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The ;czZDy:**r'n th-wall ing movement

TheRev: D, Latren Artressis sitting with a dozen people in an empty
hotel restatrant in'the farmous French cathedral town of Chartres, ex
platting how towalk s labyrinth, Around her, seated in chatrs drawn
up to forms circle, the rest of us, mainly Auneéricans, listen intently
| as she holds conrt, Some in the group — which includes the
genteel-seerting awner of a tea shop in Kentucky, a retired
couple wearing hiking shoes, an energetic blonde eXpatri-
| ate who lives in 2 househoat on the Seing, ameng others
‘—gre scribbling notes.
| “Take whatevers happening frame by frame, step
by step,” cautions: Artress, an Episcopal priest and
trained psvehotherapist, whose title at San Francis-
co’s Grace Cathedral is Canon for Special Min-
istries. “You can even enter the labvrind: wich a
dream in mind. Asvon begin to walk the dream,
try to Jerit take on its own meaning.”
| Tonight, the §lovear-old Artress — with
| bright blue eyes, feathery grev hair and a
| - quick smile —has other tips, too, on how o
approach the labyeinth: Wear shoes when
walking it in public, atJeast when in Europe
{("We've had soine negative reactions fron
the French about walking barefoot™), walk
m silence, walk with “sofi-focused eyes,” 2
state she feels is more conducive to spiritual
awareness. And, yes, she savsin response to
ane question, it's fine to write in vour jour-
nal asyouwalk.
Based on the cirele, the universal syithol
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of unity and wholeness, the Christian labyrinth has been around for il
lennia. (One of is earliest depictions is on a Sardinian rock carving,
duting from about 2000 5} Bur tor Artress, and growing munbers

of others who have rken to walking the labyrinth as a means o
spiritual growtl, ick more than just a dusty svmbol —its a pow-
erful tool for today. “Irs a metaphor for our journey through

" she says. It offers o path of prayer. Itk a meditation

tool, 1 wonderful woal that quickens the spirit and hur-
thers people on the path. . It a sacred place that helps
us rediscover the depths of our souls,”
It's also a pattern traced on a flat surface. To walk
it vou follow a puth from i circumference to the
center along designated lines. (In the classic
labyrinth, 25 ut Chartres, these lines are squig-
aly; others. such as the squared-off Maltese-
stvle labyrinth ot Amiens cathedral, take other
forms.) Unlike a maze, which rvpically has
walls and is designed to disorient, yvou can't
pet lostin a labyr inth, The way is perfectly
clear, Bur its what happens to vour mind as
vou make vour way along it that’s note-
worthy. For anact so simple — placing one
fuot in front of the other — the lalyrinth
ofters unexpected rewards. Whether they
brecze through itin 13 minutes or choose
to linger, many people find that through it
they enter a calmand centered place, intoa
mowd of quiet revelation. Inan increasingly
frannic-paced world, such escape has be-
COMme 1 necessity.,




“We're all besieged by the monkey mind,” as Artress puts it, using a term pur-
Idhists. For those oying ourthe labyrindh for the first time, real-

lained from the Bu
izing how much noise one’s own chatrering brain makes may be its first, disconcert-
ing revelation. Tie phenomenon of labyrinth-walking has taken off across America,
largely through the effore= of Arress, wha leamed about the traditnon at 2 retreatin
1991 and resolved to bring it to the world. “The labyrinth builders are copying pat-
terns from the floars and walls of medieval Christan churches,” said a New Yok
Tomerstory lastspring. “They are laying stone labyrinths in backyards and gardens,
solling out canwvas labyrinths at conferences, painting them on the floors of churches
and mowing them in whear fields and grassy parks.”

And America is not the only place this is happening. There
fabyrinth-building in other countries, including

are repores
“a huge proliferagon of

Swizerland, where there been
labyrinths,” Artress says. In a country where women were only
granted the right to vote in the mid-1970s, “the women of
Switzerland have embraced the labyrinth as 2 symbol of them-
selves.” Mow; there are about 50 of them in that country, includ-
ing one that’s been mraced into the Alpine countryside, its
edges delincated by cowbells, its path encroached upon
by grazing sheep.

Through Veriditas, an organizanon Artress
founded at Grace Cathedral — the site of two
labyrinths — Artress is largely responsible for
this trend. Veriditas disseminares all kinds
of labyrinth-related informadon, They've
sold more than B0 “labyrinth kits,” as
well as whle-top models and other
labyrinthiana, including Artress' own
book on the phenomenon, Halking a Sa-
ered Patk (Riverhead, 1995). They publish
a newsletter and have a website (the
Labyrinth Iocator at www, gracecom.org)
that’s logging 30,000 hits a month. In Veridi-
tas-sponsored “Faclimtor Trainings," con-
ducted all over the country, Artress has advised
close to 200 people in the organizaton of labyrindh
walks. They also put on worlshops and ips on a
labyrinth theme. One of these led to Chartres last summer.

Since the early 19905, when teo classic, 11-circuit Jabyrinths
(one, an indoor one in carpet form; the other, of termazzo stone,
ser in an outdoor garden) were instmlled at the cathedral, on the
top of Nob Hill, tens of thousands of people have come to expe-
rience them. “We finally had to stop counting,” says Artess of
the hordes of walkers, who range from bicycle messengers to
businessmen, homeless people to wealthy parishioners. Many of
them, stressed-our, make their way there to unwind. One walk-
er, a 911 worker whose worling life is one continual, unending
emergency, stops by the cathedral frequently o race the path at night. “Shek al-
ways hoping her pager won't go off undl she’s done,™ Artress says, with a laugh. (Ar
36 feetin diameter for the indoor one and 38 feet for the outdoor, the labyrinths are
large enough to allow up to 40 people to walk them at the same dme.) San Francis-
cans aren't the only ones walling them at Grace. Visitors to the city are, too.

“We're working on the whole idea of helping tourists become pilgrims,” Artress
says. “Mot just taking cameras but having expenences. When you walk the
labyrinth, you're experiencing something, not just looking at something. It’s shift-
ing to sceing their lives with fresh eyes ™ The cathedral’s outdoor labyrinth is the
“first permanent labyrinth laid in the Western hemisphere in 600 years,” Artress
points aut {although, atthe rate they’re being built these days, there must certainly
now be athers), People walk it day and night and in all sorts ef weather condisons.
In the Bay Area’ annual rainy season, Artress says. “You'll see people walling it
with umbrellas.”
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cathedral to trace:
the path at night.

There’s something endearingly child-like, almost tomboyis :
A Midwesterner by birth, she'’s likeable and unpretentious, surely one of the maost

approachable priests around. “It's a grear dav ro walk the labyrinth,” she said the
first dme we met, flashing her infectous smile. And she always finding new bene-
fits to the labyrinth. “Its a wonderful way of connecting with people we wouldn't
ordinarily meet,” she offered, ac another point.

Artress was raised in Ohio, in 2 nonreligious F;amil:.'. Her own spiritual feelings
first surfaced one day when, asa teenager, she rook a walkand came upon dozens of
fish in a river, moving rogether with mysterious synchronicity. *Tewas as if T were let
in an some great secret,” she recalls. “The sense that thers was
arder in the universe. This sense of mystery behind it all un-
folded for me." It no surprise that, later, Artress was drawn 1o
the labyrinth, which she describes as “very much like nansre, It
imprints on you slowly and unfalds slowly.™ Owver the last few
years, her life and destiny have become intertwined with the
¢ labyrinth. “Lauren herself has had 2 wonderful personal jour-

ney through ir, withour being inflated by it,” as the Hev. Alan
Jones, dean of Grace Cathedral, pursit. If there’s any personal
or professional risk in being identified with a movement
that some might consider New Age or fringe, she
seems blessedly unconcerned.

She has a remarkably clear sense of her
place in the warld. “My reason for being on
the planet is to address the spiritual hunger

of our times,"” she says, with confidence,

For her, the labyrinth has turned cut o be

an efficient way of staving off the worlds

hunger. Her ambition for it seems bound-
less: shes even proposed that people
gather in labyrinths around the world on

New Year’s Eve 2000,

When Artress first suggested installing
one at Grace Cathedral, she blushed violendy
at she deseribed the project o a2 colleague. *T
found my face wrning red. But the idea would not
leave me,” she writesin Tracing a Secred Path, She lepe
thinking about labyrinths, and she kept mlking shout
them. Finally, she approached her boss, Alan Jones, with the
idea of building a labyrinth — or two —ar that institution.

“] was interested because ir was deep in the wraditon,” re-
calls Jones, who first met Artress when she was a graduate st-
dent and he a professor ar General Theological Seminary in
Mew York Ciry. (Larer, he hired her ac Grace.) “The labyrinth is
a wonderful eambination of something tharis both psycholog-
ically grounding and deep within the historie raditdon. The
problem with our culture is our inability ro see ourselves in a
bigger picture. The labyrinth combines something that’s im-
mediately accessible and nonverbal with what I consider to be the best insights ofa
mystical tradition.” Artress touches on this as she prepares our group for its walk,
alluding to the “ransformarive energy™ to be found in the labyrinth.

Justa shorr uphill walk away looms the great Gothic cathedral of Nome-Dame
de Chanoes, with is famously asymmetrical rowers, Almast 800 years after it was
built, Chartresisstill a powerful place of pilgrimage, arracing more than four mil-
lion tourises a year. Tonight, after its massive wooden portals are locked for the day,
our group will enter the empty cathedral through its orype— a holy site where the
Celts worshipped long before Christanity — climb a stmirway into i s soaring nave,
and walk its labyrinth by candlelight. Because it has been covered by chairs for
decades, we will be among the few to have done soin avery |'.1:|'|‘Er ome, 1.'3€:l']'lﬂ|.'|5 even
for centuries. As our date with the labyrinth approaches, a restlessness seems to de-
scend on the group The meeting ends with the scrape of chairs being pushed back
and sorne last-minure chatter that sounds, to me, distnctdy nervous — a Amdng



reaction, perhaps, to the prospect of being let loose, ac rwilight, in one of the most
sacred spots in Christendom,

The veiy idea of the labyrinth can provoke fear, Artress confirms, “People are
very insecure about prayer. How to doic Mest of all, they don't know how o quiet
the mind.” “Will I get lose?' they warry. People are soafraid of losing their way.” In
the labyrinth, “you can get lostbutics notdesigned o geryou lost. It's designed to
help you find the center.”

Mo one knows why in the Middle Ages, when the great European cathedrals
were being constructed, stone labyrinth patterns were raced into some of their
flowors. The French historian Jean Villeme has theonzed that each cathedral’s
labyrinth provides a key to the “sacred geomerry” thar’s said ro be behind each
cathedral’s design. Villerte also mentions the labyrinth’s pagan origins, how it
symbolizes the course of life, with birth at its circurnference and death at its cen-
ter. Artress is convinced thar, before falling from acdve use more than 300 years
ago, they were used for meditative walking, cidng the way their surfaces have
worn over the years and how medieval pictures sometmes show pilgrims walking
in patterns. *This was created by great masters of spirit,” she insists. “It’s nothing
accidental or decorative.”

Some scholars, though, including Maleolm Miller, the author, noted Chartres
expert, and leader of countless ours of the cathedral, disagree, saying thar litle
evidence of this has come down through the years. “There’s no way to know for
sure if anyone walked [the labyrinth 2t Charmes],” Miller says, adding that such a
practice “doesn’t figure into the liverawre of the dme.”

Whether historically accurate or not, labyrinth-walking is definircly on the
rise. By now, it's become a kind of subculture where people congregare with like-
minded others. Certainly thar was the case with our group, as we climbed the
streets of Chartres, All we had in common, it occurred ro me, was this funny quest:
towalk an historie path together. It was the end of a warm, summer day in this an-
cient city, which is endlessly flooded by waves of tourists. The cathedral had shut
for the night and people headed down the hill, mlking in many languages. Our

group, making its way uphill, seemed to be swimming against the ade.

“I'm going there out of friendship,” Artress had said of this mrip, before leaving
San Francisco, “The recror of Charores [Francois LeGaux], has become a friend.
We both hope the labvrinth can be opened in some form. ™ Chanonin LeGaux, as
he is kmown in Franee, had wisited Grace and been impressed with its labyrinths,
according to Artress. He'd laughed heardly when she confessed that, on an earlier
trip o the French cathedral, she and a group of frends had removed the chairs
covering the labyrinth and walked it, without permission, before being confronted
by church authonnes. To Armess' surprise, when she recurned to Chartres this
year, she found thatits labyrinth had already been opened to the public, if only for
a few weeks, and only for an hour or so each day.

Even so, in France, at least, there’s been a certain hostility toward the labyrinth
movement from the rraditional church establishment. Arress is loath to com-
ment on this, but others do. Maleolm Miller, the Chartres schalar, summed up
his hesitations.

“There'sa lot of nonsense being wrinten about labyrinths these days,” he said,
adding that he was saddened by the kind of people the freshly exposed labyrinth at
Chartres seems to atract, “They're the wrong sorts of people,” he said emphani-
cally. “Juse today, two women appeared who looked like witches. They were
dressed all in black and they terrified people.”

Across from the cathedral, the owner of Penelope, a crowded tourist shop,
laughed when [ asked him why he thoughe the labyrinth had been opened. *The
clergy didn't wanrt o open it, bur talk of it was in the air,” he said. *They didn't
have a choice.” On shelves throughout his store — and in the cathedral gife shop,
for that mamer — there are new objects for sale, things thar weren'’t here during
my last visit, a few years back: a labyrinth-shaped dle ($12); postcards of it in both
color and black and white; a glass labyrinth paperweighe (825). In the town iself,
an enormous exhibit on labyrinths was mking place, engted “A Labyrinchine
Summer in Chartres” (one Artress wasn't impressed with because, among other

(Continued on page 44)

things, it seemed © confuse " placedin the midst of the cathe-

mazes with |’_h}’m_“‘-|“}- dral, and passion plays, honor-
On our night in Chartres, a ing the Virgin Mary, were en-

cathedral employee solemnly acted in its pormals,

let us into the aypt. Didn't “It’s like watching an [M.C.]

Artress say, 'Enter the labyrinth
with a dream” The whole
evening visit seemns dream-like
now. The erypt was cool; its his-
tory termifving (drowned saints
in its ancient well, a horrifving
Norman  massacre). We
climbed the stairs inte the
cathedral in deathly silence. As
we entered the transept, the
stllness and dark of the cathe-
dral, lit only by candlelighr,
made the space seem alive.
Walking along the ambularory,
beneath an enormous cross, |
had the extraordinarily rangible
sense of centuries slipping
away. It ocourred to me thar this
experience, that of moving
through an empry cathedral at
rwilight, past some of the
worlds most famous stained-
glass windows — each ablaze in
the fading light — was no dif-

ferent than it would have been -

eight centuries earlier. Time
had collapsed and we were back
at Chartres ara dme when its
nave was the center of village

life, when marker stalls were

Escher print come w hife,” a
serious labyrinth walker from
Tennessee named Ann Robin-
son Smithwick twld me, de-
scribing the experience of
watching a labyrinth fill up with
walkers. “To me it’s as medita-
tve towarch as jtis to do.” That
thought stayed with me as one
after another of our group
stepped inte the circle and be-
gan to walk it in countless dif-
ferent ways, some barefoor,
some with eyes closed, some
raising their arms ethereally asif
in 1 trance, One woman really
did scrawl notes in a book as she
walked. Watching them move
through flickering candlelight
was strangely calming. When
my mirn eame, the mrip around
the circle rarmed out to be sur-
prisingly long and winding —
and also antclimacde. For no
sponer had [ begun to walk than
[ heard the grear cathedral bells
tolling, nine disdnct imes, and
had the abrupe realization that I
would miss the night's last crain

quick. And so, mundanely, [ was
brought back to earth. But I
knew [ would oy it again, if not
here, then somewhere else in
the world.

I should confess o being a
skeptic, with a prejudice against
anything that smacks of mysti-
cism or the New Age. But the-
labyrinth, with is long historical
tradigon, its place ar the origins

of Christanity, has an undeni-
able authenticity. And, given the

collective madness that’s over-
taken Washingron, D.C., lately,
who can deny Artress’ assertion
that our society is spirimually
hungry, even starved? If this
unassuming, circular parttern
can help, even just a bit, then
why quibble? Whether we
choose w belicve in the
labyrinth’s spiritual power or
not, there’s no denying that, as
Alan Jones puts it “We need 1o
recover mystcal,  spiritual
forms. The mysncal radidon is
inclusive, compassionate, and
healing. It all the chings the
world needs.” ©

Penelope Rowlands &5 a Bay Area—
based writer whose work bar ap-
peared in Architectural Digest,
Vogue and Premmiere magazmes.
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