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Ellen Gunter welcomes students and presents the class as well as the special Facebook page for the class (Spiritual Direction –Caroline Myss).
CAROLINE MYSS: Hi everybody. Welcome, welcome, welcome. Just imagine now that we are gathering in the field, so just think of all of us gathering in this huge, huge field where we are connecting with each other of heart and soul. And this time I want you to include the Earth, and think of the Earth as the largest living companion you will ever, ever know, that this is part – the Earth is as much a part of our soul, as much a part of our lives as your most intimate friend. It is the largest living being we will ever, ever know. And close your eyes and think of yourself as joining soul and hands with this beautiful spiritual community at a heart well.
(Caroline reads from the prayer “In Silence” by Thomas Merton):
Be still. 
Listen to the stones of the well. 
Be silent, they try 
To speak your name. 
Listen 
To the living walls. 
Who are you? 
Who 
Are you? 
Whose Silence are you?
 Who (be very quiet) 
Are you (as these stones are quiet).
Do not think of what you are 
Still less of 
What you may one day be. 
Rather be what you are be 
The unthinkable one 
You do not yet even know. 
Take a very deep breath and be still. Say the prayer “I am listening, I am listening.” And this time as you imagine the well, you are looking at jewels. The well is full of jewels. This time, the jewels are glistening. This time, you are learning at the well and you are listening. This time, the well is revealing its wisdom to you. This time, the well is impulsing, as if you’ve awakened it, as if it’s now animated, as if it’s just revealing its mist to you. 
So now separate from your body of soul companions and walk into your private space with me, as if you can feel yourself separating from your collective soul companions and settle in just with me. 
Our focus at the well this evening is “I am the ashes / I am the phoenix.” Now, your spiritual journey, what journey means, what a spiritual path means is that there are necessary essential stages that you are just going to encounter, even if you don’t want to. 
You know, it’s kind of like when we’re growing up and we have lessons that we just have to learn. And sometimes we don’t want to learn them and sometimes they’re wonderful things to learn. But in either case, the journey of growing up has to include certain lessons. And the same thing is true of the awakening, of you discovering your inner world, the nature of your inner being. 

And the inner journey requires that you finally embrace the cycle of death and rebirth, the cycle of ashes and phoenix, that you finally, finally come to terms with the nature that the way of life is, that you finally settle in to the rhythm of life and realize the wisdom – the inherent wisdom in the way life is - that this wisdom is an inherent part of your life, both the ashes and the phoenix, that this is a fundamental cycle that is playing within you all the time. 

It’s never not playing within you in that you step into that cycle like stepping into shoes that you simply have to wear and then if you fight wearing them, you’re going to continue walking but it’s like you are going to get blisters because you won’t cooperate with of walking in them. And you’re going to have swollen feet and you’re going to cause a great deal of pain, instead of walking into the cycle and learning the wisdom of the cycle, which then becomes the blessing of realizing that “with every ending in my life, there’s the promise of a beginning” and that endings are inevitable but they are not personal. 
They are not personal. And that I cannot live in fear of endings, I may not want them. I may not want them. But to focus my life and my inner theology, my inner spiritual spirituality, to have the God that I created be a God that protects me from endings is to have a false God, is to have an idea what God is as a protector from endings, to have a God that cannot do what I want God to do. There is no such thing.

As Buddha would say, “Change is constant.” Change is constant. You have to understand the rhythm of life and you cannot fight the rhythm that is life. 
The spiritual life, your spiritual life, is essentially the choice to become an integrated consciously loving sentient being who is in harmony with the nature of life - with the nature of life – that you realize, “I can’t fight the nature that is life.”

But therein lies so much of a person’s own suffering, where you are fighting the nature of life. And part of creating the type of God we create is that we create a God that we want to fight the nature of life – “Please stop something from changing. Please give me back what has died. Please give me back my health the way it was. Please give me - make sure that this never changes.“

We say prayers that cannot be given to us because that’s not the way life is, so therefore it’s not the way God is. 

You know, people will say to me, “I just have no winning experiences with this God. I pray and pray and those prayers aren’t answered. But it’s the way they understand the nature of life and the nature of God that is the crisis point. It’s the way they want life to be that is the crisis point, that is the source of suffering. 
And I understand that all of us go through this. We all seek in the beginning the God of safety instead of understanding that the moment comes where we have to let go of the God we created, to accept the nature of the design of life, which is the essence of the God that is. 
And eventually, as you go into this wider, deeper being that accepts, “This is the way life is. Life has ashes, but life has a phoenix. This is what goes together,” you automatically – automatically - start asking more profound questions. You don’t even think about it. You just start asking more profound questions and it happens automatically, because the more you find yourself into your soul, you don’t even realize like – you don’t say, “Am I in my soul yet? Have I made it to my soul? Is this the soul yet?” 
It’s just the gradual maturation of who you are becoming, where it is you focus, how you begin to understand life, what you stop fighting. What you stop fighting. You stop anguishing over wanting life to be other than the way it is. 
And as you begin to accept, flow into the way life is, you start to glean the wisdom of why it is as it is. You settle into the wisdom of it. And from that, your questions cease to be about “I need an explanation as to why that happened to me” because you take the experiences of loss and devastation personally. 
And instead, your questions begin to become - they start growing into profound questions, deeply profound questions, away from insignificant questions.  You start going into the realm of impersonal – away from personal - and sometimes you don’t even realize you are transitioning. 
It just begins to happen, where the questions start bubbling up from the vertical world and away from that horizontal world where you are still examining the ashes of your life, the things that have happened and burned away. And you begin to rise like the phoenix, looking at the way – the whole structure of life and how you fit in to the whole cosmos. Why it is as it is. Not because of you. But just because and what that means for you. And how it means you should cooperate with a system that has been in existence long before you were you in this lifetime - that will continue in existence long after you leave this lifetime.

Rather than asking questions like, “What should I be doing with my life?” and thinking about the question of “doing” because doing is a big - you know, doing comes from that idea of “I should always be productive. I should always be producing something. Otherwise, I have no value.” 

And I understand that because we all go through that: “I measure my self worth by being productive.” And there’s a lot of suffering that we generate in ourselves by that, that if we aren’t productive, well then what are we doing? What are we doing? What are you going to do today? What are you going to do today? What are you doing? 

And I can’t tell you how many times I get that question – “What are you doing today?” My mother calls me up every morning, “So what are you doing? What are you doing? What are you doing today? Are you being productive?” She doesn’t mean it that way at all but that question comes from a social mind that -“what are you doing?” – in a society where we’re either doing and then there’s the retirement. So what are you going to do after you retire? You’ve got to be doing something. And if you say to someone, “Nothing, I’m not doing anything” do you ever notice there’s a pause? “Ooh. Ooh. Well. Ooh.” And sometimes they say, “Hmm. Well, I’ll call you back.” You have to be productive. That is how the horizontal world is.
Now, let me put you in the vertical.

How about a question?  A phoenix question? What is being born into my life right now?  What is being born into my life right now?

When something is taken out of your life, something is being born into your life. It’s as simple as that. When something is taken out of your life, something is being born into your life.
Now, I want you to look me in the eyes here because I know where you’re going. I know exactly where you’re going. You’re looking out the window of you. You are absolutely looking out the window because I know how people think. I know how you think. 
And you’re looking at the big picture. You’re looking at “Well, if I lose a car, then I must be getting another car.” Right? “And so if I, you know, lose a relationship, there must be another relationship coming down the road.” And okay – and you know what? There’s a lot of truth to that but later on I’ll talk to you about other types of ways of thinking, perceiving.

There’s thinking - thinking is horizontal. And here’s a word I want you to put into you – into you -  I want you to stick it in every one of your cell tissues. And it’s to perceive. Perception is not thinking. Perception is where you close your eyes and you breathe – breathe  - you breathe what’s being revealed to you. You breathe it, you sense it. You sense it. The law of sensing from your heart. You sense it. The law of sensing. You perceive it. What’s being incarnated? What is making its way in? What’s coming through? What is the newness that is reshaping my world right now? 

You go to your well and you imagine looking for the new jewel. “What is a jewel I haven’t seen before?” Use the imagery. Close your eyes and imagine you’re perceiving a new jewel. Just feel it coming in. Just feel it. 

You cannot hold onto the ashes and perceive a jewel because you can’t see it. And I want you to hold onto the image that a jewel can’t be discovered in ashes because it’s – pffft! – imagine you have to blow it off, you have to scrape away the ashes and then - pffft! – scrape them away. And step out of the ashes and then look in your well and you’ll see the jewels there. 
You image, you visualize, you sense “What’s unfolding in my life now?” 
“How should I respond to this?” Respond, not do. The operative word is respond. “What shall I respond? Do I respond with a yes?” Yes. Just yes. 
Think of standing at your well and just saying yes – yes to what is incarnating.  Just say yes. And let it work its way in. Let it just - just cooperate with creation. Just say yes, “however this will change me. However it will change my world, I say yes.” That is an agreement, a contract, a prayer, a - “I will breathe with it, I will say yes, I won’t fight it with fear, I will not say ‘I don’t know what to do,’ I will not go and play in my ashes, I am saying yes.” 

Yes. That’s enough to let the laws of cause and effect, action and reaction take charge of you. Yes. This is how creation breathes with you when the phoenix comes in. 

You know, I think we could talk about what is the meaning of the cycles of death and rebirth and falling into ashes, etc.? How should you understand it? 
And I think that one way to grapple with it, to understand it, is that life itself, the fundamental design of life is to continue life – is to continue life. And the whole nature of life is that it must go on and renew itself. It must renew itself. Now - and life does not mourn the dead.

Let me say this again because it’s a great huge thing. 
There are storms and there are quiet seas, there are fires and the regeneration of growth, There’s death and there’s birth. But life itself does not mourn the dead. It’s not the way it works. 
And we living do – of course we do. And we oftentimes approach it as though the ending should not happen, as if agonies and sorrow are things we have to try so hard to avoid - not look at, not speak about, as if it somehow or other is something we can back off, as if it won’t come to us if we don’t talk about it. If we don’t talk about our death, it won’t happen, if we don’t think about the death of somebody, of a child or something, then we will never lose a child, as if this – you know, we grab hold of that belief. 

And it’s like squeezing ourselves into an illusion and then we create a God and we pray to this God to maintain that illusion. “God don’t let them die. Don’t let my family die. Don’t ever let anything happen to them. Don’t ever let anything that is typical of life happen to my family.”  That is not a prayer that can be answered. And how many times things have happened and then a person says, “I don’t believe in God anymore. What kind of God would do this?“

One time I gave a lecture at a church in England – Saint James – in fact, I was just there. Saint James. And a man came up to me and he - this was years ago. It’s funny to say this but last century. Isn’t that funny? It’s true. And he had a sorrowful look on his face and he asked me to explain why his son had died. Obviously there is no explanation. There is none. 

But it was – it’s one of the hardest things because it is outside what we think is the natural cycle of life. Grandparents should die before your parents, your parents should die before you, and this is the cycle of life. And so it’s outside the cycle – the cycle as we think should happen. 

So his conclusion was there is no God because if there is, God would not allow this to happen. God would not allow unmerciful things to happen. And then we create a God to follow, to reflect our fears, a God that is supposed to protect us from what we fear the most. “God, protect me from snakes, protect me from scorpions and protect me” – that is my ideal God  - “protect me from spiders” because these are the things I do not like. And then one day I get bit by a spider and then I would say, “Well, that’s it. The God of Spiders has failed me. And so therefore there is no God.” It is a God of our own making.  
And here’s what you need to understand. That God has to fail you because there’s no truth in that God. That God has to turn to ashes. It’s inevitable that that God turned to ashes because there’s absolutely no truth to that God.

And one exercise – I call this class Reflections for a reason. One true – a bridge that one has to cross, that you will come upon is that something we will have to do is to dismantle the God you are holding onto. Not yet, not yet. But it will happen - it has to happen. You’re not ready yet but it has to happen. 
What is destined then to turn to ashes? Imagine you’re asking me this. This is your question, and you’re sitting with me and you say, “Caroline, what’s destined to turn to ashes?” Because it’s logical that you would ask me that question. I would have that question. 
I would say, “Well, are certain things destined to be ashes and other things not? Because, you know, I’d like to know that.” And this is the type of question that is just delicious to discuss. It’s delicious. 

So, I mean, get really - let’s imagine you’re getting really comfortable in my office and I say, “Well, just stretch out for a minute and let’s just settle in to your soul.” Because I’m going to say to you, “What isn’t destined to turn to ashes?” What isn’t? I mean, what isn’t destined? But I want you to think of it in a really kind of impersonal way and I want to just stretch you now like spiritual taffy. 
We are actually designed to outgrown every part of us. Isn’t that an incredible thought? We are. We’re just designed to outgrow every emotion - every idea we have is going to turn into ash. Really, every idea. I mean, look at all the ideas you have per day that you toss out. Think of those like little matches that go pppscchhuut! and then an ash and just tcchhhuhkk! tccchhhukk! tccchhhukk!  tccchhhukk!  tccchhhukk!   - so those are really quick ashes. Like “that’s not a good idea” - tcchhhuhkk! tccchhhukk! tccchhhukk!  tccchhhukk!  Okay. 

And then, think of things you used to believe and think of those like micro vessels that you wore for a while. Where you thought - like for example, think of a school uniform that suited who you were for a while and then it didn’t and you outgrew it. Like your identity. You outgrow your identity again and again and again. 
Who are you today? You’re not the same person today that you were 5 years ago, 10 years ago, or even 1 year ago. Your cell tissue is constantly renewing itself. And I want you to think about that. This is a great big huge thought, not a tiny one. This is great bug huge. 

Your cell tissue contains cell memory and it’s always renewing itself, so it’s always jostling your cell memory. It’s always jostling. Even your memory in your cell is not stable. It’s always getting renewed with what you eat - which is why, by the way, when you change your diet, you change your memory patterns It’s so obvious. 
You change the quality of how you think and how you remember something when you improve your diet. When you decide to truly clean up what you’re eating, you start cleaning your memories.  It is one and the same thing. One and the same thing. 

One of the reasons the mystics fasted – way back when  - was because they really understood the difference that that when they ceased to feed food into their body, they cleansed the way they thought. They were able to take grace in – light. In a way, they were able to bring light into their body in a way that it was disrupted when digestion took some of – they had to clear out and it helped cleanse what was in their cell tissue and oftentimes healings took place. That is the fundamental difference. But they had to sustain themselves with prayer and meditation, mind you. And really, that’s the difference between fasting and starving oneself, which is a big difference because you’re sustaining yourself with consciousness. You’re sustaining yourself with a very conscious effort to put light into your body, but you are creating a very different inner identity and you’re flushing out ashes. 
Beliefs inevitably die and you can feel in yourself when attitudes are ready to die, when beliefs are ready to die. 
You know, I so often meet people who will pride themselves on telling me they’re stubborn, as if it’s a quality to be proud of. They will clench their jaw and they’ll oftentimes cross their self like this and they’ll say, “I’m stubborn” as if it’s a characteristic to be – as if that’s something that says, “See how powerful I am.  I’m stubborn,” when in fact if they really understood what they were saying – if they really got it – they would recognize that, they would be horrified because stubborn is, stubbornness of mind and body is one of the most harmful, self-inflicting characteristics that you can possibly have in yourself, because you will fight the process of ashes. You will fight intuitively. 

See, your intuition is - your organic intuition is designed to alert you that says, “This belief is not working. It’s not working. This attitude is not working working. You need to open your mind here. You need to let some light in. You need to stop fighting when you need to get a bigger perspective.” 

And fighting that is not helping you. It’s harming you. It’s harming you here. And when you have a stubborn mind, what you are fighting is the cycle of letting something burn out of you, letting something new come in– you’re fighting an organic cycle. 
Oftentimes a person fights that because of pride or because they get into a power play. And so – and I wonder, you know, I’m sure if I said, “Is this true of you?” you would in truth would have to say, “Well, it has been and it may be now”

And I will counsel you, which is very different from advice. Counsel is a grace. And when I say counsel you, I am offering you that type of perspective that comes from wisdom. I counsel you to sit with yourself and ask yourself if being stubborn is worth the effort. Has it benefitted you? 
And when you feel that force rising in you, the need – and this is what the spiritual path is about - it’s about you taking on this part of yourself, not someone else. Not fighting someone else, because it’s not about someone else. It’s about recognizing that all the someone elses don’t matter. They represent the outside stimulant for you to see an inside quality. And that inside quality is harmful to you, and in turn you will harm the outside. And you will perceive the outside. You will block yourself from letting something turn to ash whose time has come to turn to ash. 
And when you fight that cycle – when you fight - then you start burning yourself. And I want you to imagine that those ashes – you start shoving those ashes in your veins, you start blocking your blood system, you start stashing the ashes in your body organ because they have to go somewhere. They have to. You start making an ash of yourself. And I mean that the way it sounds and I mean that literally and I mean it – I mean it in every way you heard it, because I do. You make an ash of yourself, yes.
Now, another way that the cycle of ash to phoenix happens is that there comes a time when we have to release ideas and ambitions of yourself that we held.  It has to go. We can’t – When we realize, “I have to outgrow. I have to let this go. I held onto it and it doesn’t fit anymore. And I have to let it go.” 
We have to let go of youthfulness, which does not mean we don’t strive to be healthy but we have to accept the progression of life. And we celebrate - we stay healthy, we stay vital, but also we have to be mindful and – how do I say it - not loathe the aging process, which has become an epidemic. It has become an epidemic when people lie about their age while striving to live a long life. You cannot put yourself into that cycle of psychosis. 
The cycle of ashes to phoenix goes on every day ends in ashes, every morning is a phoenix. This is how you have to look at life, that every single day brings something new and at the end of the day, you let go of a day of your life. It has gone in ashes that will never come again. And if you really understand this, then every day becomes precious – precious, more precious. More precious than anything.

Now, our nature, our ego nature is to dwell in our ashes – is to dwell there. And it’s because our ashes have our identity. We know them, they’re tactile, this is what we’ve lived. It contains our unfinished business, and oftentimes our ashes feel safe. There’s like warm embers in there. And they allow us to sustain our illusions about who we were. And they provide us with stories to tell and wounds and myths about things. 
And ashes - we get a lot of mileage out of ashes. But they also prevent us from seeing the phoenix come in – the many, many versions of phoenix experiences, phoenix manifestations and expressions that are hidden in the small details, in the lives, in the conversations, in the way in which the phoenix comes in within the rhythm of our life. 
If we’re on a path in which we’re not healing, we are there by choice and not by design. And that means we’re in the ashes. And that is, when someone’s trying – and let me say that again. Everybody’s not going to recover their health when they’re ill. Everybody is not going to be healed of serious illness – not by a long shot. That’s not the way life works. And it doesn’t mean their healing has failed - not at all. 
People are going to die. That is not fail at healing. They may die very healthy of mind, healthy of heart, and healthy of soul. They may die having completed their journey exactly the way it was supposed to be lived – that is dying a whole and healthy person. 
But you can fight that healing and you can also die very bitter. Or you can actually have the opportunity to improve your body. You can do a lot more for yourself than you’re doing. But you are healing - you are attempting to heal while sitting in your ashes. 
And here’s the thing that you actually want to know – you’ve got to know this about yourself, and that’s that your soul is naturally inclined to heal. It will absolutely tell you what you’ve got to do It’ll impulse you. It will actually - it has the map in it. Isn’t that interesting? It has the map.

Now you just sit very still with me for a minute. If you just go to the well and truly say “I’m listening” and get out of your head, get out of your head – because your head’s no asset, it’s a liability when it comes to the soul – and you are really, really honest, I mean honest, I mean brutally honest with yourself - I am, imagine me at the well with you - and you just said, “I’m listening. What do I need to do?” 

And then you ask, “What am I not doing, really? Tell me the truth. What am I trying to negotiate? What do I not want to do that I should be doing?” 

Ask that question: “What am I not doing that I should be doing?” 

Nevermind “what I should be doing?” 
Ask: “What should I be doing that I don’t want to do? “

And you’ll get all your answers.  It could be change your diet, exercise, stop eating sugar. Da da da da. All the things that by gut instinct – and it could say something like “Clean up your inner act, stop playing around with negativity. Stop it. Don’t say things that aren’t true. Stop it. Stubbornness isn’t good for you - stop it. Stop it. Don’t manipulate anymore, stop blaming.” It may list these some of these qualities. It may say, “You have a lot of guilt. Deal with the guilt. Deal with the guilt. Stop dancing with darkness. You’re not going to heal that way.” 

You have to get those ashes. Those are inner ashes and they’ve got to come out. They’ve got to come out.

What is the soul journey? What is the journey of the inner - What is it? It’s about turning around and looking and saying, “I don’t want to look like this anymore. I don’t want to be this person. This person who has lived in self-deception is going in the fire. That’s going to turn to ashes. I do not want that person anymore. I feel it. That person does not feel right to me. And that person – that part of me has become harmful. Harmful.” 
Imagine that you can say to yourself, “But I have sometimes too much pain, my wounds are too big. I’m not ready to let them go. I’m not ready. I’m trying to forgive but I can’t.” 

And let me say - let me express something to you. When I say let ashes go, that is not the same as telling you to forget anything. I’m not telling you to forget anything. What you have to let go, what I counsel you to let go of – “have to” is a not good way to put it – let me just say what I encourage you to examine in yourself are there reasons why you don’t want to let go of something. The reasons why are the obstacle course – the reasons why. We never let go of the memories of things. That’s actually not what’s on the board. Never. 

The issue that really causes pain is the reason why we hold on to them. Why do we hold on to them? Because it’s the “why” that interferes with the healing. We can have sorrow and in fact we’ll have sorrow the rest of our lives. And we can have pain. I will always have sorrow over the loss of my brother. I will always have sorrow over the loss of someone I deeply, deeply loved. I will always – we will always feel things.

But what do you with that is what needs to be put into the ashes if what you do with it becomes converted into something useful –useful - that stops you from letting a phoenix come in, from progressing, from moving into the next productive you, the next potential you, the next thing that is getting unfolded in you, the next thing from you recognizing what’s being revealed to you. The next thing.

You could say – someone - people often tell me, obviously forgiveness is one of the most challenging of all spiritual obstacles on the obstacle course. And again, it is inevitable that as one goes deep, forgiveness is inevitable, that you encounter the moment, the time, the place where you have to grapple with it - not in theory, not in discussion – but that’s it, is that you have to sit in front of the altar of forgiveness and deal with “What is it for me? What are these wounds? What is this hole?“ 
And a person can say, “I’m trying but the wound is too big. It’s too much. It’s too much. And the ashes are too deep.” And we can make a good argument out of that. We can sometimes say our ashes are so huge that there can’t possibly be another phoenix. There can’t. This is the end, this is the end of the line. And I think that sometimes we can get to that point. 
You know, I renovated my house and one day I walked in. There was a man, a very gifted man – he was an artisan, a craftsman, and he built a staircase for me. And I got to know him because he came in everyday, he was building the staircase, and he was from the Czech Republic. And he had completed the staircase and he came in the last day to put the final touches on it. And I came in the next day to my house and there were two of the other workmen there. 

And when you - I walked in, and I could feel something. The house was – of course it was quiet but now it was silent. It was cold and silent. And I walked up and I said, “What’s the matter? What’s going on here?” 
And that gentleman had gone home that night to find that his wife had stabbed their two children – 7 and 8 years old – stabbed them over 20 times each. He’d gotten home soon enough to hold his son in his arms, he died in his arms, and his last words were “Papa.” And then he died. And it turned out that a year earlier - two years earlier they’d had an infant, he and his wife had had an infant who had died in their house fire. She was doing the laundry and they had one of those little jumping things where you put a baby in and it kind of  – I don’t know what it’s called  - this tiny little thing and the baby was an infant and you had to carry it. And she put it on the dryer, she took the baby into the laundry room, she grabbed the laundry - and she just walked upstairs for a second, was coming down with another load, and then she turned around. A fire just exploded in the dryer and she couldn’t get down there for her baby. It wouldn’t have mattered because apparently the fire consumed the infant immediately. But apparently, that brought up a whole big, you know – did she murder that infant? And then - 
Anyway, about two weeks after that, this gentleman came over to my house. He wanted to talk. I saw him and I hid. I hid. I didn’t want to open the door. I didn’t want to open the door. The size of his grief was too much for me. But I knew he saw me and that made me feel even worse. Oh my God, I felt beyond, beyond – oh my God. And my mother was living at the end of the street – in her home, not at the end of the street, but she was living - I called her and I told her. And he turned around and came back. And now he knocked on my door and I was in the kitchen, so he saw me through my kitchen window. I can still feel a knot in my stomach. I let him in and I apologized and I said, “I’m sorry I was – “ and then I couldn’t lie. And I said, “I didn’t know what to say to you and I panicked.”

So he came in. And I, who normally am so composed and so – I was shaking. And he sat down and I didn’t know what to say to him. Who could say anything? You know, you can’t ask, “how are you?” You know how he is. So he started to talk and he was - the pain was radiating off of him like, like a, like as if his soul was sunburned, as if he had radiation poisoning. And as he talked about it, he said, “I’ve been and I’ve spoken to my friends and they say to me, ‘I understand how you feel’ but nobody understands. So how could they understand?” And he was so deep in his ashes. 
And you – it is possible to think there’s no such thing as a phoenix in ashes like this. It is possible to believe. Who would not believe that this is not the end of the line for someone, that this would be, if there was ever, ever an understandable suicide, this would be it. And I said to him – I wasn’t about to say “I understand” – so I said, “They want to say something to you. I want to say something to you. There isn’t a thing anyone can say that’s not going to make you angry. Not a thing.”

And I said,  “And the truth is, people are frightened of what you’ve been through. They’re frightened of it. The grief is so horrible, the experience is so brutal, that they are afraid of you, they’re afraid of the experience, they’re afraid of your pain, and they don’t know what to say to you. They don’t know what to say to you. So I’m going to tell you that’s what’s going on in them.” 
I said, “But aside from that, I have no doubt they’re praying for you. And I don’t know what good you will find that in this moment either. But no one knows how to comfort you right now, which is not to say they don’t want to. Because this is how I feel, so I know it’s how they feel.” And he - So I asked him, I said, “What’s happened to your wife?” 
And here is that small tiny, tiny almost like that wing of a butterfly of a phoenix. 
He said, “I understand she was not well. She was frightened, she was frightened.” He said, “She never killed our infant. There was a fire and it drove her insane.  She didn’t speak English  - I’m the one that spoke English. So she was in our house and she rarely got out. “ And he said, “And I turned to a church for comfort. It scared her. And I started to take our children and she felt awkward going with. And the church frightened her. And she finally, finally began to panic and she had a panic attack. She began to think things that weren’t true.” And he said, “I know what happened - she went mad.” 
Now, was that - He was finding a passage, however small – however small - that would eventually lead him out. It would not take away the grief, the madness, but it would eventually lead him out. And it eventually became a way for him to grapple – grapple - with this nightmare, with this horrendous nightmare. 
We can say to ourselves, “No, what I have gone through there is no phoenix in my ashes.” But the way life is, is that there is no such thing as an experience in life that life views as a nightmare. We view it as a nightmare. We do. But life has no scale like that. 

Therefore, renewal starts immediately. Immediately. It doesn’t wait for us to decide it’s time. That’s an incredible truth. It’s an incredible truth. It is simply an incredible truth. 

We rise even if it’s slowly. We rise even if it’s slowly. Grief through support - grief is filled with support. Even if that support comes through dreams, it will come. 

Resentment can become the phoenix of gratitude – it can. It can if a person lets it, if a person will allow himself or herself to get out of the ashes of what they are resenting from the past and focus in a vertical way: “What is in my life? Nevermind that has burned. What is here now? I can only focus on what I have and who I am and what is unfolding in me now.  What is unfolding in me now?”

The gratitude begins to unfold. Anger can become forgiveness. It can become forgiveness. And self-pity can become acceptance. One has to move out of the ashes and recognize that this is moving on the wings of the phoenix. You may move slowly but you tell yourself, “I cannot afford to believe that I’m the only one.” You cannot tell yourself and squeeze yourself into illusions that are built on pride or on vengeance. You cannot do that. This is how you stuff ashes into yourself.

You can perhaps give yourself a period of time to get the anger out of you and then say, “I’m giving myself a month to vomit my rage because I’m entitled to vomit my rage.” And then after that – after that – you know, you can have a rage thing, have a rage circle where you gather people together and you say, “I need to just rage. I need to just tell my rage.” I don’t support that screaming thing- drama doesn’t do it for me - but just “Support my rage. I feel violated. I need witnesses to hear my story. I feel violated.” 
All the screaming in the world isn’t going to make it go back together. Tell the story. Tell the story. But you tell the story 3 times. Now you’ve told your story. Telling it another 30 times isn’t going to change what happened, isn’t going to make Humpty Dumpty come back together again. You’ve told the story. You’ve shared your ashes.
And now you go to the well and you start feeling “Where’s the phoenix now? Where’s the phoenix? Where is it?” Which doesn’t mean you’re not going to feel badly and continue to feel badly. But when you do, you go to the well. And you think, “There’s jewels here.” Because there’s jewels – there’s always jewel, there will always be a jewel.

And this jewel is called birth; it’s called the phoenix. If something has been taken, if something dies – no matter how badly you feel, and you may not be able or ready to look for that jewel. It may take you a while, because the shock waves of loss could be so great. But the moment the loss, that jewel is placed in your well. It just may take you a week, a month, two months, four months.

To go to the well and say, “Where’s that jewel?” And it will be there. It will be there. How do you find it? You find it through the questions you ask. You find it through the questions.

Go to the well, imagine you’re holding a jewel called phoenix. And you say, “What is melting away from me? What’s melting away from me? What should I be seeking in this moment? What should I be seeking? What should I be seeking?” 
And let me point something out to you. Seeking is not the same as “what should I be doing? What should I be looking for?” No, no.

Think of the Scriptures: “seek and ye shall find.” That’s a mystical invitation. It says, “Look very deep for the truth.” Look for the truth. And if you are still, sometimes you look and you think, “Seek and ye shall find. Seek and ye shall find.” And if you lost who knows what, the first thing you seek – “Will I be alright? Will I be alright? Will I be alright in this new world?” 

Seek and ye shall find. And you’ll hear “yes.” You may not even want to be alright. You may want to tell yourself, “No. I won’t be alright. I won’t, I won’t. I won’t” as a way of fighting the universe, as a way of this “God you’ve created – calm me down and say ‘Alright, I’ll put you back where you were and make everything the way it was. Because you’re having a temper tantrum.’”

But the truth is, you’ll be alright. You may hate where you are right now, but you’ll be okay. You’ll be okay if you accept it, if you don’t fight it, if you pull yourself together and tell yourself, “Fear not. I’ve got to get through this.”

And here’s what you do. You think, “I’ve been afraid for a long time but I’ve made it through. So I’m going to stop being afraid and I’m going to just take it one day at a time. But I’m holding on to this phoenix jewel and I will get through this. This phoenix called birth.” 
You ask, “Is something pursuing me? Is something holy, something sacred pursuing me? It must be. Something holy is pursuing me. What is it? What is it? Because I could feel it. What is pursuing me now?” And you feel it from within. “What is pursuing me?” And don’t look don’t look backwards. Do not look backwards, because it cannot look like anything of your old self. 
“Am I being pursued by something more spectacular than I can imagine? What is it? Well, is this pursuit going to open my heart more? And I feel it coming through my heart.” 
I have more questions on this pursuit, which you are going to get in your homework. They’re already done and they’re about to be shipped out to you. And I hope that you will sit in reflection on these questions in the days to come. They are about you examining at the well the cycle of ashes and phoenix. What is being born into your life now?
So, on that note, well, let me leave you in this:

Love is the heartbeat of God within your soul, within your heart. It is the heartbeat. It’s a living impulse that calls us to care for each other, to recognize that every time there’s an ash-to-phoenix experience, the direction of the phoenix is to bring us to a more compassionate loving place, that whether a phoenix is a micro or a macro, it is all about the humanness in us - not making us more able to take from the world but more able to give. 

So, it’s time for questions.
STUDENT QUESTION:  How can one determine the difference between stubbornness and determination & endurance confronting an illness? Lynne, Calabasas
CAROLINE: Well, stubbornness is that characteristic of believing that it’s your way or no way. Determination is seeking wisdom and then making a commitment that says, “I’m determined to follow what is wise” and seeking the counsel. And endurance, of course, is saying, “I will endure what’s essential.” Stubbornness is just “I will get my way.” 

STUDENT QUESTION: We have an innate drive for life and things happen that evoke our natural instinct to fight for our life, survival. Are you suggesting that we don’t fight? Do we pray to just trust God’s will absolutely and accept whatever comes?

CAROLINE: “Are you suggesting that we don’t fight?” No. Where did that come from? “But do we pray to just trust God’s will absolutely and accept whatever comes?” No, no, no. I am not suggesting that at all. I wonder how you got that impression. “We have an innate drive for life” – that’s right. “And things happen that evoke our natural instinct to fight for survival.” “Fight” is an interesting choice. “Are you suggesting we don’t fight?” No. I’m not sure how “fight” got into ashes and phoenix.

There are – I am suggesting that when you recognize it’s time to let go of aspects that whose time has come to let go. Fighting something that is gone – here, I’ll give you an example. I had a phone call today on my radio show, and a woman was very sad because she discovered her husband was having an affair. And then apparently her husband agreed to try and work out the marriage, but in fact he didn’t mean it and he went on to have the affair and then eventually he moved out and is now with that other woman, who’s obviously much younger. And she is devastated – I mean the heartbreak was coming right through the lines. 

Now, she could fight all she wants to, to try and – and it’s obvious that she was fighting in this way. She was telling herself that he’ll come back, that it’s a midlife crisis, that  - and the fighting was through conversations no doubt that she was having with her friends and her mother, trying to figure him out, trying to figure out what happened, trying to analyze this woman that he’s with, trying to think that he’ll come around. 
I said, “He won’t. He’s gone. You can fight it all you want. You can be stubborn in a divorce, you can fight it every inch of the way. You can tell yourself some fantasy that he’s just – that it’s not going to work out. And that when he comes back, you’re going to make it difficult on him. Boy, he’s going to be knocking on that door, wanting to come back.” I said, “But you’re kidding yourself. He’s gone on and he’s happy.” And she’s seen him happy in town with her, which hurts her even more. But I said, “It’s over. It’s ashes.” And I said, “You have to – let me suggest something.” I said, “Purge your house. Get rid of your bed. Get rid of it this weekend. Get rid of everything he’s touched. Get rid the mattress. Get rid of his pillow. Get rid of anything that has his scent. Repaint your house. Shift the furniture. Get rid of his favorite chair. Get rid of everything. Everything. Purge. Purge. Start there. Because it’s over.”
And if she fought that – if she fought that for her own survival’s sake, she would in fact not survive at all. So this isn’t about not fighting. It’s about recognizing, “I have to move on.” That’s surviving.  You recognize, “This is over.”

Survival is about recognizing when to move on as well as when to stand your ground. Okay.
STUDENT QUESTION: When you talk about something new coming in when something is taken out of your life, I want to think that it is immediate. But why does it seem that sometimes it takes an uncomfortably long time for the ting that is being born to come? Wendy, Pittsburgh 

CAROLINE: Because you are often looking at the outside to change and come to you, without changing anything on your inside. People oftentimes look for the outside world to change in some way, to actually metamorphosize. They look for people on the outside to come to their door. They look for their outside world to change, not realizing that they also have to change something on their inside world, that they have to let go of something, that they have to make different choices themselves, that they have make phoenix choices as well as - like exactly the example that I used of that woman. 
She has to make the choice to purge, she has to make the choice to go get a makeover, to go get rid of furniture, to go redo her house. These are choices that begin to shift the energy in her life. And if she stays in mourning in the energy of sorrow, it will be very difficult for anything new to come in, even though her life is new. Because she is now alone and a divorcee and sad. Nothing new will come into her life because she’s not cooperating with the new. She’s not moving new in. She’s not moving out the old furniture, she’s not putting on a new physique, she’s not going into workout and developing a new body, she’s not getting rid of her furniture and getting something new. She’s not cooperating.
STUDENT QUESTION: When you speak of dismantling our ideal God, this is unfolding in me. I feel I have accepted this new truth and then some days I feel immobilized with fear. I feel I am pushing myself to accept this new truth, when I shouldn’t be? Melina, Australia.
CAROLINE: Oh, I get that so well. I get that. This is where we go back and forth, back and forth.  And we think, “Uh-oh. I am so going to get punished for this. I am so going to burn.”  See now, the Catholic in me gets that. I so get that. I so get that. I think, “I am going to pay for this big time.”

And that’s not going to happen. Because what you are dismantling are the belief patterns – belief patterns - that are not the nature of God. You’re not dismantling God at all. You are dismantling belief patterns we have projected on to God, like that God is this being that will change the laws of nature for us, that if we pray to God to make things not change because we’re afraid of change, God will do that for us - “Please God don’t let this change, make this safe for me. And take care of everything. And make sure nothing bad happens” - that somehow that’s how God works. 
You’re not dismantling God; you’re dismantling you. Let’s be really clear. You’re dismantling you. Not God. You.
Oh my, I just always can’t believe the evening comes to an end. I cannot believe that - it just comes to an end and I just can’t believe that.
Okay. This is such a beautiful reading. I love this. This is from 400 years ago, and I want you to remember that I closed this session of ashes to phoenix reminding you that the ashes and phoenix experience is, from a mystical truth, about transitioning again and again out of the obstacles that prevent us from the loving nature of our inner being.
(Caroline reads from Centuries of Meditations by Thomas Traherne)
Love is the true means by which the world is enjoyed: Our love to others, and others' love to us. We ought therefore above all things to get acquainted with the nature of Love. For Love is the root and foundation of nature: Love is the Soul of Life and Crown of rewards. If we cannot be satisfied in the nature of Love we can never be satisfied at all. The very end for which God made the world, was that He might manifest His Love. Unless therefore we can be satisfied with His Love so manifested, we can never be satisfied. There are many glorious excellencies in the material World, but without Love they are all abortive. We might spend ages in contemplating the nature of the sun, and entertain ourselves many years with the beauty of the stars, and services of the sea: but the Soul of Man is above all these, it comprehendeth all ages in a moment; and unless it perceive something more excellent, is very desolate. All worlds being but a silent wilderness, without some living thing more sweet and blessed after which it inspireth. Love in the fountain, and love in the end is the glory of the world and the Soul of Joy. Which it infinitely preferreth above all worlds, and delighteth in, and loveth to contemplate, more than all visible beings that are possible. So that you must be sure to see causes wherefore infinitely to be delighted with the Love of God, within you, around you, if ever you would be happy.

Thank you, everyone.
(Closing the class, Ellen thanks students for attending and reminds them about the next class as well as the special Spiritual Direction - Caroline Myss. Abbie the wonder dog also says, “See you next week!)

Series 8, Class 2, Jewels at the Well: I am the Ashes/I am the Phoenix

Homework

Listening at the Well

Your Practice consists of: Holy listening, inner reflection, and contemplation. Imagine that in this practice, you walk to your well. Standing by your well, you first practice the art of deep listening. This is listening not with your logical mind (although we all begin that way), but with the whole of your being. Eventually, you will listen with your "spiritual nature" - you will "feel-listen"; you will "sense-listen"; you will "dream-listen"; you will "intuit-listen". You will listen to the holiness hidden in silence as it slowly, softly breaks down the grit of stress and fear grinding in your bones. Then say this prayer.

· I go to the Well to Release. I am here, Lord, and I am listening for You. I am listening for you everywhere. I am never far from my Well now. 

These are your questions for this week. I recommend that you set aside twenty minutes of quiet time - real, true, quiet time. This is holy time, contemplation time. Read a piece of inspirational writing that helps you to withdraw your attention from the outside world and assists you in entering into your inner world. (Examples: Thomas Merton, Rumi, the Psalms, the Gita, the poetry of Mary Oliver or Emily Dickenson, etc.) You should ask these questions each time you enter into prayer and contemplation. Each time you listen, your soul will answer differently from ever greater depths within you. 

Sifting through my ashes and embers  

Everyone has ashes in their life, some of which remain hot embers that we continue to blow our breath over in order to keep them from growing cold.  There comes a time when the ashes of our life need to be cleared out:

· What fears are now burdens/ashes? Even one. What use is it to you? Examine that. One does not seek a “safe path” so he or she can stay in fear. A person seeks courage in order that any path in life becomes a safe one. Your prayer at the Well becomes one for the grace of Courage.

· Memories are a mixed bag of bitter and sweet. The bitter can become poisonous if we keep them for too long. Often these memories participate in the collapsing of a part of our life, a friendship or an intimate relationship or the quality of our creative life. Review your memories to see if one or more needs to be cleansed of its bitter perspective. Things happen in life. Imagine someone always remembering you with bitterness. How grateful would you be to find that you were no longer thought of in such a poisonous way? So keep the memory, remove the toxin.

· Ambitions and dreams become ashes because they are no longer or never were meant to be a part of your life “as you imaged them”.  Holding onto images or fantasies that cannot – will not – incarnate is pouring your life force into a toxic waste dump.  You are wasting your life force – literally. You are draining your psychic energy and believe it or not, you age faster, your creativity suffers, you gravitate toward depression, and you nurture illusions that life has cheated you of a fantasy life you think you were meant to have, or a fantasy relationship or a fantasy success story. Further, it prevents you from appreciating all that you do have in this moment. Fantasies and dreams that are not meant to come true should be burned in a pile of ashes and released. 
· As a spiritual exercise, this is an essential inner task that we undertake as a way of shedding emotional baggage that causes us to diminish the quality of our “actual” life.  The life you are living is the only one that you nurture. 
Journal time
What rises in you as you consider these questions? Write down your reflections, big thoughts, small ones, half a thought or whole ones. Listen to what is rising from the depths of your soul. 

· A Practice is exactly that – a “practice”. Make a commitment to do some part of it every day. Imagine all of us participating in this practice together through these next weeks. What a beautiful, incredible thought.
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