Peter’s Newsletter, March 2007
Peter Occhiogrosso: Spiritual Autobiography Tips
I hope that you all are enjoying the process of exploring your castle and revisiting the rooms Caroline walked you through two weeks ago. In the process, you may have uncovered memories of events in your early life that were significant in ways you didn’t realize at the time. That’s where doing a quick bit of creative Spiritual Autobiography can be helpful. But since I’ve already received at least one e-mail asking for a clarification of that process, and perhaps a clear example, I’ve put together this brief newsletter. I’m also aware from speaking with many of you at the workshop that you haven’t all had prior training in sacred journaling, which is a helpful jumping-off point for SA, so I’ll attach a brief list of tips and suggestions at the end.

As I’ve said, Spiritual Autobiography is a form of journaling in which you look back at events in your life that are about your spiritual rather than material progress. For instance, when I was about 16, a classmate from my Catholic high school visited my home on Long Island one Saturday. We were into the blues and both played guitar, so we had fun listening to Lightnin' Hopkins and Leadbelly records, then trying to copy the songs. We also talked about some of the books we were reading, which included rather un-Catholic authors like Albert Camus and Samuel Beckett. The next morning my mother offered to drive us to Mass, but Rich and I said we'd rather walk. 
Halfway there, he steered us to a vacant lot where we sat on a log and he smoked a cigarette (a habit I hadn’t yet developed). He informed me that he no longer went to Mass, and had become a libertarian who had no use for religion. (He was also pro-Barry Goldwater, and even though I hated Goldwater we got along fine.) Not wanting to seem unfriendly, disloyal--or square--I stayed in the field with him and missed Mass. This, I had been taught, was a mortal sin, and if I got hit by a truck on the way home, I would go straight to hell. After waiting long enough to make it seem as if we had gone to Mass, we walked home--going through the park to avoid heavy traffic!

I didn't stop being a Catholic that day, but the experience made me see that 
there WAS an alternative to blind obedience to religious dogma based on the fear of hellfire and damnation. It opened my eyes and my heart, partly because of my affection for Rich as a friend and fellow seeker (after the blues, if not God). When I later became disillusioned by the Church's support for the Vietnam War and their lack of support for the poorest among us, I found it easier to leave altogether and start on a long, winding journey that led me to explore other spiritual traditions and to trust my own intuition.

That brief sketch is probably enough to qualify as spiritual autobiography. 
If I had the time, though, I could elaborate on it and look for other clues—for example, the role played by music, specifically the blues, in opening my psyche 
to Rich's act of defiance. Was our connection to art—whether blues music or Existentialist literature—an alternative path to awakening a sense of the divine outside the “normal channels” of religious teachings? I believe so now, but I’m sure I could hardly have been aware of such a path back then. That’s where the recollection process of SA comes in handy. Looking back through the filter of the present, I can see the hand of—call it fate, God, my Buddha Nature, whatever—at work in my life. And that’s what I would explore in further journaling over the next few days. What I meant when I advised you to by avoid distracting narrative material means that this wouldn't be the place for me to go into a long dissertation on the blues, my favorite musicians, how I discovered their records, etc. That would be ordinary autobiography, NOT spiritual autobiography.

Keep it short at first, but look back for events that helped to move you 
along the path, even if you weren't aware of it at the time (just as I wasn't 
at all aware of what was happening that day). 
And now, for those of you who may not have been to previous CMED workshops where I taught sacred journaling, here is a brief excerpt from an online class I used to teach on Sacred Journaling for CMED. It has a few basic tips and guidelines that may help you with the process, especially if you get stuck.

Peter Occhiogrosso: Journaling – Introductory Level

Techniques and Tips
Keeping a journal is like carrying on a conversation with yourself--or with the Divine, if you prefer. As such, it is a commitment to spiritual practice. It is also a meditative process, and like all meditative exercises it requires discipline. But rather than thinking of this as the discipline to get up and run five miles every morning (which I couldn’t do in any event), try to think of it more as the discipline of working on your tennis game, or gardening, or yoga. It can be an enjoyable practice that yields rewards rather than a Bataan Death March. True, you may not feel like journaling every day, but as with meditation or yoga, you’ll usually feel better afterward. Most of the time, I hope, you’ll feel better during the process, too.

First off, you should have a journal that you can dedicate to this work. If you already have one that you use every day, that’s fine. If not, please get one—and it doesn’t matter if it’s a two-dollar spiral notebook or an expensive morocco-bound, gilt-edged classic. Of all the other kinds of journals I will be mentioning, the one I most heartily endorse is a dream journal. If possible, you might want to keep one in addition to your daily journal, just for the convenience of having it beside your bed at all times, and of having all your dreams in one place. If you don’t already keep track of your dreams, it’s well worth starting. 

Different Journals for Different Events

Variety is a source of great pleasure in life. We think nothing of having different sets of clothing or shoes for different occasions and needs—formal, casual, sporting outfits, and so on. Likewise, although some people advise keeping everything in one journal, you will discover that journals serve varying purposes. There’s nothing wrong with using different notebooks for different needs, although you can always jumble everything into one if you feel that’s easier. Here are some examples: 

Dream Notebook

I keep one journal for dreams only. I leave it next to my bed with a pen and flashlight, so it’s always ready. I don’t have to wake up with an astonishing dream and then try to remember where I last left my journal or my pen. Patricia Garfield in Creative Dreaming describes a method for writing in the dark. (Here’s a convenient link to learn more about her book http://search.barnesandnoble.com/booksearch/isbnInquiry.asp?userid=24L4NJTK7X&isbn=0684801728&itm=2)

(Of course, where I live in the mountains of upstate New York, blackouts are common, so a flashlight by the bedside is always a good idea.) You can also buy pens that come with a small light bulb inside for writing in the dark. I date each dream and try to give it a title that describes the theme or action in three or four words. That way I can follow the progressions of my dreams more easily. 

Daily Journal

Keep a journal for everyday writing: to get the kinks out each morning, let off steam, and sometimes come up with good ideas for writing. This is what Julia Cameron refers to as “morning pages,” which she prescribes for dissolving creative blocks. But you don’t have to be a writer or an artist to use a journal in this way. You can rediscover yourself through the creative process of journaling and as a break from ordinary reality. In the old days, some of us used to step outside the office and have a cigarette break, which did nasty things to our health. Today, you can take a journal break, and the worst physical side effect might be a little writer’s cramp. 

The idea with this kind of journal is to stay in the moment and get in touch with what’s bothering you, elating you, disappointing you, paining you, challenging you, or inspiring you. If you feel stuck, write about feeling stuck. If you think the whole idea of journaling is stupid andf self-absorbed, write about that. You’re encountering the voice of your ego, which would prefer you don’t do this, or any, interior work. A few words here about being “in the moment.” All the great spiritual masters regard present-moment awareness as a quintessential spiritual practice. And yet the present can include planning for the future, or reviewing what you did yesterday or the last ten years as a way of orienting yourself to the present. Otherwise we could never make plans or learn from our mistakes (and triumphs). The key is to keep your perspective in the present as you scan the past and the future. Rather than sending your energy into the past through regret, use your journal to ask yourself what exactly happened, or why you feel that what happened was wrong, or why you still feel bad about it. 

When you write in your daily journal, you can reach deep within yourself and be candid about your inner thoughts and feelings. A journal can see you through difficult times and help you savor the good times; it can be a storehouse of creative ideas, insights, and personal history, and a valuable ritual that adds richness and meaning to your life. Think of it as an artist’s sketchbook, where you draw brief outlines of scenes or objects to which you can return later to “paint” in more depth.

Relationship Journal

You don’t have to keep any of the other kinds of journals listed here unless you truly want to, or if you feel stuck with your daily journaling. For instance, you can use a separate journal to track an important relationship. It might be a romantic union, but not necessarily. It could also be a business relationship, or the re-establishment of a relationship with a parent, child, distant relative, with your ex, or an old friend. 

The beauty of journaling your relationship is that you can go back later to examine its development over time. By charting its twists and turns, especially those moments when you or your partner acted out of sheer emotionalism, you may be able to find key points where the relationship either progressed or went awry. If it’s easier for you to keep this kind of journal rather than the Daily Journal mentioned above, then give it a try. People keep all kinds of other journals, such as gardening or cooking journals, or journals devoted to family history, a specific support group, or a spiritual practice they are following. There are lots of possibilities, and if you find that you enjoy journaling, you may want to try one of those eventually. 

Other Strategies

A number of specific strategies may help you get started within the context of a daily journal when nothing seems to come to you on the day you sit down to write. One method is to do what most creative people do. Although you may not think of journaling as an art form, it does require a certain amount of creativity, the essence of which is to generate something from nothing. That is in itself the archetype of the Creator, based on Genesis and countless other creation stories and myths. Creative artists are often thinking about their work even when they’re not sitting at the typewriter, in front of an easel, behind the camera, or with saxophone in hand. There are plenty of times during the day when your hands are occupied but your mind is relatively free, say, when you’re driving a familiar route, out walking or running, doing laundry, cooking, or raking leaves. Let this awareness grow in your mind so that when you finally have a few minutes to sit down with your journal, you’re ready to go. The great English playwright Harold Pinter used to marvel at how much work his subconscious did for him in between writing sessions, often having whole new plot elements and characters appear as if by magic.

It wasn’t entirely magic, of course. Pinter’s imagination had been actively engaged in creating characters, settings, plot, and dialogue. He probably thought about things off and on between structured writing sessions, but his subconscious mind continued to work as well, perhaps during the dream and deep sleep states. And so when he sat down to write, his unconscious had advanced the plot. He still needed to put it on paper, just as Mozart, who claimed to hear complete compositions in his mind, still had to get them all notated. But the writing becomes easier for having done some subconscious homework. Finally, get in the habit of carrying a small, inexpensive memo pad with you, the kind that easily fits in your shirt pocket or purse. Jot down ideas or questions during the day, and use this as the raw material for your next journaling session at home.
If you have other questions, don’t be afraid to ask. I’ll see you in June.

Namaste,

Peter

