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The labyrinth is a walking meditation, a metaphor for life and a sacred blueprint.  A labyrinth is different from a maze.  In a maze, there are decisions to be made.  It is possible to get lost.  In the labyrinth, there is only one path.  The only choice to be made is whether to walk it.  While there are many twists and turns, it is enough to simply put one foot in front of the other.  We are always on the path.  Many people who would like to lead a more prayerful life appreciate walking the labyrinth because they find it difficult to sit quietly and reflectively.  
The spiral is a universal symbol – a circuitous path to a center.  It might appear in nature as a delicate snail shell, a whirlpool, or a baby’s tender ear.  Labyrinths can be seen as a stylized interpretation of the spiral.  They have appeared on every continent for thousands of years in a myriad of forms and have been made from materials as diverse as grasses and wildflowers,  paving brick, or simple stones.  Impermanent versions can be traced at the beach in wet sand.  Native Americans painted spirals on their arms before embarking on a vision quest.  We might remember the mythical labyrinth of King Minos, with the Minotaur waiting in the center.  The myth of Ariadne describes a woman who unwinds a thread to ensure Theseus can slay the monster and find his way out again.  Ancient Cretan coins displayed a labyrinth design.  In Egypt there were labyrinths that were traversed by initiates swimming under water, so it was a matter of survival to complete the journey.  The “man in the maze” is a familiar design on Pima and Tohono O’odham baskets and crafts.  The great Gothic cathedrals of Europe had labyrinths embedded in the floor of the naves.  The well-known 11-circuit labyrinth in the floor of the Chartres Cathedral in France is one of the few original labyrinths that survived the ravages of history.  

Lauren Artress,  founder of Veriditas, the Worldwide Labyrinth Project, is largely credited for renewing interest in this ancient tool.  Labyrinths are being installed in places of worship, in hospitals, prisons, schools, parks, and mowed into fields.  People who have been nurtured by the simple practice of walking the symbolic, sacred path have constructed their own simple labyrinths in their own back yards.  They can be drawn on a sheet of paper and “walked” with a finger.  They have been etched into granite as works of fine art.

What do the symbols of the spiral and the labyrinth represent?  Why is there renewed interest in the labyrinth during the turbulent times in which we live?  The labyrinth is a meandering path of twists and turns that leads to a physical center.  It invites us to have faith and trust that we are always on our path if we are willing to keep putting one foot in front of the other – even when we cannot see the way.  Symbolically the labyrinth can be seen as leading us to our core or essence – to what is eternal.  Labyrinths often take the shape of a circle, a symbol of unity.  The simple Cretan 7-circuit design is said to be similar to the path of the planet Mercury in the night sky.  Every detail in the beautiful Chartres labyrinth has meaning.  The cathedral is dedicated to Mary, to motherhood, to the feminine aspects of God.  It is known as a place of birth, rebirth and transformation.  Its labyrinth contains the same number of stones as days in the cycle of human gestation.  The design is based on principles of sacred geometry, a system of harmonious proportions and shapes that naturally allow the mind to become still.  The center is said to represent the petals of a rose.  You can stand in each petal and bless the kingdoms of creation:  the mineral world, plants, animals, our human family, angels, and the great mystery of the Divine.  The lunations or half-moon shapes that form its outside border were used to calculate the Easter holiday.  There is the form of a cross embraced by a circle suggesting a Celtic cross or a medicine wheel.  The circle contains the universe and unites its polar opposites:  darkness and light, fire and ice, strength and fragility, life and death.  

Because labyrinths are known in so many geographies and cultures, they naturally bring people together as one.  They remind us visually that we are all walking the same path together, that this planet is our common home.  They provide a visual metaphor for the journey of our lives, reminding us that to be alive means to be engaged in a dance of movement and an ever-changing web of relationships.  We find ourselves becoming “unstuck” as we walk.  

There are no rules for walking a labyrinth.  As with any prayerful or meditative practice, be mindful of your experience.  Pay attention and let your intuition be your guide.  Please remove your shoes before walking an indoor labyrinth.  (Medical problems are an exception.)  Walking without shoes will ground you and helps keep the labyrinth clean.  Find your own pace.  While that may seem obvious, most of us have learned to rush through our lives mesmerized by the activity in the outer world.  In doing this, we lose our connection to our natural pace and our internal world:  our inner voice of wisdom, our creativity, our rich imagination.  Your pace may change during the walk.  It is customary for those walking out from the center to yield to those walking in.  If someone in front of you walks more slowly, you can choose to adjust your pace or walk around.  It’s not necessary to stay within the lines.  The full-sized copy of the Chartres labyrinth is 40’ in diameter and is about 1/3 of a mile.  If your physical health does not permit you to walk the entire way,  honor yourself and your needs by stepping out.  

Walking a labyrinth as a group experience is entirely different from walking it alone.  The paths of others may approach yours, and you might walk together for a time.  Then, your paths diverge and you separate, later to meet up again.  As you walk, what do you notice?  Is someone walking too slowly in front of you.  Notice the frustration rising.  Will you choose to walk around or to explore what it might be like to slow down.  You may find yourself wanting more space and wishing there were fewer people on the labyrinth.  It could be crowded at the center.  The way you walk through the labyrinth may offer you a message about the way you walk through your life.   Gently let go of any expectations and pay attention to whatever you might happen to experience during or even days after the walk.  The messages are subtle.  If you’d like to pause, feel free to step out on the labyrus shapes (double-axe) that form the cross.  Some people enjoy walking around the outside of the labyrinth before or after a walk.  Watching others walk can be a meditative experience in itself.  In some South American countries there is a tradition of one individual at a time walking the path.  The rest of the community circles the labyrinth in support of the walker and holds the space.  

The labyrinth is a body prayer.  We put our entire selves into it when we choose to walk.  Allow your body to move the way it wants to.  Body, mind, and spirit become one almost imperceptibly.  Each time you walk the labyrinth, the experience will be different.  Sometimes it will be very moving and emotional.  Sometimes it will be matter-of-fact.  Be present with whatever comes up for you.  The labyrinth acts as a container that provides a protective and sacred space where people feel safe enough to relax and let go.   I have seen a young woman with Parkinson’s disease who walks with a cane, dance through the labyrinth.  I have seen individuals who have allowed themselves through the pathways with their eyes closed.  Children with ADD find it easier to focus after walking the labyrinth.  Intuition and creativity are nurtured.  Diversity of expression is endless.  

Some common practices are to bless the space as a group for those who have walked the path, those who are walking today, and those yet to come.  It is helpful to pause and center yourself and let go of expectations before entering the labyrinth.  You may choose to pause in gratitude again as you leave.  In the Middle Ages, a pilgrimage often ended with a labyrinth walk.  Perhaps, as many pilgrims have done over the centuries, you will walk the labyrinth with an intention or a question in mind.  You may choose to pause at the first turn, letting go of burdens that you do not need to carry any longer.  The walk to the center represents a letting go.   At the center, you may rest and linger.  Be willing to receive a gift, a message, an answer, or an image.   This is an opportunity to reconnect with a deep place within, to reconnect with the Divine.  Be open and willing to receive.  When you are ready, you will begin the return outwards, integrating your experience and preparing to return to your daily life.  

The labyrinth lends itself to rituals and sacraments.  A small ceremonial labyrinth can be used at a wedding.  Communion can be performed on the labyrinth.  Scarves, pentatonic bells, a singing bowl, candles, and live or recorded music can all enhance the experience.  Finger labyrinths offer a convenient alternative to quiet the mind and open the heart at home.  

May the practice of walking the labyrinth remind us that both the path and every step we take are sacred.  

Godspeed on your journey,

Deb Hansen


