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A Narrative Tool for Exploring the

FO
ING:

By ParriciA A. Burge, MSW

addiction treatment field supporting the

“practical wisdom” and personal experience
of recovering people and addiction counselors,
which confirms that spirituality is an essential part
of the recovery process (O'Connell, 1999). For
years the spiritual component of the recovery
process has largely fallen under the auspices of
Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) and treatment pro-
grams based on the principles of AA.

More recently, there has been a growing body of
literature focusing on efforts to integrate a spiritual-
ly sensitive focus into counseling (Richards &
Bergin, 1997); social work practice (Canda & Fur-
man, 1999); and psychotherapy (Miller, 1999; Grif-
fith & Griffith, 2002) inclusive of, but not limited to
the principles and practices of the 12 Steps of AA.
This body of literature encompasses and honors the
diversity of ways people express and make meaning
of their spirituality. The Circle of Meaning is a narra-
tive tool developed by this author to help people
explore their spiritual lives. This article provides a
conceptual framework for the Circle of Meaning
and, also, gives practical guidance to addiction
counselors, psychotherapists, and other clinicians
on using the Circle of Meaning to help them focus
their conversations with clients about their spiritual
lives in a respectful and culturally sensitive way that
honors and celebrates the diversity and complexity
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of peoples’ own meanings, intentions, values and
commitments in recovery and in life.

Development of the Circle of Meaning
Responding to concerns regarding its growing
substance problems, in September 2002, the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China, the World Health Organiza-
tion, the Peking University Institute of Mental
Health, the International Center for Health Con-
cerns, and the New England Institute of Addiction
Studies co-sponsored a training institute that
brought an international panel of trainers and
experts from the addiction field to China with the
goal of educating and training medical personnel in
the prevention and treatment of substance abuse,
and to expand newly established 12-Step Programs
and facilitate their integration into a comprehensive
treatment model (Powell, Kawabe, Shinfuku, &
Edwards, 2002). As a result of the interest in inte-
grating a 12-step approach (with its emphasis on
spirituality) into the Chinese substance abuse treat-
ment model, the conference organizers invited two
faculty members (Nakken & Burke, 2002) to offer a
seminar on Spirituality and Addictions. The Circle of
Meaning was developed by this author, as part of
the seminar, with the intention of creating a respect-
ful and culturally sensitive means by which to place
the people receiving substance abuse services in
the center of the conversation regarding their own



spiritual meanings and how those mean-
ings might be a resource for their recovery
from addiction.

Circle as symbol

The circle is a universal symbol of
wholeness and completeness. It also can
be experienced as emptiness or spacious-
ness. While emptiness is an experience
many people in western cultures avoid, it
is highly valued in eastern (including Chi-
nese) philosophical and spiritual para-
digms such as Buddhism and Taoism. The
value of emptiness is described in number

11 of the Tao te ching (Mitchell, 1988):

We shape clay into a pot,

but it is the empliness inside

that bolds whatever we want.

In Taoism, the circle, with its innate

quality of inclusiveness, contains both
light and dark (yin and yang) and offers a
symbolic container within which the
dichotomization of human existence,
where experiences are deemed to be
cither good or bad, is transformed and all
values and concepts are ultimately relative
not absolute (Smith, 1991). The circle also
is associated with sacred or consecrated
space within which all experiences,
beliefs, people are equal (Walker, 1988).

Multi-Dimensional Nature of Spiritt

The circle, there-
fore, was chosen as a
symbolic representation
of spaciousness and
inclusion, consistent
with Chinese spiritual
and philosophical
meanings. It also pro-

including rituals, ceremonies, and culturally derived customs,
mwmmﬁmmmmmm

Spiritul Experiences:
including mystical, profound, oriiedmpgaq)m
of insight and realization of purpose and meaning in life

Spiritual Teachers or Guides:
wmmmwmmdmmmm
or mythical beings- human, animal, or plant,
ow_,mbolc.*‘muaphoﬁclepmsmm

vided an open space
within  which the
either/or, right/wrong
quality that often per-
meates conversations

regarding  religious

beliefs would be diminished. In the center
of the circle, all beliefs, meanings, and
experiences are welcomed, thus support-
ing an open and richly textured conversa-
tion that can embrace any individual,
cultural, philosophical, or language differ-
ences that might arise.

Spiritual themes

Once this inclusive and spacious con-
text was defined, the next step was to pro-
vide a focus and a way of shaping the
conversation about spirituality. To contin-
ue with the Taoist metaphor; “What is held
within the emptiness of the clay pot?”The
literature on integrating a spiritual focus

- Membership in and a sense of belonging to community which may inciude

into clinical work and this author’s 20 pius
years of clinical experience offered some
possibilities.

Much of the clinical literature tends
to focus on the concept of a spiritual or
religious assessment and objective or sub-
jective assessment measures. Richards and
Bergin (1997) suggest a number of “clini-
cally important dimensions of religiosity;
including metaphysical world view,
religious affiliation, religious orthodoxy,
religious problem-solving style, spiritual
identity, God image, lifestyle congruence
with values, doctrinal knowledge, and reli-
gious/spiritual health and maturity, that
should be part of a clinical assessment.
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Gorsuch and Miller (1999) offer three
broad areas of focus when doing an assess-
ment of a client’s spirituality: spiritual
beliefs and motivation, spiritual behavior,
and spiritual experiences. Influenced by
the philosophical underpinnings of Narra-
tive Therapy, Griffith and Griffith (2002)
offer an alternative to the psychological
concept of a spiritual/religious assess-
ment. They suggest that the psychothera-
pist focus on listening for and shaping

relationally derived. Once these themes are
placed inside the spaciousness of the empty
circle, meanings expand and the richness of
an individual’s spiritual life (and the ways in
which his or her spirituality can become an
ally in recovery) become more apparent
and present (see Figure 1). The goal of the
counselor is to listen for these themes, wel-
come them into the circle, and ask ques-
tions that will help the client expand upon
their own meanings.

While the Circle of Meaning offers universal themes to
explore, it does not suggest or impose any particular
images, beliefs, or meanings onto the client.

conversations with individual clients in a
collaborative way regarding their spiritual
experiences that honors an individual’s
language, beliefs, and traditions even
when the therapist does not share or has
little knowledge of those traditions. Fur-
thermore, they offer a number of ways
that clients might express their spirituality
including metaphors, stories, personal nar-
ratives, beliefs, dialogue, rituals, cere-
monies, practices, and community.

In keeping with this collaborative model
and Narrative Therapy’s emphasis on story
in the therapeutic context (Morgan, 2000),
this author conceptualized the areas of
focus of the conversation between coun-
selor and client as themes. All stories have a
theme or themes that thread their way
through the narrative of events. In the con-
text of a person’s spiritual narrative, themes
that often arise in therapeutic conversa-
tions include beliefs, principles, behaviors
and practices, experiences, teachers or
guides, community, and sanctuary or home.
These themes, while not necessarily com-
prehensive, encompass many of the dimen-
sions described above and place them in
the context of an individual’s personal
narrative, shifting the emphasis from
assessment and objective measures which
are scientifically derived, to meaning and
metaphor which are culturally and
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Clinical method

The following is an initial method for
using the Circle of Meaning to help clients
identify the spiritual themes in their per-
sonal narratives and begin to understand
the relationship between spirituality and
recovery.

1) Invite the client to draw an empty
circle on a blank piece of paper. If doing
the exercise in a group, the counselor
should draw a circle on the blackboard or
newsprint. Invite the client(s) to take a
moment or two to simply notice the circle
and their own meaning regarding the cir-
cle as symbol.

2) Describe the seven themes and have
them available on a poster or handout as a
reference. Invite the client to draw and/or
write inside the empty circle whatever
pictures, colors, shapes, symbols, words,
phrases, memories, stories, or images that
are associated with each of the themes.

3) Invite the client(s) to look at the cir-
cle (which is now filled with words and
images) and imagine how it might repre-
sent a picture or storyboard of his/her
own spirituality. Ask the client(s) to notice
any links or connections among the vari-
ous themes.

4) Invite the client(s) to explore how
their spirituality, as suggested by the draw-
ing, might be an ally in combating the pow-

erful influence of addiction in their lives.

While the Circle of Meaning offers uni-
versal themes to explore, it does not sug-
gest or impose any particular images,
beliefs, or meanings onto the client. As a
result, the client is free to allow his/her
own meanings to surface in unexpected
and often potent ways. When asked to
identify a spiritual teacher and describe
his/her relationship to that teacher, one
participant at the training institute in
China replied that one of her spiritual
teachers was grass. When invited to elabo-
rate she said that grass is trampled on all
the time, but in spite of this it always
grows toward the sun. The spaciousness of
the Circle, the focus on themes, and the
intention to keep the storyteller in the
center of the conversation in a respectful
way enabled this participant to find her
own meaning of “spiritual teacher”

Expanding the spiritual narrative

These spiritual themes may be con-
sciously identified through the use of the
method described above or the counselor
may simply begin to listen for these
themes in the context of therapeutic con-
versations and hold the image of the Circle
and its symbolic representation of spa-
ciousness and inclusion in his/her own
awareness. Once a theme is identified, the
next step is for the counselor to help the
client expand upon its meaning through
the use of respectful inquiry focusing on
the relationship between that spiritual
theme and the person’s recovery. Below
are some examples of questions and exer-
cises that support this inquiry.

Circle of Meaning initial questions
and exercises

Spiritual Beliefs: Since beliefs are most
often couched in the language of asser-
tions of truth, when people with differing
beliefs begin to assert them in the context
of dialogue, conflict is often the result
(Griffth & Griffith, 2002). As a clinician try-
ing to help a client explore the meaning of
his/her spiritual beliefs, it is therefore not
helpful to focus on simply identifying a



belief and then assessing its merits as if it
were an objective truth (which will lead to
debate rather than conversation), but to
collaborate with the client in “studying its
ecological impact in the life and relation-
ships of the person” (Griffith & Griffith,
2002). For example, if a recovering person
holds the belief that a higher power can
restore him/her to sanity (as in the second
of the 12 Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous),
the counselor might want to explore “the
reallife consequences of holding the belief
in order to learn how in makes a differ-
ence” (Griffith & Griffith, 2002).

Here are some questions that might be
useful in this collaborative inquiry after
the client has identified a belief from the
Circle that he or she would like to explore:

» How has this belief influenced your

relationship to the drinking/drugging?

» How has this belief supported or

been in alignment with your commit-
ment to sobriety or contributed to
relapse?

s What are the consequences of hold-

ing this belief in your everyday life?

It is important to note that when
engaged in this inquiry with clients, that
spiritual beliefs may have both positive
and negative consequences and influences
in a person’s life. The goal of the counselor
is to help the client investigate both and
derive his or her own meanings from the
inquiry.

Spiritual Principles: Beliefs are ideas or
concepts. Values are qualities or ideals that
are culturally derived and highly regarded
by a group or society. Principles describe a
code of conduct or a framework for action
that moves people toward the realization
of those values. For example, in his work
on developing culturally specific addiction
recovery for Native Americans, Coyhis
(2000) asserts that honesty is a value
implicit in the first step of AA. This step is
based on the belief that alcohol is more
powerful than the human mind or will.
The principle, or honest plan of action,
derived from this belief, is therefore, to
admit powerlessness over alcohol. The fol-
lowing is an exercise that this author has
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found to be valuable in exploring the rela-
tionships between beliefs, values, and
principles:

o Invite the client to draw another
empty circle and place a belief, value, and
principle inside.

« In collaboration with the client draw
a map of these relationships: noting the
underlying assumptions of his or her

simply be moments of clarity or a felt
sense of wonder, elation, peace, or fulfill-
ment. Please be aware that profound spiri-
tual experiences may also be disorienting,
confusing or frightening. For example,
Peggy related a story in which she felt the
presence of her deceased mother next to
her while sitting by the hospital bed with
her niece who was in a coma after a drug

Spiritual experiences may be moments of clarity or a felt
sense of wonder; elation, peace or fulfillment.

beliefs; where these relationships are
strong; where there is conflict or discon-
nection; and how these relationships sup-
port a person’s recovery or detract from it.
Diagramming these relationships and the
implicit assumptions underlying beliefs,
values, and principles makes them explic-
it and open to further inquiry.

Spiritual Bebaviors and Practices: In
addition to spiritual behaviors often
focused on in the literature, such as prayer
and meditation (Marlatt & Kriesteller,
1999; McCullough & Larson, 1999; Griffith
& Griffith, 2002), clinical practice with the
Circle of Meaning has demonstrated that
people engage in a great diversity of prac-
tices that express their spirituality. Some
examples include walking in nature, read-
ing poetry, lighting a candle, reading
sacred texts, and listening to music. Again,
the focus of the counselor is not simply to
identify these practices, but to help the
client expand upon their meaning and
relationship to recovery.

» How has this spiritual practice sus-
tained you during difficult times in
recovery?

» How has this practice added to the
richness and texture of your spiritual
life and your meanings, intentions, val-
ues, and commitments in recovery?

* Describe the relationship between
these practices and your beliefs, prin-
ciples, and values?

Spiritual Experiences: In addition to

mystical, profound, or life-changing expe-
riences, spiritual experiences may also
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overdose. She was both comforted by her .

mother’s presence and disturbed by the
potency of an experience that she feared
people would judge as bizarre or crazy.
Understandably, she was initially reluctant
to tell this story. It is the counselor’s task to
communicate an openness (as in the spa-
ciousness of the Circle) and a curious,
nonjudgmental attitude toward the client.
In this open and respectful space the
client often expresses a sense of relief (as
in Peggy’s situation) and will feel more
freedom to expand upon the meanings of
these experiences and link them to the
larger meanings and purposes in life and
recovery. Below is an example of an exer-
cise to initiate the exploration of this
theme.

» Invite the client to recall a spiritual
experience that is linked to his/her
addiction or recovery narrative and
write or tell the story.

» Listen for particular words, images,
or metaphors in the story that seem
to be potent with meaning and high-
light them by inviting the client to
highlight them with a marker or pen
in their written story or asking ques-
tions like: T am curious about that
word, image, metaphor; can you tell
me more about what it means to you?

Spiritual Teachers or Guides: A useful

idea from Narrative Therapy is that a per-
son’s sense of identity is created through
interactions in relationships (Freeman &
Combs, 2002). Therefore, in a person’s
spiritual narrative, relationships with spir-

itual teachers may be important in the
development of a sober identity. Remem-
ber that spiritual teachers may include
religious or spiritual figures like Jesus
Christ or Buddha, spirits of ancestors,
people who are currently in a person’s
life, like a sponsor, or mythical beings.
Teachers might also include animals in the
wild, pets, plants, or symbolic/metaphor-
ic representations. The following ques-
tions are adapted from the relational
identity work of Jill Freeman and Gene
Combs (2002).

Pick a spiritual teacher from your Circle
of Meaning and answer these questions:

* How would you describe your rela-

tionship with this teacher?

* What would this teacher appreciate
about the development of sobriety in
your life?

« If this teacher were here right now,
what would this teacher say about
the stand you have taken against -
addiction?

* How do you imagine that your
sobriety contributes to your teacher’s
experience?

» How would you describe your identi-
ty in this relationship with your spiti-
tual teacher?

Spiritual Community: Membership in
and a sense of belonging to community,
as in the fellowship of AA and NA, has
supported countless persons’ recovery
from addiction. However, not everyone is
willing or able to attend 12-step pro-
grams. Therefore, in exploration of the
theme of community in a client’s narra-
tive it is important to be open to other
possibilities of what community means to
that person. For example, Joe had just
been arrested for the second time for DUI
and his wife filed for divorce. He had
made the decision to stop drinking and
wanted some support for maintaining his
commitment to sobriety. He had been to
AA once previously, but did not feel a
sense of connection or belonging there.
When asked about other experiences of
community or connection, he told a story
about a religious radio talk show he



listened to every morning on his way to
work — how the minister on the show
said a lot of things about leading an ethi-
cal life that made sense to him, and that
the drinking did not mesh with this
teaching. He also felt a sense of cama-
raderie with the people who called in.
The following are some questions that
helped shape the conversation about
spiritual community with Joe:

» What do you mean by community?

» How does your sense of belonging to
this community influence your daily
life and your meanings, purposes,
and intentions?

 How does your feeling of connection
to the people in this community sup-
port your stand against the drink-
ing/drug use?

Spiritual Home: Giiffith and Griffith
(2002) write, “Metaphors play a critical
role in most forms of spirituality by posing
abstract concepts in terms of images and
events drawn from daily life” Spiritual
home or sacred space is one such
metaphor. For many people in recovery,
the dark basement of the church which
houses their home AA or NA meeting is
their spiritual home. In many persons’ sto-
ries about their early experience in 12-step
meetings (and other sacred places) you
will hear phrases like, “I finally felt like I
had come home,” or “It is the only place I
can relax and be myself” For others, sacred
space is not a physical location at all but a
state of consciousness (sometimes
achieved through meditation) or a place in
the imagination. The focus of the coun-
selor’s inquiry is to listen for the metaphors
that point the client to an experience of
sanctuary and sometimes, in a respectful
way, offer alternative metaphors as if they
were small pebbles dropped into a still
pool, with the intention of noticing and
exploring the ripples that arise. The fol-
lowing is an example of a brief exercise
that is like dropping a small pebble into a
still pool:

« Invite the client to become still for a

few moments and gently notice the
breath.
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“Very rarely do you

get a chance to take

your new education,

go to work the next

day, and actually put
it into practice.”

— Chris Palmer

MS, Capella University, 2003
Licensed Professional Counselfor
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» When the client is in a mindful state
of open attention invite him/her to
contemplate this question: “What is
my house of worship?”

« Invite the client to notice thoughts,
feelings, images, memories, stories,
or sensations in the body that arise in
response to this question.

This exercise can open the conversa-
tion to multiple metaphors that not only
describe sacred space for the client but,
also, the nature of his or her relationship
to that space, and how the images, feel-
ings, and stories associated with that
sacred space are linked to the client’s
recovery. For example, Lisa told of her
early experiences at AA meetings, in
which she would often sit, exhausted,
frustrated, and unable to focus on the con-
tent of what the speakers were saying. She
soon discovered that instead of trying so
hard to focus on the message she could
simply listen to their voices as if they were
different instruments in a jazz ensemble.
This music had the impact of helping her
relax and feel more focused.

Conclusion

In The World's Religions, Huston Smith
(1991) uses the metaphor of a “stained
glass window whose sections divide the
light of the sun into different colors” as
one way to describe the relationship
among the world’s religions. The light is
one energy source, but when reflected by
the different sections of glass, a multitude
of colors become apparent. This metaphor
also describes the rich texture and multi-
dimensionality of peoples’ spiritual narra-
tives and the relationship among the
various themes highlighted in this article.
The Circle of Meaning and the exercises
and questions discussed here offer addic-
tion counselors and other clinicians a
framework for helping them focus their
conversations with clients about their spir-
itual lives in a respectful and culturally sen-
sitive way that honors and celebrates the
richness and diversity of meanings and
purposes in peoples’ lives and their recov-
ery from addictions. ®
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