is
part of the genius of this tool. A workshop can pro-
vide a climate of sacred space and a ritual in which
the walk can occur. After that, everyone is very
much on his or her own. Any theme may come to
our attention while we walk. Our own life experi-
ence, our role in the cosmic dance, is the raw mater-
ial for the sacred ritual of walking the labyrinth.
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F i v e

T H E S E E D S

O F  S P I R I T UA L

H U N G E R

Christianity stripped its world of magic and mystery,

and of the possibility of spiritual renewal through

itself . . . It had rendered its people alienated

sojourners in a spiritually barren world where the only

outlet for the urge of life was the restless drive onward.

—Frederick Turner

When I was making the decision to move from
New York City to San Francisco, I had a

significant dream that ended with the line “It’s all
about the fourteenth century.” This sent me scurry-
ing to a copy of Barbara Tuchman’s book A Distant
Mirror: The Calamitous Fourteenth Century. My
attention had been in the clinical world for many
years, so I had not read a history book since
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my seminary days. It was a thrill to enter into the
world of that century, which mirrors the times of
transition we are experiencing at the end of the
twentieth century.

It was in the fourteenth century that the struc-
ture of the medieval church, which shaped so much
of daily life, began to crack and fall away. According
to Tuchman, when people ceased to believe that the
afterlife was superior to the here and now, the Mid-
dle Ages ended and the modern age began. Belief in
the afterlife was replaced by “belief in the worth of
the individual and of an active life not necessarily
focused on God.”

We are now ending an age. We are beginning
to realize that Western civilization—held together
by rationalism, empirical research, and humanity’s
control of nature—is coming apart. This is no
longer an accurate description of the world in which
we live. As we in the West learned to use our rational
minds, we developed a sense of superiority that de-
nied our intuition and imagination their rightful
place among the human faculties we need to survive.

We lost our sense of connection to ourselves and
to the vast mystery of creation that contains other
forms of life. The web of creation has been thrown
out of balance, so the threat to life on planet Earth
looms like storm clouds on the horizon. “From the
time of our remote ancestors until the seventeenth
century,” says Rupert Sheldrake, “it was taken for
granted that the world of nature was alive. But in
the last three centuries, a number of educated peo-
ple have come to think of nature as lifeless. This has
been the central doctrine of science—the mechanis-
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tic theory of nature.” This is where we lost the great-
grandmother’s thread.

The Cosmos and the Soul

A s science became the new religion, the church
held to the old view of the universe. The split

between science and religion also became the split
between the cosmos and the soul. Humans misinter-
preted the biblical injunction that “dominion” over
the earth meant the right to pillage and plunder—to
control natural resources for profit with little con-
sideration for conserving them for the generations
to come. Harold Stone said:

We live in an age of revolution, a revolution of the
unconscious, which is destroying old forms and
often has nothing to substitute for the old ways
but chaotic energy. We are reaping the harvest of
centuries of repression of the unconscious. Western
man has long since destroyed his Gods and substi-
tuted in their place the gods of Reason and Ratio-
nality. Imagination has been lost. Emotions have
been negated. Dreams have become a forgotten
language. Demons have been ruled out of exis-
tence, Evil has been consigned to the metaphysical
constructs of the Middle Ages. We, all of us, are
both the victims and the processors of this brand
of insanity, and today we are all paying the piper.
The unconscious is in revolt against its oppressor;
namely, rational consciousness as it has been
known over the past few centuries.
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The twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the High
Middle Ages, were a prosperous time in Europe.
Commerce stimulated advances in every area of life:
the establishment of the university system as we
know it today, the exploration of the land and sur-
rounding seas. Cities took root and flowered, bank-
ing and credit systems developed, and there was an
explosion of creativity in art and technology. The
compass, the mechanical clock, the spinning wheel,
the treadle loom, the windmill and watermill were all
invented. The construction of eighty Gothic cathe-
drals and five hundred churches within a period of a
hundred years gave this period its name. Labyrinths
were placed in churches and cathedrals throughout
France and northern Italy along with the flying but-
tresses and rose windows that made Gothic architec-
ture unique. The French cathedrals of Chartres,
Amiens, Bayeux, and St. Quentin and the Italian
cathedrals at La Lucca and Castel St. Angelo in
Rome all still have labyrinths. Sadly, the labyrinths
at Auxerre, Rheims, Poitiers, and many other cathe-
drals have been destroyed or overlaid.

An esoteric school existed at Chartres Cathedral
from the sixth through the twelfth centuries. It inte-
grated neoplatonic thought with Christianity. This
school embraced the seven liberal arts and was ex-
tremely influential until the University of Paris
superseded it around the thirteenth century. In addi-
tion to grammar, rhetoric, and dialectics, the schol-
ars at the School of Chartres taught four ways of
knowing the world: arithmetic (the science of num-
bers), geometry (the science of space and how to
master it), astronomy (the science of mechanism
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learned through observation and reflection), and
music (the science of universal harmony).

Three central questions asked by scholars of the
School of Chartres still challenge us today: How can
we, through the connection with the spirit, heal the
soul? How can we, working on the Earth, heal our
planet? How can we, through a communion in the
spirit, heal the body social?

Though a direct connection between the
labyrinth and the School of Chartres is not ordinar-
ily made, the labyrinth is based on arithmetic,
geometry, astronomy, and music. My hunch is that
if the labyrinth was not created by these early ge-
niuses, it was at least protected, utilized, and passed
down through the centuries as part of sacred knowl-
edge by these brilliant masters of Spirit.

What was forgotten in our escape to rationalism
is now coming back into our collective memory. The
seeds planted by the School of Chartres and the
great mystics from all traditions have taken root and
now greet the light of day. One person who had used
the labyrinth over a period of three weeks wrote,
“The labyrinth remains a memory which takes me
back before my own recorded memory into a sacred
past of deep connection to the Holy.”

Exploring the
Potential of the Labyrinth

Opening the canvas labyrinth in the nave of
Grace Cathedral ruffled only a few feathers
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and piqued the creative imagination of many people.
The story of people’s labyrinth experiences were
passed from friend to friend, teacher to class, family
member to family member, group member to group,
client to therapist, student to spiritual director.
Wherever people were talking about spirituality, they
were talking about the labyrinth.

Once the labyrinth was open to the public, I was
free to shift my perspective and deepen my approach
to this unusual ministry that was taking shape be-
fore my eyes. I was reminded of the statement made
by geneticist Barbara McClintock when she received
the Nobel Prize: “It might seem unfair to reward a
person for having so much pleasure over the years
asking the maize plant to solve specific problems
and then watching its responses.” Her insight al-
lowed me to embrace an attitude of observation and
participation that was wonderfully expansive.

I had many questions about the use of the
labyrinth. Was it a tool for transformation? Did it
weave together the psyche and soul that were split so
long ago that we barely have memory of it?

We offered the canvas labyrinth to the public
twice a month in the nave of Grace Cathedral. Dur-
ing this same period of time I formed two groups
that met for six consecutive weeks. Eight to ten peo-
ple in each group focused on the theme of co-
creation, or self-knowledge. One participant—a writer,
director, and producer—wrote me over a year later
to say “My time working with co-creation on the
labyrinth still stands out as a particularly powerful
and productive period, unmatched in most ways
since then.”
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I made it a point to walk the labyrinth as often
as possible. Nearly every time I walked it, I took in
my questions about the labyrinth itself. I invariably
got the same message: “Keep going.” My role was to
watch, listen, and let people teach me through their
experiences. As the Labyrinth Project blossomed
into full flower at Grace Cathedral, I began to travel
with the labyrinth. My intuition was my guide in
structuring the workshops and developing ritual.

I observed people walking the labyrinth and
spoke with many of them who were eager to share
their experiences. Two distinct characteristics of the
labyrinth seemed to emerge: the use of the imagina-
tion it engenders and the flow that occurs in the
presence of a receptive, feminine approach. Both the
imagination and the feminine were devalued when
we moved out of the Middle Ages, and in their sup-
pression lie the seeds of our present-day spiritual
hunger. They are the missing link that Western civi-
lization needs to reclaim if we are to evolve and meet
the challenges of our new civilization that is groan-
ing in birth.

The Imagination in Exi le

We have placed the imagination in exile. We
have banished it because we do not under-

stand or trust it. Nor do we grasp the imagination’s
connection to the Divine within. As we stand on the
brink of the next century looking back into the mir-
ror of the fourteenth century, we face an odd para-
dox. During the fourteenth century, the human
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faculty of the imagination was not empowered by
sufficient rationality. Today, the reverse is true. Now
rationality is not empowered sufficiently by the
imagination. It is almost as if an hourglass has been
turned upside down and the sand is flowing the op-
posite way. William Blake understood this when he
said that “the enemy of whole vision is reasoning
power’s divorce from the imagination.” The divorce
between the reasoning mind and the imaginative
mind places us in peril. The relationship between
reasoning and imagination, thought and image, re-
mains divided even in our modern world. The
labyrinth can repair this split. The labyrinth can
bring the imagination out of exile.

Aristotle said that “the soul thinks in images.” It
is the experience of soul we hunger for. Dreams, sto-
ries, and myths have been relegated to make-believe.
They are not honored for their healing and pro-
phetic qualities that have guided human beings
through the ages. The mistrust of the imagination is
a result of mystical experience being confused with
superstition and magical thinking, which is hidden
in the shadow side of the church.

In his passionate book The Waning of the Middle
Ages, J. Huizinga addresses the issue of imagination
at the end of the Middle Ages in France and the
Netherlands. He brings to his research a fascination
with the way the imagination functioned in the me-
dieval mind. Huizinga’s work has served as a helpful
source in piecing together how mystical experience
became confused with superstition and how the
imagination was forced into exile.

During the Middle Ages, the church provided an
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all-encompassing context for people’s lives. From
birth to death, the teachings of the church perme-
ated every nook and cranny of human life. The
teachings of the church reinforced a fear-filled mes-
sage, and people lived in submission to the words
of the priests—the mediators between man and
God. This religious rhetoric flooded the human
consciousness through prolific religious imagery as
well. Fiery paintings of hell and pastoral paintings
of heaven reminded everyone that the goal of
this life was to prepare for the next life. Murals
lining church walls taught Bible stories to an
illiterate population. Christian symbols flourished.
The celebration of Christian feast days were high
points in an otherwise dreary life for many
people.

Pious religious sentiment ran freely, reaching its
high point in Lent. Both men and women cried fre-
quently, often in public, and especially during ser-
mons that were often preached in town squares.
This was encouraged by the reading of Psalm 42:3:
“My tears have been my food day and night.”

The imagination of the person in the Middle
Ages frequently merged with the image unfettered
by rational thought. The rational mind was not de-
veloped enough to mediate between unruly images
and the conclusions of reason. This placed people at
the mercy of their own inner projections, with little
ability to discern their experiences. A “poor nun car-
rying wood to the kitchen imagines she carries the
cross; a blind woman doing the washing takes the
tub for the manger and the warehouse for the sta-
ble.” An epileptic woman thought that each “twinge
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of pain in her corns was a sign that a soul descended
to hell.”

The experience of the Passion of Christ was
burned into the imagination of children. Saint Co-
lette, for example, recalled hearing her mother weep
and lament about the Passion every day. This af-
fected her so deeply that throughout her life she felt
an oppressive weight on her heart daily at the hour
of the crucifixion. And at the reading of the Passion,
“she suffered more than a woman in childbirth.”

The adoration of relics was vital to the medieval
person. Relics that were close to the core of the
Christian story—a supposed bone fragment from
Saint John the Baptist, or a splinter from Jesus’
cross—were often the destinations of pilgrims. The
veil of Mary at Chartres Cathedral was reported to
have great healing powers. These symbols, through
an inflamed imagination, shaped the religious habits
and beliefs of the people significantly.

People believed that on the day they went to
Mass they were protected from going blind or having
a stroke. They also believed they did not grow older
during the time spent at Mass. The church encour-
aged these beliefs as long as dogmatic truth was kept
pure and was not confused with pedestrian beliefs.
The church fathers were not alarmed by people’s
tendency to reduce the infinite to the finite, so the
mystery of the Divine seemed to disintegrate. Due
to the plague, death was ever present, and there was
a sense that the end of the world was at hand. People
sought comfort for their fears.

Direct experiences with the Divine were contam-
inated with people’s irrational imaginings. Super-
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stition was accepted, and not distinguished from
deeper spiritual experience. The church took no re-
sponsibility for discernment. They did nothing to
help the people distinguish between helpful religious
beliefs and distorted imagery. “While offering so
much food to the popular imagination,” says
Huizinga, “the Church could not claim to keep the
imagination within the limits of a healthy and vigor-
ous piety.” The church overloaded the imagination
with symbols and laid the groundwork for reformers
who pronounced all imagery destructive.

The only time the pre-Reformation church be-
came defensive was when the mystics talked of anni-
hilation of the personality. They described being
absorbed into God that took away the will of the
person and rendered him or her incapable of sin.
Catherine of Siena said her heart had been changed
into the heart of Christ. Others who did not express
mystical experiences in such elegant images were
burned at the stake.

It was from this suffocating religiosity that peo-
ple began to run. As the Western world moved into
the Enlightenment, we embraced reason as the cen-
tral function of the mind. This excluded subjective
experiences: the senses, as well as intuition, dreams,
or any hints of revelation. In the eyes of both scien-
tists and leaders of the Reformation, the religious
imagination was stripped of all respect and honor
among the various pathways of knowing. The
Protestants banished symbols and images from their
churches because they thought them idolatrous. The
Divine spark that resides in the imagination was all
but snuffed out.
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After working with the labyrinth for several
months, I knew that people’s experiences were var-
ied. Many found a deep and peaceful silence within.
Yet it seemed that the majority of people received
some form of solace or wisdom from a voice. Al-
though people would not identify it as their own,
that voice was from within. Saint John of the Cross
called this phenomenon “words spoken in the imagi-
nation.”

Saint John warned us about paying attention to
the “words of the imagination” because of the in-
ability of the church to sort out the difference be-
tween mysticism and superstition, between genuine
religious experience and magical thinking. In keep-
ing with this tradition, Thomas Keating warns us
that the “angels and devils cannot perceive what you
are doing in contemplative prayer if it is deep
enough. They can only know what is in your imagi-
nation and memory, and they can add material to
these faculties.”

Harold Stone put it another way: “For in the
imagination is contained all the positive and the
highest good; all the negative and the deepest evil.”
Our fear of the imagination is understandable, but
we have abandoned this illuminative field to the dev-
ils because we have not taken responsibility for it.
We have not learned how to invite the angels in. We
have not learned how to utilize its divine connec-
tion, its connection to the Source. This is a step we
need to take to move on to the transformation that
awaits.

However, as the imagination and intuition are
coming back into our awareness so too is the reac-
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tion to them. The imagination is sustained and en-
couraged in the open-minded part of the church,
and forbidden and censored in another. It is not wise
to take our imagination literally. The symbols and
images that appear should be opened and reflected
upon. As a tool of knowing, the imagination can be
quite frightening, especially to people who have used
the Bible as their only source of knowing. They try
to censor the imagination by banning textbooks that
speak of the imaginary worlds, of witches, magic, or
of God beyond easy Scriptural understanding.

The new ways of understanding continue to be
placed over and against the old ways of understand-
ing our existence on earth. How we know and learn,
and how we remain open to the present and future
without fear are major challenges in our lives. To
those of us who fear our interior world, the ideas be-
hind the labyrinth will shake us to our foundations.
However, the experience of the labyrinth, if we let
ourselves explore it, could be wondrously supportive
and gentle.

We are just beginning to restore the honor of the
imagination. And we have yet to sort out the differ-
ence between superstition and mystical experience.
This lack of distinction can lead to fear and mistrust
of enlightening experiences, such as we have in the
labyrinth. This may be one of the major reasons
that Chartres still denies the public the use of the
labyrinth. So our spiritual famine continues. We re-
main in darkness, unable to see the continuing reve-
lation of the Spirit of God. “Life of the Spirit can
only be eternally creative,” says the Eastern Ortho-
dox theologian Nicholas Berdyaev. When the
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church declares that revelation is complete, or even
predetermined, then it denies the possibility of the
mystery of God. Revelation happens through the
human psyche as well as through history, through
both the Immanent and the Transcendent God. To
deny the imagination is to cut us off from the Holy.

People have revelatory experiences in the
labyrinth. At first I was uncomfortable with this. I
was concerned that someone might have a distorted
experience. After months of walking the labyrinth
and listening to the experiences of others, I began to
trust the labyrinth. Much more exploration is yet to
be done, but seekers frequently meet their spiritual
longing, are greeted by a velvety silence, or hear the
still, small voice within. They gain wisdom, assur-
ance, solace, peace, and direction. When people take
questions into the labyrinth, they receive direct
guidance unique to each person’s individual context.
The following letter is a good example:

I had been impatient with people lately and it was
beginning to affect my work. My hope, once I ad-
mitted it to myself, was to get insight about this. I
figured if I got any help at all it would be a re-
minder to stop being impatient, so I entered the
labyrinth not expecting to receive much. Frankly I
expected a Zen meditation stick reminder on how
important patience is. Instead, I received three
clear messages, none of which seemed to speak
to patience directly. The first was “Spend time
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with the people you love.” The second was “Make
time for creativity” and the third was “Take time
out for retreats.”

I didn’t intellectually understand how this
guidance related to patience. However, the message
seemed crystal clear and it felt right. Later I real-
ized that my impatience was from not taking care
of these parts of myself. I immediately started to
do these things and felt a difference right away. I
still use them for guidelines and have become better
at honoring these sides of myself. It is a discipline
for me to keep them in balance with my busy life.
The labyrinth was a great help in getting me to see
this.

The reminder that “all revelation is the revelation of
how to search, how to struggle. It is not the revela-
tion of results” gave me clarity and guidance. When
I observed the consistent loving wisdom that people
received from the labyrinth, I began to delve deeper
into sacred geometry in an attempt to discover the
reason behind such pure, clear space. It think it is
because the space is archetypally “perfect,” so when
it is dedicated to being sacred, clarity occurs and pu-
rity of heart is released within the heart of the
seeker.

The Demise of the Feminine

The second characteristic of the labyrinth
process is the feminine principle. Respect for
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the feminine, like the imagination, is sorely lacking
in the Western world today. During the brief period
of the High Middle Ages, the courts of love elevated
womanhood to great heights. Birth was the central
image of the times and the theme for the building of
Our Lady of Chartres as well. Unlike other cathe-
drals, it holds no tombs in the crypt.

The highest of veneration was bestowed upon
Saint Mary the Virgin. In fact, according to Favier,
the virgin predates Christianity. Even before the
birth of Christ, there was at Chartres an altar and a
statue to honor the Virgin, which medieval texts call
Virgo paritura. This was the virgin of the Druids,
one-third of the Triple Goddess. Some say she was
transposed into Mary, the Virgin Mother of Jesus, as
the pagans were converted. The monk and mystic
Bernard of Clairvaux saw Mary as the incarnation
of “original spiritual values.” Jean Favier’s research
tells us that Mary was understood to be the interces-
sor on behalf of the people directly to her son. Peo-
ple believed that she stood between the earth and
heaven, between the natural and the supernatural.
She was precious to people because she understood
the frailty of the human race. She was a refuge for
sinners, and all who approached God did so through
her. The Virgin Mary represents the collective
images of the feminine aspect of divinity. She was
recognized throughout France through the con-
struction of the many Notre Dame Cathedrals that
still grace the land.

By the late Middle Ages, the church became em-
barrassed by the intense devotion to Mary, and wor-
ship of her was banned. Consequently, after the
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fourteenth century there was a lessening of respect
for women. Many women lost their property and in
some countries became the property of their hus-
bands. The Black Death even contributed to the de-
valuation of women. The symbol of death during the
plague was a “black-cloaked old woman with stream-
ing hair and wild eyes, carrying a broad-bladed mur-
derous scythe. Her feet end in claws instead of toes.”
During the next three hundred years the fear of
death and the growing repression of the imagination
and of the natural world fueled one of the deadliest
periods of history. The witch burnings are one of the
deepest and darkest collective cultural secrets of Eu-
ropean history.

Approximately nine million women (and some
men) were burned at the stake as witches. Midwives
were killed for easing the pain of childbirth. This
was seen as usurping the priest’s role, and contrary
to the biblical injunction that women were to suffer
because of Eve. Women who used herbs for healing
and had knowledge of nature’s way, women who were
considered pagan because they observed the seasonal
changes and the lunar calendar, were suspect.
Women who did not fit into a conventional social
role—because they were smart, or unmarried, or
childless, or owned property—all lived in fear. Many
were being turned in to the authorities, tried un-
fairly, tortured, and put to death. Most were burned
at the stake.

Much was lost. The old religions that embraced
the connection to the natural world were destroyed.
We lost our connection to creation. We banished the
intuitive, pattern-perceiving parts of our selves. The
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feminine, receptive, holistic way of seeing had been
replaced with a blind faith in the truncated rational
mind—a mind that understands force and not flow,
either/or instead of both/and thinking, competition
instead of cooperation, power over instead of power
with, short-term thinking instead of planning for
the seventh generation.

So, in some strange sense, it is “all about the
fourteenth century.” For over the ages as we turned
our backs on the religious sentiment that defined
the God of the Middle Ages, we lost our connection
to the invisible world. We turned against the imagi-
nation, grew to mistrust symbols, and devalued cre-
ativity. Our sense of the whole was lost. Unity is
conceptually and experientially beyond the grasp of
the human awareness until we unify reason and
image. The labyrinth gives us a glimpse of this
unity.

Those guided by a vision of wholeness know that
the path to discovering God is as varied and unique
as each individual seeker. To awaken to the Divine in
the context of a culture that is designed to deny is
often an uphill battle. Learning to work together
and celebrate our differences is hard work. It needs
introspection and discernment; it demands action
on the individual and collective level. This is the
mission of the labyrinth as it reenters our world.
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S i x

R E D I S C O V E R I N G

T H E D I V I N E

W I T H I N

The more faithfully you listen to the voice within you,

the better you will hear what is sounding outside.

And only she who listens can speak.

—Dag Hammarskjold, Markings

Our souls hunger for the lost connection to our
intuitive nature expressed through myths,

dreams, stories, and images. We long for a creative,
symbolic process that nurtures our spiritual nature,
that feeds the soul.

We begin to nourish ourselves spiritually when
we discover the dimensions of divine/human con-
sciousness, when we begin to discover the Divine
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within. We need to understand that the spirit of cre-
ation lives and evolves within each human being, as
well as through the whole of the created order. Many
of us sense this mysterious unfolding. And many are
seeking experiences that help us respond to the
changes this evolution brings into our lives.

We inhabit a planet in danger of dying. Govern-
ments around the world are notoriously shortsighted
and are dominated by powerful interest groups that
do not hold the welfare of society at heart. Other in-
stitutions attempt to respond to the needs of the
times with bureaucratic rigidity. These old models
are no longer effective. This is true of every institu-
tion in our society. The family is in the throes of
dramatic redefinition. Corporations are beginning
to face the fact that they must give back more to so-
ciety than ever before. They cannot continue to use
the world’s resources and keep most of the profits.
The workplace is being restructured. Education is in
desperate need of reorganization and support. Our
children are deprived of the rudimentary knowledge
they need to be part of the solution to the enormous
challenges of the future.

Empirical science has been the major proponent
of “If you can’t see it and can’t measure it, it doesn’t
exist.” This reasoning is beginning to be recognized
as part of an evolutionary step we needed to take.
But it offers only a limited view, which we have mis-
taken for the whole picture. The tyranny of the Age
of Reason is losing its grip. The human intellect, es-
pecially when pushed to its maximum, is limited
when not used in harmony with other human facul-
ties. We must look for new models, new definitions,
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new ways of doing things, even for new human fac-
ulties that lie dormant within us. But we don’t know
how to do this. Without systems in place to keep our
societies functioning smoothly, chaotic, misdirected
energy is coming to the surface. The labyrinth can
serve as a channel for this chaotic energy. It can
help us forge new pathways.

Out of this chaos, ideological polarization is
occurring. Polarization is based on a process of pro-
jection. We carry unchallenged emotional and intel-
lectual conflicts, beliefs, and contradictions within
and project them out onto others. We may find our-
selves accusing others of the very thing we are doing
ourselves.

In this time of growing turmoil, people need an
enemy. We need to make people wrong, instead of
allowing them to be different. The fear is the same
on both sides, but the polarization and explosive
rhetoric perpetuate grave misunderstanding. These
distortions are kept alive through the media. There
is too often no effort at balanced and accurate re-
porting. This polarized political climate does not
allow for sincere discussion. We do not have suffi-
cient tools that encourage people to  meet one an-
other on common ground.

A year after the Labyrinth Project was under
way, I traveled to Zurich to meet Rosemary Schmid,
the woman who organized the Labyrinth Project
there. Along with a small group of women, she had
secured a community space in which to make a
labyrinth. They gathered people together and cre-
ated a large labyrinth garden that presently has 133
gardeners tending it. The pathways are lined with
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flowers and vegetables, and children have painted
rocks to line the path. After work on summer
evenings, people come by to tend the garden, walk
the labyrinth, and greet one another in the course of
their activity. This project is a wonderful way to
bring a community together. Projects such as these
are needed to cross-pollinate ideas and break down
barriers between people.

In the same spirit, scientists have begun talking
to mystics. This is great cause for celebration. This
reunion of science and religion can lead us out of
the severe divisions of our chaotic times. Only
through human contact and mutual sharing of ideas
across boundaries can we begin to allow solutions to
come into our hearts and minds. We need a vision of
unity, we need to realize that we are all on the path
together. We need to join together in a communal
prayer for ourselves and our planet. One labyrinth
walker’s anonymous response form echoed this need
for community:

Thank you for making the labyrinth available! We
hear the Episcopal church being characterized for
being conservative, closed, stodgy. I am encouraged
and proud that we are offering this universal medi-
tation symbol and tool to the entire community.

The How of Faith

When I was in seminary in the late 1960s, I
went through an emotional crisis. I con-
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tacted one of the seminary professors trained in pas-
toral psychotherapy at the Menninger Institute.
This was a lifesaving process for me, but the stu-
dents on campus were divided about utilizing psy-
chotherapy. The open, supportive camp said, “If you
need help, go get it.” Students from the other camp
quietly reminded me that my crisis was simply a lack
of faith. If I had more faith, they reasoned, I would
not need help. What this second group did not un-
derstand is that my faith grew through my reaching
out for help. The fact that another human being was
willing to sit with me, to guide me as I sorted out
my life, was a gift. And what I learned about myself
in the process has provided a firm foundation for me
to live my life. This was when I realized there was a
“how of faith.”

What disturbs me about the church is that,
Sunday after Sunday, we preach the messages of the
Gospel: to love one another, to grow in compassion.
But we are never able to say how to do this. The
church does not address the how of faith, it only
points in the direction of the ideal. When we allow
the intellect to define our experience of faith, we
lose sight of the path. This is why people have
sought psychotherapy, from its earliest years to the
present, as an avenue of growth. At its best, it offers
a healing process that integrates the mind and emo-
tions with the longing of the soul.

But there is a renaissance in Western spirituality,
particularly in Christian spirituality. The movement
in the church to reclaim its lost spiritual tradition is
enormously significant. A trained spiritual director
may listen to the seeker and make concrete suggestions
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about prayer, journaling, or other means of growth.
The labyrinth can play a significant role in the field
of spiritual direction. It can guide people to glimpses
of the Divine. It can help people reach spiritual
maturity.

In the past, Christianity has disregarded the
need for a spiritual path. It urged people simply to
believe intellectually, rather than seek experiences of
the Sacred. Systematic theology, originally designed
to guide the seeker into a deep understanding of lov-
ing God, has mapped out the territory of faith in
conceptual terms. Once the faith experience was
mapped out, it was mistaken for the actual territory.
Consequently, Christianity has retained only part of
its content. It has lost sight of the process teachings
that guide us along a sequenced, nameable pathway
to discover God within ourselves. The labyrinth lit-
erally reintroduces the experience of walking a
clearly defined path. This reminds us that there is a
path, a process that brings us to unity, to the center
of our beings. In the simple act of walking, the soul
finds solace and peace. This is the point Karen Arm-
strong made earlier. If we would only tell people that
God is not going to be discovered first through the
rational mind, it would help them a great deal. This is
the importance of the labyrinth. No matter where
we are in our own life’s journey, no matter what tradi-
tion sparks the creative imagination, we may glimpse
the Divine. In the following letter, the seeker des-
cribes this as being “imprinted by the Spirit”:

Walking the labyrinth is a difficult experience to
capture in words. Each time I have walked it, I
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have felt all the peace of a deep meditation and the
joy of being involved in and with a community of
fellow spiritual beings. I have always come away
with something that can be applied immediately to
my daily life. It is as if my feet have been im-
printed with the spirit. What is most precious to
me is that the labyrinth is not attached (necessar-
ily) to a religion but has a wider and more personal
spiritual quality. It is not required that one know a
certain prayer, have certain parents or be bap-
tized—the only requirement is to put one foot in
front of the other.

The Need to Learn Languages
of Process and Symbols

The loss of process teaching goes far beyond the
modern-day church. It originates in the Euro-

pean languages which “require that verbs or action
words be associated with nouns.” We can only refer
to a process or activity that is connected to
a physical thing. This European linguistic trait
has hindered our relationship to the invisible world.
We have a difficult time talking about a nonmaterial
process, such as a growing in faith or forgiveness,
or an encounter with the numinous. Cultures with
different linguistic structures are able to articulate
these processes that were understood to be eternal,
as powers, lines, flow of action, or as gods. Many
of these cultures that the Western world dismissed
as primitive were able to articulate how the energy
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and creativity of the Spirit became grounded in
matter.

This is why stories and symbols are of such
prime importance. For example, it is difficult to de-
scribe the process of forgiveness because there is no
language for it. Some of us think that forgiveness is
a simple act of will. But something much deeper has
to happen. The following story, “Magic Eyes,” is an
example of process teaching, focusing on forgive-
ness.

Fouke was a tall man with a thin chin and nose
who worked as a baker. He was known for his right-
eousness. “He was so upright that he seemed to
spray righteousness from his thin lips over everyone
who came near him; so the people preferred to stay
away.” His wife, Helga, was the opposite, round and
warm, so people wanted to come close to her to
share the “cheer of her open heart.” One day Fouke
found Helga with another man, and the incident be-
came the talk of the village. Instead of rejecting her,
as everyone thought he would, he said that he for-
gave her. But he only pretended to forgive her “so
that he could punish her with his righteous mercy.”
This did not go well in heaven, so whenever Fouke
felt his secret hate, an angel came down and dropped
a pebble into his heart. The more Fouke hated his
wife, the more pebbles settled into his heart. Over
time, it became so heavy that the “top half of his
body bent forward so he had to strain his neck to
look straight ahead.” Finally, the angel came to him
and told him how he could be healed of his hurt. He
was instructed to ask the angel for Magic Eyes, so
that every time he saw Helga he would see a lonely
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woman who needed him, rather than a wicked
woman who betrayed him. Each time he used the
Magic Eyes a pebble would be lifted from his heart.
Fouke could not do this at first, for he loved his ha-
tred. But eventually the pain in his heart became so
great that he asked the angel for the Magic Eyes.
Helga began to change before his eyes. His heart
grew lighter, he began to stand straight again, he
began to laugh and smile. He invited Helga “into
his heart again, and she came, and together they
began a journey into their second season of humble
joy.”

This story describes forgiveness in a simple,
childlike way. When we hold hatred in our hearts, it
keeps us from enjoying life. It spreads until it
touches every part of our being. To forgive is to let
go of past hurts and to see with new eyes. It can feel
like lifting a weight from your heart. There are no
words in our language to describe the root of this
process. The same is true of talking about the jour-
ney of faith, or about developing a love of our ene-
mies. In the labyrinth we can feel the pebbles in our
heart. We can experience our holding them in to
punish others, which is a part of spiritual immatu-
rity that we all share. The labyrinth is a place where
we can let go of the hurt and hard-heartedness.

Most people come out of the labyrinth wanting
to maintain a nonverbal state. At workshops, I en-
courage people to journal or draw mandalas in order
to capture in concrete form the inner process that is
occurring. Drawing and journaling are process lan-
guages. So is working in clay, or any other activity
that suspends the linear thought process. Each of us
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must find a way to this inward part of ourselves. We
must have some avenue to connect to our innermost
being. For many, the labyrinth can be a way.

Walking the labyrinth immediately takes us into
a process world where we can see between the lines of
linear thought through to our imagination and intu-
ition. It offers Westerners a nonlinear world which
evokes experience that goes beyond the subjective
fragments of our own unprocessed history. It moves
us beyond the conceptual prison of our thinking
mind. It serves as an entryway to the unseen world
where we can find, once again, the invisible connec-
tion with the great-grandmother’s thread.

As I inched closer to the entry place, tears came to
my eyes as I watched people, old and young, of
different cultures, different histories, walk their
paths in their own unique ways, at their own pace.
When I finally stepped into it, it felt like going
through a birth canal, like being born into my own
life. The first half carried with it the excitement
and the anticipation of entering the center. As the
path wound around, I walked my life, moving very
close, then further away from the center over and
over again. When I actually stepped into the cen-
ter I was completely surprised I was there! As I
stood in it, I felt as though I had just gathered all
the moments of my life, from conception to that
very minute. I remembered times I felt very close to
my center and times and places that led me further
from it. And yet, I was very conscious of the fact
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that every single moment (person, place, time,
thing, event) of my life had brought me to the cen-
ter right now. Not one iota of it was accidental or
unrelated. There is a prayer that a Jewish friend
taught me, the Shechehiyanu, that I prayed there:
“Thank you, God, for preparing me, for sustaining
me, and for bringing me to this moment so that I
can truly celebrate what is.”

Since our language is limited and we are unable
to articulate processes in our linear language, we are
experiencing an increase in use of symbolic lan-
guages. Systems of symbolic language such as the I
Ching, the tarot, runes, and astrology are coming
more into our awareness. “To the imagination the
sacred is self-evident,” Blake reminded us. And it is
to the imagination that symbols speak. This is the
source of attraction to the labyrinth as well. During
the Women’s Dream Quest we use the Celtic runes
as a way to determine our dream groups. Each
leader chooses a rune, then duplicates her rune for
the six other people in her group. Themes such as
Strength, Joy, Harvest, Wholeness, and Opening
set the tenor of the groups. Symbols are rich chan-
nels of information when we understand the mean-
ing held within them. Mythologist and author
Joseph Campbell once remarked that those who do
not know that symbols hold hidden meaning are
“like diners going into a restaurant and eating the
menu rather than the meal it describes.” The soul
thinks in symbols. It is not literal-minded. Develop-
ing a process language nourishes the soul.
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Rediscovering
the Mystical Tradition

A t the core of every religious tradition around
the world are mystical traditions that contain

teaching stories about direct experiences with the
Divine. Vedanta, Sufism, Kabbala, Taoism, Ma-
hayana Buddhism, and Theravada Buddhism are all
examples of highly developed systems. “These tech-
nologies have in common,” writes Andrew Harvey,
“the knowledge that the Divine Self is the one es-
sential fact of the cosmos, and ways to reveal and re-
alize it are known and have been charted.”

Prayer and meditation are the avenues to direct
contact with the Light. They are being restored
for use in the Western world. Through prayer we
can discover the process that will help us mature
as spiritual beings. Many of us are uncomfortable
with prayer. We are afraid we will do it wrong, or
that our requests will be refused. As we move
through the labyrinth, we can move between silence
and image. The act of prayer can become playful
and joyous.

Prayer is a very powerful avenue to the Divine.
The amazing lives of the mystics are examples of
this. Julian of Norwich asked God to bring suffering
to her so she could understand it. This is a puzzling
request, to say the least. But because of her suffer-
ing Julian saw the face of Christ in all his compas-
sion. Teresa of Avila exquisitely described the soul as
the interior castle each of us possesses. Our lack of
exposure to the Christian mystics is understandable,
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however. They have embarrassed many generations
of Christians, clergy and lay people alike. We are
frightened of the depth of chaotic experience that
can occur when our psyche encounters Spirit. When
we contact the Light within, we can become entan-
gled in darkness because our shadow emerges and we
are unprepared for its impact. Curiously, for most
people who have a profound experience in the
labyrinth which involves confrontation, it happens
in the most loving way. The person is able over time
to integrate it without much conflict. Such is the
grace of the labyrinth.

Opening to the sacred is a profound, life-chang-
ing process. It frees enormous energy that needs to
be channeled back out in the world in service. If the
focus is back into the self, then the act of seeking
can become an addiction. It can become a self-rein-
forcing system that does not lead to the spiritual
maturity of the seeker.

Many of us assume that the consciousness in
which we function during the day is the same con-
sciousness we use in prayer. In our flight to the ra-
tional, we have forgotten that there are many subtle
layers of consciousness. The act of prayer involves
learning to focus our concentration and being open
to what we discover in the depths of our being. In
the Western world the power of the human will has
been given free rein. Prayer became an act of will,
which in some traditions led to prayer as a form of
self-discipline. This is a severe distortion of the pur-
pose of prayer. It has injured many people who
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learned to blame themselves when their prayer life
was not effective.

The earlier prayer forms of lectio divina that sup-
ported reflection, spontaneous prayer, and contem-
plation were “reformed” in the fifteenth century.
They were replaced by mental prayer and contempla-
tion. Then contemplation was eventually dropped
from the tradition because it encouraged direct,
mystical experiences. The spiritual path in Chris-
tianity has been washed out by the rains of history.
Currently attempts are being made to restore con-
templation by returning to the lectio divina.

Christianity lost its meaning and its power to
transform lives when it threw out its mystical teach-
ings. The inner way seemed dangerous and compli-
cated. This is why there has been such an emphasis
on the Transcendent God, who is perceived as out-
side ourselves. Both aspects of God are important,
but we have created a religious ideology that values
one to the exclusion of the other, and is therefore
incomplete. We need the help and guidance of the
labyrinth to sort out the many turns and challenges
of the spiritual path. The labyrinth is part of the re-
discovery of the lost mystical tradition.

Meeting the Immanent God

The Immanent God is the God of the mystics—
the still, small voice within. This God is found

in Christian Scriptures and is “written in our
hearts,” but not given much attention. The Holy
produces fear and doubt in the minds and hearts
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of the educated postmodern person. Sacred and
scared are only one letter inversion away from one
another. Genuine mystical experiences have been
lumped together with superstition and self-
absorption. Seekers who have had mystical experiences
have been looked upon with suspicion, and often
dismissed as flaky. There may be specks of truth in
some of these judgments, but they by no means
apply to the majority of pilgrims. We can be prone to
a shopping mall mentality that encourages us to
think that spiritual life is disposable and easy. Those
who are especially vulnerable are those who have not
embraced any form of the many teaching traditions.
However, to make such a negative generalization
about how the Spirit is moving in people’s lives cuts
us off from the very path we need to follow.

The Creator God embraced by the Judeo-Christ-
ian tradition is seen as a stern, jealous, male God
who acts as easily out of wrath as compassion. Yah-
weh is a stumbling block for many seekers. The first
time I heard Joseph Campbell speak, his thoughts
led him to Yahweh, the God of the Old Testament.
His face reddened and his voice became strident.
Suddenly he burst out with “The trouble with Yah-
weh is, he thought he was God!” Then, I was sur-
prised that he seemed unable to get beyond his
childhood religious upbringing. Years later, this
statement looks very different to me. What I then
perceived as his inability to move beyond his per-
sonal anger, I now understand to be frustrated anger
at a system of Western beliefs that limits and dis-
torts the essence of the Holy. It also serves a system
that judges those who are different, supports a
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distorted view of justice, and punishes—without re-
habilitating—those who break the rules.

Recently, the National Film Board of Canada
sponsored a three-part series on women’s spiritual-
ity. Luisah Teish, an African American who was
raised Catholic and is now reclaiming her African
spiritual roots, had this to say:

The more I listened to what they had to say about
the great, bearded, white man in the sky, the more
I realized he was nobody I could talk to. You
couldn’t say nothing to the dude. He didn’t an-
swer prayers, and he could go off on you at any
minute and you were supposed to be grateful no
matter what he did. This is nobody who made any
kind of sense to me so, in my naïveté, I put him
down and hung with Mary.

Biblical scholars and theologians tell us this is
not necessarily an accurate interpretation of the Old
Testament God embraced by Christianity. I happen
to believe it is not. But what they believe or what I
believe makes very little difference when most people
believe in a punitive God. This stern, jealous male
God is repugnant to many people. This Yahweh is
supposed to have been the God that created all of
the natural order, usurping the role of the Mother,
the creator of life. Yahweh, God the Father, is the
only version of the Transcendent God that is offered
in Western Christianity. He is seen as the first cause
of all things, the God of history. He is a faraway
God whom we do not know personally. He does not
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seem to want to know us either. This jealous God
says, “You shall have no graven images before me.”
This merciless God is being reconstituted as a pre-
sent-day model for judgment and punishment
against anyone who is different. The church does
not seem aware that God the Father blocks the way
of people attempting to relate to the Christian path.
It doesn’t help that the church refuses to deal with
this struggle. It is rather ironic that the Jewish tradi-
tion does not hold Yahweh as rigidly as the Chris-
tians do.

Even more difficult is the “theology of the elect”
that arises from time to time in monotheistic reli-
gions. Fundamentalism is enlivened by the concept
of the theology of the elect that is “clearly shown in
the holy wars that have scarred the history of
monotheism,” says Karen Armstrong. She goes on
to say, “Instead of making God a symbol to chal-
lenge our prejudice and force us to contemplate our
own shortcomings, it can be used to endorse our
egotistic hatred and make it absolute. It makes God
behave exactly like us, as though he were simply an-
other human being.” But in our predominantly
Christian, Western civilization, we still think this
God is safer than the one we sense we may find in-
side ourselves.

In Woman as Healer, Jeanne Achterberg makes
the historical observation that during difficult and
chaotic times we embrace a more brutal God. This
is true today amid the chaos and fear generated as
we cross into the twenty-first century. Women are
more suppressed and healers are censored. The dis-
torted Transcendent God never changes. He is
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omnipresent, jealous of other deities, and remains
firmly in place. No wonder some seekers have re-
mained aimless sojourners. “When God is only ob-
ject over and against subject,” says James Nelson,
“immanence recedes and when immanence fades
even God’s transcendence becomes less real.” This is
the prism through which we understand the Divine,
and it is severely out of balance. The God within ex-
ists where image meets silence. This is the way of
the Immanent God.

A woman was struggling with these very con-
cerns. She chose to live her life according to the
Benedictine rule and was struggling with what obe-
dience to Christ meant. She walked into the
labyrinth at the end of the week-long conference and
asked, “What do I need to leave behind?” She
heard, “Obedience to the rules.” Then she asked,
“What do I need to take with me?” She heard,
“Learn to follow Christ.” The woman was puzzled.
What was the difference? She heard, “Obedience to
the rules is mindless; following Christ is mindful.”
The woman left the conference jubilant. A question
central to her life had been answered.

Reclaiming the Body

Many of us—men and women alike—struggle
with our relationship to the physical body.

Yet it is the foundation from which we build the rest
of personhood. Often we do not experience an
awareness of our bodies until we attempt to express
intimate and sexual feelings. But when we open our-
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selves to experiencing the constrictions and the flex-
ibility of our bodies, we also open ourselves to the
joy of living in our bodies.

We often repress feelings of contempt for our
bodies if we feel deficient in any way. The tragedy of
incest or abuse may have cut us off from the experi-
ence of our body as a base. We may carry a birth-
mark we are disgusted with, may have experienced a
childhood disease that left us physically challenged,
or discovered we were gay and did not know what to
do with feelings that are never safe to talk about.

Walking the labyrinth is a body prayer. It is non-
threatening; all we are asked to do is to walk. Even
those of us with the deepest inner divisions can do
that. Moving through the labyrinth, we can learn
what it feels like to stand firm in the world. We sense
our feet firmly planted on the ground, our legs,
pelvis, torso, arms, neck, and head flowing with en-
ergy and life.

When we are grounded in our bodies, we are sta-
bilized and can receive information more accurately.
Much like fine-tuning a radio, if we are attuned to
our bodies the static in the incoming messages and
impulses is reduced. To reclaim the body is a sacred
act. In doing so, we may discover a path to the Di-
vine. Dancing, skipping, crawling, or solemnly walk-
ing are all encouraged on the labyrinth. The more
free and spontaneous we are in the labyrinth, the
more energy we bring into our lives.
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Transforming the Shadow

Unfortunately, some of the new spiritualities
deny the shadow side of life. Pain and suffer-

ing are seen as a creation of our own minds that
many erroneously believe we need to suffer. Half
truths are taken as whole truths and the mystery of
pain and human darkness that sometimes shapes
and motivates us is overlooked. Taking responsibility
for ourselves easily gets confused with blaming our-
selves. Jung said, “One does not become enlightened
by imagining figures of light, but by making the
darkness conscious.” This is how the shadow is
transformed. The shadow has to come to light. Get-
ting to know our shadow is the most important spir-
itual work we can do at this time.

In the Christian tradition the focus of self-
knowledge is on the discovery of the shadow. If it
continues to be denied it will be projected outward
onto others. This is what we see happening in the
propagation of hate and tribalism. The individually
disowned shadow is the engine behind collective
racial hatred, homophobia, and religious wars. As
righteous aggressors we cannot see the hypocrisy of
our actions. We kill in the name of God. The person
who knows himself knows the difference between the
light and shadow, the personal and universal. He
knows that the imagination can serve in the purpose
of the Light. Intention is key. We can guide our-
selves through difficult periods of personal upheaval,
when anger arises and we seek revenge. Part of any
spiritual practice is to work with the shadow.

Since the shadow is unconscious by definition, it
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may take the loving kindness of others to direct our
attention to it. It may also become apparent when
things go wrong in life. We may find ourselves sit-
ting on a crate in a strange apartment we were
forced to rent when our spouse ordered us out of the
house. We may feel wronged. We may have no idea
that our outbursts or rage, our incessant criticism
were part of the dance that led us to this crate.
When we are in the grips of the shadow, we don’t re-
alize how we hurt others. It must come to our atten-
tion and we must have the skill to deal with it, or to
seek help in transforming it. We cannot be loving to
others if we are filled with anger and hurt. It is our
responsibility to work out those feelings. To focus on
this while walking the labyrinth can be healing. A
personal shadow exists within each of us. To recog-
nize that peeling away its layers is a lifelong task is a
measure of spiritual maturity. This is what comes
into focus on the labyrinth. We can see our fears
clearly. We can begin to sense where we are being
unfair to others. We can begin to sense the great-
grandmother’s thread.

Connecting the
Inner World with the Outer

The Western world has lived under the assump-
tion that the outer world is objective and the

inner world is subjective. By this definition, objec-
tive means reliable, concrete, and meaningful, while
subjective means unreliable, hollow, and useless as a
pathway of knowing. The scientific myth, helped
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along by Freud, has taught us to trust the outer
world. However, as the empirical method breaks
down and science broadens its borders, this is up for
redefinition. There is an objective inner world and a
subjective outer world within each of us. The Imma-
nent God is found in our inner, objective experi-
ence. To discover the voice of the inner world is to
discover the voice of the soul. Laurens van der Post
makes the point that it is through the “sensibilities
of the imagination” that we perceive this inner, ob-
jective place. When the imagination travels through
the psyche, archetypal symbols release energy, which
creates meaning that is experienced as sacred. This
is what Blake meant when he said that to the imagi-
nation the sacred is self-evident. This is especially
apparent when people approach the labyrinth for the
first time. Frequently their response is awe.

We are in danger today of being engulfed by the
collective shadow once again. The Cold War was the
symbolic dam that kept the waters of change in
check. Now the dam has broken, and the waters are
choked with hatred and fear—but also with new
seeds of spiritual revolution. We are entering a time
of ever-increasing chaos and the impulse is to re-
press the imagination, when it is the very thing we
need in order to discover the Immanent God.

The Apocalyptic myth of the end of time is fuel
for the fire of the collective shadow. In theory, only
the select people will survive—only those who have
followed the rules. This belief is gaining momentum
in a world where fear has filled our imaginations. As
Christians we are taught to abide in love for all liv-
ing things and to stand in judgment over no one.
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This is a far cry from what is happening in the
world. We are afraid to envision a peaceful world; we
are afraid to accept one another. Western civilization
is blocked at this juncture. We lack the vision and
the skills to move ahead to the next stage of spiritual
evolution.

Gandhi was once asked, “What do you think of
Western Civilization?” He replied, “I think it would
be a good idea.” Part of our collective shadow is our
belief that we are superior. We have asserted our su-
periority many times: over Native Americans, over
African slaves. We have elaborate mechanisms of de-
nial that keep us from seeing ourselves. We must
claim our collective shadow in order to continue any
semblance of a civilization into the twenty-first cen-
tury. The labyrinth can be a boat in these swirling
waters of change.
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S e v e n

T H E  L A B Y R I N T H :

B LU E P R I N T  F O R

T R A N S F O R M AT I O N

It may be time, psychologically speaking, for us to

ground our vision in the principle of the feminine

archetype . . . The gaze of theoretical-instrumental rea-

son needs to be reintegrated with a vision of wholeness,

a vision of feeling, a vision of life.

—David Michael Levin, The Opening of Vision

R ecently, I talked with friends about whether
tool is the best word to describe the labyrinth. I

went to the thesaurus and looked up gadget, device,
mechanism, and apparatus. None of the words better
expressed what I want to say than tool. But there is
another angle. In essence, the winding path of the
labyrinth offers a blueprint for the psyche to meet
the soul.
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One Saturday in Lent my friend Barbara and I
took the labyrinth to a local church for a workshop.
After my presentation, we began to guide partici-
pants into the labyrinth. The second person to begin
was an elderly woman with a cane who was very hard
of hearing. It became apparent to me that the pat-
tern confused her, because she missed the first turn.
By the next turn I stepped in and offered her my
arm, which she willingly took. I knew that I could
not talk with her easily or quietly, so I chose silence
as I began to lead her around the winding path. She
took to it easily then, not placing her weight on my
arm, but simply using it to balance herself. We set-
tled in with each other, finding a pace that was com-
fortable. I looked around somewhat self-consciously
at first, and then realized that I was doing what I
needed to do. It was the first time I had walked the
labyrinth like this—an old woman on my arm . . .

Suddenly memories of my grandmother flooded
into my mind. We had often walked just like this.
Not long before her death at eighty-six, she was out
on the swing in the backyard enjoying the summer
breeze by the river. The unruly neighbor kids came
over to play. Gram saw them coming and moved,
with great difficulty, as quickly as she could into the
house. She said that she was not going to be used by
the kids, she wasn’t a baby-sitter. I was surprised at
this. She had always been there for me, so I couldn’t
imagine she was not going to be available for them.
It was one of the first memories I have of her setting
conscious boundaries and deciding where and with
whom she wanted to spend her time. I was in college
at the time.
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As the labyrinth walk continued, my mind
floated to another long-forgotten memory. I thought
with guilt of an old woman I met during my time as
a social worker in Philadelphia. Her case was as-
signed to me, so I went to her home to see her. She
was dehydrated, could not feed herself, had no fam-
ily to help, and needed hospitalization. I reported it
and made the arrangements. She was moved to the
hospital that afternoon, leaving her frail sixteen-
year-old tabby cat with no one to feed her. I took the
cat to my home, which I shared with five other peo-
ple. I waited for several weeks until it was clear that
the woman was not going to return home, then had
the cat put to sleep. The woman had been wholly
unprepared for illness, let alone death. She was very
angry at me for hospitalizing her in the first place.
She kept telling me that no one can understand an-
other until she walks a mile in that person’s shoes.
She was not a generous spirit, was straining with
nastiness under the trauma of her life, and was un-
able to forgive.

So there I was on the labyrinth, guiding an old
woman around on my arm, overflowing with past ex-
periences of elderly women. I questioned my own
ability, even at forty-eight, to extend myself gra-
ciously when push comes to shove. I know that place
in myself that my grandmother showed me when she
ran and hid from the neighbor’s kids. She was al-
ways generous and loving to my brother and sister
and me, but I am sure she felt her powers waning.
She died that August, not two months later.

I could be unrelentingly angry if I were an el-
derly woman and lost my beloved cat and my home.
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That day the labyrinth provided an opportunity to
reflect on my own as well as others’ generous and
uncharitable hearts. I felt surrounded by the great-
grandmother’s thread connecting me to insights and
teachings I needed for the challenges staring me in
the face, but had not known it until that day.

The Labyrinth Is an Archetype

Archetypal images,” Jung says, “decide the fate
of man.” Jung placed archetypes at the center

of his psychological theory, and brought them to
our attention. He defined an archetype as “a fig-
ure—be it a daimon, a human being, or a process—
that constantly recurs in the course of history and
appears wherever creative fantasy is freely ex-
pressed.” These forms exist independently of the
human psyche in the collective unconscious and are
governed by their own laws. They include figures—
spirals, trees—and geometric designs—circles,
squares, triangles. The collective unconscious is the
invisible realm of symbols and forms that are free-
floating throughout our world. The forms in the col-
lective unconscious are universal. They can be found
in art and religious symbology all over the world.
The labyrinth is simply one example of an arche-
type.

The collective unconscious is different from
the personal unconscious because the symbols and
forms that appear in much of our dream life are not
necessarily universal. Our dreams can tap into the
collective unconscious in what Jung calls a “big
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dream.” Usually when this happens we sense that
the dream has some spiritual meaning within it.

There are hundreds, perhaps thousands, of ar-
chetypes in use again during these spiritually fervent
times; the Great Mother, the Wise Old Man, vari-
ous female gods from Greek mythology (Artemis,
Athena, Hestia), and the triune aspects of the God-
dess: the Mother, the Maiden, and the Crone.

There are many Christian archetypes: the cross,
the flickering light of a candle, the Divine Child, the
Book, the fish symbol called Pisces, the Trinity, the
Mother, and the Virgin. All point to the sacred be-
yond the symbol and open the terrain of the psyche
that responds to the numinous. Jung identified
Christ as “the perfect symbol of the hidden immor-
tal within the mortal man.” It is this hidden immor-
tal, with whom we connect in our unconscious
minds, that either initiates or fulfills our search for
the Holy. Because each of us has a unique set of
human experiences, the same symbols touch each of
us differently. The empty cross can mean suffering
and sacrifice to one person. To another it can mean
liberation and victory over death.

The labyrinth is unusual because it is an arche-
type with which we can have direct experience in the
outer world. We can literally walk it. Usually arche-
types are psychological processes that other people
cannot see or experience along with us. Archetypes
are part of the hard wiring of the collective uncon-
scious.

The archetype that is enlivened in the labyrinth is
the archetype of transformation. The circle, which ex-
presses wholeness and unity, is the central archetype,
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which Jung called the Self. When people walk the
labyrinth, many sense that it is a form of communal
prayer. The connection between inner and outer be-
comes the great-grandmother’s thread, and we see
that we are all connected through the thread to form
the web of creation.

Archetypes stand in their own evolutionary time
and exist to help the transformation and maturation
of human consciousness. They arise and disappear
again like great whales breaking the surface of the
ocean. Archetypes are like the jewels scattered forth
from Her hand to give us clues and vehicles for
opening ourselves to the greater mysteries of life.
When we contact an archetype, it is like releasing a
time capsule in the psyche. We contact the power of
the numinous. Jung described it “as though chords
in us were struck that had never resounded before,
or as though forces whose existence we never sus-
pected were unloosed.” The breath of life is breathed
back into us, and we are spurred on to live life more
fully.

Jung also described archetypes this way: “Arche-
types are like riverbeds which dry up when the water
deserts them, but which it can find again at any
time. An archetype is like an old watercourse along
which the water of life has flowed for centuries dig-
ging a deep channel in itself. The longer it has
flowed in this channel the more likely it is that
sooner or later the water will return to its old bed.”

Many of us are seeking ways to integrate our
psychology with our spirituality, our psyche with our
spirit. This cannot be achieved without responding
to the archetypal symbols that meet us as we live our
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lives. We sense that metaphor and symbol are a
pathway to discovering, really rediscovering, ancient
archetypes that hold the keys to transformation.
The labyrinth is indeed an ancient archetype, a
sleeping giant that is stirring during this time of suf-
fering and uncertainty. It is an old watercourse that
is glistening with fresh, clear waters that invite us to
drink.

The Labyrinth as a Container

Organically, we know that the right hemisphere
and the left hemisphere of the brain function

differently and respond to different types of data. If
the left brain is more analytical, the right is more
intuitive. We also know that the corpus callosum at
the center of the brain is the place where the brain’s
electrical impulses meet. It produces images that
allow us to function in the everyday world. Though a
great deal of our world demands rational thought,
behind rationality many of us find a system of im-
ages that informs our experience.

One of the tasks of a therapist is to help the
client develop an ego to function in the world. How-
ever, it is better to build our ego around something,
rather than for something. In order to have flow be-
tween the inner and outer worlds, we need to have a
container in which it can take place. Usually, a space
is created in the psyche. This intrapsychic space be-
gins to develop through mirroring activities between
infants and parents and ends with the psychological
differentiation between parent and child. It is in this
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space that the imagination sparks. In my mind’s
eye, it’s like an electrical spark that jumps from one
side of the brain to the other. A healthy, balanced
person enjoys spending time alone as well as having
time with spouse and friends. The ability to sustain
our own inner world is invaluable. It ensures that we
don’t collapse into fear or despair when we are on
our own: we know how to nurture ourselves with a
good book, a good meal, or a walk along the beach.

Being comfortable with ourselves is only part of
it. A sense of spaciousness allows us to respond
rather than react in our lives. Within this space we
hold the ability to see through the distortions of our
minds. This spaciousness can be destroyed early on
by manipulative parenting. It can be distorted by a
parent’s projections: a mother who is continually
trying to fix her beautiful daughter’s appearance, a
father who tells his son he will never make it in the
world. As loving as these people may have attempted
to be, they were unable to be receptive to objective
experience. They were driven by their own unre-
solved concerns.

Joseph Campbell underscored our need to create
this space within:

You must have a room or a certain hour of the
day or so, where you do not know who your friends
are, you don’t know what you owe anybody or
what they owe you—but a place where you can
simply experience and bring forth what you are
and what you might be . . . At first, you may find
nothing’s happening . . . but if you have a sacred
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place and use it, take advantage of it, something
will happen.

He is talking about a room of our own that allows us
to experience our inner world. The room is a space
that provides safety, where the inner and outer can
meet and become one. This is where meaning is pro-
duced. We find the great-grandmother’s thread when
the inner and outer worlds flow together. When our
worlds are connected through open, receptive con-
sciousness, meaning begins to flow into our lives.
This connection between the inner and outer worlds
is completed through the human faculty of the
imagination.

The Concept of Sacred Space

Sacred space is by definition the place where two
worlds flow into each other, the visible with the

invisible. The finite world touches the infinite. In
sacred space we can let down our guard and remem-
ber who we are. The rational mind may be released.
In sacred space we walk from chronos time to kairos
time, as we allow our intuitive self to emerge. “If the
doors of perception were cleansed,” said William
Blake, “everything would appear to humans as it
really is: infinite.”

Sacred space is traditionally associated with
churches. When I walk into the French Gothic ar-
chitecture of Grace Cathedral, the soul does seem to
breathe easier. But sacred space can be anywhere, is
everywhere, especially when we are able to remain in
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an open, receptive consciousness. Friends told me
about making a labyrinth in the sand at the beach
north of San Francisco. They played in it with their
children and walked it ritually. As they left that day,
they saw cloud formations that appeared to them as
a great bird they felt blessing them on their way.
This is sacred play.

The labyrinth walk offers support for the space
inside ourselves so we can see through our distor-
tions. We recognize our impatience, we see the repe-
tition of our judgments about people. One person
who was struggling to free himself of anger
walked the labyrinth. He found that the image of
a person with whom he was not reconciled kept
appearing on his shoulder. He realized that he
was holding a grudge, a chip on his shoulder if you
will. He knew he needed to release the role of vic-
tim. In the labyrinth, the feeling of being sur-
rounded by love gives us the support we need to look
within.

The possibility of the labyrinth serving as a blue-
print for transformation is as startling as it is excit-
ing. When psyche and soul are reunited, so too are
the imagination and the thinking mind. The char-
acteristics of the images that people receive during
the receptive visualization are the same as those of
images received by creative people in a moment of il-
lumination. “These characteristics include the fol-
lowing: a feeling of correctness, a feeling of surprise,
a sense of the answer appearing whole, a sense of the
answer appearing in shorthand form; one image or
word expressing a complicated concept, a sense of
the answer appearing in symbolic form, and a feeling
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of release and joy if the image relates to an impor-
tant problem.”

If we can unify these faculties, we may be on the
verge of developing new human capacities, or at least
restoring ancient ones. If we can discover new po-
tential within us, we can approach our social prob-
lems in new ways. We could gain new skills to create
workable communities. We are quickly learning to
maneuver in cybernetic space. If we could learn to
navigate our inner space as well, new ways of know-
ing and new ways of communicating would develop.

The Feminine Principle

When we walk into the paths of the labyrinth,
a new world greets us. This world is not rid-

dled with splits and divisions between mind and
body. Woven within this experience is a new vision of
reality, an evolutionary step that many people do not
yet grasp. But it is before us nonetheless. The key to
unlocking the power of this new vision lies in under-
standing what is meant by the feminine principle,
and how to integrate it with the masculine. Through
honoring the feminine we may achieve stability, the
wisdom and capacity to respect feelings and
thoughts, the power to internalize in the body as
well as transcend with the mind. We must integrate
the faculties of the mind with the images of the
soul. This letter came from a participant in the con-
ference on Ancient Spiritual Paths:

I walked the labyrinth nine times. It was different
each time. I enjoyed finding a way to adapt my
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rhythm to the music that was offered. With the
chanting, I found myself walking until a pause in
the liturgy, then resuming walking as they chanted
another phrase. In the “new age” music I found
an easy rhythm to follow, an inner dancing in the
outward form of walking. Sometimes I lost balance
and stumbled and caught myself. Sometimes I
flowed along the path. I found the diversity of ex-
perience on the labyrinth a mirror of life. Some-
times we are independent and individuating,
sometimes we are in community. It became
poignantly clear that we are all in this journey to-
gether.

The values of the feminine principle are begin-
ning to emerge. We need to nurture whole vision,
empathy, patience, organic unfolding and move-
ment, intuition, community, and reverence for na-
ture. This is where the labyrinth shines forth, for
when we walk into this nonlinear path we experience
another way of seeing things.

When we see the whole from this perspective we
experience God-in-process. We understand that we
are part of the divine order. The revelation of the
Divine is unfolding through us—not simply as truth
from on high, but in physical form, in conjunction
with all other forms of life. Seeing and creating
from this whole perspective is the foundation of the
new paradigm that we must embrace to survive in
the twenty-first century.

The letter above gives us a sense of what it is like
to be comfortable with this new world. The labyrinth
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can make that easier for most of us if we surrender
to the experience: allowing, not forcing, receiving
not shaping, accepting not judging. We must be like
the martial artist whose power comes not from mak-
ing things happen but from surrendering to what oc-
curs and then responding from a centered place.

Rhythm is the first aspect of the feminine prin-
ciple that needs to be honored. When we are in the
rhythm with ourselves we can join in harmony with
others. This idea first came to my awareness several
years ago. I went with friends to a Messiah sing-
along. Thousands of us packed ourselves into the
symphony hall for a wonderful evening of singing.
At the end, we had to exit all at once. Under ordi-
nary circumstances it would have been a trying expe-
rience of stopping and starting, moving a few
inches, and being jostled by others. But this evening
our hearts were uplifted. The crowd began to sing
Christmas carols, and flowed like molten lava out of
the auditorium and down the stairs into the street.
The harmony of the music created a harmonious
feeling among us, and the true joy of Christmas was
shared among us.

A sense of community forms within us during
the labyrinth walk. But before we can feel connected
to one another in community, we must discover our
own rhythm. Rarely do we set our own pace, rarely
do we know our natural rhythms. One of the first
things we notice when entering the labyrinth is that
our bodies signal what speed they want to go. Most
people slow down during the first part. Honoring
our body’s tempo helps open our intuitive channels.
The creative process joins the imagery moving
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beneath the surface of our everyday minds to the
thoughtful parts of our rational mind. Entering the
pulse of our natural flow is the key.

The discovery of our own rhythm begins to lead
us to the Sacred. We become aware that we are all
part of the dance, that everything around us is part
of a divine plan. When we allow the part of ourselves
that discerns pattern to come into focus, we receive
the outer world differently. Through a soft-eyed ap-
proach we see our everyday experiences as part of a
bigger pattern. The task is to step beyond the ego,
beyond our habit of observing without participating,
beyond our habit of judging from the limits of our
intellect.

. . . the labyrinth became a place of gratitude for
each other—the handclasp, the pausing for em-
brace, the deep homesickness for others with whom
we would soon be parted. Silent embrace—what
volumes it speaks. Another day, a day when I was
annoyed with myself for not “getting my time” at
the one-thirty dream session, I found the dream
unraveling itself unbidden. When I came off the
labyrinth, streams of rain were blanketing the door-
ways. The grace of God was pouring down.

Discovering our connection to the sacred whole
empowers our seeking. When we see our lives from
the perspective of wholeness, we appreciate that our
actions have a greater impact on the world than we
may have imagined.

The reemergence of the feminine principle in
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the Western world is not without pain and struggle.
The damage done both by the church and by our
culture is slow to repair. One woman who came to
my workshop was deeply wounded by her Roman
Catholic education. She had internalized the princi-
ple of unworthiness before she developed any sense
of self-esteem. She still felt the effects of this experi-
ence but had the inner strength to bring her anger
to the workshop. During a walk when I used a Gre-
gorian chant, the woman was so vividly reminded of
her religious upbringing that she was unable to enter
the room when it was playing. Other people have
also reacted against traditional church music be-
cause of the unacknowledged damage the church has
done.

David Howie, a Bay Area dowser, described the
labyrinth as “the skeleton of the Holy Spirit.” The
phrase has stayed with me. The act of walking the
labyrinth can be the act of acknowledging that the
powers of good surround our sacred longing. Then
we are opening, inviting the flow of the Holy Spirit
into our lives. The more I work with the labyrinth,
the more deeply I feel that this is the core of its
power and allure.

The church is struggling with the issue of
whether to address the Holy Spirit in the masculine
or feminine. In my mind there is no doubt that the
Holy Spirit captures the essence of the feminine
side of God. It is the cosmic oneness, the receptive
part of the Godhead that allows and understands the
flow of our lives. It is the essence of God that helps
us see our mistakes clearly, and transform them into
building blocks for the next step in our lives. She
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protects and guides, is patient and merciful. This is
the medieval understanding of Mary: the Mother of
Jesus, Theotokos, the Mother of God, as embraced
by the Eastern Christian Church.

Another understanding of the Mother emerges
from the Eastern teachings of the Hindus, Sufis,
and Buddhists:

In the Eastern understanding the spider is the
symbol of the Mother. My Mother is both within
and without this phenomenal world . . . Giving
birth to the world, she lives within it. She is the
Spider and the world is the spider’s web she has
woven . . . The spider brings the web out of herself
and then lives in it.

The Mother God weaves the web of creation; it
is all-encompassing in its twists and turns, reflecting
the presence of the Divine. Maharishna reminded
us, “Enlightenment is always knowing the mother is
at home.”

In the symbology of the labyrinth, Adriadne’s
thread is the guiding force that leads Theseus to
safety. The labyrinth holds the powerful imagery of
Mary, the Mother of God. Saint Augustine called
Mary the living mold of God. Bernard of Clairvaux
wrote of Mary:

When you follow Her you cannot take a wrong
turning; when you pray to Her, you cannot lose
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hope; when she fills your thoughts, you are shel-
tered from all error; when she holds you up, you
cannot fall: When she protects you, you are never
afraid; when she leads you forward, you are never
tired; when her grace shines on you, you arrive at
your goal . . .

This merciful, gentle God is the God people are
seeking. Some find mercy in Christ, whose teach-
ings illustrate his wisdom and compassion: “Blessed
are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of
heaven. Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit
the earth. Blessed are the merciful, for they will re-
ceive mercy. Blessed are the pure in heart, for they
will see God. Blessed are the peacemakers, for they
will be called children of God.” But for many people
outside the church, Jesus as the Christ is another as-
sociation with the patriarchy.

Many people think that the feminine under-
standing of God is a milk-toast version of religion.
But many more are grasping for a new understand-
ing of the Holy. The state of the human race is so
desperate, so desolate, so dark, that we long for a
merciful and gracious God who will empower us to
forgive ourselves and one another. It is going to take
a soul-filled God for many people to find peace
within.
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Discernment

Iwant to share two different images of spiritual
discernment with you. The first is the story of a

friend who decided to take up white-water canoeing.
He joined a group of enthusiasts and took lessons to
master the basics. Then he canoed on waters that
were rated to match his skills. Periodically he took
skill tests to measure his progress in mastering the
untamed waters and to receive certification for a new
level of difficulty. If only the spiritual life lent itself
to the same clarity of progress. The inner life re-
quires an awareness and capacity for reflection that
cannot easily be measured or simply tested in safe
waters—let alone the unpredictable rapids along the
river to the Divine.

In Dialogue with a Modern Mystic Andrew Har-
vey and Mark Matousek discuss the benefits of a
spiritual discipline. Harvey refers us to Rumi, the
twelfth-century Persian mystic who said that the
true seeker needs to become a “pharmacist of bliss.”
Harvey continues: “You must learn how to play
yourself, just as a sitarist knows exactly how to play
his or her instrument. There are times when you
need to focus, to fast, to retreat, and others when
you need to play. The seeker has to know, like a doc-
tor, what remedy is most effective for every nuance
of illness. Imagine that in the pharmacy there are
five hundred different vials, one is marked ‘Aretha
Franklin,’ another marked ‘meditation,’ another
‘talking long-distance with one’s best friend’ . . . At
any moment, the practiced seeker will know exactly
which vial to mix with which. You become the inner
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inventor of your own joy. The whole of your life be-
comes a way of helping yourself by innumerable
means to enter your deep Self.”

But how does one find enough peace within to
learn the wisdom of the inner pharmacist who
knows how to choose the right vial, the sitarist who
knows how to pluck the right string? There is a long
way between these two understandings of discern-
ment. When people have plummeted to their spiri-
tual depths, a source of guidance is often needed—a
spiritual director, a pastor, a therapist. We cannot
travel the journey of Spirit alone. Only people who
have mastered the white water of the Spirit can be-
come their own pharmacist of bliss. But that is the
ideal for all of us.

Discernment is an important element of the
labyrinth experience that cannot be overlooked. Lit-
erally thousands of people have walked the labyrinth,
in psychically and spiritually challenging environ-
ments such as all-night cathedral events. No nega-
tive psychological or spiritual upheaval has occurred.
The labyrinth has worked only to deepen the insight
of the people under stress. The labyrinth is safe ter-
ritory for many who feel they are unraveling at the
seams; it is a place to order chaos and calm the
frightened heart.

A therapist came to the labyrinth one night be-
cause one of her clients had walked the labyrinth and
found great stability and clarity. He had been suicidal
and refused medication. As he walked, he experi-
enced a breakthrough that led him off the shaky
ground of thinking about taking his own life. In the
next session, the client told her of his experience.
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She wanted to experience the labyrinth for herself.
And she wanted me to know about her client. The
boundaries of the labyrinth set limits. The structure
of the path provides safety for a person who longs to
touch deep inside himself.

Like the symbols in dreams, I would not encour-
age anyone to take the symbols they receive on the
labyrinth literally. That is rarely the intention of the
subconscious. One woman walked the labyrinth and
felt she had been told to sell everything she owned.
Ironically, she had just spent the week packing all her
belongings and putting them in storage for an ex-
tended trip to the East Coast. I spoke with her re-
cently, three years after her labyrinth experience. The
message she received had challenged her, but she now
looks back on it as an intuitive understanding that
she was going to relocate permanently in the East.
Her belongings are still in storage, and it is going to
be inconvenient to return to dispose of them.

If you feel that you have received a literal mes-
sage, I would advise you to talk it over with a friend
or counselor. And just as in other circumstances,
someone who is under the impression that he or she
has been selected to carry out a mission that hinders
or hurts others is being controlled by a distorted ego.
Any action you take should be guided by the insight
that we are all spiritual beings, working our way to-
ward wholeness and the mystery behind our calling.
When we are in doubt about how to work with our
inner life, we should reach out for help. This is true
for all spiritual experiences, not just the ones you
may have in the labyrinth.

One of the most important areas of discernment
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is the ability to distinguish a true experience of the
divine. Magical thinking is one of the biggest pitfalls
of spiritual development. Sorting out how the Di-
vine works in our lives is an important spiritual task.
If we perceive God as a rescuing God, then we may
be naive in our beliefs and the way we function in
the world. One woman came to walk the labyrinth
at the Mansion House in Dublin, Ireland. The
labyrinth was open to the public, so we had no con-
trol over pickpockets. We could only warn people to
keep their valuables with them. This woman felt in-
vulnerable. She felt it was her special time to walk
the labyrinth. But when she returned to her coat,
her entire week’s salary had been stolen. She was
dismayed. As she talked with the sponsor of the
workshop, she realized that she had felt protected
when she wasn’t at all. She was caught up in her
newfound spiritual flow, in a habit of magical think-
ing. The woman assumed that God would take care
of her earthly concerns, including her safety and fi-
nances. In the end, she was grateful that a week’s
salary was all she had lost.

As we mentioned earlier, all revelation is about
struggle and insight into the process of the unfold-
ing Spirit. It is not about results. Only the Spirit
of God, working in our lives, produces results. Jesus
said: “By their fruits you shall know them.” The gift
of life is given to everyone. We all belong to God;
this realization sets the movement of the Spirit in
motion. When our gifts are grounded in the physical
plane, they take root and flourish—through books,
music, or art. The gifts of others take root and con-
tribute to our families or communities.
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I remain concerned that our spiritual hunger is
so great that any shred of the numinous could be
overvalued—leading to inflation—or undervalued—
leading to a “been there, done that” attitude. A
woman in her early twenties came to a workshop and
walked the labyrinth three times. On her second
walk, she got in touch with profound feelings of
anger and grief over her spiritual upbringing. In-
stead of writing about her feelings, she had a strong
need to move away from them. She walked the
labyrinth again, but she left dissatisfied with her ex-
perience. It is not only the young and inexperienced
who are prone to this. Many of us rifle through our
experiences without reflection. To people like this,
the labyrinth could become a fad, just another thing
to do, to try without reflecting deeply on the experi-
ence.

The modern church has reason to sound a note
of caution during these times of chaos. We need
spiritual disciplines to channel the insight and en-
ergy that can overwhelm the human psyche whether
it is centering prayer, walking the labyrinth, painting
a picture, or writing in your journal. The mind
needs release from itself in order to find peace, and
wisdom. The inner world needs to flow into the
outer and back again so we remember the invisible
thread that weaves all of existence together.

Both our fear of and our attraction to the Sa-
cred can lead us into an unfocused and reactive spir-
itual path. We may resist settling down into one
practice. Sampling many approaches is not a bad
way to begin our spiritual search, particularly if we
are trying to break away from one specific tradition
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or coming out of a cult experience. Explore as many
traditions and teachers as possible. But remember
that we should be able to find a method or a path
that helps stabilize and focus our search. The
labyrinth can be a place of refuge for someone who
is overwhelmed and seeking.

Ritual and the Labyrinth

An exciting element of spiritual transformation
that is beginning to grow is the use of ritual

within small groups. Until the last ten or fifteen
years, ritual was the territory of organized religion.
It fell under suspicion during the rebellious sixties.
The word ritual became negatively associated with
habit, repetition, and therefore boredom. Now, large
and small groups, traditional and nontraditional, are
discovering the power of simple rituals. When
thoughtfully done, they create cohesion, introduce
symbols and stories, and lead the individuals to dis-
cover the Sacred.

Ritual can be used to mark milestones in life’s
process. It can honor rites of passage such as the
birth of a child, the passage from childhood into
adolescence, or the creation of an extended family.
It can also be used creatively to share gratitude for
the long life of a person with HIV, express support
for victims of crime, or honor a woman as she
moves through menopause into the age of wisdom.
Ritual fulfills our need to honor, acknowledge, and
empower as we move through life’s transitions. It is
a vehicle to heal ourselves, our social fabric, and our

169

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32

reg 33
long 34

2nd Pass Pages

18248_02_105-194_r2dw.qxd  11/23/05  6:36 PM  Page 169



planetary home. Unfortunately, the rediscovery of
ritual is taking place primarily outside the church.

When we first offered the labyrinth to the pub-
lic, I usually gave a short overview of its history and
presented suggestions about how to use it as a mod-
ern spiritual tool. Then we guided people into the
labyrinth, allowing a minute before we invited the
next person to begin the walk. As the work devel-
oped, I began offering workshops in parishes, semi-
naries, and various psychological and spiritual
conferences. Work with the labyrinth became more
focused, and ritual around and on the labyrinth be-
came an important refinement. Labyrinth ritual can
be very subtle and should never be imposed. Most of
what I suggest here captures what feels instinctively
natural to the act of walking the labyrinth.

A Bowing Ritual I always invite people to pause
before entering the labyrinth. This allows people to
catch up with themselves emotionally and to prepare
for the walk inwardly. It also emphasizes the decisive
first step into the labyrinth.

At the end of the walk, it seems natural to turn
around and honor the meditation with a slight bow
of the head or whatever other action captures the
essence of the moment for you. It is important to
respect this impulse if it arises. If you have given
yourself permission to follow your impulses
throughout the walk, you are less likely to feel self-
conscious at the end.

Warming the Labyrinth Each time I open the
labyrinth in the cathedral or at a workshop, I gather
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the handful of people who have made the day possi-
ble and invite them to walk directly into the center
with me. Standing in a circle, holding hands, we ask
that the labyrinth become sacred space and we in-
voke the Holy Spirit to be present in the labyrinth.
We express our hopes, out loud or silently, for the
people walking the labyrinth. We ask that they find
healing, self-knowledge. This brief ritual brings
everyone to the sacred time and acknowledges those
whose efforts have made the experience of the
labyrinth available to others.

The art is to develop a ritual process around a
theme that arises out of the circumstances that have
brought people together. More complex rituals can
be done, depending upon the size of the group and
the shape of the day. If you are at a workshop, often
a ritual around the theme for the day is helpful. At a
workshop Reclaiming the Art of Pilgrimage, in New
Canaan, Connecticut, we began by standing in a cir-
cle around the center of the labyrinth. Each partici-
pant walked around the inside of our circle, saying
his or her name and “I am a pilgrim seeking . . .”
The participants filled in the sentence naming what
they sought from the workshop that day.

At Union Seminary in New York we designed a
communion service to end the day. While people
were walking the labyrinth the ministers stood at the
entryway and dedicated the bread and the wine.
Prayers were offered as they began following the
path to the center. When they met people on the
path, they offered them communion. Ritual can be
very simple. On Ash Wednesday, we put ashes on
our foreheads as we entered the labyrinth. At any
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time, carrying unlit candles into the center and
lighting them for the walk back out into the world is
an effective way to symbolize bringing your own
light into the world.

Since the labyrinth tapestry has been open daily
at Grace, many different groups have come to walk
it. Busloads of schoolchildren who planned a tour of
the cathedral enjoyed the experience of the winding
path. A group of Vietnam veterans came to walk it
but would not allow me to present it to them be-
cause I represented the church. The parents of a
man who recently died of AIDS came back to San
Francisco to visit the grieving partner. The three of
them came to walk the labyrinth together. They
gathered in prayer at the entrance, remembering
their lost loved one, and then entered the labyrinth.

Music At Grace Cathedral, a group of vocalists and
instrumentalists called Musica Divina comes to
chant and play music during the third Wednesday of
each month. This evening offers people in the Bay
Area an exquisite experience of meditation. Silence
supported the Sunday opening of the canvas
labyrinth, and this became the preference of many
labyrinth walkers. However, during these evenings I
became aware of how important music was to me in
walking the labyrinth.

During workshops, I began to add music to the
experience. At the labyrinth, music can capture the
tenor of a group as well as create a climate. Sensing
the meditative needs of a group is an art form in it-
self. Usually the groups of people that come to
workshops are hungry for the labyrinth walk. If I
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sense that they are eager, rather than ambivalent or
fearful, I may begin with Hildegard of Bingen’s
Feather on the Breath of God. It is Gregorian chant
with modified introductory and ending antiphons. It
is usually sung by female voices, which give a mod-
ern rather than traditional quality to the experience.
I use a variety of modern music as long as it does not
have a focused vocal part. Words and story line tend
to pull people’s attention away from the inner process
that the labyrinth encourages. There are exceptions to
this. During the Taize around the Labyrinth we read
the Gospel and chant the prayers, but the people who
attend this event know what to expect.

There is a broader dynamic that I am discover-
ing as I see transformations within the labyrinth. I
had the privilege of witnessing the planning of the
recent Planetary Mass at Grace Cathedral. It was
created by a community of Christians from
Sheffield, England, and brought to the U.S.
through the help of Matthew Fox. This group has
combined Christian liturgy with high-tech visuals
and modern music in hopes of reaching the youth
who feel so stultified by traditional church liturgy.
The experience provided a format for me to compare
my experience of the visual channel to that of the
auditory channel. The eye and the ear are our main
intellectual senses, yet they use our intelligence in
completely different ways. Taking in data through
the eye stimulates the mind and elicits thoughts that
connect with feelings. Taking in data through the
ear stimulates the imagination and elicits feelings
that occur in partnership with thoughts. In
the labyrinth workshops the auditory channel is
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enhanced and the visual stimulation is kept at a
minimum. The auditory channel is associated with
the right hemisphere of the brain and is able to ex-
perience holistic patterns. I believe that auditory
stimulation can often enhance the quality of experi-
ences in the labyrinth, as it did for this man:

The wonderful music, combined with the walking,
place me on a high mountaintop in the Himalayas
with God. I, also, couldn’t help but feel how all
connected we were there on that spiritual path.
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E i g h t

T H E  B I R T H

O F  A  V I S I O N

The new meaning of soul is creativity and mysticism.

These will become the foundation of the new

psychological type and with him or her

will come the new civilization.

—Otto Rank

Gif ts from the Labyrinth

Several years ago I was in Anchorage, Alaska, at
Saint Mary’s Stillpoint Center. My hostess

and I drove an hour north into the snow country to
meet a group of women who gathered weekly to
share their dreams. They had made an eleven-circuit
labyrinth lined with stone out in the woods. It was a
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rugged and hearty labyrinth dotted with small tree
trunks here and there and covered with a blanket
of fresh snow where no one had yet walked. I was
invited to go first, so I began walking unsteadily
through the snow. We joyously walked together
under a clear blue sky, their dogs barking and run-
ning playfully. Soon after I entered the labyrinth, I
realized how closely this walk mirrored what was
happening with the labyrinth. Each step we took,
each footprint in the snow, uncovered and rediscov-
ered the ancient path. And the path, covered by the
silent blanket of the many passing seasons over the
centuries, was awaiting us.

The labyrinth was designed by an intelligence we
cannot fully understand. But this much I do know.
The labyrinth is truly a tool for transformation. It is
a crucible for change, a blueprint for the sacred
meeting of psyche and soul, a field of light, a cosmic
dance. It is a center for empowering ritual. It is a
container where we can meet angels and recover the
great-grandmother’s thread, the web of Mary, and
the gracious, nurturing God.

Over the years, I have had many special experi-
ences traveling with the labyrinth. I was surprised
and delighted to walk the garden labyrinth in
Zurich. I was overwhelmed by the four hundred peo-
ple who came to walk the labyrinth in a park in
Austin, Texas. I was awed to enter the labyrinth in
the cavernous Chartres Cathedral and thrilled when
the permanent labyrinth tapestry arrived at Grace
Cathedral. I have come to call these moving and de-
lightful experiences “gifts from the labyrinth.”

The labyrinth is gracious and generous with its
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gifts for all who enter it. It reintroduces the much-
needed walking meditation back into the Christian
tradition. It gives the everyday person who may not
ordinarily darken the door of church or temple a
tool for spiritual experience. It heals and consoles,
supports and confronts, and helps us remember the
ancient path where others have trod before us. The
labyrinth allows us to experience the rhythm of our
souls. It weaves us together in the joy and mercy of
God’s grace.

Many questions remain unanswered. In my
notes I came across a sentence that was part of the
labyrinth display in Chartres Cathedral in 1993: 

“Messages which in the long run remain
are not understood.”

The labyrinth has many messages for us, and for
our times, that remain embedded within its mysteri-
ous path, its petals and the lunations, that we have
yet to grasp. We do not really know how or why the
labyrinth works. I do know that the labyrinth is a
profound devotional tool. My hope is that the old
masters of the School of Chartres, or whoever
birthed the labyrinth into the earthly plane, are
pleased that it is being rediscovered. My sense is that
they are. I feel gratitude for the enormous amount
of help I have been given.

I often describe my experience with the labyrinth
as though some mysterious being had snatched me
up by the scruff of my neck and carried me out of
what was an interesting yet ordinary life. Early on, it
placed me in the beauty of Grace Cathedral, with a
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visionary dean, a vibrant community, and patient
colleagues. It gave me friends who were willing to
share the adventure. It whisked me away to the dark
and mysterious cosmic temple of Chartres Cathe-
dral. It was present with us when we lit candles and
said prayers for the Labyrinth Project. It plunked
me down amid canvas and paint cans, placed books
in my hands and directed across my path people
whom I needed to meet. And through this I have
learned what it means to live with a grateful heart.

A Vision of
Spiritual Maturity

We need to birth a new vision of what it means
to be spiritually mature. Ted Roszak re-

minded us that we are attempting to develop new
human faculties as significant as the discovery of
fire or the development of language. The new vision
of spiritual maturity is based on a trust of inner wis-
dom and inner authority that has its moorings in a
teaching tradition that guides us in the hard work of
soul making.

There is so much we need to attend to in order
for our planet to survive. Our loss of connection to
the Divine has left us wandering sojourners without
clarity of purpose. We have limited ourselves to only
one understanding of God, who speaks from outside
us, mainly through history. We need to discover that
the Holy dwells within and around us. We need to
understand that the Scriptures are not simply
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a book of rules, but a pathway to consciousness.
To manifest our creative gifts in this spiritually
unimaginative world, we must create from the cen-
ter of our beings. Wisdom must be evoked from our
depths. We need to free ourselves from the shackles
of our ancient fears of the imagination to utilize its
wisdom.

A new vision allows us to recognize the spark of
Divinity within each other, no matter what our race,
sex, creed, background, or lifestyle. Human beings
are part of the created order, not above it. Our souls
encircle one another. The task is to clear away the
hate that lurks in the human mind, so we may join
one another to create a workable civilization.

New understandings of ancient knowledge are
emerging. Expanded consciousness, the imagina-
tion, the mind/body/spirit connections, the use of
ritual, the reintroduction of the feminine are all
forces that create a new way of understanding hu-
manity’s tasks and responsibilities.

Compassion is the core teaching of all the
world’s spiritual traditions. We must all ask our-
selves: Am I growing in compassion? This is the
discerning factor. Shared compassion will be the
meeting point for our communities. In a spiritually
mature world, people will share the richness of their
traditions with others from different traditions.
Many voices will be heard. As we address the vio-
lence in our communities, the drug use, the guns in
our schools, we also open up the possibilities of
community and cooperation. Many of us hear the
drumbeat, the heartthrob of creation. We sense the
excitement of rebirth.
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It is my responsibility as a spiritual being to clear
out the static from my center, to realize my inaccu-
racies of perception, to rid myself of resentments
and insecurities, and to ask for the release of the
pebbles in my heart when I am unforgiving. This
will allow me to keep focused on the Divine. It is my
task, my calling, my responsibility as a human being
to find compassion for all forms of life. Through
this I am more deeply connected to others and to
the web of creation, the source of the thread that
guides us and leads us home.

The labyrinth is truly a tool for our times. It can
help us find our way through the bewildering multi-
plicity, to the unity of source. The labyrinth is an
evocative experience. The labyrinth provides the sa-
cred space where the inner and outer worlds can
commune, where the thinking mind and imagina-
tive heart can flow together. It can provide a space to
listen to our inner voice of wisdom and come to
grips with our role in humankind’s next evolution-
ary step. Troubled communities can come to the
labyrinth to discover and synchronize their vision. It
gives us a glimpse of other realms and other ways of
knowing.

A Vision of
the Labyrinth Project

A wareness of the labyrinth is spreading
through the help of many people. I fre-

quently get letters or read newspaper articles on
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labyrinths being created around the country. I have
the sense that the labyrinth is just beginning to
make its way into the public stream of conscious-
ness.

We need to restore labyrinths in any way that we
can. Many people have created them on their own
property. Labyrinths, in their many forms, should be
spread across the planet. They should be in cathe-
drals, parks, conference centers, hospitals, and pris-
ons. Labyrinths should be anywhere we might go in
pain, confusion, reverence, or celebration. The
labyrinth adds the dimension of the mystical to the
everyday ordinary human experience.

Veriditas, the World-Wide Labyrinth Project wants
to encourage the creation of labyrinths around the
country. We hope that leaders will come forth in
their communities, form groups, and make laby-
rinths in whatever form fits the tenor of the com-
munity. Labyrinths are lying dormant in almost every
world culture. I have not yet seen the ones from
Africa, or China, but I have heard of them. Many
have been lost but are recorded in out-of-print
books. Let’s resurrect them. At some point in the
near future we will gather at Grace Cathedral to
share ideas, learn, and create the next step of this
spiritual revolution. Anyone who has worked with a
labyrinth knows that it definitely has an agenda of
its own. It longs to be out in the world, used by peo-
ple during this time of spiritual uncertainty.

To close, it is appropriate to once again remem-
ber Hildegard of Bingen. Standing in the twelfth
century, her light shines in our night sky through
her drawings, writings, and music. She brings us a
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vision of the Sacred through the wisdom figures
Sophia, Mother Wisdom, Mother Church. Hilde-
gard knew that the church offered a shortsighted
view of the Divine. But she experienced the church
as a birthing place for her own creativity, and she
recognized that this was the church’s true role: to
birth the creativity of the people. It is possible to do
this through the labyrinth. May we lead a spiritual
revolution that includes us all, relies on inner wis-
dom, accepts the guidance of a wisdom tradition,
and recognizes compassion as its guiding principle.
Let us allow the Father and Mother God to unite in
sacred mystery. Let us build a world community in
which all people have the opportunity to create
meaning in their own lives. Those who live in
poverty, struggle under the burdens of illness and
misfortune, those who live as outcasts—all who have
no way to lift up their heads to the Divine need the
help of others to do so. Veriditas, the Greening
Power of God, the Holy Spirit in all Her mystery, is
the power of the Divine within. She weaves each of
us into the tapestry of this physical life. It is this
Power that will bring spiritual transformation to
fruition.

The labyrinth is a tool that can connect us to
this Power. Long forgotten, sometimes feared, it has
been lying dormant in the archives of the Christian
mystical tradition under centuries of dust. The cre-
ative intelligence that gave us the labyrinth under-
stood the Mystery behind human existence. It
bestowed upon us a watering hole for the human
spirit, a deep channel for the human soul. The
labyrinth is an old watercourse that dried up over
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time and circumstance. But it is filling again now,
with clear, cool waters. It is inviting us to drink. The
labyrinth has been awaiting rediscovery, longing to
guide us, awaken us while we walk this earthly path.
The time has come. I look forward to meeting you
by a labyrinth.
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FOUR CHALLENGES

FA C I N G  T H E

L A B Y R I N T H  

M O V E M E N T

The labyrinth is an ancient symbol, a collectively and

anonymously fashioned design, shaped and given fuller

meaning over time by hundreds of generations. This

runs counter to the modern notion of the individual

(artists’) genius being unique and free, (drawing artis-

tic inspiration) from within and being beholden only to

oneself. Indeed, collective, anonymous experience and

individual probings clash with one another.

—Hermann Kern, Through the Labyrinth

The Labyrinth Movement is truly a labor of love.
It blossomed over the last fifteen years in large

part due to the efforts of many dedicated people.
Among the early seeds that were planted were the
two labyrinths at Grace Cathedral and the Veriditas
events at the cathedral and around the country.
Now there are thousands of trained facilitators and
dozens of organizations around the country that cel-
ebrate and support the work of the labyrinth.
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Because of this phenomenal growth, the
Labyrinth Movement faces four challenges. The
first, and most significant, goes to the very heart of
Western culture. The extent to which labyrinths are
considered effective is directly connected with the
experience they engender; the emotions and insights
they ignite, the sense of calm or Presence they
evoke, the depth of solace they bring, and the activa-
tion of our interior symbolic realms that they stir. 

There are several elements that go into creating
a receptive, welcoming atmosphere in which these
experiences may occur. The sacred geometry embed-
ded in the eleven-circuit labyrinth is crucial, and the
sequence of the inward or outward turns as you spiral
toward center, the width of the path, and the place-
ment of the path in relationship to the entrance to
the center all contribute to a feeling of overall bal-
ance. Other experts would add to this list. We know
some of the ingredients, but like cooks without a
recipe, we guess at the most effective combination of
these elements when we create modern-day labyrinths.

The labyrinths that we know do transform
human consciousness are archetypal labyrinths.
They have existed for centuries and were most likely
constructed through some sacred tradition that is
lost to us now. These would include the classical
seven-circuit labyrinth, the medieval eleven-circuit
labyrinth, the Baltic wheel, and others that are only
now becoming known. These various patterns have
been forged through collective knowledge and have
stood the test of time.

Archetypal labyrinths are watering holes for the
Spirit. These ancient forms can speak to people
from all traditions—as long as we are ready to re-
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ceive what these forms evoke. These designs produce
a peaceful, flowing receptivity that releases emotion,
quiets the mind, and encourages insight. 

So where do modern labyrinths fit into the
Labyrinth Movement? They stir our curiosity, build
community, and offer places to have fun. But the
question remains whether a specific labyrinth evokes
an experience worthy of reflection. Does it provide
solace and a sense of calm? Does it evoke insight or
memories or dream fragments? Does the experience
free up the imagination to move into a flowing, rev-
elatory pattern? Can a seeker find a sense of Divine
Presence? Everyone has his or her own experience
and each develops a relationship with a specific
labyrinth. Whether a contemporary labyrinth speaks
to the majority of meditative walkers and connects
to the heart of the community is the criteria I use
for assessing its value. 

Ultimately the determining factor is your own
experience when walking any labyrinth. After walk-
ing a specific labyrinth a few times, you will be able
to tell if it helps you find a quiet place within, clarity
of mind, release of emotions, and a sense of connec-
tion to others.

One experience I had illustrates these points.
During the international competition to design a
memorial for the thousands of lives lost in the ter-
rorist attacks at the World Trade Center in New
York City, many in the Labyrinth Movement hoped
to include a labyrinth as part of the memorial. The
World Trade Center Memorial Labyrinth Commit-
tee formed to undertake this project. One major
task was to consider which design to use. Both the
medieval eleven-circuit labyrinth and the classical
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seven-circuit labyrinth were discarded in the early
part of the proceedings because it was feared that the
medieval eleven-circuit labyrinth would be seen as
too Christian and the classical labyrinth would be
seen as overtly pagan. As a result, a contest was ini-
tiated to create a contemporary labyrinth design
with none of these associations. The unanswered
question is whether any modern design would have
the elements that are capable of transforming
human consciousness while providing solace and
comfort to those experiencing grief and anger while
walking the Memorial Trade Center labyrinth.

Unfortunately, the entire idea for any labyrinth
at the World Trade Center Memorial was rejected, so
the opportunity to explore the similarities and dif-
ferences between a contemporary labyrinth design
and the archetypal pattern was lost. The tension
that Hermann Kern refers to in the opening quote
of this epilogue between labyrinths created “collec-
tively” and “given fuller meaning over time”; and
the “individual artist being unique and free” remains
a central concern for the Labyrinth Movement.

The most effective contemporary labyrinths I
have worked with are those that extend a specific
metaphor. On a trip to Cape Town, South Africa, in
2005 I encountered a two-path labyrinth referred to
as the Reconciliation Labyrinth. Clare Wilson de-
signed this labyrinth to help heal the painful wounds
inflicted by apartheid. In general the “one path” of
the labyrinth is usually a central metaphor for unit-
ing community in other parts of the world; after all
we are all on one path together. We are born, live our
lives the best we can, and then die. It is the same
path for everyone. However, many black South
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Africans find the metaphor of “one path” untenable.
They cannot identify with any notion that they are
on the same path as whites since they were denied
education, safe homes, and political freedom for so
long. 

In South Africa, the two-path labyrinth creates
another metaphor that offers healing. Two people
can walk it in mirror image of each other. There are
two entrances. The left entrance leads to the left
side of the labyrinth, the right entrance to the right
side. Two people may enter each side at the same
time. At a particular moment in the walk the indi-
viduals meet and each crosses over into the other
side of the labyrinth. You are walking the path that
the other—whether friend or foe—has just walked.
As you near the center of the labyrinth, there is an-
other larger meeting place where the people can
greet one another and talk. At this point there is a
choice: Both individuals can go to the center to-
gether, walk out individually, or walk out on a third
path together. These choices extend the metaphor of
meeting each other on the path, and also walking
another’s path in life, which may be a new experi-
ence for us.

A second challenge to the Labyrinth Movement
is the need for empirical research. Thus far, we have
relied on anecdotal information to illuminate the ef-
fects of well-being that occur in the labyrinth. We
know that the archetypal labyrinths evoke a powerful
response in people because hundreds of thousands of
labyrinth walkers report just that. There is a growing
body of research—quantitative as well as qualita-
tive—that supports the idea that meditation reduces
stress, creates a responsive, rather than a reactive,
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attitude toward life’s experiences, and can even ex-
tend our life span. 

We need scientific research to fortify the credi-
bility of labyrinths as a walking meditation. Fortu-
nately, this is happening. For instance, Dr. Kay
Sandor, an associate professor at the University of
Texas Medical Center in Galveston, Texas, is mea-
suring the impact of labyrinth walking on blood
pressure, pulse rate, and stress levels. This is only
one project of many underway. Once research of
this kind is complete, we will be in the position to
speak empirically to the broader public about the ef-
fects of walking the labyrinth. Following this, the
next obvious piece of research will be to apply these
same measuring tools to various contemporary laby-
rinths to determine their effectiveness.

The third challenge relates to the actual physical
creation of the labyrinth. The explosion of interest
in the labyrinth has resulted in a tidal wave of
labyrinths being made on all continents. While they
are wonderful gifts to the community, many of them
are badly built. This is especially problematic for
the medieval eleven-circuit labyrinth because the re-
quirements of sacred geometry are quite precise. At
the same time, I am not talking about perfection
here. There is no perfect labyrinth. But even the
basic principle that the centerline of the eleven-
circuit labyrinth should extend down the middle of
the right-hand path is frequently overlooked.

If you are considering creating a labyrinth, think
through the purpose of your project. What popula-
tion is going to walk it? How is it going to be used?
Will it be for meditative walking or for a school with
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students challenged by attention deficit disorder?
Will ceremonies be conducted on it? If you are
going to invest a significant amount of money in a
labyrinth, do your homework. Find accomplished
consultants who will help you with placement,
choice of materials, and construction. The time and
attention spent on careful preparation will more
likely result in a labyrinth that will stir the heart of
your community. 

The fourth challenge is education. Though the
labyrinth is very easy to learn to walk, there is a con-
siderable learning curve if you want to construct
one. Read, attend events, and walk as many
labyrinths as you can as part of your research. There
is a new tool to help in this learning process. Veridi-
tas and The Labyrinth Society jointly sponsor The
World-Wide Labyrinth Locator through both web-
sites. Here you can locate labyrinths all over the
world. You can also find a typology of labyrinths de-
veloped by labyrinth experts Jeff Saward and Sig
Lonegren with help from the labyrinth community.
These sites will give you the names and descriptions
of different types of labyrinths based on their struc-
tural differences and cultural origins.

As important as the design and construction of
the labyrinth is to a community’s appreciation and
nourishment of it, so is the need for trained facili-
tators. These women and men are able to give an
introductory presentation that is concise, permission-
giving, nonprescriptive, and tailor-made to the needs
and interests of the specific audience being ad-
dressed. Research indicates that if a person’s first
experience in a labyrinth is a negative one, he or she
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is less likely to return. Not only this, but organiza-
tions that purchase a portable canvas—or create a
permanent labyrinth—that do not assign and train a
specific staff person tend to use their labyrinth much
less often. A strong network of Veriditas-trained
labyrinth facilitators exists to introduce people to
the labyrinth as well as lead professional quality
workshops.

I am often asked, “What is the future of the
Labyrinth Movement?” Many people have tried to
dismiss the dramatic growth of interest in labyrinths
as a passing fad but the current runs much deeper
than that. This resurgence of interest in labyrinths
has four unique characteristics. First, the Labyrinth
Movement is a grassroots effort. At the same time it
meets peoples’ spiritual needs, it is creating a grass-
roots community. Word of mouth effectively spreads
the news about labyrinths through this network. 

Second, the Labyrinth Movement is interna-
tional in scope. This is due in large part to the In-
ternet. There are labyrinth organizations in Sweden,
Switzerland, Germany, England, Canada, and Mex-
ico, to name only a few countries. South Africa has
forty-four labyrinths alone. 

Third, the labyrinth is gaining greater public
awareness because of a strong network of trained fa-
cilitators who share ideas and support one another
in this work. Many of these facilitators have created
regional labyrinth organizations to educate people in
the practice of labyrinth walking. 

Last, this movement has called forth a group
of hearty labyrinth builders, using new, lasting ma-
terials, who are creating hundreds of permanent
labyrinths around the world that will last genera-
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tions, anchoring the labyrinth to the earth in public
as well as private spaces. 

The labyrinth addresses the spiritual hunger of
our times. We are starved for meaningful symbols
that are free of sin and guilt. We long for ways to
quiet our minds and open our hearts to embrace the
differences between ourselves and others. We long to
break through our isolation and create community.
We want to step beyond cultural barriers and join
others different from ourselves. We want ways to
move beyond the personal challenges we encounter
in this life so we can share the fruits of our suffering
through compassion. “My” pain becomes “our” pain
as we tread the winding path. We are united by the
invisible forces of sorrow melting into joy, fear melt-
ing into love, despair being forged into celebration.
Walking the labyrinth is an exercise, a place to expe-
rience that we all walk the path together.

The work of Veriditas embraces this transforma-
tive vision for the personal as well as the collective
experience. The first mission of Veriditas was to
“pepper the planet with labyrinths.” Now that this
amazing blueprint is in thousands of locations and
thousands more are being proposed and built all over
the world, we can say this mission is being accom-
plished. 

The second stage of Veriditas’s work is to acti-
vate and facilitate the transformation of the human
spirit. Our mission centers on the labyrinth experi-
ence as a personal practice for healing and growth,
a tool for community building, an agent for global
peace, and a metaphor for the spiritual life. Through
Veriditas, we create unique spiritual programming,
including a yearly event at Chartres Cathedral. The
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long-range goal of Veriditas is to enter into a part-
nership with a retreat center and build a “labyrinth
laboratory” that will serve as a crucible for deeper
psycho-spiritual integration within ourselves and in
community so we find our passion and can be of ser-
vice to the world. 

When I was writing Walking a Sacred Path in
1995 what was most moving to me in this process
was when I talked about the vision. My work is to
“birth the creativity of the people,” and, essentially,
that is what is happening. Facilitators are using it to
explore new ways to open our creativity, reclaim
parts of ourselves taken from some of us through
abuse or violence, offer redemptive experiences in
prisons, shape new modes of play and meditation for
children, and offer a form of exercise for the elderly.
The cutting-edge of labyrinth work is to build
bridges to other religious traditions and to create
peace-filled relationships within our communities.

You, the reader, are the future of the Labyrinth
Movement. Join the lively discussion happening in
the Labyrinth Movement around the world. It ranges
from the nuts-and-bolts of labyrinth building to how
the Divine is present in our lives and in the world.
The Labyrinth Movement is constantly evolving be-
cause it brings forth our creativity and helps us
manifest our unmanifest gifts through the practice
of labyrinth walking. Labyrinths are powerful blue-
prints that order chaos, offer a path of prayer, heal
deep wounds, serve as a place of solace, and trans-
form human consciousness individually and in com-
munity. The labyrinth offers a spiritual exercise that
becomes the path of life. It allows the wandering
soul to find a way to center, to find a way home.
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N o t e s

Preface to the Second Edition

PAGE

x “thirty-six-foot canvas”: My thanks to Carla DeSola
of the Omega Dance Group, who loaned me their
small canvas labyrinth early on in my process of dis-
covery.

x “pilgrims and tourists”: On annual feast days and
throughout the month of December, the indoor
tapestry labyrinth is frequently closed due to
Christmas concerts and large services. The out-
door labyrinth is open twenty-four hours a day.

xi “The name Veriditas”: In Latin, viriditas means
“springtime.”

xiii “many labyrinth enthusiasts”: Helen Curry, author
of The Way of the Labyrinth, and Donna Schaper
and Carole Ann Camp, in Labyrinths from the Out-
side In, which are only two of the books published
that contain rituals.

xv “cultures are redefining themselves”: Labyrinths and
Mazes details each of the phases of labyrinth activ-
ity while Saward’s earlier book Magical Paths:
Labyrinths and Mazes in the 21st Century focuses
specifically on the late twentieth and early twenty-
first century cycle. (See Resources)

xvi “how shall we make it effective?”: Ira Progoff, The
Symbolic and the Real, New York: Dialogue House
Library, 1963, p. 170.
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Chapter One: To Walk a Sacred Path

13 “higher spiritual order”: J. J. Bachofen, Mutterrecht
und Urreligion, Leipzig: Kroner, 1926. In Dora M.
Kalff’s Sandplay, Boston: Sigo Press, 1980, p. 31.

15 “Religion is for those”: Author unknown.
16 “I wish I would”: Karen Armstrong, The History of

God, The Four-Thousand-Year Quest of Judaism,
Christianity and Islam, New York: Ballantine Books,
1993, p. xx.

20 “A single newspaper”: “The Path to Enlightenment”
by Don Lattin, in the San Francisco Chronicle, De-
cember 19, 1991.

21 “on a spiritual path”: Thanks to Jean Shinoda Bolen
for this clever wording and expanded thought.

22 “Time is like a necklace”: Robert Lawlor, Sacred
Geometry, Philosophy and Practice, London: Thames
and Hudson, 1982, p. 24.

Chapter Two: New Pilgrims, New Paths

25 “centering prayer”: Thomas Keating, Open Mind,
Open Heart, The Contemplative Dimension of the
Gospel, New York: Amity House, 1986.

27 “The imagination brings”: from Iris Murdoch’s The
Sovereignty of God. This book is out of print.

28 “Threefold Path”: Saint Teresa of Avila wrote about
the Threefold Path in the sixteenth century, much
later than when the labyrinth was developed. The
Threefold Path does capture a universal process: to
go within, to receive, and to go back out into the
world, was probably being lived out long before she
put words to it.

29 “Mysticism is the experience”: Fritjof Capra and
David Steindl-Rast, Belonging to the Universe, San
Francisco: HarperCollins, 1991, p. 56.
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33 “spirit’s compass”: Richard R. Niebuhr, Pilgrims and
Pioneers.

40 “not accepted by the ego”: Wallace B. Clift, Jung and
Christianity: The Challenge of Reconciliation, New
York: Crossroads, 1985, p. 47. This book is an ex-
cellent primer for anyone wanting an introduction
to C. G. Jung’s work.

40 “the task of ”: Carl Jung, Modern Man in Search of a
Soul, New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc.,
1933.

42 “Unless we also carry”: Esther de Waal, A World
Made Whole, Rediscovering the Celtic Tradition, San
Francisco: Fount, (HarperCollins), 1991, p. 56.

Chapter Three: The Labyrinth: Sacred Pattern,
Sacred Path

46 “mandalas”: Mandala is the Sanskrit word that means
“circle . . . in the ordinary sense of that word. In the
sphere of religious practices and in psychology it de-
notes circular images, which are drawn, painted,
modeled, or danced. Very frequently they contain a
quaternity or a multiple of four, in the form of a
cross, a star, a square, an octagon, etc.” C. G. Jung,
Mandala Symbolism, translated by R. F. C. Hull, Bol-
lingen Series, Princeton University Press, 1959, p. 3.

46 “Researchers note”: Adrian Fisher and Georg Gerster,
Labyrinths: Solving the Riddle of the Maze, New
York: Harmony Books, 1990, p. 12.

47 “Herodotus”: Ibid., p. 25.
47 “any religious practices”: Jean Favier states: “Many

medieval churches have a labyrinth in the nave
floor, signifying pilgrimage towards Jerusalem in
this world and the road to Salvation in the next
world. A symbol of the Christian way, the labyrinth
has never really been used for any religious practices.”
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The World of Chartres, appendices by John James and
Yves Flamand, New York: Abrams, 1988, p. 26.
On the other hand, Painton Cowan in Rose Win-
dows states: “Labyrinths generally symbolize the
path of the soul through life, and medieval pilgrims
re-enacted this, following the path of the labyrinth
in the cathedral on their knees, symbolizing the
journey to Jerusalem.” Rose Windows, London:
Chronicle, Thames and Hudson, 1979, p. 98.

49 “For the human spirit”: Robert Lawlor, Sacred
Geometry, Philosophy and Practice, New York:
Thames and Hudson, Inc., 1982, p. 10.

50 “absolute unity”: Ibid., p. 23.
50 “symbolically visible”: Ibid.
53 “Sancta Eclesia”: Fisher and Gerster, op. cit., p. 35.
53 “Montpelier manuscript”: Ibid.
54 “Legend says”: Louis Charpentier, The Mysteries of

Chartres Cathedral, Research into Lost Knowledge
Organization, 10 Church St. Steeple Bumpstead,
Haverhill, Suffolk, translation by Sir Ronald
Fraser, 1966.

54 “a Maltese cross”: Fisher and Gerster, op. cit., p. 38.
55 “a whole”: Illuminations, text by Hildegard of Bin-

gen, commentary by Matthew Fox, Santa Fe: Bear
and Co., 1985, p. 24.

55 “When we lift”: Hugh of St. Victor, a twelfth-
century mystic and writer. The source of this quote
is unknown.

56 “Fulbert section”: Some say that the labyrinth at
Chartres was completed as late as 1230 to 1235.
Others surmise that the labyrinth may have been
laid in the floor following the completion of the
cathedral around 1220. Much of the history of
Chartres Cathedral has been lost or destroyed by
fire, including dates and the names of the archi-
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tects. Michael Lampen, Jr., the archivist at Grace
Cathedral, noted that the center was sometimes
called a lily, also a symbol for the Virgin.

58 “Venus of classical times”: Cowan, op. cit., p. 97.
58 “love beyond passion”: Ibid.
59 “before Christian times”: Ibid., p. 96.
59 “planetary evolution”: Keith Critchlow, Jane Carroll,

Llewylyn Vaughan Lee, Chartres Maze, a Model of
the Universe? Research into Lost Knowledge Orga-
nization, Occasional Paper No. 1. In this paper he
describes the petals as symbols for the six “psycho-
logical crises.” I have taken the liberty of changing
this wording to “evolutionary stages,” with Dr.
Critchlow’s knowledge. This article was originally
printed in Architectural Association Quarterly, vol.
5., no. 2, pp. 11–21.

59 “visit”: If there are only a few people in the center
with me, I can physically move to each petal fairly
easily. If there are several people, I move my aware-
ness into each area without moving physically.

60 “The Lunations”: This term was not found in any
research. Rather, it was created by Richard Feather
Anderson and Keith Critchlow in hopes of captur-
ing the lunar essence of this part of the pattern. In
an earlier publication, I referred to it as the corona,
which is a solar term.

60 “lunar feast of Easter”: Daniel Gautier, “Maps of the
Eternal,” Gnosis, Spring, 1993, p. 34.

64 “Veriditas”: Veriditas now provides a number of ways
to create labyrinths and sells canvas labyrinths. Go
to our website at veriditas.org.

64 “Greek thought”: My thanks to Michael Lampen for
this information. Evidently Grace Cathedral was
designed in the tradition of sacred geometry.

65 “Mind and Soul”: Critchlow, et al., op. cit., p. 16.
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Chapter Four: Walking the Labyrinth: The Process

82 “May I Dwell in the Heart”: Stephen Levine, Heal-
ing into Life and Death, New York: Doubleday
Books, 1987, p. 23.

96 “guide us along”: Penelope Reed Doob, The Idea of
the Labyrinth from Classical Antiquity through the
Middle Ages, Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1990, p. 130.

98 “with your experience”: The meditative act does not
mean that the walk needs to be slow and serious,
however. Labyrinths can be danced, run, and
crawled. Sometimes people hug one another as they
meet on the path. I encourage people to express the
actions that they feel drawn to express.

100 “Taize Around the Labyrinth”: Grace After Hours is
held every second Friday of the month at Grace
Cathedral. At times Taize is used along with a vari-
ety of world music. Taize is a form of Christian
chant written by Jacques Berthier for Christian
ministry to youth in Taize, France. This form of
chant is based on repetitive phrases so people can
easily join in.

Chapter Five: The Seeds of Spiritual Hunger

106 “focused on God”: Barbara Tuchman, A Distant Mir-
ror: The Calamitous 14th Century, New York: Bal-
lantine Books, 1978, p. xix.

106 “mechanistic theory of nature”: Rupert Sheldrake,
The Rebirth of Nature, Rochester, Vt.: Park Street
Press, 1991, p. 3.

107 “We live in an age”: Dora M. Kalff, Sandplay,
Boston: Sigo Press, 1980. Introduction by Harold
Stone, p. 13.

108 “destroyed or overlaid”: There is a list of medieval
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Christian labyrinths from the twelfth to sixteenth
centuries in Adrian Fisher and Georg Gerster’s The
Art of the Maze, London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson,
1990, p. 41. This compilation lists both surviving
and destroyed labyrinths by location.

108 “four ways of knowing”: Jean Favier, The World of
Chartres, appendices by John James and Yves Fla-
mand, New York: Abrams, 1988, pp. 38–41.

109 “Three central questions”: Rene Querido, The Golden
Age of Chartres, The Teachings of a Mystery School
and the Eternal Feminine, New York: Floris Books,
Anthroposophic Press, 1987, p. 16.

109 “brilliant masters of Spirit”: In an earlier pamphlet, I
stated that the labyrinth was possibly part of the
Benedictine tradition. This does not seem to be the
case.

113 “a poor nun”: J. Huizinga, The Waning of the Middle
Ages, New York: Anchor Books, Doubleday, 1949,
reprint 1985, p. 191.

114 “descended to hell”: Ibid., p. 193.
114 “woman in childbirth”: Ibid., p. 191.
115 “healthy and vigorous piety”: Ibid., p. 155.
115 “burned at the stake”: Ibid., p. 197.
116 “words spoken in the imagination”: Thomas Keating,

Open Mind, Open Heart, New York: Amity House,
1986, p. 9.

116 “Angels and devils”: Ibid., p. 61.
116 “highest good . . . and deepest evil”: Kalff, op. cit.,

from Harold Stone, introduction, p. 19.
117 “Chartres still denies”: This is conjecture on my

part, but it is informed by the Labyrinth display ini-
tiated by Chartres Cathedral in 1993: “In any case,
it cannot be a magical place where man pulls hidden
forces from the earth. That would be (were one to
do so) a perversion of the builders/creators of the
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labyrinth. For in doing so, one would substitute
man in place of God. And God is the ultimate
end/final destination of our earthly pilgrimage.”
The labyrinth may also be closed to the public in an
effort to protect a national monument. Around the
year 2000 Chartres Cathedral began to open their
labyrinth on Fridays. Unfortunately, this is not on a
reliable basis due to other cathedral activities such
as concerts, weddings, and memorials.

117 “Life of the Spirit”: Nicholas Berdyaev, The Meaning
of the Creative Act, New York: Collier Books, 1962,
p. 27.

119 “not the revelation of results”: Jacob Needleman, Lost
Christianity, A Journey of Rediscovery, San Fran-
cisco: Harper, 1985, p. 96.

120 “Virgo paritura”: Favier, op. cit., p. 31.
121 “black-cloaked old woman”: Huizinga, op. cit.,

p. 139. This information comes from the National
Film Board of Canada, Part II, The Burning Times.

Chapter Six: Rediscovering the Divine Within

129 “European languages . . . require”: Robert Lawlor,
Sacred Geometry, Philosophy and Practice, London:
Thames and Hudson, 1982, p. 8.

130 “Magic Eyes”: Lewis Smedes, Forgive and Forget,
San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1991, in the Intro-
duction.

133 “eating the menu”: Reflections on the Art of Living: A
Joseph Campbell Companion, selected by Diane K.
Osbon, New York: HarperCollins, 1992, p. 9.

134 “ways have been charted”: Andrew Harvey with
Mark Matousek, Dialogues with a Modern Mystic,
Wheaton, Ill.: The Theosophical Publishing House,
1994, p. 41.

136 “in our hearts”: Jeremiah 31:31.
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139 “theology of the elect”: Karen Armstrong, The His-
tory of God, The Four-Thousand-Year Quest of Ju-
daism, Christianity and Islam, New York: Ballantine
Books, 1993, p. 55.

139 “more brutal God”: Jeanne Achterberg, Woman as
Healer, Boston: Shambhala, 1991. Dr. Achterberg
made this reference in a lecture presentation.

140 “immanence recedes”: James Nelson, Embodiment,
Minneapolis: Augsberg, Fortress Publishers, 1979.
Dr. Nelson made this reference in a lecture presen-
tation.

144 “sensibilities of the imagination”: Laurens van der
Post, Jung and the Story of Our Time, New York:
Vintage Books, 1975, p. 21.

Chapter Seven: The Labyrinth: Blueprint for
Transformation

150 “Archetypal images”: C. G. Jung, Collected Works,
Bollingen Series, Princeton University Press, vol.
6:183, p. 39.

150 “creative fantasy”: C. G. Jung, “The Spirit of Man,
Art and Literature,” Collected Works, vol. 5, par.
127.

151 “Christ as perfect”: Ibid. Jung, Collected Works, vol.
9, 1, p. 215.

152 “the Self ”: Wallace B. Cliff, Jung and Christianity,
The Challenge of Reconciliation, New York: Cross-
roads, 1985, p. 22. Cliff also refers us to Jung’s
Aion, subtitled “Researches into the Phenomenol-
ogy of the Self,” Collected Works, vol. 9, 2, pp.
22–35.

152 “chords were struck”: Ibid. Jung, Collected Works, vol.
5, par. 128.

152 “Archetypes are like riverbeds”: Carl Jung, Psycholog-
ical Reflections, A New Anthology of His Writings
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1905–1961, edited by Joland Jacobi and R. F. C.
Hull, Bollingen Series, Princeton University Press,
1973. Quote from 115:395, Collected Works.

154 “you must have a room”: Joseph Campbell, The
Power of Myth, Doubleday: New York, 1988, p. 38.

156 “moment of illumination”: Michael Samuels, M.D.,
and Nancy Samuels, Seeing with the Mind’s Eye:
The History, Techniques and Uses of Visualization,
New York: Random House and Bookworks, 1975,
p. 259.

162 “understanding the spider”: Andrew Harvey, with
Mark Matousek, Dialogues with a Modern Mystic,
Wheaton, Ill.: Theosophical Publishing House,
1994, p. 28.

163 “children of God”: Matthew 5:3–9.
164 “pharmacist of bliss”: Harvey, op. cit., pp. 122–

123.
167 “by their fruits”: Matthew 7:16.
171 “I am a pilgrim”: Sarah Epperly of New Paths

through Ritual designed this effective opening in
the New Canaan, Connecticut, workshop.

173 “Feather on the Breath”: The Narada label offers
good labyrinth music. Nancy Rumble and Eric Tin-
dahl’s works Homeland and Legends are two that I
use frequently. The Labyrinth Project of New
Canaan introduced me to David Darling’s Eight
String Religion. The Native American Flute player
R. Carlos Nakai has several albums out. I use Car-
rying the Gift with William Eaton.

Chapter Eight: The Birth of a Vision

180 “many people”: I want to acknowledge and thank
Keith Critchlow, Richard Feather Anderson, Ange-
les Arrien, Joanna Macy, Carla de Sola, Joan
McMillan, Alex Champion, Susan Alexjander, Bar-
bara Cavanaugh, Jan Chastian, Alayne Longfellow
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Heinle, Richard Russell, and Sally Ackerly, for their
help in launching the labyrinth. Helen Curry, for
her courage in launching The Labyrinth Project of
New Canaan, Connecticut, and Nancy Millner and
Bill Arnold for their grace-filled leadership of the
Chrysalis Group in Richmond, Virginia. Many oth-
ers are setting up Labyrinth Projects in their area at
the time of this writing.

182 “Mother Church”: Illuminations, text by Hildegard of
Bingen, commentary by Matthew Fox, Santa Fe:
Bear and Co., 1985, p. 71.

Four Challenges Facing the Labyrinth Movement

185 “experience they engender”: Hermann Kern, Through
the Labyrinth, Designs and Meaning Over 5,000
Years, Prestel Press, Munich, London and New
York, 2000, p. 316.

185 “around the country”: I encountered such talented
people like author Helen Curry, Kimberly Saward,
current president of The Labyrinth Society, and
labyrinth builder Robert Ferré.

188 “extend a specific metaphor”: Robert Possehl and
Jim Buchanan create high-quality contemporary
labyrinths. Robert installs contemporary labyrinths
for children’s festivals and museum projects. One
project he created for environmental education took
the concept of the wind and expanded the spiral ele-
ments of it to help the children experience the
swirling nature of wind. Jim, a British labyrinth
builder, uses a bulldozer like a portrait artist uses a
paintbrush, moving the earth around to create large
labyrinths in natural settings.

190 “this is happening”: A research group has formed
between Veriditas and The Labyrinth Society to sup-
port these efforts. Go to www.thelabyrinthsociety.org.

190 “is going to walk it?”: Virginia Burt, a Canadian
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architect and Verditas facilitator who creates healing
gardens, wrote an article titled “People, Place and
Programs: A Model for Creating Vibrant Healing
Space,” February, 2003, in Vision.

191 “The Labyrinth Society”: In 1998 The Labyrinth
Society, of which I am proud to be an honorary life-
time member, was founded with the mission to meet
the broad educational needs of a hungry and seeking
population. The recent story of the movement is
captured in David Willis McCullough’s book The
Unending Mystery (Pantheon).

191 “both websites”: To access the World-Wide Labyrinth
Locator go to www.veriditas.org and click on
Labyrinth Locator.

191 “professional quality workshops”: Contact the
Veriditas office to find a facilitator in your area.
www.veriditas.org or call 415-561-2921.

193 “the second stage”: For the first seven years, Veridi-
tas was located at Grace Cathedral as a separate
nonprofit. Presently we are located in The Presidio
in San Francisco. Our address is Veriditas, Inc.,
The Presidio, Bldg. 1009, General Kennedy Ave-
nue, First Floor, San Francisco, CA 94129. 415-
561-2921. www.veriditas.org

194 “service to the world”: The Veriditas board is in the
early stages of this. If you are connected to a retreat
center and are interested in discussing the possibli-
ties, please contact us through our website.
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R e s o u r c e s

There are a considerable number of useful resources
about the labyrinth. The ones that I am familiar with are
listed below.

Veriditas, The World-Wide Labyrinth Project is a not-
for-profit organization that sponsors workshops and re-
treats to activate and facilitate the transformation of the
human spirit. Veriditas’s work focuses on the labyrinth
experience as a personal practice for healing and growth, a
tool for community building, an agent for global peace,
and a metaphor for the Spirit working in our lives. Verid-
itas, Inc. is located in The Presidio, Bldg. 1009, First
Floor, General Kennedy Avenue, San Francisco, CA
94129. The website is www.veriditas.org.

Veriditas offers facilitator trainings around the coun-
try and in Chartres, France. Lauren Artress is available
for speaking engagements and offers Walking a Sacred
Path in Chartres, France.

The Labyrinth Society (www.thelabyrinthsociety.org)
is a membership group of labyrinth enthusiasts. (There is
considerable overlap with Veriditas-trained facilitators.)
The Labyrinth Society holds an annual conference.

Recent Books

Gernot Candolini, Labyrinths, Walking Toward the Center,
New York: A Crossroads Book, Published in Austria,
2001, translated into English, 2003.

Jan Christophersen, Circles of Love, A self-published book
of poems, 2003. ISBN: 0-9744551-1-3.

Helen Curry, The Way of the Labyrinth: A Powerful Medi-
tation for Everyday Life, New York: Penguin Books,
2000.
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Cassandra Eason, The Complete Guide to Labyrinths:
Using the Sacred Spiral for Power, Protection, Transfor-
mation and Healing, Berkeley: The Crossing Press,
2004.

Adrian Fisher, Solving the Riddle of the Maze, New York:
Harmony Books, 1991. This book was published in
England under The Art of the Maze, London: Weiden-
feld and Nicolson, 1990.

Jill Kimberly Hartwell Geoffrion, Praying the Labyrinth:
A Journal for Spiritual Exploration, Cleveland, OH:
Pilgrim Press, 1999.

Jill Kimberly Hartwell Geoffrion, Living the Labyrinth:
101 Paths to a Deeper Connection with the Sacred,
Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 2000.

Jill Kimberly Hartwell Geoffrion and Elizabeth Catherine
Nagel, The Labyrinth and the Enneagram: Circling into
Prayer, Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 2001.

Jill Kimberly Hartwell Geoffrion, Labyrinth and the Song
of Songs, Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 2003.

Jill Kimberly Hartwell Geoffrion, Pondering the Laby-
rinth: Questions to Pray on the Path, Cleveland, OH:
Pilgrim Press, 2003.

Eve Eschner Hogan, Way of the Winding Path: A Map for
the Labyrinth of Life, Ashland, OR: White Cloud
Press, 2003.

Hermann Kern, Through the Labyrinth: Designs and
Meanings over 5,000 Years, New York: Prestel Press,
1982 in German, 2000 in English.

Sig Lonegren, Labyrinths, Ancient Myths and Modern
Uses, New York: Sterling Publications, 2001.

David Willis McCullough, The Unending Mystery: A Jour-
ney Through Labyrinths and Mazes, New York: Pan-
theon, 2004.

Helen Rafael Sands, The Healing Labyrinth: Finding Your
Path to Inner Peace, Barron’s Educational Series, 2001.

Jeff Saward, Magical Paths: Labyrinths & Mazes in the
21st Century, London: Mitchell Beazley (Octopus),
2002.

Jeff Saward, Labyrinths & Mazes: A Complete Guide to
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Magical Paths of the World, New York: Lark Books
(Sterling), 2003, and London: Gaia Books (Octo-
pus), 2003.

Jo Ann Stevenson and Cathy Anderson, Mystery Stories
from the Labyrinth. A collection of labyrinth stories
from the Trinity Square Labyrinth Project, Toronto,
Canada, 2002.

Donna Schaper and Carole Ann Camp, Labyrinths from
the Outside In: Walking to Spiritual Insight, Wood-
stock, VT: Skylight Paths Publishing, 2000.

Melissa Gayle West, Exploring the Labyrinth: A Guide for
Healing and Spiritual Growth, New York: Broadway
Books, 2000.

Virginia Westbury, Labyrinths: Ancient Paths of Wisdom
and Peace, Sidney, Australia: Lansdowne, 2001.

Videotapes, Publications, and Other Resources

Richard Feather Anderson, Labyrinths: As Transformative
Pathways and Clues to the Mysteries of Life. This dual
lecture videotape documents the first research on the
benefits of traversing labyrinths; reveals the symbols
and patterns of life hidden within; and discusses the
labyrinth’s role in the evolution of human conscious-
ness. This was taped at the British Society of Dowser’s
Congress in 1993. For workshops and labyrinth de-
sign and installation, visit www.richardfeatheranderson.
com. Email: geomant@earthlink.net.

Rediscovering the Labyrinth with Lauren Artress, video-
tape and DVD. Produced through Grace Communica-
tions Ministry. 28 minutes. Order through www
.veriditas.org. Click on the Shop@veriditas.org.

“The Power of Silence” by Wisdom Television, a division
of WISDOM® Media Corporation based in Bluefield,
WV, 2001. This video interviews Thich Nhat Hanh,
Thomas Keating, Lauren Artress, and others about
meditation practices. Order through www.veriditas.org
or www.wisdomtelevision.com.

Caerdroia—The Journal of Mazes & Labyrinths, edited by
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Jeff Saward. A publication that connects labyrinth
enthusiasts worldwide, presenting current research,
documentation, and information. Published annually
by Labyrinthos, 53 Thundersley Grove, Thunders-
ley, Benfleet, Essex SS7 3EB, England. Visit www.
labyrinthos.net for details of subscription and back
issues or e-mail: jeff@labyrinthos.net.

Websites

www.Veriditas.org for workshops, products, and events,
Lauren Artress’s schedule, the Women’s Dream Quest,
Pilgrimage Weekend at Grace Cathedral in San Fran-
cisco, and programs in Chartres, France.

www.labyrinthsociety.org Information about their
yearly fall conference is posted in the spring.

World-Wide Labyrinth Locator ( WWLL) can be found
on both www.veriditas.org and www.labyrinthsociety. org.
It offers locations of labyrinths, their availability, and
a typology created for the WWLL by Jeff Saward,
based on a system originally devised by Jeff and Sig
Lonegren. This classification system can be found in
Jeff Saward’s book Labyrinths & Mazes.

Music

There are hundreds of CDs that can be used for labyrinth
walking. The following are directly related to labyrinth
walking.

Mysteries, by Music Divina, created at Grace Cathedral
in San Francisco.

The Path of the Soul, The Catherine Braslavsky Ensem-
ble. Recorded in Chartres Cathedral.

Labyrinth Walk, by Martin Gregory, contains solo piano
for labyrinth walking.

Homage, by Judith Tripp. Solo flute for meditation and
labyrinth walking.

Soul Songs of the Labyrinth, Lisa Rafael, with crystal
bowls and chanting.
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Labyrinth Builders

Many people are fascinated by the process of creating a
labyrinth, and almost anyone can do it with guidance or
instruction. The people listed below are those I trust and
know to do accurate and thoughtful labyrinth building.

Stuart and Mary Bartholomaus create labyrinths in many
materials. Stuart is excellent in mowing labyrinths
into grass, and working with stones and brick. Both
are certified Veriditas facilitators. Stumaryb@aol.com 

Richard Feather Anderson creates labyrinths in many
mediums. www.richardfeatheranderson.com

Robert Ferré creates labyrinths in many different materi-
als from painted concrete to working in stone. www.
labyrinth-enterprises.com

Marty and Debi Kermeen create attractive and well-
designed labyrinths in stone. www.artpaver@aol.com
and artpaver@aol.com or 630-552-3408

For a tapestry labyrinth contact Mark Stack at Almar
Carpets International, 9008 Beverly Blvd., Los Ange-
les, CA 90048. Almar’s phone number is 310-859-
1200.
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The Reverend Dr. Lauren Artress is Honorary
Canon of Grace Cathedral and the Creator and
Founder of Veriditas, The World-Wide Labyrinth
Project. Veriditas promotes the labyrinth experience
as a personal practice for healing and spiritual matura-
tion, a tool for community building, an agent for
global peace, and as a metaphor for the work of the
Spirit in our lives. She is a major voice speaking on
behalf of the Labyrinth Movement in the Western
world. She served as the Canon Pastor and then
Canon for Special Ministries at San Francisco’s Grace
Cathedral from 1986 to 2004. It was there she first in-
troduced the labyrinth for a twenty-four-hour New
Year’s event in December of 1991. Her work includes
the installation of two permanent labyrinths at Grace
Cathedral that launched the practice of labyrinth
walking into mainstream awareness.

Dr. Artress earned her master’s degree in Reli-
gious Education from Princeton Theological Semi-
nary and her Doctor of Ministry degree from
Andover Newton Theological School and is an or-
dained Episcopal priest. She recieved her analytic
training at the Blanton-Peale Graduate Institute in
New York City. She is a licensed psychotherapist in
the state of California as well as a Spiritual Director.
She speaks and teaches nationally and internationally
and offers programs at Chartres Cathedral in France.
She resides in San Francisco.
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