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This morning, we’re going to invest some quality time with a powerful archetypal symbol:  the 

labyrinth. 

 

And on the outset, I want to say that I am not an expert in sacred geometry, mythology, or 

Jungian psychology.  Neither am I a psychotherapist using labyrinths as a tool for insight or deep 

healing.  What I am is a conscious human being with five, sometimes six, senses, who has 

resonated strongly to the design and meditative qualities of labyrinths of varying styles, and I 

stand before you as one of the millions of people who have been touched and moved—no pun 

intended—by the power of labyrinths. 

 

The last time I gave a talk on labyrinths, two men—separately—asked me essentially the same 

question about walking a labyrinth:  “So what’s the objective?” 

 

In the moment, I told the men that the objective is to enter. Upon reflection, I would like to 

modify that response:  The objective is to enter, then to move beyond objectives. 

 

During my lifetime I’ve entered perhaps dozen or so different ones—though I have often day-

dreamed about taking a “labyrinth vacation”:  Using labyrinths as the reason to visit a specific 

place.   

 

That project would be aided by an invaluable tool on the internet called the “World Wide 

Labyrinth Locator.” And according to the Labyrinth Locator, there over 180 labyrinths in 

Washington State—from Anacortes to Yelm, public and private, religious and secular, serious 

and esoteric. 

 

Churches across a wide range of denominations have integrated labyrinths in their courtyards 

and sanctuaries: Episcopal and Lutheran are the most frequently cited, along with:  Unity, 
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Congregational, Baptist, Methodist, United Church of Christ, Catholic, and surprisingly, to me, 

only two Unitarian Universalist labyrinths appeared on the Locator. 

 

There are also numerous canvas labyrinths that travel for workshops and seminars, supported by 

a trained facilitator. 

 

If this extensive and varied list indicates anything, it shows that something harmonizes between 

the human brain and body and spirit, and that labyrinths are a positive presence across a wide 

range of organizations, and people feel moved to share the experience. 

 

First off, let’s clarify a possible confusion that is a residue from the classical definition of 

“labyrinth.”  A labyrinth is not a maze. The labyrinths we are considering this morning are not 

intended to confound or confuse, bewilder or frustrate.  

 

The labyrinths we are considering are those advanced by an organization called “Veriditas,” 

which “is a word used… to signify the greening of the human soul.”  It is Veriditas that founded 

and supports the aforementioned “Labyrinth Movement.”  According to their website, a labyrinth 

“is an ancient pattern found in many cultures around the world. Labyrinth designs were found on 

pottery, tablets and tiles that date as far back as 5000 years.  Many patterns are based on spirals 

and circles mirrored in nature… One feature labyrinths have in common is that they have one 

path that winds in a circuitous way to the center” and then “uses the same path to return from the 

center and the entrance then becomes the exit.”  

 

And, “unlike a maze where you lose your way, the labyrinth is a spiritual tool that can help you 

find your way”—“the path is in full view, which allows a person to be quiet and focus 

internally.” 

 

The gold standard of labyrinths is found in Chartes, a medieval cathedral in France.  Inlaid into 

the stone floor, circa the year 1200, were “eleven concentric paths that wind through four 

quadrants of a circle.” According to the book Exploring the Labyrinth: A Guide for Healing and 

Spiritual Growth, the Chartes labyrinth “is a distinctly Christian pattern, an equal-armed cross 
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visible in its elegant layout. Set in the center is a rosette, a six-petal design representing a rose, 

traditional symbol for the Virgin Mary.” 

 

It is the quote-unquote “re-discovery” and “re-creation” of the Chartes labyrinth by Dr. Lauren 

Artress, an Episcopal priest from San Francisco, that ignited the modern labyrinth movement.   

 

During a time of great personal transition, Dr. Artress was introduced to a labyrinth at a 

workshop, and she had an extremely powerful response when she walked it. Inspired by this 

experience, she eventually came to the realization that a labyrinth should be part of the sacred 

space at Grace Cathedral. After much research, she attempted to make contact with the 

authorities at Chartes in order to study that labyrinth.  

 

She was met with silence.  

 

In the absence of an official invitation, she traveled to France anyway, along with several 

congregants. When they entered the cathedral they found that the labyrinth was all but 

inaccessible, covered with chairs. At that point, without any official invitation and finding the 

labyrinth essentially closed, she did what any enterprising Episcopal priest who travelled 

thousands of miles to walk a labyrinth would do:  She and her friends moved the 256 chairs—

yes, they counted—so they could allow the labyrinth to do what it was designed to do:  welcome 

pilgrims.  

 

Once back in the United States, Dr. Artress and many volunteers sewed together long strips of 

canvas and painted a replica of the Chartes labyrinth. This canvas re-creation debuted at Grace 

Cathedral as part of a 24-hour year-end event in 1991, and it was a huge hit. In explaining why 

the labyrinth held such power, and attracted so many people, Artress writes:  “Because [the 

labyrinth] is a tool to guide healing, deepen self-knowledge, and empower creativity. Walking 

the labyrinth clears the mind and gives insight into the spiritual journey. It urges action. It helps 

[people] see their lives in the context of a path, a pilgrimage.  They realize they are not human 

beings on a spiritual path but spiritual beings on a human path.”  
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And please know that Artress—as well as myself—use the word “walk” broadly. Terms like 

“move” or “flow” or “travel” could also be used, because if you can move through the world, 

then you can move through a labyrinth—whether you: dance, skip, crawl, roll, limp, slither, 

scoot, or need to be carried. The point is to enter the space, to engage with purpose, to travel an 

archetypal symbol. 

 

From that launch in San Francisco, interest in the labyrinth grew wildly, and labyrinths of 

varying styles, shapes, and sizes were constructed all over the world.  

Eventually Grace Cathedral installed two permanent labyrinths:  One inside the cathedral, and 

another, outside, opened and available 24 hours a day. According to Artress, millions of people 

have walked these labyrinths, including me and a dear friend.  

 

We were both visiting San Francisco on business. On Sunday morning, we were strolling 

through Chinatown, enroute to Grace Cathedral. 

 

While in Chinatown we discovered a poster, stapled to a telephone pole, that informed us that the 

Heart Shrine Relic Tour was in town and, in fact, these sacred Buddhist relics were only a few 

blocks from where we stood. 

 

We decided to visit the relics.  

 

You could say, rightly so, that it was a turn in the labyrinth of our lives. We decided to trust and 

to follow the sign.  

 

We found the Sun Yat-Sen Memorial Hall and discovered a huge crowd slowly winding forward 

in a very long, labyrinthine line. There were bi-lingual signs in Chinese and English asking that 

prayers and blessings be made to bring peace to the world. We were handed an English-language 

brochure that read: “Relics are the remains of beings who have devoted their entire lifetime to 

virtuous spiritual practice dedicated to the welfare of sentient beings… every part of their body 

and remains carries positive energy to inspire goodness and reduce negativity…Due to the power 
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of the Relics, anyone who sees; hears of; touches or even thinks of Relics will receive their 

blessings.” 

 

Since you are hearing about these relics, consider yourself blessed! 

 

The flyer concluded:  “Most of us have delusions and the holy Relics can purify even the 

heaviest negative karmas created by us in countless lifetimes.” 

 

Working our way through the line, deeper into the space, it became quite apparent that we did 

not really know what we had gotten ourselves into.  Something profoundly holy, and very alien, 

was going on right before our eyes.  I started to feel uncomfortable, as if we transgressed onto 

sacred ground that wasn’t ours. I don’t much enjoy being a tourist, especially a spiritual tourist; I 

much prefer the rigors and discoveries of genuine travel.  

 

That said, we trusted and kept moving along the winding line, toward the altar and the relics, 

toward the monk. About the experience, I wrote this in my journal:   “I watch the monk blessing 

pilgrims, elders, young, the water bottles unscrewed and water blessed. I am overcome and tears 

well. The heart fills.  These people have faith, belief, they walk back out into the world with 

blessed water. I cannot get blessed, I think, because I do not know the traditions, do not know 

what I am in the presence of, the specifics, the bone chip of Buddha? A blood relic of whom? 

Candles flickering… the golden statue of Buddha. Elderly women palm-to-palm and bowing… 

the line winds… my body is stepping down and now I have arrived to face these tiny dishes and 

glass vials of relics and do not really see anything.”  

 

At this point the line is moving past an elaborate altar toward a monk who is offering blessings.  

 

I feel very conflicted—simultaneously curious while also feeling like I am not where I should be. 

I consider getting out of line. My journal entry continues: 

 

“I see that I can peel off and exit but continue forward…two children approach the monk for 

blessing their water—he puffs some air into the bottle and smiles.  I step forward and am given 
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instructions… place my palms together and bow… it seems so long until the monk touches my 

head…” 

 

Remember, my friend and I are en route to the classical Christian labyrinth at Grace Cathedral, 

though we quite literally just experienced an organic labyrinth, and at the center: holy relics on a 

world tour, candlelight, a golden Buddha statue, and a monk blessing people and water. 

 

It was interesting for me to re-read that journal entry and re-live that conflict between my head 

and my heart. While tears were welling I desperately wanted to intellectually comprehend what 

was before me—Who? What? Why?  

 

It seems to me the lesson is that sometimes we need to calm our intellects and allow the 

flickering candles, the shimmering Buddha, the blessing monks, and the holy relics to do their 

work.  

 

An echo from earlier in the sermon:  “So what’s the objective?” 

 

To move beyond the gates and walls and doors and traps of who-what-where-when-why and to 

do something like what Buddhist meditation is intended to do:  quiet the mind… to open and 

experience a different conscious space.  

 

When my friend and I walked out of the building, we saw a van with a sign on the luggage rack:  

“If no anger, then no enemy.” That remains one of my all-time favorite “if / then” statements. 

 

Having been thusly blessed, we made our way to the labyrinth at Grace Cathedral. As Dr. Artress 

writes in her book, Walking a Sacred Path, “The labyrinth does not engage our thinking minds. 

It invites our intuitive, pattern-seeking, symbolic mind to come forth. It presents us with only 

one, but profound, choice. To enter a labyrinth is to choose to walk a spiritual path.” 

 

Artress also suggests that the Threefold Path of Christian mysticism is “energetically embedded 

in the labyrinth design,” the Threefold Path being:   
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• Purgation,  

• Illumination,  

• and Union.  

 

The walk from the entrance to the center of the labyrinth is seen as Purgation, or a “shedding.” 

We let go, we relinquish control, we need not think about where we are going, because there is 

only one place to go. We simply move along…  As we walk or crawl or roll the labyrinth, there 

are times when we pass very close to the center, then move off to an outer pathway, far from the 

so-called “goal.” Frequently we change directions and turn 180 degrees, which is a lesson in 

itself. 

 

The second stage, Illumination, “may be found in the center of the labyrinth.” As Artress writes, 

“After we have quieted the mind on the labyrinth’s path, the center is a place for meditation and 

prayer. Here people find insight into their problems; their lives are illuminated. We may come to 

clarity in the center. If we enter with an open heart and mind, we will be able to receive what is 

there for us.” 

 

The third stage, Union, “means communing, or communion with, the Holy… The third stage of 

the labyrinth walk empowers the seeker to move back out into the world, replenished and 

directed…It helps mend the split between contemplation and action.”  

 

To be sure, my friend and I did not know that the Threefold Path of Christian mysticism was 

“energetically embedded in the labyrinth design.” All we knew is that there was a labyrinth, and 

when we found it—atop Nob Hill on a sunny day in San Francisco—we entered.  

 

I had walked in labyrinths a few times before that morning, and the experiences were not 

especially memorable. And please note the language:  I had walked “in” labyrinths.  Now, 

sensitized by the experience with the Buddhist relics, I was walking into the depth of a labyrinth.  

 

My friend and I were alone, except for the fact that there was a man laid out on a bench, sleeping 

off some intoxicant. He was snoring loudly. 
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The sun was bright. Blossom petals and small feathers skittered along the courtyard in the 

breeze.  

 

The brain that was so feverishly active when approaching the Buddhist relics had calmed 

considerably—and the sentient body attached to the brain simply walked.  

Occasionally my friend and I would pass next to each other walking in opposite directions, and 

when I passed close to the man sleeping on the bench, I could hear his snores. 

 

I kept walking the curved path—filled with 180-degree turns—and eventually found myself in 

the center of the labyrinth. The roseate center. I stood there in silence with my friend, who also 

remained silent.  Instinctively we put our palms together and bowed: To the sunshine; to the 

blossom petals; to the feathers; to the snoring man.  

 

Two friends who loved each other, together in the center of a medieval labyrinth, bowing. Two 

friends preparing to walk back out into the layered depths of this complicated world. 

 

Amen. 
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