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Foreword






Retreats. The word has an almost mystical power for me, a feeling of coming home to my deepest truth. Rabbi David Cooper in Silence, Simplicity and Solitude writes “All of us have a deep reservoir of mystical experience that sustains the part of what some call the soul. The soul yearns to be nourished, and if the reservoir begins to run low, we feel ourselves becoming dull, empty, brittle, and arid. If it sinks lower, we enter into states of angst, despair, and depression.”


In a word, retreats are essential—to our minds, bodies, spirits. Yet retreats don’t have to be long or in exotic locales to be effective. Yes, it is often highly valuable to get out of your home, your routine, away from your responsibilities but sometimes, the insights and renewal come from retreating in the midst of your life, just as it is, right this moment. Pixie Campbell discovered just that: “I needed a getaway vacation and wasn’t able to arrange one because of running my small business. So early in this first year of running my company, I committed to taking a series of ten minute retreats during the span of each day. I told myself, “Look, ten minutes of forgetting everything will not take anything away from my productivity.” So upon finishing a press release, I sat cross-legged on the wood floor in the sunshine, with paperwork all around me, and I closed my eyes and envisioned myself in a sweat lodge. I stayed like this until the timer went off, then got up, stretched a little, and went back to work. This became my new habit, and I felt renewed and energized each time. The best thing about it was being able to completely let go, knowing that in one-sixth of an hour I would be back to work as usual, not missing a beat. It transformed me from worker bee to queen bee. Ten minutes of grateful, mindful, soul nourishing can feel like a much needed vacation!”


It is not that I discourage you from taking longer retreats. There are times when a pilgrimage is exactly what we need–along with the courage to upset the status quo, to risk the comfort of the known (and the good job) to walk to the edge of what’s next. Nicky who journeyed from New Zealand with her two sisters to retreat at the Omega Center with myself and twenty-five other women, had this to say, “Because of that retreat, my life totally turned around. Giving myself permission to do something so huge, well I had to ask, what else could I do? I left my job to start work on a masters in business administration and became involved in setting up a conference on Spirit at Work in New Zealand. I’m living the life I want now, a rich and juicy life that I deserve!”


Sarah Flick’s career burnout as a doctor working in the public health field lead to her retreat. “I was struggling with working in the public health system that was suffering funding reductions. I felt I was living in a culture that was less and less committed to human service and more and more concerned with wealth and power and tax shelters. I wanted to flee and yet, because of family commitments, I needed to stay. I felt trapped. I was exhausted. As I pulled into the retreat center parking lot, I kept seeing the faces of my husband and my child and my ever-growing “to-do” list. I walked into the woods with my journal and this book. I stayed there all afternoon, reading and writing. Over the next two days, I returned again and again to this spot in an oak grove. I felt my body stretch and relax. Insights treaded softly in, insights like the only way to find peace within the forest of the past and the future is to be present right now. On retreat, I found a way to reframe my commitments. I made a covenant with myself and God to spend the summer in interior trust and waiting. Over the summer I was offered an opportunity for a new job. I was tempted but I needed the flexibility of my current job. Because of my retreat, I was able to hold the tension of this choice. Out of my decision to stay in my current position (for now) came a new level of commitment to my current work and the energy to develop the material for a class, which is now evolving into a much bigger project. I hope I’ll remember to retreat again and again.”


A former coaching client of mine, Shelley, created a six-month retreat for herself near a beach in Florida. “I was outsourced from my job, a job I wanted to leave anyway. I used my retreat to guide me to the next phase of my life. Those six months fundamentally shifted how I am in the world. I made time for the deep rest I so badly needed, and allowed myself to live by my instincts. From drawing labyrinths to writing my fears, anxieties, worries in the sand and watching the waves wash them away, I found myself.”


Barb wrote me about the retreats she takes each year with her “two kindred spirit soul sisters.” Their first retreat took place in an unheated cabin with no electricity or running water in the middle of winter. “With our ‘feast’ spread out and an incredible view of the valley sparkling in the moonlight we started stating our dreams, shy and reluctant to give voice to what we most wanted. It was quite an enlightening experience to hear each other, to say them out loud. We left that retreat with faint hopes that we might be able to create some real change in our lives.” Fast forward a year. “This time, we stayed at a B & B. A bit more comfort, more permission to spend money on ourselves. We weren’t so shy anymore. We spent hours sitting on the cobblestone courtyard between the main house and the summer kitchen, nestled in among the tall pines, discussing our authentic selves. It was quite enlightening, how we saw ourselves and how we saw each other. The owner of the B&B was working in her office and, unbeknownst to us, could hear us. She came out briefly to tell us that she was wishing she could be one of us. After this retreat, we were more sure than ever about what we wanted for our lives.


“On our third retreat, in a cabin with warmth, real beds and a real bathroom, we found we were well on our way to following our dreams and celebrating our successes. Your books followed us again, instructing us, guiding us, and supporting us in our endeavors. The power of retreats!”


If I could give you anything, I would give you the courage to listen to the whisper, the roar, the ache, that brought you to this book. If I could send you anything, I would send you the courage to venture into your inner world, to venture into the mystery of retreat. Be still and listen. Can you hear your story of retreat? Can you hear it calling to you? It knows exactly what you need. You need only listen.


Jennifer Louden
 November 2003
 Bainbridge Island, Washington















Introduction




If we don’t get there, the mind will take us there anyway. We must retreat to survive.


Marcie Telandar, therapist,
 writer, and ritualist








My interest in solitude and retreat has been one of the main threads running through my life. It was the way I used to hide from being connected to others. It became the way I located my authentic self and, in doing that, true connection to others.


Thinking, writing, and teaching about women’s and couples’ self-care has consisted of years of diving deeper and deeper into the subject and into my own psyche, each time surfacing with another fragment of understanding. After years of doing this, I had to ask myself, “Why am I so obsessed with this subject?” The answer was that as much as I immersed myself in trying to understand and explain the importance of self-care, it remained a mystery. I could never lay my hands on exactly why self-care was so important.


Until I took a retreat.


And met my authentic self. Only then was I able to grasp that self-care helps me to make daily choices that affirm me, thus allowing me to contact, hear, and eventually live from my truest self, what Alice Walker calls “the natural self.” I am more and more able to choose a self-referenced life: looking inside of myself to see what I think, feel, and need, then looking outside of myself to see what others think, feel, and need, and then bringing the two together. This may seem like common sense, but for millions of women, including myself, it is nothing short of a revolutionary act.




I have always been in love with solitude. Some of my favorite childhood memories are of riding my bike in the winter wind alone, playing on a huge sand pile in our backyard alone, exploring empty lots alone. I lived alone for seven of the ten years between my parents’ house and the house I now share with my family. When I was twenty-seven, I read everything that poet and lover of solitude May Sarton wrote. I seriously considered emulating her lifestyle. I filled files with information about writers’ colonies, wilderness trips, vision quests, and yoga retreats. And yet, as wonderful as solitude was, for me it was primarily an escape. Anthony Storr in Solitude: A Return to Self described me when he wrote, “Other individuals find it difficult to be authentically themselves even in the presence of their spouses, lovers, or closest friends and relatives. Such individuals, whilst not going so far as to construct a false self which entirely replaces the true self at a conscious level, have an especial need to be alone which goes beyond the occasional demand for solitude….” I was running away from intimacy with others rather than toward knowing my authentic self, both alone and in the presence of others.


It will come as no surprise, then, that writing this book on retreats was very difficult for me. After months of painful stumbling in the dark, unable to find the focus of the book, my psyche guided me by giving me one clue: a woman’s retreat springs from and is guided by her inner knowing. Well, to be guided by your inner knowing, you have to stop moving, stop doing, and sit still, listen to, and trust yourself. Unfortunately, I found this to be a difficult process. Unable to make the leap of faith that what I was feeling was okay simply because I was feeling it, I found it difficult to hear or believe my inner wisdom. But, thankfully, from my research the remedy emerged: do it anyway and use a map.


“Do it anyway” is best summed up by my friend, the writer and feminist theorist Kay Hagan, in her brilliant book Fugitive Information:




A counselor specializing in mid-life transitions for women startled me a few years ago when she confided that she had stopped telling her clients to love themselves. “That was absolutely the wrong advice,” she told me. When I recovered from my surprise enough to ask what she was suggesting to women instead, she said, “I tell them to act like they love themselves. I realized if a women waits until she actually loves herself to act that way, it may never happen.”





I leaped into retreating by pretending to trust myself, praying that with time, by emulating self-trust, I would someday soon truly believe it.


What also made the leap possible was expanding my definition of what constitutes a retreat. When I believed I needed to travel to distant realms (for me that always meant the wilderness) and be gone for at least a week (preferably longer) to locate my true self, I didn’t have a chance. With a career and a young child, long trips simply weren’t possible anymore. So I got straitjacketed into tight shoulder muscles, confused thinking, and my own litany of when-thens (“When Lily is older, then I will retreat. When there is more money, then I will….”). I spiraled farther away from my natural self till it felt like every word out of my mouth was a whine. But in reading about women on retreat, in talking to women who retreat and women who do not, I discovered what makes a retreat a restorative healing encounter. It is not where you go or for how long you go. You don’t have to go anywhere. It is all in your intention and commitment.


In finding and evoking the archetypal pattern of retreat, I could take a Saturday morning and render it regenerative by connecting with my authenticity. I could disengage from my externally referenced mind (“What should I be doing? What are others thinking of me?”) and from my web of connections and commitment to others, and I could sit down for a cup of tea with this extraordinarily interesting, quirky woman who had always been inside me, biding her time. I would be, at turns, gleeful, philosophical, enraged (“Why had this break with her happened?”), and sad (“Why had it taken me so long to claim her?”). Slowly I would gain more peace and perspective. Images of whole loaves of fresh bread, mountain hikes, and the smell of clean sweat kept coming to me in this place of grace. Living the archetype allowed me to step out of ordinary time, off the gerbil wheel of endless responsibilities, away from the shoulds and have-tos I burden myself with and into what T. S. Eliot called “the moment in and out of time.”


Once again, my psyche drew me to write about what I most needed to learn. Through practicing tiny daily retreats centered around listening, through mini-retreats of a weekend morning and a few weekends, my consciousness has shifted. I am more and more able to live Alice Walker’s words:




People have to realize they are really just fine, they are really just fine the way they are. The beauty and the joy is to be more that, to be more of that self. It is unique, it is you, it is a fine expression for this moment, for this time.





And through this, I’m moving into more authentic relationships with those I love. The myth is, when you focus on yourself you are being selfish. The reality is, if you don’t know your true self and cultivate an ongoing relationship with her, you can’t truly be with or give to anyone else.


A retreat, like each act of self-nurturing, is a radical leap into self-love. You retreat because you are yearning for something. That something may be ineffable, impossible to name, a whisper tickling your imagination. It might be a desire to know your true self, to be at peace, to find an answer, to bask in self-kindness. It might feel like a desire to touch something you can’t quite name, a yearning to be held by something larger than yourself. No matter how half formed any reason for retreating can seem, each has a spiritual core.


How do I define spiritual? To become spiritual is to choose to do only those things that contribute meaning and healing to one’s life.


I have no record of who uttered this wisdom, but to me it perfectly defines a spirituality that is life affirming and self-loving. How can you know what will contribute meaning and healing to your life? Through retreat, you contact and embrace what is most you. This is the prerequisite to embracing both what is within you and what is infinitely vaster and unknowable. I hope you will come to agree with one of the women I interviewed, Cynthia Gale, a ceremonial artist and retreat leader living in Cleveland. “I can’t imagine life without retreat. These chances to reconnect when we’ve disconnected not only get us back on track and functioning, but ideally move us to higher places.”


I hope the stories and practices you find here will enable you to make that leap into having faith in yourself and, by doing so, to reconnect with your authentic self and to connect authentically with those you love and with the Divine as you know it. Living with self-trust and self-love is a lifelong process. Just as in any relationship, there are times when we realize with a sickening pang that we haven’t sat down and truly looked at our beloved for a very long time. And, thank God, there are those heady times when we fall in love all over again. Retreating, along with other tools of self-care like women’s groups, therapy, meditation, and writing, brings on those heady days of love for ourselves and enables each of us to take another step along the spiral to wholeness. It is my prayer that with this book in hand you will regain what is most valuable to you, the treasure of your own wisdom and beauty, as part of your ongoing quest to know and honor your beloved self.


Namasté.















How to Use This Book






Like all my books, this is a reference book, a thesaurus of sacred solitude. It can be used to retreat in any amount of time, for any reason, and, hopefully, for many retreats. Most important,


There is no one way.


The instructions and practices offered here are completely malleable. Alter them, rewrite them, scramble them, use a bit of one practice mixed up with a fragment of another: write your own retreat book. Skip around; you don’t need to read the whole book before you retreat, nor do you need to read the chapters in order. Read and do only what interests or compels you. If you love herstory, read A Woman’s Retreat. If you want to jump right in, read A Retreat Outline. If you are struggling with the desire to retreat but are not able to make the time, read The Call to Retreat and Courage. If you are someone who hates instructions, skip to the section called Practices. When on retreat, if you start to feel lost, bored, or anxious, look at Uncomfortable Beginnings, Middles, and In-Betweens or jump into a practice that interests you. Make the book your own. Reinvent the retreat.




Overview


The book is divided into six parts. Naming, Shaping, and Saying Yes is the planning section. It outlines what a retreat is. In studying women’s herstory and talking to various wise women and men, I found the archetype of retreat, the basic map, the container into which you pour the elements of retreat and cook them into your own unique gumbo. Here is where you choose what season or style of retreat you wish to do: a long retreat (two days or longer), a mini-retreat (one day or less), shared retreats (using a small group or a friend to support and frame your solitude), or a retreat in the world (retreats that take place partially or completely in public places).


Beginnings details how to create an opening ceremony. This section also gives basic retreat practices, the bread and butter of listening to yourself.


Practices offers exercises to help you address specific issues. These practices are called practices for a reason: they are never finished, nor is there a “right” way to do them. They gain meaning through repetition.


	You can follow a practice as written.


	You can use it as a jumping-off point and move into creating your own.


	You might mix two practices together.


	You might take one practice, say, the beginning of Contemplations, and blend it with an exercise from another book, tape, or video you’ve wanted to study.


	You will undoubtedly integrate your own spiritual practices and physical play into your mix.



Tips on what practices work well together can be found in Retreat Plans, and in the Intention Chart in the middle of the book. Each practice also includes instructions at the end of each chapter for expanding it on a long retreat, for condensing into a mini-retreat, for exploring it on a retreat in the world, and for adjusting it for a shared retreat.


A few practices require a degree of preparation. Before you retreat (especially if you are planning a long retreat or are traveling to your retreat location), read Prepare under the practices you might do. If something feels like too much bother, shorten or skip your preparation time. The basic supplies to have on hand are listed under A Retreat Outline. Experiment. Take one retreat in which you do little or no preparation. Then create one in which you slowly, deliciously, explore each preparation step, intuition in hand. What is the difference for you? Whatever you do, please, don’t use getting ready as an excuse not to retreat.


Ending is about bringing your retreat home. This is the most neglected area of retreating and one I hope you won’t skip over. It is crucial to give time and energy to ending your retreat experience, even if it has been very brief and seemingly uneventful. You also need to bear in mind your reentry into ordinary life. Read Returning Home before or on your retreat.


Retreating with Others is about retreating with a friend or small group as a support and frame for your solitary retreat. When I created this section, I imagined you would be doing the bulk of your retreat alone and then joining others for ceremony, reflection, discussion, and support. That said, you could adapt these practices for any kind of retreat you like or for a retreat with a lover.


Retreat Plans includes eleven retreat blueprints. These blueprints outline a few ways you could combine practices, play time, and your own spiritual discipline. If you are feeling overwhelmed about doing a retreat on your own, you could choose the plan that most closely fits with your intention and use that to help you get started. Included in this section are several ultrashort retreats especially designed for busy women.


The suggestions offered here reflect my research, the areas I and others have been led to address through retreat. These suggestions do not exhaust the possibilities for retreat, which are endless. To provide you with other ideas, I put together Resources, a compilation of books, tapes, videos, and other sources.


The Intention Chart can be used as an index to find a particular section within a chapter, if you are having trouble forming an intention, or when looking for practices that fit your intention.


What will hopefully emerge from these offerings is your own patchwork quilt of retreating, your own singular style of sacred time, sitting and talking with your authenticity. I hope you will spiral through this work again and again, fashioning and living new perspectives each time.

















Naming, Shaping, and Saying Yes





































A Woman’s Retreat




For each of us as women, there is a deep place within, where hidden and growing our true spirit rises…. Within these deep places, each one holds an incredible reserve of creativity and power, of unexamined and unrecorded emotion and feeling. The woman’s place of power within each of us is neither white nor surface; it is dark, it is ancient, and it is deep.


Audre Lorde






The woman who is virgin, one-in-herself, does what she does—not because of any desire to please, not to be liked, or to be approved, even by herself…but because what she does is true.


Esther Harding, Woman’s Mysteries








When I started my research, I thought I knew what a retreat was. But as I conducted interviews and read books, my idea kept broadening and shifting. The continuum of retreat experiences was so wide, the content and mode of retreats were amazingly varied, and the history of women on retreat stretched to the beginnings of human culture. I was enthralled by images of women at the ancient descent of the Thesmophoria in Greece. I found myself exhilarated by stories of women on arduous wilderness retreats. Rereading Journal of a Solitude by May Sarton made me want to go live alone, preferably in Maine. Stories about the medieval mystic Julian of Norwich’s life as an anchoress made my small office, where I retreat daily, seem spacious, especially because the door opened. Pondering the literary and artistic accomplishments of George Sand, Emily Dickinson, Georgia O’Keeffe, Louisa May Alcott, Willa Cather, and others amazed me. These were accomplishments made possible only because, going directly against the grain of society, these women lived in retreat. Talking to Buddhist women about three-month silent retreats conjured awe and terror in my heart. Recalling the “No Boys Allowed” clubhouse and indoor tents scrabbled together from dining room chairs and quilts brought back childhood memories of retreat.


The idea of retreat kept expanding. Is solitude important? Is solitude alone a retreat? Do you have to be silent? Do you have to meditate? Must you be serious? Do you have to be in pain or in crisis? Must you leave your home? Do you need to fast? Is only a whole day or week or month a real retreat? Do three hours count? Three minutes? I became more and more confused, uncertain how to help women create a retreat experience for themselves. What makes a retreat a retreat? I searched for the common threads among women’s experiences, both historical and literary, as well as ones I gathered through interviews.


Then it struck me. My title. The Woman’s Retreat Book. Why a woman’s retreat? What distinguishes a woman’s retreat? Why had I been drawn to write only to women?


After writing and reading and agitating for six months, one afternoon it came together. A woman’s retreat springs from and is guided by a woman’s inner knowing. A woman’s retreat is about stepping out of your ordinary existence to listen and attune to your truest, most authentic self. It is about being self-referenced to become self-restored. It is about trusting what you experience as sacred without the need for external sanction. It is setting apart time to tend the hearth of your inner life, feed your muse, reclaim your dreams. A place to reaffirm your values by giving yourself permission to do what you need when you need it, not when you think you should or when someone else thinks you should. About using loving self-discipline to push past limiting beliefs, to instigate change, to bring closure.


Cycles


Each of us has a personal periodic, an internal tide, an instinctual cyclical rhythm that alternates between an accomplishing, energetic, doing time in which you engage with the world, dig ditches, get degrees, bake your ideas, and sell them and a retreating, reflective, being time in which you detach from the world, stare out the window at the rain, plant fat spring bulbs, and breast-feed your imagination. When we do not value or attend to the retreating cycle as much as we do the accomplishing cycle, we betray our basic rhythm and risk becoming walking zombies, with no life to speak of. We have not allowed time to replenish our inner world. As May Sarton wrote in Journal of a Solitude, to do without solitude “is even worse”:




I lose my center. I feel dispersed, scattered, in pieces. I must have time alone in which to mull over any encounter, and to extract its juices, its essence, to understand what has really happened to me as a consequence of it.







Right now, too few of us are tending to our cycle of being, of going within. We are suffering from hambre del alma, a starving soul. By not recognizing and feeding our longing for retreat, by not declaring “I need to do nothing” or “I need to knit or clean my closet or simply be alone,” we diminish ourselves. By believing that if we take time for ourselves, our kids will starve, the cat will die, or our company will go bankrupt, we starve our lives into efficient skeletons. One question almost always presents the biggest obstacle: Do I believe I am worthy of a retreat? Is all this fuss necessary? Can’t I just take a pill?


You, me, each of us must value the retreating, going-within cycle as much as the accomplishing, out-in-the-world cycle. Can you believe that being alone for a day is as important as going to work? Do you dare believe that making retreat a regular part of your life is as important as making a million dollars?


To come to this new belief we must learn the value in retreating. We must discover firsthand how solitude can allow us to locate our juice, our authenticity. Marion Woodman noted in her interview in The Feminine Face of God,




One of the problems women have today is that they are not willing to find the river in their own life and surrender to its current. They are not willing to spend time discovering themselves, because they feel they are being selfish. They grow up trying to please other people and they rarely ask themselves, who am I? Rarely. And then life starts to feel meaningless because they live in terms of pleasing, rather than in terms of being who they are.





Since I was little, I have imagined canoeing down the underground river, the aquifer that runs under northern Florida. Finding the river of your life is as mysterious and mythical as imagining. To locate our personal rivers we must be willing, as Kim Chernin writes in her book Reinventing Eve, to “peel back layer after layer of pretense, compliance, and accommodation so that I could stand naked before myself as a woman.”


Finding your river is a subtle and maddening undertaking, like trying to shape iron with tweezers. It is also terrifying work, for it requires surrender. Not only do you have to dig underground to find the water (which many of us believe does not exist), but you also have to jump into that murky water and swim! My friend Jeanie asked, “Why are you calling it a retreat? What are you running away from?” Finding your own underground river means running away from the external, “the torrent of daily have-tos,” as my sister-in-law Diana names it. It is a running toward yourself, toward a place (it can be both internal and external) of seclusion, privacy, and contemplation.




We can see this in Kim Chernin’s account of her own initiatory retreat in Reinventing Eve. She was bored and restless, depressed and despondent, and she had driven up into the mountains above Dublin, stopping at an old estate she had never visited before.




An old man came out of the gatehouse; he was surprised to see me, touched his finger to his cap, showed me the bell on the gate. A scrappy dog growled and came toward me, tugging at his rope. I had several cookies in my pocket. I threw one to him…. The gate swung back a few feet; I walked through and turned to wave at the old man, who locked it behind me…. From the moment the old man disappeared into the gatehouse again I felt a panic of loneliness…. I wanted to run back to the car and head out for Dublin….





She went forward with her walk and experienced a transcendent time out of time in which she grasped that nature, “which I’d always imaged as a brute force, had some kind of vivid life to it.” She had to face a question: was it possible that her rational worldview, “everything I had been told about the universe was simply an assumption, a style of perception, rather than truth?”




It was too late to flee from the place. I, the rationalist, was in the grip of extreme emotion. I could fight it off, run away, or surrender and find out what it meant. I found myself before an immense tree. Near the bottom it had been split almost in two by lightning and in the charred, concave base, a brilliant green-and-yellow lichen was growing. I stared at the tree, a natural altar. I tried to distract myself with this thought and meanwhile my body was doing something peculiar. I noticed it, thought I should fight it, was doing it anyway. Then it was done. There I was, on the ground in front of the tree. Tears streaming down my face. I, raised in a family of Marxist atheists, down on my knees, worshipping?





Chernin’s story is echoed again and again in women’s stories of retreat. Separated from what is normal, we are brought to our knees before all that is holy and meaningful.


We may retreat for many reasons throughout our lives, to reflect on our lives, to celebrate our wisdom, to mourn, to create, to recuperate, but the underlying one is to recontact our purpose in life. Life becomes dull and meaningless not because of what we are doing but because we don’t know why we are doing it, because it has no resonance with our inner world. “I believe what a women resents is not so much giving herself in pieces as giving herself purposelessly. What we fear is not so much that our energy may be leaking away through small outlets as that it may be going ‘down the drain,’” wrote Anne Morrow Lindbergh in 1955 in Gift from the Sea. “Every person, especially every woman, should be alone sometime during the year, some part of each week, and each day. How revolutionary that sounds….”


A retreat is the restorative by which you walk away from being a woman who exists only in relationship to others and walk toward a self that relishes and enjoys her relationships because she has a strong center from which to relate. Creating your own retreat allows you to encounter your deepest needs, feelings, and impulses away from the voices and needs of others.


But here we get trapped in the feminine crucible. Here is the place where the social messages about what makes a good woman, the economic realities, the inner beliefs of worth, and the family responsibilities meet the call to retreat with a heart-wrenching, forward-momentum-stopping crash. A retreat simply feels impossible to do. For some of us, even an hour alone in the bathtub feels like a hopeless desire. It can take massive amounts of courage to believe that you must have time to muse, to fling open your dusty hope chest crammed with notions, recollections, fancies. To picture your future. To pore over and release the past. To retreat. “Women are, by nature, disposed to relationship and connectedness; yet true relationship cannot be embraced until a woman has a deep sense of her at-one-ment. Without this essential independence from all roles and bonds, she is a potential victim for servitude,” Marion Woodman cautions in her book Dancing in the Flames, co-written with Elinor Dickson. To be connected with and to nurture others is a precious, delightful, integral part of our lives. We are constantly giving in a personal and emotional way. We want to do so, some of us must do so, but we also must take time to be in solitude, to find and tend our selves, or we risk becoming ensnared in a tyranny of relationships, unable to locate our authentic core. When this happens, we risk losing not only the meaning in our lives but our very selves, the deep-rooted, innermost knowledge of who we are and why we are here.


It often takes massive amounts of courage to take that first step.


I cannot give you that courage, although as I write this I imagine incandescent energy and fortitude shooting directly into your heart. I imagine performing a Vulcan mind meld to convince you in the most visceral way of how important it is to take this time, not once in your life, not once a year, but as often as your life cycle demands. I have lived in my own deserted spirit and have seen the devastation that comes from staying too long in the accomplishment/pleasing others/hoping-to-be-good-enough mode. Cantadora Clarissa Pinkola Estés, in Women Who Run with the Wolves, describes it this way:




See Courage.









There is a quality of mourning to it all. There is angst. There is a feeling of loss, of being bereft. There is wistfulness. There is a longing. There is plucking at threads in one’s skirt and staring long from windows. And it is not a temporary discomfort. It stays, and grows more and more intense with time.





You can put on your coat, pick up your purse, and say as you shut the door, “You’ll be fine without me.” Go. Claim your right. Forget waiting for permission. Carve out the time. Notice I do not say find the time. That is an absurd and dangerous phrase. Time is never lying around waiting for us to find her. She is elusive. She wants you to sculpt her like clay, to mold her into exactly the form you desire your days to take. If you refuse to do that, if you spend your mornings worrying and your afternoons catering to others, always hoping there will be a few minutes left for you, time will play you like a sucker, making you run harder and faster with each passing week. Time wants you to realize that she is the most precious and irreducible fact of your life. Make her into what you will.


A New Path


Creating a self-led retreat can be frightening. There is no prescribed path to follow. I give a bare beginning here with suggestions and ideas, but you must make your own way because that is what is required to meet your authenticity. Am I suggesting we discard all the other retreat traditions, from Zen Buddhist to Benedictine—ancient traditions based on obedience and discipline? No, what I am proposing is that we need our own path, our own way to slow down, go within, and listen, a way that is germane to our lives and is created through our women’s understanding. When I learned that obey and listen are etymologically related, I realized that what I am proposing isn’t so radical, even from a traditional view. I am asking you to obey: to listen to and obey your own heart.


What Do You Need a Book For?


If a woman’s retreat springs from and is guided by your inner knowing, why do you need this book?


I remember being on my first self-led retreat and not getting anything out of it because I didn’t know what to do with my time. I took myself away to my friend Mary’s bed-and-breakfast in Inverness, California. I brought with me a vague desire, several excellent books to work with, and my journal, and I was in one of my favorite places. My experience had moments of beauty and relaxation, highlighted by watching seals in a cove and having dinner with Mary. Repeating to myself “I am on retreat” was comforting and made the time feel somewhat shining and extraordinary, but it wasn’t enough. I didn’t know how to move deeper. I kept asking myself, “What do I do next?” I was plagued by guilt, boredom, and confusion. My time apart lacked the intensity and purity that I had experienced before in organized group retreats. I was disappointed and not renewed.


I didn’t retreat on my own again for years. It felt kind of pointless.


Sometimes it is enough simply to go away by yourself and listen. But often you need some guidelines, an outline to refer to, a framework to build within, an alchemical vessel into which to pour your self for generous simmering. The longer we have been out of contact with our truest selves—the busier we have been, the more wrapped up in other people’s lives—the harder it is to slow down and be with ourselves. The purpose of this book is to provide one way to begin doing just that.


The Archetypal Pattern


Retreats have been with us since the very beginning of humanity. From menstruating women living apart in huts to the biblical Ruth and Judith to anchoresses walled into a room to Emily Dickinson to Georgia O’Keeffe to Annie Dillard, there is a history, albeit slim and barely recorded (when compared to the sagas of men on retreat), of women alone, women turning within.


The first retreat took place when menstruating women separated from the rest of the tribe. The reason menstruating women first separated was probably for survival, hiding in trees and caves from animals who smelled their blood. Why, after this was no longer necessary, did the cross-cultural practice of ritual menstrual seclusion persist? The reason was certainly not to give women time alone. Nonetheless, over hundreds of thousands of years, alongside our emerging consciousness, grew the idea of women alone, women outside of ordinary space and time: the retreat archetype.


We can readily detect this elementary pattern’s three parts: ritual separation, liminal space (on the threshold, a timeless, in-between place), and return.




First there is ritual separation. One of the meanings of the Sanskrit word r’tu, which translates as “ritual,” is menstruation. Menstruation gave us ritual. Through ritual, menstruating women were taken out of ordinary tribal life. The ritual signified that an essential shift in consciousness was occurring, which is the purpose of retreat. Ritual enabled women to separate their minds from their everyday responsibilities. Ritual separation caused women to step out of profane space and time and into a secret, set-apart world: betwixt and between, liminal space, time out of time.


Menstrual seclusion often wasn’t comfortable; some tribes bound girls in a hammock and hung them above the ground for days or even weeks; others covered women in dirt up to their necks. Yet the often extreme conditions—the most universal taboos being that women could not see the light or touch water or themselves—forced women to focus inward, giving us the second part of the pattern, a way to listen to the innermost self. Notes therapist Marcie Telander,




That’s the way to focus attention for the human animal. Sensory deprivation (which can also mean sensory overload) tricks the outer attention into focusing. Everyday attention can’t focus us in the same way. Placing your attention on a stone, mandala, stream, candle, baby’s face, flower, cat, helps to exclude the internal voices and pressures and turn you inward to what you are knowing.





Not allowed to participate in ordinary life, women were compelled to enter liminal time, the betwixt-and-between world where time and ordinary life are suspended. They are neither one thing nor another, neither who they were before nor who they will be after they emerge. They focused their attention by memorizing tribal history, by gathering herbal knowledge, by learning to weave baskets, or simply by being still.


The third piece of the pattern is the return to ordinary space and time. When the menstruating woman left the hut, it was with acknowledgment of her changed status, often through “a feast with relatives and friends, who made offerings to ancestors and spirits, as well as a number of rites similar to those for weddings,” notes poet and cultural historian Judy Grahn in Blood, Bread, and Roses.


Here is the archetype, as old as human consciousness. Here are the elements you can reenact, alone and with others, to enable you to separate your minds from others, to sanctify your time for a larger purpose.


Intention and ritual separation thrust you into the betwixt-and-between space. Focusing the senses through various means allows you to maintain that space and hear the still, small voice of your wisdom.




Conscious return to ordinary time integrates what you learned through listening by acknowledging that your consciousness has shifted, enlarged. You have been changed.


Archetypal Herstory


Looking at a few examples from prehistory, we find the archetype being cultivated. The Thesmophoria was a three-day women’s festival of rebirth, dating from at least 6000 B.C.E. and maybe much later. In Uncursing the Dark, Betty DeShong Meador tells the story of this ritual:




The ritual of Thesmophoria begins with three days of preparation, during which the women observe rites of purification…. The women abstain from sexual intercourse…. Thus they begin their withdrawal from men. In their houses, the women sleep alone…. They begin to enter wholly into the femaleness of themselves. They eat garlic to repel the men by the unappetizing smell of their breath…. At dusk on each of the three preparatory days, the women gather at the chosen fields…. There they build the huts in which they will sleep….





On the first day of the ritual, the menstruating women “carry down into a chasm newborn suckling pigs” and sacrifice them to the snake deity by slitting the pigs’ bellies. They then carry up rotting pig flesh (no one has adequately explained how the flesh rotted in less than a day). On the second day they mix the rotted pig flesh with seed, make “images from cereal paste and carry them down in baskets into the chasm,” fast in silence while sitting on the ground bleeding, and at night have a kind of tribal encounter group in which “what has been tolerated, ignored, hidden is exposed. The shouting exposes secrets, shatters pride, levels the women to a common ground.” On the third day, each woman buries the seed-flesh in the newly plowed fields, and together they sing praises to the snake deity before returning home.


While I’m not suggesting you visit a farmer and bring yourself home a little piglet for your next retreat or eat a lot of garlic to discourage your partner (“Just go. I can’t stand the smell anymore!”), this ancient ritual does apply to modern life. We cringe at the sacrifice of little piggies. Perhaps the sacrifice symbolically represents what we each must do to carve out time for retreat, how difficult it is for us to extricate ourselves. “She sacrifices the claims of family, children, village…. She acts out of a vision beyond the habits of caring, beyond the safe structures of society,” as Betty Meador interprets it. The Thesmophoria also illustrates the descent into the parts of ourselves we would rather not see and the descent into mystery, into letting go of control, expectations, and outcome.




Before a woman of our time can…realize her creative powers, she must participate in the downgoing. She must gather herself together. She must remove herself from the ongoing of her daily life. She must descend into the chasm.





Women on retreat, even mini-retreats of a few hours, often experience a feeling of descent. It is an integral part of the process. It forces us to stay fresh and humble, to disassociate with our overachieving, perfectionistic side, and to embrace our limitations. This is often the initiation that we must survive before we can hear and feel authentically. The Thesmophoria shows us that for nine thousand years women momentarily cut away the tethers of connection and descended into their darkness and returned reborn. If they could do it, so can we. And we don’t even have to sink our hands into rotted pig flesh.


In countless times and places of prehistory we can picture women retreating. No one knows how the vast underground temples (more than thirty) on the islands of Gozo and Malta in the Mediterranean (ca. 3500–2500 B.C.E.) were used. Perhaps they were used for religious rites, burial, even grain storage—no one knows exactly. Yet from descriptions of the ruins, it is easy to imagine women on retreat within these shrines. The Hypogeum is the most spectacular of the sanctuaries on Malta. Imagine six thousand square meters of inter-locking egg-shaped chambers, a main hall with vaulted ceiling and highly polished ochre-stained walls, chapels, burial rooms, and a room with a hole in the wall. When you speak into this hole, your voice echoes throughout the entire Hypogeum. It is speculated that people came to rest and be healed within the Hypogeum and to hear a priestess in the form of Oracle divine for them, perhaps through interpreting their dreams. Scholars believe it is quite possible that priestesses went to Malta to be schooled in the divine arts. Perhaps for thousands of years, female shamans and priestesses secluded themselves in such temples, and before that in the forest and in caves, to be alone and to receive wisdom they could use for others.


Imagine an opening ceremony that includes passing over a huge threshold adorned with a giant spiral into an inner sanctuary lit by oil lamps, where you are greeted by priestesses trained to help you relax and prepare to hear your own wisdom. Feel yourself curling up in one of those egglike chambers, literally held by the earth, your senses restricted to the sound of your own heartbeat. What would it feel like? What might you learn?




The Cost and the Struggle


Moving into recorded history, we could find countless examples of the archetype being evoked. But perhaps the most stunning is the medieval tradition of the anchoress. This piece of history does more than show us an extreme version of retreat. It illustrates the immense struggle we have endured to be alone. The history of women on retreat, women in solitude, is also the history of women struggling for autonomy. You cannot relax and listen to your deepest self, let alone transcend that self as the great contemplatives have counseled, if you don’t have a life of your own in the first place. For almost all of recorded history, women have not had the freedom, opportunity, income, time, or energy to learn to read and write, let alone to go off and ruminate in some cave. Being alone, especially living alone, got us ridiculed (“old maid”), exiled from the relatively safe life of our father’s house or marriage, thrown in prison, or even killed.


There are glimpses of women on retreat in early patriarchal history. Marion Woodman and Elinor Dickson in Dancing in the Flames offer an example from Hellenic times:




It was not until Hera finally decided that she had had enough of Zeus’s promiscuity that things began to change. She left Zeus and returned to her birthplace in Euboea. In aloneness she came to terms with her own essential oneness.





It is also told that Hera bathed ritually in the ocean each year to renew her virginity, her at-one-ment. Ruth in the Bible spends a lot of time reaping in the fields by herself. Judith is the patron of anchoresses because she “virtuously” stays alone in her chambers. But by and large, “the kind of autonomy which we think of as providing the opportunity for sustained solitude, was not available to women. They were ever under the authority of a male,” writes Philip Koch in Solitude.


Early Christian convents give us a well-documented account of this struggle. In roughly the ninth through the twelfth centuries, women founded a way of life that allowed them time alone and a way to follow their inner wisdom. In an interview, feminist historian Barbara Walker said, “Under a sort of guise of being Christian virgins, women went into the convent and there they could have time to consult their own thoughts. In the beginning, when the convents were not too domineered by the church, a lot of noble women went into convents simply to have some time to themselves.” One such movement was the Beguines. The Beguines formed no permanent order, did not enclose themselves, did not follow a leader, and did not renounce their own property (which later became a big sticking point with the church). In some places, the Beguines created whole towns that were entirely run and owned by them, as well as numerous hospitals and homes for the elderly. The Beguine lifestyle offered great freedom, and one of its gifts was time alone. So, inevitably, the Beguines were outlawed. In 1312 the monks of the Inquisition deprived the Beguines of their lands, houses, and freedom because they are “afflicted by a kind of madness, discuss the Holy Trinity and the divine essence, and express opinions on matters of faith and sacraments…. Since these women promise no obedience to anyone and do not renounce their property or profess an approved Rule…their way of life is to be permanently forbidden and altogether excluded from the Church of God,” quotes Barbara Walker in The Woman’s Encyclopedia of Myths and Secrets (italics mine).


Medieval women did not give up. Here is where the anchoresses come in, during the early thirteenth century or slightly before. An anchoress was voluntarily enclosed for life within a small cell attached to her local church. The door was bolted or bricked up from the outside after an awesome ceremony of enclosure, which in essence was a funeral. The young woman could not leave her cell during her lifetime without being excommunicated from the church. Carol Flinders in Enduring Grace describes Julian of Norwich’s cell as “a very sizable room, reasonably comfortable, which opened (via windows) into the church and out into an enclosed parlor where people would consult with her.” What led women to such an extreme measure, unthinkable by our standards? “A room of her own, a door she could close. Women have regularly been willing to pay a very high price to have that condition…. Maybe it was possible that the whole dramatic ritual that accompanied the closing in of an anchoress was meant to guarantee her safety, to define it as a sacred space that no one else dare enter,” proposes Flinders.


An anchoress was safe, revered as a spiritual icon by the rest of the community and consulted by them as a spiritual guide. What about the women burned as witches? The infamous treatise for the detection and punishment of witches, the Malleus Maleficarum, says, “When a woman thinks alone, she thinks evil.” E. William Monter, who has studied trial records of the period, concludes, “It is almost certain that fewer than half of all women accused of witchcraft were married at the time of their accusation. It is no accident that the typical witch of folklore should be an old woman dwelling by herself off in the woods….” The witch persecutions covered two continents and persisted for more than three hundred years. What lessons regarding the danger of solitude and retreat sank into our Western psyches? How it illustrates the collective fear of women alone!


Of course, women still found solitude. We have the great women mystics, such as Teresa of Ávila, who insisted that every one of her nuns have a door “that no one could open without her permission, a real precedent to Virginia Woolf’s a room of one’s own,” as Carol Flinders sees it. Scholastica was St. Benedict’s twin sister, who founded her own convent. Hildegard of Bingen no doubt provided sanctuary for many women and produced numerous masterpieces from her solitude. But perhaps the early part of Catherine of Genoa’s life is more representative. Trapped in a loveless marriage and a noble lifestyle she detested, she prayed to become slightly ill for three years. It allowed her three years to undergo a series of visions that radically changed her life and the lives of many, many others.


Illness has often been women’s only recourse to retreat. Think of Victorian women on their fainting couches. Anthony Storr in Solitude: A Return to the Self notes,




The Victorian lady used regularly to retire for a “rest” in the afternoon. She needed to do so because convention demanded that she should constantly be empathically alert to the needs of others without regard to the needs of her own. Her afternoon rest allowed her to recuperate from the social role of dutiful listener and ministering angel; a role which allowed no scope for self-expression.





She might use a ritual phrase to retire (“One of my headaches is coming on. Nanny, you take the children”). Then she might close the curtains and fold down the bed just so, perhaps placing a cool cloth over her eyes. Let her mind wander, perhaps do a little writing or needlework. Repin her hair and open the curtain before returning to daily life. Of course, this was a refuge available only to upper-class women. Think of the vast majority of women, denied even this modicum of silence and time for the self.


Even Florence Nightingale developed an illness that liberated her from the endless round of household duties, giving her time to study and write in the solitude of her bedroom. Ceremonial artist and retreat leader Cynthia Gale discovered in her illness a gift.




At 30, I was dean of admissions at Sarah Lawrence. I was working 100 hours a week and also exhibiting as a fiber artist in New York. At 31, I had MS and was legally blind. What started for me was a long healing process. I had to heal my life on every level. My illness was my great retreat—not my first retreat but my longest. It afforded me quiet. I spent hours and hours in bed, not able to read, not able to engage in life in the way many people do.





Her illness was an initiation, offering a radical and unrefusable separation; her pain and blindness placed her in liminal space; her intent to listen and heal created her vehicle for listening. This “retreat” turned her life around. She started shamanic studies, and “the ceremonial art began to pour out.”


For centuries women have searched for a physical place to separate, a room of their own. H. G. Wells wrote about his wife Jane’s desire in his autobiography. “She explained what she wanted and I fell in with her idea; and in this secret flat, quite away from all the life that centered upon me, she thought and dreamt and wrote and sought continually and fruitlessly for something she felt she had lost of herself or missed or never attained.” Doris Lessing’s heartbreaking story To Room Nineteen depicts an upper-middle-class English woman who yearns and tries so hard to find her own room and thus a place to locate her lost self that when she fails, she kills herself. The church has provided a shadow of this function for millions of impoverished and oppressed women. Clarissa Pinkola Estés relates a story to this effect from her childhood in Women Who Run with the Wolves:




Many devout women rose before five A.M. and in their long dark dresses wended their way through the gray dawn to kneel in the cold nave of the church, their peripheral vision cut off by babushkas pulled far forward. They buried their faces in their red hands and prayed, told God stories, pulled into themselves peace, strength, and insight. From time to time, my Aunt Katerin took me with her. When once I said, “It is so quiet and pretty here,” she winked as she shushed me. “Don’t tell anyone; it’s a very important secret.” And so it was, for on the walking path to church at dawn and in the dim interior of the church itself were the only two places of that time where it was forbidden to disturb a woman.





Women did find a way to be alone, and their stories show us the final element needed to retreat: great determination. Emily Dickinson, Alice James, Louisa May Alcott, Aphra Behn, George Sand, Anne Morrow Lindbergh, May Sarton, Alice Koller, Anne Bastille, Annie Dillard, Gretel Ehrlich, and Terry Tempest Williams are examples of creative women who listened, who bent, carved, hacked, changed, and otherwise defied convention to survive.


Georgia O’Keeffe’s winter of 1928–29 illustrates this struggle. She had just enjoyed the most successful year for her paintings. She had considerable income of her own now. But she was finding herself increasingly without time to herself. She had become quite well known not only for her paintings but also because of Stieglitz’s photos of her, primarily stunning and erotic nudes. She was reviewed first as a woman painter, then as her persona in Stieglitz’s photographs, and only then were her paintings reviewed on their own merit. This greatly disturbed O’Keeffe, and she regularly became ill after her yearly shows. Also pressing on her privacy and time was their hectic society life, the constant strain of being “on,” and the busy summers at Lake George with the Stieglitz family and guests. “Stieglitz’s mother had died and Georgia, as wife of the eldest son, supervised the summer housekeeping for the large family. This, in addition to her painting, was a tremendous task for one so meticulous,” her friend Anita Pollitzer writes in A Woman on Paper. O’Keeffe determined to buy a house of her own at Lake George, “so that she could have the quiet she needed.” But Stieglitz opposed the idea. It was too foreign to his concept of family and family summers. Georgia became increasingly ill and run-down. Out of three physicians consulted, one suggested she was close to death, but another was insightful enough to prescribe “real rest and time to live at her own pace.” Because of this, and the advice of another prominent doctor “to stop expending herself in the busy summers at Lake George,” the idea to spend the summer in New Mexico was born. Stieglitz told all who would listen that “the most dire of calamities has befallen them….” Georgia, too, was troubled, but she felt “much was at stake for her.” She told Anita, “Going West was the hardest decision I ever had to make.” In New Mexico, Georgia and her painting blossomed. Except for 1939, the year she made a trip to Hawaii, she spent every summer, and eventually the rest of her life—long stretches of it alone—in New Mexico in nature.


You may be saying to yourself, “I’m not a brilliant painter. It is not important that I retreat.” Because the examples we have of women on retreat and living in extended solitude are almost exclusively from women of great courage, talent, and at times wealth, it is easy to feel you aren’t worthy or that a retreat is beyond your means. But in Gift from the Sea, Anne Morrow Lindbergh brings the archetype into modern life and the scope of solitude almost down to size.




Total retirement is not possible. I cannot shed my responsibilities. I cannot permanently inhabit a desert island…. I must find a balance somewhere between…a swinging pendulum between solitude and communion, between retreat and return.





Three weeks alone in a cottage by the sea. What heaven, we sigh. There are no sacrificed pigs, no praying for illness. She doesn’t need a twig hut or a tribe of people to toast her when she emerges. Yet the retreat pattern emerges. She separates from all that is familiar.




For me, the break is the most difficult. Parting is inevitably painful, even for a short time. It is like an amputation, I feel. A limb is being torn off, without which I shall be unable to function. And yet, once it is done, I find there is a quality to being alone that is incredibly precious. Life rushes back into the void, richer, more vivid, fuller than before.





She lives in liminal space fashioned from solitude, the sound of the ocean, meditation on shells, and writing. She plans her return, acknowledging how difficult it will be to retain the calm perspective she has gained. She brings home talismans to remind her of what she has learned (“The shells will remind me; they must be my island eyes”), placing them in her sisal bag as part of her closing ceremony.


Enlivening the archetypal pattern in a way that fits your life and makes your time apart—even five minutes sitting in your car—numinous and renewing doesn’t involve much more than your willingness to take the first step. As Lindbergh said, “If women were convinced that a day off or an hour of solitude was a reasonable ambition, they would find a way of attaining it.” Are you willing to believe this is a reasonable ambition for you? Are you willing to dedicate your attention to something out of the ordinary, to step away from the safe definitions of daily life? Are you willing to take the first step?















A Retreat Outline




We withdraw, not only from the concerns of the world and its preoccupations but from the incessant monologue and concerns within ourselves, in order for something else to come into being.


Deena Metzger, Writing for Your Life








Here is an outline of what makes a retreat a retreat, the steps you will repeat each time, even on very brief retreat. It is a shorthand way of bringing the archetype to life. Refer to it when planning a retreat or if you are ready to get going right now and want to skip the details.




See A Woman’s Retreat.





	Prepare



Set an intention. Intention is what distinguishes your time off, makes it more than a vacation. Donna did the exercise in Intention not even knowing that she wanted to retreat and was astonished to learn she hoped to find a new direction for her life. Setting an intention requires setting aside time to prepare (often taking only a few minutes). This preparation sends a signal that you are serious about your time apart, that it is going to be uncommon, mindful, loving, and intentionally focused on you. Preparation also starts the process of slowing down and turning inward that is crucial to retreating. Even daily mini-retreats and retreats in the world benefit from a moment of preparation at the beginning of your time apart. To set your intention, complete the following statement:




See Intention for greater detail.







On this retreat, I intend to ask myself…





Keep it simple, open, and loving.




	Withdraw from Ordinary Life Through Ceremony and by Creating a Container



Withdrawal from ordinary life happens through symbolic action and by creating a safe space, either physically and/or emotionally, into which to withdraw. These are the signals to your psyche that you are entering altered time. Cynthia Gale speaks about her retreats this way: “What I try to do is make sure everything I do matters. So when I sit and have a cup of tea, I don’t just have a cup of tea, I think about what tea I’m going to have, where I’m going to sit, what direction I’m going to sit in, how that ten minutes is going to be different.” This effort at disengaging is especially important because you are not always able to leave, to go someplace, for a retreat, especially when working or when raising young children. You may have only a few minutes or hours to yourself. Withdrawal isn’t about the amount of time away or even your physical proximity to others. It is how much they occupy you when you don’t wish them to.


One of the great benefits of evoking the retreat archetype is the ability to withdraw into your own interior, sacred space. Choose or create such a space, your container. It could be your bed, your garden, a visualization of a place you love in nature, the crook of a tree, taking the phone off the hook and closing your office door, or a prayer of protective light and love surrounding you. Next, perform a symbolic ceremony to separate. This ceremony can be as involved as a sweat lodge or as simple as a purifying soak in the bath, slipping on a special shawl and staring at a candle, or reading a poem you love and then stepping over the threshold of your front door to go for a walk.




See Opening Ceremony and Where Will You Retreat?





	Listen in Sacred Space



Being in sacred, liminal space is perhaps the hardest part of the retreat to maintain in our modern world, especially when you are retreating in the world or for only a short period of time. Yet it is the heart of retreat, the place where the work of transformation takes place. You remain outside your daily life. You don’t do the dishes, answer the phone, take care of others, work, watch TV, listen to the news, read magazines, or do other everyday things. You arrange your time differently, doing what enlarges your intention and enables you to listen to your inner knowing. This can be done in a myriad of ways. You might ask yourself thought-provoking questions, write in your journal about how you are feeling or why you are retreating, move to music, meditate on metaphorical words from poetry or the psalms, visualize your Divinity blessing you, paint, walk on the beach, knit, or lie on your couch listening to music. The end result always places you gently in your center, working toward a truer and more authentic relationship with yourself. Silence and solitude have their place here. You can’t contact your wisdom and come to accept yourself without spending time alone in silence.




See What Will You Do, Courage, Contemplations, Good Ways to Listen, and all the Practices.





Another way you maintain sacred space is to push yourself out of your habitual comfort zone. By doing so, you shift your view of yourself and your life. For example, leaving your comfort zone might entail hiking alone on a local trail or being alone at your home with no TV and no phone. Shifting out of your comfort zone often creates anxiety and fear. Encountering your fear, not running from it, brings great richness to the retreat practice. That doesn’t mean putting yourself in danger, but it does mean leaving deadening comforts behind and being willing to take risks.


	Reemerge into Ordinary Space and Time



Reemerging into the world at a new place is the final act of retreating. It may seem the most straightforward and easy, but it is fraught with the difficulty of leaving sacred space and returning to ordinary space. You must acknowledge what you have done and where you have been and that you have been changed, even when your retreat has lasted for only a few moments. You can simply say, “I am returning from my retreat. I have done this, and this is why ________ (fill in your reasons for going or what you learned).” Give some thought to your reentry so that you don’t lose the gifts of your retreat too quickly in the daily array of demands. Bring back a talisman from your retreat—anything from a small rock to a vivid memory. Give thought to how you will communicate your experience to those you love, how you will physically reenter your work or home life, what would make the reentry easier.




See Returning Home, Closing Ceremony, and Living Your Retreat Every Day.





Good Supplies to Have on Hand


Here is a list of universally good retreat items to bring along. Don’t stress out over this; you can always improvise, do without, or change your mind. Keep it simple. Don’t let this list overwhelm you—a walk with nothing can be a retreat!




In addition to these, look under Prepare in each practice.







See Resources and Grieving for suggestions.





	Your journal and a pen.


	Basic drawing supplies—anything from markers to colored pencils to water-based paints. Whatever you have, want, and can afford.


	Big paper, ideally eleven by fourteen inches and thick. But any paper will do fine.


	Music that relaxes you and encourages your imagination; music that makes you want to move your body; music that puts you in touch with your deepest, wildest feelings, even grief.


	
A way to play the music in your retreat space—a personal stereo or small boom box. Borrow one if you don’t have one.


	A book or two of metaphorical, spiritually sustaining, exquisite inspirational writing.


	A camera and film. Take pictures of yourself, of the light pouring through your living room curtains, the trees arching toward the sky, whatever captures how you are feeling in that moment, whether that is particularly wonderful or particularly awful. Create emotional snapshots to paste up in your life after your return.


	Nature, in the form of the wilderness, a park, a houseplant, a backyard, a bowl of rocks.


	A drum or rattle. You can make a rattle by putting small stones or gravel in a tin (tea tins work great). If you have children, borrow their musical toys. Jodie contemplated borrowing her son’s Curious George drum. Drumming may seem too New Age, Robert Bly, warm and fuzzy weirdo nonsense. It has been lampooned in more places than I care to think about. Yet it remains an ancient and extraordinarily powerful way to get out of your mind and into your imagination, to get your juice going. There is no right way to drum or rattle—allow yourself to experiment and take your time. It may take you a few minutes to get into a beat.


	Self-nurturing goodies like fresh bread, soothing lotions, delicate flowers, a velvety bathrobe.


	Special clothing. In Ann Linnea’s book Deep Water Passage, Christina gives Ann a magnificent purple wool sweater to wear on her kayak adventure-retreat. Ann is surprised because she has never worn anything so nice when camping. Christina reminds her, “Annie, you’re not just going camping. You must mantle yourself for the journey.” How will you mantle yourself for your journey? In what clothes will you feel creative or secure or luxurious or sensual or energetic or courageous? A fringed shawl, silk scarf, floppy hat, well-worn hiking boots?


	A touchstone, talisman, or other meaningful object that, by being held, worn, or seen will comfort and remind you of the love in your life, whether that love be from a lover, a child, or the Divine. Frankie fingered a tiny soapstone bear fetish in her pocket that reminded her of her lover. Sandy anchored her retreat by wearing an exquisite amulet given to her by a dear friend. A tiny wooden Buddha accompanies me. Georgia O’Keeffe carried at least one perfectly round stone.


	
Mini-retreats and retreats in the world might benefit from a retreat bag or box that you keep with you or close at hand. In it go the things listed above as well as a bottle of water and whatever else you might need.





See Resources.





What Not to Have on Hand


	Work. No bill paying. No making a few phone calls or checking your e-mail. Not one contract or brief or bit of typing or student papers or mending or child’s costume to sew. NO! If you are retreating in the world, get away from your work, even if it means clearing off your desk or leaving your home.


	A phone. If on a long retreat you need to be available because of your children and business, ask whomever might call you to ring once, hang up, and ring again. Otherwise, unplug or hide the phone, even if you are only retreating for a few minutes. No beepers, faxes, or cellular phones, either.


	A watch or clock. You can tell by the sun when you need to return home. If you are living in Alaska in the dead of winter or in a skyscraper where no sun penetrates, or if you have only a few minutes or hours and must break at a very specific time, set an alarm. On a retreat in the world, take off your watch; even if it’s only for a few minutes, it helps.


	Newspapers, TV, talk or news radio, gossipy magazines, escapist novels, video games, computers, anything that will break the retreat spell. (You may choose to watch Oprah or read a fat Regency romance. Fine, as long as you are choosing and not avoiding, staying stuck in comfortable but outmoded patterns. Remember to check, “Does this support my intention?”)


	Negative people. Some of you will be using this material with a friend or group, or you may choose to have someone be your check-in person or retreat coordinator. If so, be sure this person is truly supportive. Or are you choosing or going along with a friend because you don’t want to hurt her feelings? Don’t waste your retreat time around people who drain, depress, or derail you. On the other hand, recognize that in almost any group situation, there will be tension, anger, misunderstandings, people you don’t like. If seen correctly, this discomfort can provide invaluable insights.


	Emotional baggage. I’m joking, but only a bit. What if you could leave behind a certain obsession, emotion, or worry? Which one would you choose? Write this baggage on a piece of paper, tie it around a rock, bless it, and leave it behind.





See What Will You Do: Check-in and Good Ways to Listen: Shadow Comfort.







See Courage: Support on Retreat.







See Retreating with Others.
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