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oth of my grandmothers died in 2010. One just before my thirtieth birthday and the other,

just after. I was very close with both. My parents nurtured our relationships growing up,

and at different points during my young adulthood I lived near their respective homes.

I was involved in their end-of-life care, and at bedside with one, as she took her final
breath. Their deaths were expected; each having lived well into their nineties after full and active
lives. I grieved their physical absence and the way the door of a life shuts too fast, and too defini-
tively.

An ineffable presence grew alongside my grieving, and I felt a strange and gentle accompani-
ment as something new in me opened. Meanwhile, I sensed something else fall away. I felt a nudge
toward this curious presence that was somehow tied to my grandmothers. An embodiment perhaps
of what Mitch Albom points to when he writes in his book Tuesdays with Morrie that, “Death ends a
life, not a relationship” (174). Along with this opening, my certainties about my own life became less
clear. Parts of my life that previously felt buttoned up like career, intimate partnership, community
and belonging all came undone. How was I really being called to serve? Was my partnership of four
years really working? Where did I need to plant my roots, and was that where [ was living? This kind
of inquiry is not uncommon in the wake of loss, and although uncomfortable, can be just the thing
that’s needed to clarify our next steps, and keep us close to the truth of a soul led life. Though in the
moment it can feel more like being tossed into an alchemical cauldron, where through the fire of
undoing, a new heart, a new knowing, and perhaps a new Self emerges.

It was at this time that I met my first spiritual director. Perfect timing! My work with Rabbi Nadya
Gross provided a nurturing ground upon which to tend a growing spiritual curiosity and longing,
while making passage through this threshold of loss, and integrating the teachings of my grand-
mothers’ deaths. Our many years of working together have inspired and companioned my growing
relationship with the Holy, as well as directed my work in the world.

Now, fifteen years later, as I accompany people as a spiritual director and psychotherapist, I am
in a place of supporting the spiritual unfolding of others as they too confront loss and grief. As a
trained transpersonal art therapist, I find that using imagery, active imagination, and the articula-
tion of our somatic awareness to be extremely useful on the journey of divine discovery. This is es-
pecially true when we are grieving and traversing the most difficult and painful landscapes of loss.

Sacred images in the imagination, and the power of their felt resonance, provide a necessary
anchor and source of nourishment for one who may otherwise feel lost in a sea of sorrow and con-
fusion. These themes will be explored throughout this article, and I will share vignettes of working
with sacred imagery, and the impact on those I have companioned.
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Sacred images in the imagination, and the power of their
felt resonance, provide a necessary anchor and source of
nourishment for one who may otherwise feel lost in a sea of
sorrow and confusion.

THE POWER OF THE IMAGINATION

Leaning into the power of the imagination can serve us in our quest for an intimate relation-
ship with the Holy. “Our imagination makes us infinite,” naturalist and conservationist John
Muir once wrote (Marsh, 226). It makes us infinite and helps us know the Infinite in a more
personally felt way.

When I introduce the power of imagination in my work, I often encourage those I am with
to imagine biting into a lemon. Without fail, we both begin salivating and feel the autonomic
response of our physical bodies as we imagine the rush of intense sour taste. The back of the jaw
tingles, the lips may purse. The mind and body are truly connected. Extensive research about
the brain-body connection in contemplative practice, neurobiology, and trauma recovery over
recent decades has scientifically anchored what we've known in our bones since time immemo-
rial. A simple visualization of biting into a lemon really puts this on display.

What we think and imagine impacts how we feel physiologically. This has tremendous im-
plications when we look at healing the nervous system, changing the brain, and living a more
present and fulfilled life. This is where the magic happens. Our whole being can be impacted on
a neurobiological level by our growing spiritual development—by the way we envision and feel
a supportive, Divine presence.

As spiritual directors, we can enhance the intimacy of this holy relationship through our
curiosity, listening, and our invitation to stay with the evolving, living, sacred image and its
somatic resonance. In doing so, we support the spiritual formation of those we companion,
while helping to create the inner conditions for relaxation, soothing, and resourcing, which are
necessary to integrate loss while building our bandwidth to stay open the fullness of our experi-
ence. Over time, these conditions, and a trust in our capacity to be present with grief, becomes
increasingly robust and familiar.

Grief is more than an emotion; it is a core faculty of being human. It is a skill that must
be developed, or we will find ourselves migrating to the margins of our lives in hopes
of avoiding the inevitable entanglements with loss. It is through the rites of grief that
we are ripened as human beings. Grief brings gravity and depth into the world. We
possess the profound capacity to metabolize sorrow into something medicinal for our
soul and the soul of the community.

(Weller, In the Absence of the Ordinary, 44)
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Shaun McNiff, a leading figure in the field of art therapy, talks about images as “angels of the
wound, who open us to the life of the soul” (Art as Medicine, 23). 1 experience this in my work with
others. Divine images of protection, light, support, guidance, and love descend in the psyche
of the seeker opening a door to relief, perceptual shift, and a soothing spiritual balm providing
needed accompaniment on their healing journeys.

IN PRACTICE

The invitation for inquiry with an inner image takes many forms. An individual may begin
with an expressed feeling, a longing, or perhaps a metaphor that articulates an emotion or an
experience. I might invite them to notice the “felt sense” in their bodies that accompanies that
emotion, longing, or metaphor. If there is an image that arises with that felt sense, we let that
grow through curiosity and reverence. We invite a deeper sensory perception of that image, and
its effect on the body. We give it room to be honored, witnessed and received.

For instance, an individual might be sharing about the loss of a friendship, and feeling the
weight of aloneness and the residue of hurt following a conflict. They may say something like, “I
feel like I've lost a part of myself.” See the following example of how imagination can be used to
navigate this kind of statement in spiritual direction and companionship:

PRESENCE



 We begin by inviting a deeper curiosity around the experience of this
loss. It is essential to give ample room to this felt sense of “losing” a part
of us, so as not to minimize the feeling, or collude with a tendency to
avoid difficult emotions.

* Next, embody the presence of support while simultaneously holding
the feeling of loss. Perhaps there is an image that naturally arises, and
if not, we may offer a prompt such as, “Is there an image of spiritual
support that arises as you sit with this sense of losing a part of
yourself?”

o If an image arises, stay with it by inviting the individual to share more
about what is seen and felt in the presence of this spiritual support. This
is the innate wisdom of the soul attending to its own healing, and we
can aid in this revelation by supporting its full expression.

e As the image clarifies, the individual may express feelings of
relaxation, comfort, and ease. You might also invite them to articulate
their subtle body awareness. The shoulders dropping, a softening

in the heart or belly, a spaciousness across the chest, a lengthening

of the spine, or a sense of leaning back into a support. Notice if the
breath deepens or softens. We may encourage the individual to really
allow these sensations to be present. Receiving them from head to toe,
through every cell in their body.

» We may also invite the articulation of a word or two that names their
experience. This helps to further anchor, through language, an intimacy
with their unique spiritual support and the embodied feelings that
accompany this growing sacred relationship.

Part of exploring imagery is working with uncertainty and learning to “trust the process.”
“The creative process is an intelligence that knows where it has to go”, writes Shaun McNiff
(Trust the Process, 31). We must learn, through our own work with imagery, to trust this innate
intelligence and to walk beside those we work with, holding a sense of wonder, curiosity and
amazement as they uncover the healing qualities of their unique, divine encounter. Be patient
and trust the unfolding.

It is important to note that not everyone is visually inclined. We always want to follow the
lead of those we accompany. A felt sense of support in the body may be more available than an
image, and if you are met with confusion, or a statement that nothing is there, you might want
to step back and pause the image work. Come back to it later or consider whether it is appropri-
ate for that particular individual.
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Although it is beyond the scope of this article, I would be remiss if I did not discuss how we
can take what is born in the imagination one step further, by putting it into form through line,
shape and color. Art making is a profound way to organize and honor our most precious and
intimate truths as it gives form to feeling and voice to the ineffable.

Two out of the four meetings shared in this article lent themselves to art making, which
helped to further anchor the spiritual seeker’s direct encounter with the Sacred. These images,
created on paper with oil pastel and marker were then taken home as a further reminder of this
essential spiritual support. Do not hesitate to offer materials for art making if it feels appro-
priate and useful. Catherine Moon discusses the power of art as prayer, writing, “the imagina-
tion is an instrument of faith. This faith becomes concretized-becomes something that can be
seen, heard, felt, touched, smelled, perhaps tasted-through the act of making” (Spirituality and
Art Therapy, 30).

SACRED APPLICATIONS: EXAMPLES OF IMAGINATION AT WORK
IN SPIRITUAL DIRECTION

Lily longed for a child. After some time of trying to conceive, she had a painful miscarriage.
Later, she began a tender journey through in vitro fertilization, and a year or so after, became
pregnant. In one of our sessions just before she learned she was pregnant, she said she was
ready to “embrace surrender.” She imagined herself floating on a river. Her body relaxed as
she felt herself trusting the flow of water that carried her. She felt a sense of both letting go and
of being supported. She felt the sun on her face and was soothed by the greenery of tall trees
and dappled sunlight. This image, and its somatic resonance, became her prayer for a release
of anxiety regarding her pregnancy and deepening into trusting her body, her child’s timing,
and the mystery of conception. The image held her capacity to let go while also feeling held by
a spiritual source.

Ava lost her father the previous year and was grieving his death as she began a family of her
own. Throughout our work together she imagined a well in the green forest where her ancestors
gathered. A place she returned to for nourishment and grounding. The water was a light purple,
and she drank the water which was soothing and cleansing. Memories of her father and other
family members surfaced. Tears emerged as she remembered them, while also feeling support-
ed and strengthened by the well. This was a place she could rest and receive. Her breath deep-
ened and her body relaxed into this blessing as she continued to process the loss of her father.

Laura faced challenges in her romantic partnership and was on a path of healing early child-
hood wounds. She worked at creating more room for herself to notice feelings and thoughts,
while returning to a loving steady center rather than responding from a familiar place of reac-
tivity. In our work together she imagined a protective and loving light around her. A shimmer-
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ing bubble with golden light that reminded
her of a connection with something greater.
She felt herself leaning back into this support,
and as a felt sense of connection washed over
her, she felt calm and grounded. From this
place she expressed a readiness to better hold
the weight of her grief, and practice new ways
of listening and responding to herself and her
partner.

Chloe was grieving an ectopic pregnancy.
In our session she received an image of her
lost baby being held and loved by God. She
described a light all around and a message
coming from her baby: “I'm okay, Mama.” She
was tearful with a felt sense of a beam of light
encompassing her that was her baby’s peace
and presence with God. Her closing word was
“trust,” and she felt this with her whole being;
a soothing balm as she continued to grieve her
loss.

LOSS AND SPIRITUAL
LONGING

It has been my personal experience, and
that of those I companion, that spiritual long-
ing, wrestling, and awakening, often enters
our life alongside a period of grieving. Loss
opens us to self-redefinition and challenges
our sense of control, while simultaneously
clearing the way for deepening into spiritual
inquiry and the possibility of a life paradigm
shift. Estelle Frankel writes, “When seen as a
rite of initiation rather than as a disfiguring or
disabling force, every illness becomes a path
to a particular healing or personal gift” (Sacred
Therapy, 173). We cannot minimize the way
that grief can absolutely flatten and undo our

PRESENCE

lives. It is also true that there is an opportuni-
ty for spiritual development as one navigates
loss and life’s greatest challenges. This is often
the landscape where we meet the seeker.

And the dance begins.
Between both worlds.
Where all things are possible.
It’s during this time that it’s helpful
And healing
And so often frightening
To questions everything.
Everything.
Because it’s all been cracked.
Open.
(Zuba, Permission to Mourn, 6)

This cracked open place is where God is of-
ten knocking at the door. For many, this place
holds a medicinal offering of what is needed
to support, strengthen, and soothe as we car-
ry on, though it may not be apparent. Like the
biblical figure Jacob, who sleeps in the wil-
derness after leaving his home, and dreams
of angels ascending and descending a ladder.
He wakes saying, “Truly, God is in this place,
and I did not know it” (Gen. 28:16). A part of
our sacred companionship practice is to hold
up a light as we peer together into the cracks
and seemingly broken open places, where the
Holy is waiting.

“Our choice is to inhabit vulnerability as
generous citizens of loss,” writes poet David
Whyte (Consolation, 262). In spiritual direc-
tion, we offer a space for vulnerability to be
seen, heard and honored. We invite those we



accompany to gently move closer toward the truth of their heart, closer toward questions and
longing, closer toward the loving and capable companionship of a divine center. Francis Weller
writes that grief work is an “act of devotion” (The Wild Edge of Sorrow, 5). This devotion is an ev-
er-deepening presence with our direct experience that hones the muscle of our compassion.
This apprenticeship with grief, he says, is a necessary journey for the human soul to ripen into
wisdom.

THE BLESSING

By nurturing our spiritual lives, we grow our capacity to sit in the center of our grief, while
feeling truly held and loved by the Source of Life. In supporting the conditions for spiritual
intimacy, alongside a brave confrontation with our grief, we can begin to grow the container
of our heart, which holds the holy mix of our personal and collective sorrows. Incorporating a
presence with sacred imagery, much like a waking dream, can enhance this goal, and further
deepen a relationship with the Divine.

The more we return to the images and felt sense of sacred accompaniment, the stronger
these pathways of inner divine support become—and the easier they are to access. Before we
know it, the Holy is a dear friend who walks within and beside us always. This sacred friendship
becomes a gateway to the necessary inner soothing and strengthening which, in turn, increases
our bandwidth for holding the complexity and truth of our lives, while we bravely and lovingly
face what is to come.
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