
 

treasuries of sacred traditions. There are also 
guides and teachers who can wisely help us find 
the maps we need and guide us there. The Bible 
and other Scriptures are libraries of ancient 
maps left us by men and women of many 
histories, civilizations and cultures. In them are 
ancient repositories of how men and women have 
found their way through spiritual time and space.  

The usefulness of a map, however, largely 
depends on where you are and from where you 
begin your journey. If you want to go to eastern 
Canada, but you live in South America, for 
example, a map that only includes the continental 
United States will be of no use to you at all. You 
need one that takes into consideration your own 
present locale as well as your desired end. 
Furthermore, it needs to be one that you can 
actually read. It is likely that you will not be able 
to use an airline pilot’s map of the same territory 
if you are going by land and are not trained to 
read it. So you need a map that not only 
considers the destination at which you hope to 
arrive, but your own particular circumstances in 
beginning the journey and the way through the 
intervening territory. 

Maps  fo r  the  Sp i r i tua l  Jou r ney  
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Lesson Four 

If you have ever planned a trip to some place 
new, it is almost certain that you have consulted a 
map, especially if you were driving. You 
probably would never leave home without 
having a map to follow. Maps are essential for 
any kind of journey into new or unknown 
territory. We’ve all had the experience of going 
somewhere new without a map and getting 
terribly lost. It is usually not a happy experience. 
We feel confused and frustrated, going around 
in circles. If you’ve gotten lost hiking in the 
wilderness, often panic sets in and you become 
even more confused and afraid. 

Interestingly, people never seem to consult any 
map when they begin their spiritual pursuits. Their 
idea is that one can just as easily find that “right 
path” eventually if one simply does what feels 
good.  But that’s like saying, “I’ve never been to 
New Brunswick. I’m not sure even where it is or 
how to get there, but, oh well, I’ll just head out.” 
If you “head out” in any old direction just 
because it somehow feels “right,” the odds are 
you’ll get lost and never get to New Brunswick. 
But again, many people think that “good vibes” 
or feeling good is the best way to determine 
where they should go on the spiritual journey. 

Yet, in this domain, as in so many others, while a 
hunch may be important, we need some precise 
directions if we are ever going to get to our 
destination. Spiritual life, as we have seen, is a 
journey with a goal in mind--a destination. There 
are paths that lead us in that direction, whereas 
others clearly lead the wrong way. So how do 
you find a good map? 

This is where the sacred traditions play such an 
important role. The spiritual journey has been 
taken by countless other individuals. The great 
explorers of the spiritual world have left 
exceedingly good maps of the territory we may 
wish to enter. Their maps are invaluable. Many 
of these maps have been collected into the 

Maps are essential for journey to unknown places.  
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Interestingly, some people are inveterate 
map collectors. They love maps. They have 
whole rooms full of them, which they are 
quite proud of. Some of them are old and 
some are new. Some show one feature of 
the territory and some another. They might 
have a map of where you are going, but if 
you asked them if they had ever been there 
themselves, many map collectors would 
answer, “No.” Some might even add, “I have 
the map; why do I need to make the 
journey? It’s all right here, isn’t it…on my 

S p i r i t u a l i t y  T o d a y  L e s s o n  F o u r  

 

Transcending ourselves, 

we return towards our 

origin that we may be 

absorbed in the abyss, 

source of every 

perfection. 

—Ruysbroeck 

map?” But is it? In the long run, a map is no 
substitute for the journey itself. How sad to 
simply have the map but never to make the 
journey. Map reading is certainly less 
harrowing, safer in the end, but it can never 
make possible the real adventure of travel. 
On the one hand, the map is simply not the 
territory; on the other, it is unlikely that you 
will be able to find your way without a map. 
These two aspects are important to keep in 
mind as you begin to explore the dimensions 
of spiritual cartography. 

Prope r  Or ien ta t ion  

You use a map to help you get where you 
want to go—to orient you in the right 
direction. Psychologist William Sheldon 
writes about orientation as an inner 
dimension of the human soul: 

Psychologists well know that the deepest 
element of human happiness is embodied in 
the idea of movement toward something; 
movement in the “right” direction; and all of 
the devices of therapeutic psychiatry are 
really only shoves and pushes and suggestions 
intended to help a mind find its particular 
right direction of movement. Continued 
observations of this basic dynamic nature of 
happiness … lead almost inevitably to the 
conclusion that deeper and more fundamental 
than sexuality, deeper than the craving for 
social power, deeper even than the desire for 
possessions, there is a still more generalized 
and more universal craving in the human 
make-up. It is the craving for knowledge of 
the right direction—or orientation.  
    This craving is not quite so obvious as the 
other patterns of human desire, because it is 
more general, deeper, and the positive and 
negative feeling-tones it engenders are not 
locally felt, hence come less often to a specific 
attention focus. Yet every system of 
philosophy, whether called religious or not, is 
at bottom a human attempt to satisfy the 
craving to be pointed in the right direction 
(Psychology and the Promethean Will).  

So how are we to fulfill this craving in our 
spiritual search? Which is the right direction? 
What is the proper orientation in the journey 
we are making?  

Two interesting answers are provided by 
sacred tradition and the wisdom of the ages. 
In both cases we must understand that 
orientation lies in two seemingly opposite 
directions. This paradoxical fact will, at first, 
create some amount of confusion. How can 
both be true when they are opposites? But 
again, wisdom tradition assures us that both 
are true. 

The first has to do with inner and outer 
orientation. The spiritual journey is said to be 
taken in two entirely opposite directions at 
once. Spiritual teaching describes it as both 
a journey inward and a journey outward. 
This is called the double-journey of the soul, 
which leads us inward towards the divine 
reality at our own hearts, and takes us out 
into the heart of the cosmos. Spiritual 
pilgrimage, then, includes both that which is 
within us, as well as that which is outside of 
us. 

It is also said in spiritual teaching that in 
order to maintain balance, we must progress 
in these two directions simultaneously. 
Obviously, there is some difficulty in moving 
in two directions at once. We cannot do it 
physically, but the teaching is that we can do 
it spiritually because the two modes of 
journey constitute the fullness of spirit. To 
complicate matters, there is another way of 
seeing these opposite orientations that in 
some sense helps to clarify what this journey 
means. 

 

In the long run, a map is no 
substitute for the journey itself. 

Finding our spiritual 
orientation is the great work of 

the human spirit. 
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In  the  Manner  o f  a  Sp i ra l  

This second orientation has to do with two 
very different axes of spiritual reality. Not 
only is our orientation both inward and 
outward, it is also horizontal and vertical. 
We focus along a horizontal plane by virtue 
of our life in space and time, but we are also 
invited to turn and become focused along a 
vertical axis as well. 

Horizontal orientation has to do with our 
ordinary existence experienced both 
inwardly and outwardly. We have our 
“normal perspective” that is shaped by our 
social and cultural upbringing. But that is not 
all there is to existence. There are also 
vertical dimensions that lie along an axis that 
is oriented toward transcendence beyond us 

and an immanent reality within us. Along this 
axis are realities and presences not 
belonging to this world alone. On our 
spiritual journey we encounter these as 
well—we come to know a world that includes 
not only space-time, but also the spiritual 
world transcendent to it, which is also present 
immanently within us. 

 

 

 

This simple diagram describes the second 
double orientations which we are invited to 
experience in our spiritual pilgrimage.   

L e s s o n  F o u r  S p i r i t u a l i t y  T o d a y  

 

Self-knowledge reveals the 

fact that the soul’s natural 

movement is not in a 

straight line, unless indeed 

it has undergone some 

deviation.  On the contrary, 

it circles around something 

interior, around a center.   

—Enneads VI, 9,8 

There is a phrase used in the ancient Greek 
world that describes how all things move or 
grow: helikos tropon, in the manner of a 
spiral. This interesting term reflects what we 
see all around us—that both living and non-
living things move or grow in the manner of a 
spiral. Plants, for example, spiral out from 
their centers in all sorts of interesting ways. 
Tree limbs, leaves from stems, petals around 
flower-centers, and seeds on a sunflower or 
a pine-cone spiral outward as well as up or 
down. Animal growth manifests similar 
patterns. Shells, in particular, show the spiral 
patterning that is reflected in the way water 
moves and in the spiraling arms of a galaxy. 

All these are manifestations or reflections of 
some deeper pattern within the universe—a 
pattern of movement and growth. The 
pattern itself is complex. If you can imagine 
three separate trajectories of movement 
combined into one, these would reflect the 
pattern of a spiral. 

First, there is the linear movement of 
progression from point A to point B. That 
pattern represents forward momentum. 

Second, there is the movement of repeating 
cycles—circles that come back to the 
beginning point and start again. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Third, there is vertical progression or ascent 
from one level to another as in a staircase.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If we combine linear progression with cyclical 
repetition and vertical ascent, we have a 
spiral—each movement is critical to the 
whole.  

The soul circles around the 
Divine Center. 

The spiral is the symbol of our 
journey both inward and 
outward, horizontally and 
vertically. 
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Map Mak ing  
comparatively, yet they each function 
separately to give valuable insights to the 
pilgrim. 

For example, maps of sacred space envision 
the inner territory of the heart as a desert 
landscape that is crossed in three different 
stages. Each stage is marked by certain signs 
that help us know where we are.  

Maps of sacred time are very different. 
They do not focus on chronological time, like 
a watch does, but on moments (or periods) of 
readiness when we are able to do certain 
things because the “time is ripe.” An ancient 
map in current use is the Solar Calendar that 
details the seasons of spiritual journey 
through time.  

Developmental maps are like the previous 
maps, but they detail more of the inner states 
of consciousness and being that the pilgrim 
experiences as he or she grows and evolves. 
They attempt to show what is happening to 
the pilgrim, and not so much what the 
territory will be like around the traveler. A 
map of this sort is used many times by writers 
in the sacred Scriptures to speak about the 
developmental level of an individual in the 
passageway from birth and infancy, through 
growth as a child and teenager, to spiritual 
adulthood and ultimate maturity.  

             The explorer returned to his people, who were eager to know 

about the Amazon. But how could he ever put into words the feelings 

that flooded his heart when he saw exotic flowers and heard the night-

sounds of the forest; when he sensed the danger of wild beasts or 

paddled his canoe over treacherous rapids? 

             He said, “Go and find out for yourselves.” 

             To guide them he drew a map of the river. They pounced upon 

the map. They framed it in their town hall. They made copies of it for 

themselves. And all who had a copy considered themselves experts on 

the river, for did they not know its every turn and bend, how broad it 

was and how deep where the rapids were and where the falls? 

—Anthony de Mello, The Song of the Bird 

 

Maps are only as good as they are useful. 
For example, if you are hiking in the 
wilderness, a map of the density of the local 
population or the location of minerals below 
the surface of the earth may be interesting 
but of no benefit to you. On the other hand, 
a map shows foot trails, types of terrain, 
land elevations, and the location of water 
which may be critical to your survival.  

There are, of course, many kinds of spiritual 
maps. Some of them, like the early maps of 
the New World, are primitive and only 
suggest the complexity of North and South 
America. Others are so detailed concerning 
one aspect of the terrain so they are more 
helpful to experts and guides. But many 
splendid maps exist which are helpful 
resources for anyone traveling a spiritual 
path. 

The best maps of this sort cover the territory 
from beginning to end. They indicate a 
starting place for the journey and locate the 
landmarks along the way. They give some 
detail, but do not overwhelm the reader so 
that he or she gets lost in minutia. There are 
typically three different kinds: maps of 
sacred space, maps of sacred time, and 
maps of spiritual development. Each one of 
these shows a different aspect of the same 
general territory and can be used 

The  Exp lo re r  

The traditional symbol  
of sacred time. 
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Questions for Reflection 

1. Have you ever been lost without a map to where you want to go? What did you experience in this situation? How did you 
respond? What happened in the end? 

2. On a journey into some new territory where you have never been, what can a guide provide that a map cannot? What does a 
map contain that a guide may not remember? 

3. Are you more of a map reader than an explorer? When you go out on some adventure, do you tend to consult a map first, or do 
you simply try to find your way without it? Do these tendencies tell you anything about your spiritual life? 

4. Pick the life of some figure in sacred history—Abraham or Moses, for example; Jesus or his Mother, the Prophet Muhammad or 
the poet Rumi—as a template of spiritual pilgrimage. Using their lives as a map or as a guide for spiritual experience and 
growth, what can you learn from it? 

5. When you think about where you are going, or what your destiny will be, where do your thoughts take you? What terms would 
you use to describe the end point of human existence? How do they differ from traditional, religious terminology? 

6. The section on Proper Orientation contains some very important material on the complexities of spiritual pilgrimage. These 
suggest that the territory through which you make a sacred journey is multi-dimensional, not flat. Mapping that kind of territory is 
difficult on a two-dimensional surface; it requires showing topography in a different way. How would you draw out such territory 
if you were going to map it? 

7. Describe your inner experience and its relationship to your outer life. How are they different? How are they the same? You have 
a normal “horizontal” orientation—that is, you are very aware of the external world in which you live. How aware are you of 
these other inner dimensions, other unseen realities, other unknown presences? How would you describe these?  

8. List the paradoxes of spiritual pilgrimage as they are expressed in the second article, “Proper Orientation.”  If you were asked to 
explain each of these concepts to someone who was confused by paradoxical language, what would you say? How would you 
express it? Would there be a way to explain them for someone who was confused? 

9. The sidebars on pages seventeen through nineteen, as well as the symbolic expressions on these, are important parts of this 
lesson. Jan van Ruysbroeck  (1293-1381) was a Flemish mystic whose writings are treasured for their depth and clarity. He too 
was an important “map maker” of spiritual territory. The Enneads of Plotinus (205-270 A.D.) are a source of Greek philosophy 
used by early Christian theologians. What do you make of these statements? How do the various symbols and diagrams help you 
understand the various concepts expressed in this lesson?  

10. Spiraling journey is perhaps a new concept. How does it help you understand your own experience? Have you ever felt yourself 
spiraling through experience? What happened? What does that feel like to you? 

Daily Practice 

A. How good of a map reader are you? Find a road map in your car or an atlas. Get it and look at your state, province or the 
region where you live. What is noted on the map? What is missing from it? What could you find using it that you might not see 
otherwise? What is not on the map that is definitely in the territory? What does this say about spiritual life? 

B. Make a simple map of your own spiritual life or journey thus far. Use your imagination and draw out a line picture or a graph of 
your journey so far. Put on it the different kinds of territories and landscapes (or “lands”) through which you have passed, the 
landmarks that have punctuated your passage, the sorts of experiences you have had at different points along the way. What is 
missing from your map? What would a person not see looking at it that you have definitely experienced? 

C. In a period of meditation each day, pray this prayer, then remain in silence awhile, listening for an inward voice that responds to 
this prayer in some way. What happens? What do you hear? Journal your experience.  

O Holy One, the hand of your loving kindness powerfully, yet gently, guides all the moments of our days. 
Go before us in this pilgrimage of life to keep us from falling, but when we do,  

be there to lift us back and set our feet upon your path again. 
As we walk, may your Spirit unite deeply with our own, so that sharing in your compassion for the world,  

we may find joy in your presence and in the gift of every created being. Amen 

S p i r i t u a l i t y  To d a y  
S T U D Y  G U I D E :  L e s s o n  F o u r  

20 


