Writing as a Spiritual Practice: Cheshbon Hanefesh

by Merle Feld 

To help you enhance and focus your spiritual preparation for the Yamim Noraim, I offer here some simple yet powerful writing exercises.  I hope they will enable you to revisit experiences and feelings of the year that is ending, to see clearly how you have come to lead your daily life, and to envision yourself in the year ahead.  In this overly busy season, I invite you to give yourself the unique gift of quiet time to do the inner work that is at the heart of the holidays.  

What is a spiritual writing practice?  It’s a way of having deep conversations with yourself, remembering who you are at your most authentic, and reconnecting to that authentic self.  It’s a way of exploring, developing, articulating your inner religious life, caring for yourself, stretching, growing.  Of course ideally we do this work every day, so doing it now during the Yamim Noraim can inspire us to start a practice which will naturally continue throughout the year.

In my book, A Spiritual Life: Exploring the Heart and Jewish Tradition, I detail how to start a spiritual writing practice and offer many “prompts” – focus questions for writing – on a variety of themes, but here I will lay out the technique in brief.  

First, buy yourself a simple notebook.  I like those old-fashioned inexpensive hardcover composition books.  Why not a laptop?  Because that’s about faster, faster, and this is about slower, slower.  Then, consider your schedule and find some little crevices of time in your day (15 minutes, 20 minutes) – every day, or as often as you can manage.  Arrange not to be disturbed.  Sit quietly, shut off the phone.  This writing is just for you, so relax and put aside the impulse to be impressive, erudite, the stress of trying to please.  Respond to no more than one question at a sitting – this isn’t the SATs! The goal is to capture as clearly and precisely as you can what’s true for you.  Let the questions open doors deep within, find your self, and listen.  

[Possibility: Do this work solo over the next weeks, and maybe one evening gather a few friends with whom to write together, and then share as feels appropriate.]

Here are some writing prompts –

1-Recall a situation from this past year in which you felt proud of yourself – doesn’t need to be on the Olympic gold level, some big public achievement – even better maybe if it’s something small, quiet, something that had private meaning for you – you overcame an old grudge, you worked hard to acquire a new skill, you helped a family member or a stranger.  The important thing – it was a time when you felt, that’s me at my best, I want to be “that me” more often.  Tell the story, letting the details return to you in all their fullness…. 

Follow-up for 1-   Now that you’re done writing it down, reflect on why/how the best part of you came out in that situation.  How can you be that fully realized, special “you” more often in the coming year?

2- Think about the past year and recall something you did that gave you deep pleasure, something that felt nourishing for you – what was it?  Describe it in detail, in all its richness…  

Follow-up for 2-   Now that you’re done writing it down, reflect on why/how this activity or situation was so full, joyous, meaningful for you.  How can you build this deep nourishing pleasure into your new year?

3- Think of your family and closest friends: are you conscious of ways in which you may have harmed any of them, caused them pain in the past year?  How?  Choose one person and focus on him/her: what is the regret or guilt you feel toward this person?  What do you want the relationship to be like?  What can you do to make amends, to bring about change?  (repeat as needed)

4- Has anyone sinned against you this year, hurt you?  How?  What do you need from them to achieve healing?  Is there something you can do to help bring about that healing, justice, reconciliation? Perhaps that won’t be possible; if it’s not possible, how might you help yourself to find inner peace and move on?

5-To whom do you feel grateful this year?  How might you let them know?

6- We struggle not to become overwhelmed by the need for help and healing in our broken world.  Decide on one specific place/issue/need where you will commit to spend some time and energy on tikkun in this new year.  Reflect in concrete terms on what that will look like for you.

7- Begin a conversation with yourself – “What are some of the questions I need to be asking myself in this season of turning in order to move toward a healthier, holier, happier life?” 

A final suggestion –

Identify two or three people in your life who can serve as teachers/mentors for you – perhaps a rabbi, a spiritual director, a counselor, a trusted loved one, a teacher.  Choose one or two individuals and schedule regular times to meet with him/her.  When you feel ready, discuss with them your hopes for yourself this year, your fears, your concerns, your goals.  Invite them to listen, to witness, to support your desire to be your truest self in the coming year.

Shana tova – may the new year bring those blessings for which you most deeply yearn.
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