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Deep feelings are the voices that need to be heard and expressed

to find our transformation.

- Anne Brener
   I thought I would feel relieved. It was finally over! I have been working on this MMUUF service on Spiritual Direction for a month, planning it for over a year, and as I drove home afterwards I was mostly pleased - I had done my best and it had been well received. But something was niggling at me, making me feel uneasy. What was it? 

I arrived home, and Gary looked at me expectantly. 
"Well, how did it go?" 
I scrunched up my face in mild puzzlement. "It went well, I think." 
He waited patiently for the rest of the thought to unfold. "But?"
 I sighed. "I don't know. I feel a little worried about the Q. and A. afterwards. They asked some really good questions: ‘How does spiritual direction differ from therapy? Don't people usually go to their ministers for this?’ I'm just not sure I answered them correctly. I hope I didn't sound disrespectful towards the work that ministers and therapists do." 
He gave me a welcome hug. "I can’t imagine that you did." 
I rested there in the circle of his arms. "Thanks for the vote of confidence, dear.” I brightened.” They loved the song that Lynne and I sang!"

  Over lunch, I shared more of the experience with him. It was only later that day that I finally got to the heart of what was causing my unease. I was reading a deeply nurturing book called Radical Acceptance by Buddhist meditation teacher and clinical psychologist Tara Brach, and the author was addressing how to work with “the wanting self”. It's the hungry part of us that is always looking outside of ourselves for something to fill that empty space within. I recognized myself in her words as I suddenly realized that what was pulling me off balance was not any particular concern about the service, but rather a deep basic need for acceptance and approval. In the midst of my pre-service butterflies that morning, I had attempted to clarify for myself my goal - to present information on a valuable spiritual tool in a clear and engaging manner. But somewhere along the way, my ego had hijacked the show, and it has become all about me. Will they like me? Will I be accepted in this new role? There was the wanting self in all its consuming need. I recognized it from a previous situation in which my writing has appeared in the Burlington Free Press. The recognition and praise was intoxicating, but I very soon realized that I would never get enough; I'd always be hungry for more. At that time, that insight caused me acute embarrassment and shame, but since then my Buddhist practice has encouraged me to train in self-compassion, to see all this without judgment. When an uncomfortable feeling arises, I am learning to lean into it with curiosity and compassion rather than trying to escape it or pretending that it doesn't exist. So last Sunday afternoon, I was able to recognize what was happening, and accept it as just another part of being human. Then my suffering eased; I was able to move through the feelings without getting stuck in them.

  I am so grateful for these tools that have taught me that clear seeing and kindness must go hand-in-hand for growth to occur. Buddhist nun and renowned teacher Pema Chodron says that "honesty without kindness, humor, and good heartedness can just be mean. From the very beginning to the very end, pointing to our own hearts to discover what is true is not just a matter of honesty but also of compassion and respect for what we see.”
  But isn't all this introspection unhealthy? Isn’t it all just about making ourselves feel better? Not really. There is a difference between self-absorption and self-awareness. The former keeps us locked in a tedious dance with ourselves while our world gets smaller and smaller. The latter gives us clarity that frees us from the bondage of our habitual patterns and allows us to empathize with others who find themselves stuck in the same discomfort. Ani Pema points out that "as we learn to have compassion for ourselves, the circle of compassion for others becomes wider." Our suffering is not so unique - we're all in this together. If we can love ourselves through our confusion and muddlement, we come out the other side richer and wiser, with a heart that's growing big enough to accept all that is and work with it. We see that we all want love and acceptance, and there is no shame in that. The first step is to lovingly accept ourselves - the rest flows from there.
                                 Your Friend,

                                          Tess Starecheski, 
                                                    SRE of MMUUF
Just as the mind digests ideas and produces intelligence,

the soul feeds on life and digests it,

creating wisdom and character out of the fodder of experience.

- Thomas Moore
HAPPIEST OF BIRTHDAYS!

Avery 5-7-94    Isabel 5-10-00

Craig 5-17-02    Lindsay 5-1-00

Mairead 5-16-02

**********************************************************************************
BOOKS TO GROW ON
From Kathy Rude:
The Forty Rules of Love:  A Novel of Rumi by Elif Shafak

We are fully into spring, the time of renewal and of love, and in many of the wisdom traditions, love is central and  seen as a manifestation of spirit, or the Divine.  In Judaism, as spring arrives, many Jews focus on the Exodus from Egypt, and count the 49 days of Omer.  I decided to follow that journey also, for the first time, this year. Beginning on the second day of Passover, with the tribes following Moses out of their centuries -long enslavement.  Remembering this story, I ponder how the idea of leaving Egypt can symbolize our own inner loosenings from varying kinds of slavery or habits, or from self -imposed limitations, such as ways that we find ourselves in spiritual or emotional stasis.  We can also see such a journey in terms of a liberation from our inner Pharaoh, or that voice that stops us when we know we need to grow or change in some way. For many, this is a time of journey and transition through a spiritual desert, and inner cleansing and preparation for a coming to Sinai. Spring feels like the right time for such quickenings, and the counting of the days of Omer (Leviticus 23:10-11 and 15- 16) provides a wonderful framework for processing the seven emanations of the Divine as depicted in the Sephirot or the Tree of Life.  

From the web site of Chabad.org, Omer is explained:

The teachings of Kabbalah explain that there are seven "Divine Attributes" -- Sefirot -- that G-d assumes through which to relate to our existence: Chessed, Gevurah, Tifferet, Netzach, Hod, Yesod and Malchut ("Love", "Strength", "Beauty", "Victory", "Splendor", "Foundation" and "Sovereignty"). In the human being, created in the "image of G-d," the seven sefirot are mirrored in the seven "emotional attributes" of the human soul: Kindness, Restraint, Harmony, Ambition, Humility, Connection and Receptiveness. Each of the seven attributes contain elements of all seven--i.e., "Kindness in Kindness", "Restraint in Kindness", "Harmony in Kindness", etc.--making for a total of forty-nine traits. The 49-day Omer Count is thus a 49-step process of self-refinement, with each day devoted to the "rectification" and perfection of one the forty-nine "sefirot."

While doing the daily Omer count and meditations, I was thinking a lot about love and compassion that first week, processing it in my own life, looking at the ways I love, and pairing those with each of the six other emanations of the divine in terms of how each interacts with loving kindness. For instance, love needs strength and discernment, and containment in order to avoid being what, in Buddhism is referred to as “idiot compassion”, or indiscriminate, with poor or non -existent boundaries.  Love also needs endurance or it would be fleeting, and unable to withstand challenges, etc. The entire first 7 days using these meditations focuses on the examination of love within and without, through the use of pairings such as these.

At the same time I came across a new book, The Forty Rules of Love:  A Novel of Rumi by Elif Shafak, that helped me to explore more deeply, the mysticism of love through a Sufi context.  The tale is written in the style of a modern day love story in which a reader for a literary agent explores love and her growing awareness of the absence of love in her own life as she reads a historical novel manuscript about Rumi and the dervish Shams of Tabriz. Shams, in thirteenth century Konya, simply walked into, and utterly transformed Rumi’s life.  I love historical novels that open up new worlds, teach me something new and help me to see things in a fresh way. This book did that. The rules sprinkled throughout The Forty Rules of Love as dispensed by Sham of Tabriz, corresponded to the plot and various characters as the story unfolded, and became beautiful springboards for further contemplation on love. Below, are the first three rules copied out of the text of the novel:  

1.     How we see God is a direct reflection of how we see ourselves. If God brings vto mind mostly fear and blame, it means there is too  much fear and blame welled inside us. If we see God as full of love and compassion, so are we.

2.     The path to the truth is a labor of the heart, not of the head.  Make your heart your primary guide!  Not your mind.  Meet, challenge, and ultimately prevail over your nafs(ego) with your heart. Knowing your ego will lead you to the knowledge of God. 

3.     Each and every reader comprehends the Holy Qur’an on a different level in tandem with the depth of his understanding. There are four  levels of insight. The first level is the outer meaning and it is the one that the majority of the people are content with.  Next is the Batini—the inner level. Third, there is the inner of the inner.  And the fourth level is so deep it cannot be put into words and is therefore bound to remain indescribable.

I think that last sentence in rule number three speaks to the realm of Rumi’s deeply mystical poetry in bridging the gap between words and inner soul and heart, and the role of love in finding our own inner path to spirit. I will definitely look for other books by Shafak.

PAGE  
1

