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Learning Journal
Throughout this documentation of my learning journal process I will be referring to the
poem ‘Creed’ by Padraig O Tuama (2013, p. 42). I feel it serves as a biography, both for
my broader spiritual progress, and more specifically my personal journey on the MA. I
have included the full text of the poem, plus a link to a recording, in the appendix.

“I once was blind but now I can see
I once was him, but now I’m me”
(O Tuama, , 2013, p.42)

Rather than giving a ‘blow-by-blow’ account of my responses to the lectures in
chronological order, I wanted to focus on a few key areas:
• My development as a reflective (and reflexive) learner
• The interaction between the course material and my professional practice as a teacher
• My personal spiritual journey as stimulated and informed by the course material.
I feel that to choose several key areas of my journaling process as a focus is particularly
appropriate as I missed several days of lectures due to illness. Of course these areas are
not isolated - they are interconnected and interdependent, weaving one story between
them.
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The Learning Journal Process
“The very act of forming stories requires us to create coherence through ordering our
experiences, and provides us with an opportunity for reclaiming our selves and our
histories”
(Etherington, 2004, p. 9)

In my learning journal write up I hope to demonstrate that my studies as part of the MA
programme have empowered me to do just this. Through explicitly documenting and
interrogating my own process of study and engagement with the material I have found that
not only have I developed academically in my understanding of new areas, but I have also
developed personally in my approach to life and leaning.
As Brockbank and McGill note, there is always an element of reflection and reflective
dialogue involved in higher education (1998, p. 82). The purpose of a learning journal,
however, is to make this process more explicit and intentional, and therefore provide more
benefit to the student in their academic and personal development. Stevens and Cooper
explain that reflection is more than simply thinking or contemplating, but is a “complex and
intentional intellectual activity that generates learning from experience” (2009, p. 19).
Dewey defines reflection as the “active, persistent, and careful consideration of any belief
or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it, and the further
conclusions to which it tends” (2008, p.6).

This is what I have been trying to achieve

through this journalling process; not only to think and feel in response to my learning on
the course and document these responses, but to examine and interrogate both the ideas I
am encountering and my response to them, in order to form further conclusions and
develop new lines of enquiry.
My own experiences as a reflective learner on the course have certainly given me more
insight into how reflective and experiential learning can produce not only academic
progress, but also personal and spiritual development. I have developed a long way from
where I began:
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I was looking forward to starting the course, but when I arrived I became
apprehensive - everyone seemed to have some kind of personal interest or
background in alternative spirituality, whereas I have an academic and professional
interest in religion and spirituality and I’m not intending to develop a personal
spiritual practice in any pre-existent tradition. I feel like the scientist on the course,
which is an unfamiliar experience - I know I can rely on my academic ability and
essay writing skill, but creativity and intuition is something completely different.
5th October 2015

Looking back on this time now is interesting because I am much more open to new
spiritual paths and expressions, although this is still vey much in its infancy in my life, but I
am less confident in my academic ability, after not achieving the grades I hoped for in my
essays. I think I have learned to put the spiritual (and my own wellbeing) first, and my
academic achievement second, which shows my progress towards a deeper and more
personal process of learning, and perhaps a greater embrace of the ‘third classroom’.
In my journal I considered my own anxiety with self-reflection in some detail, as the
following excerpt indicates:
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I realise that there is something about this reflexive experience of journaling that I
both long for and am terrified of. As a child and adolescent I always admired the
fictional teenage girls with their locked diaries, full of profound thought and deep
emotion, and intensity of the kind only teenagers can produce. I tried to replicate
this myself, writing a diary of all the kinds of thoughts that teenage girls were
supposed to have - boys and best friends and hatred of maths, although in reality
these were fairly alien concepts to me, taken as a was with the Bible and html and
the attention of older women. I was painfully aware of myself in the eyes of the
‘other’ (and the shame that Sartre (1943) held was a fundamental facet of the
human experience) and created my diary for this imaginary audience, fantasising
that perhaps its discovery would lead to the respect from my peers that I so desired.
It was indeed discovered in my school desk by older girls, and its exposure was
inevitably much more painful. I have refused to keep a diary ever since, and when I
have had to write reflectively it has generally been a fiction based on truth - the self
exposed in it is not my true self, but that which I feel is expected, with enough
carefully positioned vulnerability to make it seem authentic, but never giving more
than a glimpse of my soul and its wrestling.
17th November 2015

I wonder whether this uneasiness with my own autobiographical writing gives any insights
into the journal writing process and its connection to deeper learning.

On my PGCE

course I was required to keep a learning journal and I remember my cohort sharing our
collective dread and distain for the process - for us it was little more than a chore and a
means to an end as evidence that we had met the required standards for trainee teachers.
I encounter this same reluctance in students in my experiments with learning journals,
reading logs and DIRT (directed improvement and reflection time). Students constantly
assert their belief that they have done that work now and it is time to move on to
something new. I have always put this down to the fact that they are easily bored and also
reflective tasks are often difficult and, as I have noted earlier, require a complex and
difficult thought process. Students often claim not to see the point in reflective tasks, and
seem to believe it is for my benefit as a teacher rather than helping them to make progress
in their learning. However, although these factors may be present, I also wonder whether
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there is something that teenagers find painful and difficult about encountering themselves
in reflective learning that we also experience as adults; that I also experience. To write
about numbers and facts, to analyse and report the work of others, even to justify one’s
opinions and beliefs is a step removed from encountering and interrogating our own
internal process and our own selves.
Much of the reluctance that I see in my students I also see in myself - they are an
interesting mirror as I realise what frustrates me about them, in many ways, is what
frustrates me about myself as a learner, from paying lip service to reflection and focused
improvement to leaving things to the last minute. Before I started on this process I was
sure that they would be making better progress 'if only…’. What has changed is that I am
now acutely aware that they and I would be making better progress ‘if only…’. If only we
were more reflective. Even now I am full of regret that I didn’t write in my journal more
regularly - I wrote sporadically in depth, often for hours at a time, but that does not create a
habit. I remember reading in ‘The Practice of the Presence of God’ by Brother Lawrence
(1967) how he described a method of prayer in which he thought of God constantly in
whatever he was doing, so every thought became a prayer in itself and every action, no
matter how mundane, was directed toward God.

I think perhaps true reflexivity is the

same - it must be embedded in all we do, so that we can be open to change and the
interconnectedness of all things through our consciousness.

What I am noticing now, as I persist with this learning journal, is that my thoughts
become clearer as I write them and I notice things, connections particularly, for the
first time when I am doing this. When I wrote about my experience in the cathedral
to try and explain my emotional crisis I did find that, although my feelings of anxiety
remained just as intense, I could put things in an order and find clarity in them. I
could see my process and put my experience in context. I think this is essential in
bringing religious experience and esoteric knowledge into the classroom - in its
rawest form it is ineffable; it must be contained within the boundaries of language in
order to be studied.
5th December 2015
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In response to these discoveries I am now experimenting with different styles of journal,
including the use of various forms of shorthand and symbol. This helps with my anxiety
around time and busyness, but also with my acute sense of myself in the eyes of the
‘other’ - I wouldn’t say I am an intensely private person - I will happily share details of my
life and inner world with others, but I do experience a need for control in that area. My
journalling habits are still in their infancy, but I look forward to developing them further.
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Creating the 'Third Classroom’
“I once was wrong, because I thought I was right
…
and addiction to articulation was the start of my fall”
(O Tuama, , 2013, p.42)

One of the reasons I became a teacher in the state school system was that I believed that
education itself was transformative and that a student’s compulsory education provided
more for them than structure, routine and a set of qualifications, but that the process of
learning itself could open doors for them in their mind and life. I chose to teach RE
because it deals with the ‘big questions’ and enables students to consider their personal
worldview and approach to life. Powell notes that, while most people who undertake
journal writing do so primarily to glean insights about themselves, autobiographical writing
can also shed light on the process of human learning (1998, p. 41). I also hope to show
how my own reflective process has contributed to and developed my practice as an
educator. As I wrote at the beginning of the course:

I’m encouraged by the idea that the course is part of the education faculty, with its
focus on reflexivity and transformative learning. I’m interested in the process of
learning and I think this could be a strong area of cross over between my personal
study and my professional practice. I’ve noticed a huge change in my attitude to the
learning journal since the last time I keep one (PGCE in 2008) because I have spent
a lot of time in the interim developing my teaching practice to develop my students’
reflection on their learning. I think, particularly as an RE teacher, I do think learning
should be more than an intellectual and cognitive process - that education as a
whole as well as individual learning experiences can effect genuine change in
individuals and communities. I know I have an academic approach, and I think I
need to find a balance between the intellectual and the personal, thinking with both
mind and soul, as I reflect on the topics covered on the course.
2nd October 2015
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I am enthused by this progression towards the ‘third classroom’ outlined by Kripal
(2007, p. 23).

Having never been to a conventional university and choosing

deliberately instead to study in what I now know as the ‘classroom of
sympathy’ (Kripal, 2007, p. 23), I have always found the idea of learning as merely
an intellectual process unattractive, but finding a way to move towards a more
experiential and holistic process of learning in a state secondary school is difficult. I
hope I will be able to find ways to do this more in my professional practice.
26th October 2015

After further reading of Kripal’s ‘The Serpent’s Gift’ (2007) I am further encouraged
that the third classroom is not only possible to achieve my own school classroom,
but that this is a positive way forward for Religious Studies. When he says, “in the
gnostic classroom religious identity is respected but never made an absolute marker
for humanity or a boundary marker for what can or cannot be said” (2007, p. 23),
this is what I want in my own classroom. When he says with regard to diverse
sexualities and gender identities, “in the gnostic classroom, the psychological, social,
and religious conditions that make such acts [oppression of marginalised groups]
both possible and likely are exposed to the light of reason and analysis” (2007, p.
24) and that learning from the perspectives that these identities bring can inform and
enrich the study of religion (2007, p. 24), this is what I wished I had had for myself
in my own education and what I hope for my students in theirs. It seems that in the
gnostic classroom one does not need to leave one’s identity and sense of self at the
door, as in the classroom of doubt, nor is a certain identity a condition of entry, as in
the classroom of sympathy. In the gnostic classroom one’s identity, experience and
inner world is both intrinsic to the learning process, but is in turn interrogated and
developed through transformative education.
22nd November 2015
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I’ve noticed that with my younger students (age 11-13) they are much more open to
spiritual ideas and esoteric knowledge than the older years.

I note the contrast

between a 12 year old student who shared a dream that he had had which seemed
to predict the future and showed someone in need of help. Other students in the
class were respectful towards his position (for example, a student with a very
scientific worldview framed his remarks with, “I think it’s great that Kareem had this
experience”), and offered a range of explanations, including:
• It was God and/or showing him what to do
• Some people can see the future in dreams
• The dream only took on significance because of the coincidence of the later event
• He was looking out for someone who needed help because of the dream
• It was just a dream, but it’s still good to help people
These responses contrasted with a lesson with year 13 in the same week on the topic
of past-life regression as evidence for life after death. They were unanimously critical
(even those who were openly religious) and easily used words like ‘ridiculous’ and
‘delusional’ to disparage those who might believe in past-life regression. These two
experiences are indicative of the trend in student responses in different year groups it makes me think that if we are to truly create a gnostic classroom we need to find a
way of maintaining the imaginative and inclusive responses of younger students
throughout the education process, rather than trying to recreate these in tertiary
education. I’m wondering what is behind this need for certainty and reliance on an
empirical worldview - perhaps it is being encouraged elsewhere in the education
system, or perhaps it is a response to the general insecurity and rapid change that
adolescents experience or the pressure to have the ‘right answer’ in exams.
12th February 2016
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I was keen to try and develop a ‘third classroom’ approach in my own practice, and I have
experimented on several occasions with tasks that encourage students to develop and
value intuitive and creative responses to texts and concepts. I have included the following
write up of one series of lessons as I feel it is indicative of the insights I gained from these
experiments.

The exercises I have developed for a year 13 Philosophy of Religion class on Plato’s
Cave are as follows:
1. Read the text silently (unprepared), with a short time for silent reflection.
2. Again, working individually, choose one section from the text to draw or illustrate
(no further directions given to give students choice as to how to proceed).
3. Working in small groups, share and discuss what they had understood from the
text and share their sketches if they wanted to.
4. In the same group create a large visual representation of the text, including all
sections of the analogy.
5. Add words or labels to the analogy in two colours - blue to describe what is
literally happening in the text and green to describe what the meaning of these
images might be.
6. Show the completed posters (or works in progress) to the rest of the class and
discuss the green sections in particular - what students thought the meaning
behind the analogy might be.
We will then go on to study the established interpretations and critiques.

I am

looking forward to observing students’ responses to the task.
28th September 2016

“and thought that the light was consoling and beautiful
all it asked was ‘be pure, and be right and be dutiful’”
(O Tuama, , 2013, p.42)
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After trying out my Plato’s Cave exercises I noticed several interesting responses from
the students:
• Some students ‘opted out’ of the process entirely and used their phones to look up
a summary of the text and its key themes to work from. One student refused to
participate in the drawing activity and made bullet-point notes instead. When I
asked why they were modifying the task in this way they said that the task as I had
designed it would not give them proper notes and would not help them answer an
exam question. They just wanted to ‘learn the material’ (memorise the facts).
• Some students experienced what seemed like a mental block with the drawing
stages of the task. They had drawn very little and were reluctant to continue, two
saying that they ‘couldn’t draw’ and that they had given up Art in year 9. I tried
not to give too much direction, but gave them a few more sheets of paper and said
they could start again whenever they liked and they didn’t need to keep it at the
end - this seemed to relax them a little and as a pair they produced a number of
interesting sketches of the same section (the walkway with the actors and their
props), each adding something new. The lack of confidence in artistic expression
restricted their progress in an imaginative task, but when reassured that the
‘product’ was not what mattered but the ‘process’, they engaged with it much
more positively.
• Some students used the task as a basis for deeply imaginative responses. These
were mainly verbal, rather than written.

Students seemed to ‘produce’ serious

work, but in their ‘chat’ they made interesting and creative connections and
observations, gave thoughts and voices to the characters in the analogy (often
enjoyably witty) and told stories about what might happen next, what they would
do if they were a prisoner in the cave, or how the analogy would be different if
some aspects of it were changed (like the prisoners having access to the internet,
or the cave filling with water).
29th September 2016
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I think what I’ve gained from the experience of teaching Plato’s cave in this way has
given me the following questions to ponder:
1. Without forgetting the fact that my students have to sit exams (and have to do
well), how can I remove exam anxiety as a barrier to creative and reflective
learning?
2. Students seem to generate a ‘third classroom’ process when they think they are
not ‘working’; they will edit this when they think they are ‘working’ and place
themselves within the confines of the classroom of doubt.

Would the best

response to this in my current role be to give students more time when they feel
they are ‘not working’ or to undertake the more difficult task of persuading them
that this kind of thinking is valuable as ‘work’?
3. I think the more students participate in this kind of thinking, the less they will feel
anxious about it - how can I make this kind of activity more ‘routine’?
4. I recognise a lot of the barriers that my students experience in myself (grade
anxiety, self-doubt in creative tasks, not seeing imaginative/intuitive thinking as
‘work’/valuable progress) - how can I use this observation to approach these
issues in my own thinking, and how can I use my own experiences as a learner
to help my students make progress?
5. Bearing in mind that feedback is one of the most powerful drivers of student
progress (Hattie, 2007, p. 81), how can I give students feedback to help them
improve in intuitive and imaginative thinking?
29th September 2016

I am now planning my creative project around developing a response to these questions,
particularly 3-5, and incorporating some of what I have gained around feminine spirituality
and intuition. I would like to create a set of RE resources that teachers can use with their
students to create a ‘third classroom’ that includes creativity, reflection and puts a high
value on feminine wisdom and spirituality. This process has made me consider how to
approach these issues with my students. Perhaps more privacy is needed and students
need more assurance that their reflections will not be scrutinised and exposed. Perhaps
students, particularly the older years, need more explanation of the rationale behind
reflection so they can buy into the process and own it for themselves, becoming directors
of their own learning, rather than producing superficial reflections on demand.
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Dragons, Symbols and Spirituality
“I fell into meaninglessness, I fell into sin
I fell into darkness, and I felt caged in
and I fell into the arms of something that was lurking
in

the

corner,

in

the

shadows,

and

it’s

been

slowly

converting
my methods and madness, into myth and new meaning
my sagas and sadness given girth and given grieving.”
(O Tuama, , 2013, p.42)

The MA course has, rather unexpectedly, provided the beginning of an intense and
profound spiritual journey for me. I grew up within the Christian tradition and trained as a
Pentecostal minister in my early 20s. Since distancing myself from the Church several
years ago I have become more open to the study of other religious and spiritual traditions,
but have not so far explored any of them in a meaningful personal sense. As I noted
earlier, I did not intend to develop my personal spiritual practice on the course, but to
enhance my academic knowledge.
I had a profound spiritual experience during a drawing exercise in the Cathedral, which I
wrote up in some detail. I think for me it really exposed some of my anxieties with my own
progress on the MA and the barriers to my development.
I have included much of the detail as this event was perhaps the turning point for me, both
in my reflexivity and my spiritual journey.

I wasn’t sure that I could participate on the level that some were keen to, as an
encounter with the spirit-world, but I chose a middle-ground - to use it as an
opportunity to reflect on some theological ideas that were important or difficult for
me.
28th November 2015
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I spent quite some time on my first drawing of Anselm, and I felt that in my pausing
and reflection I was starting to get a sense of the depth of him, and the profoundness
of the experience of the divine that he must have had. After filling a page and having
some time to spare I was drawn to the two figures underneath Anselm, and decided
to do a second study on them - they represented, quite literally, masculine and
feminine, above and below, and between them was Anselm’s text, “Cur Deus
Homo”: Why God became Man. I was thinking deeply about the significance of
this, the intrinsic connection between the human and the divine, when another
image appeared. The two orange circles at the bottom of the picture transformed
into the vivid eyes of a black dragon and suddenly this creature became real - not in
my field of vision but in my mind, and I could see it and feel it - menacing, growling,
crouching - I felt that I knew that its aim was my destruction and that it had the
power to do it, should I drop my guard for a moment. I pushed the image out of my
mind and carried on drawing, my heart racing and unsure how to proceed. In some
ways I felt like I had achieved some success - perhaps this was the spiritual
dimension that others seemed to have access to and I had longed for, and the terror I
experienced temporarily abated.
28th November 2015

Shortly afterwards the image of the dragon resurfaced - this time as a part of my
logical thought process rather than thrown up unexpectedly.

I began to feel

panicked that it had initially arrived so spontaneously, and I started to realise why it
had unnerved me. I see myself as someone who longs for mystical experiences but
doesn’t have them, whose spirituality is firmly in the realm of ideas and connections
rather than experience, but the dragon had reminded me that this was not the case.
It had reminded me of spiritual experiences in the past that I prefer not to think
about, or to laugh off as being ridiculous and insignificant.
28th November 2015
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As I walked back to the university I couldn’t shake my feelings of intense anxiety. I
felt that what I really wanted was someone to pray for me; I wanted to believe again
that Jesus could, and would, protect me from spiritual harm, but this idea had long
since lost its meaning. I didn’t want to hear any more about the experiences from
others in the cathedral - their expression of the ‘realness’ of their own experience
gave more weight to the idea that mine too was real. I thought that I could reason
my way out of it, and that I would feel better in the morning, when I had managed to
relegate the experience to an interesting daydream or a misremembering of the facts.
In fact I felt no better the next day, and if anything my anxiety had intensified. I felt
utterly at sea. I have chosen for several years now to define myself as an anti-realist,
to distrust all and any experience and to reject all absolutes. In this way I could
regain some of the control I felt had been lost to the overpowering narratives of
Christian fundamentalism, patriarchal heteronormativity and mental illness, and
define myself.

I found much comfort in the existentialist ideas of Sartre and

Kierkegaard.
28th November 2015

My closest friend had commented during the week that I seemed a little
preoccupied, and I had refused to explain. In a moment of insensitivity I told him
that he would not understand (he is very much a scientist) and he was justifiably
hurt.
…
I considered that actually the people that would understand the most were my
fellow students on the course and that perhaps I could discuss it with them and hear
their interpretations. It occurred to me that this was precisely what I was afraid of.
Since my early negative experiences of religion I have been resistant to the idea that
anyone else could tell me what to think, what was right and could explain the
universe for me. I had ensured that that power remained mine and mine alone. It
was born out of anger - with those who had abused their spiritual authority over me,
and with myself for enduring it and buying into the narrative they provided. I found
the same reluctance to participate directed at the learning journal process. I was
resistant to the idea that anyone else could tell me what my experiences might mean
or how they could be understood.
28th November 2015
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I was afraid of the possibility (and I knew it was more than just a possibility) that
someone would share something or ask something that would resonate with me in
some way, that I would experience as being ‘real’ and ‘true’. It wasn't that I didn't
believe in the process, or that it didn’t hold value for me. It was quite the opposite I believed in it enough that I knew that my own spiritual journey and my ideas of
truth an meaning would be touched on, brought into the light and interrogated; that
I could not participate and not be changed. I was experiencing the transformative
nature of collaborative enquiry and it was precisely the truth of it that was so greatly
disturbing me. I was afraid (and I still am) that this process might change me; that I
might have to accept a truth that I would rather consider merely an interesting idea
(or worse, something I considered spiritual abuse), and that I might learn to accept a
spiritual reality that I have long preferred to consider imagination and suggestion.
28th November 2015

As a way forward I intend to continue writing about my experience, and perhaps do
some reading over the holidays that might put my experience into perspective or
shed a hopeful light on it. I hope to find a peace within myself, and perhaps some
distance, so that I can bring myself (and all of myself) back to the collaborative
process and participate in it fully next term.
28th November 2015

I did indeed continue writing and researching the symbolism of dragons, and how they
might relate to my own spirit or psyche.

The following excepts from my journal show

something of my spiritual and academic progress.
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I was recommended Sagan’s ‘The Dragons of Eden’ by a friend, and having read it I
am both comforted and unsatisfied: Comforted because it seems to provide natural
explanations for my uneasiness with the dragon experience in the cathedral;
unsatisfied because it is not something to be explained away so easily. It intuitively
feels more significant than this allows for. To accept this explanation seems like a
retreat into the classroom of doubt and the safety of empiricism, which I am
increasingly convinced is not the way forward for me personally or for academic
endeavours in general.
2nd January 2016

“but light can be insipid and daytime can be vacuous”
(O Tuama, , 2013, p.42)

After remembering a phrase from Le Guin that I used in my first essay, “we all have
the same dragons in our psyche” (1993, p. 79), I have re-read her work on
archetypes in science fiction, which has pointed me back to Jung. I’m reading my
notes from the lectures on Mythic Thinking and I’m encouraged by my note that, for
Jung, “some people do not have a symbolic attitude (when surrounded by those
who don’t it can be quite isolating) - it is important not to impose our symbolic
attitude on others; it is personal.” I do find that in my professional and personal life I
increasingly find myself isolated in my search for spirituality (those I associate with
either reject spiritual realities or are very much in the ‘Christian’ camp) and it is
encouraging to think that many with a symbolic imagination also experience this.
The idea that symbolic attitudes should not be imposed is also reassuring and makes
me want to press on and find meaning in this dragon analogy for myself. I think this
could be an interesting case study in symbolic imagination that might also be a
personal spiritual journey.
10th January 2016

“it’s been slowly converting
my methods and madness, into myth and new meaning”
(O Tuama, , 2013, p.42)
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I’m thinking about my notes on Jung’s story of the Scarab (1960, p. 30). I’ve written,
“No causal relationship - the only connection is the meaning of the scarab (change,
rebirth, moving on…). Her cure can proceed. It is a synchronicity (rather than just
being synchronus) because the connection is meaningful.” I feel freed by this to
explore this symbol through my imagination - to give it meaning for myself. I feel
more comfortable and positive about this approach than Chiara Reghellin’s
daemonic perspective as I think it fits best with my ‘ontological disposition’: flexible
and open.
10th January 2016

“The symbol can be neither thought up nor found: it becomes. Its becoming is like
the becoming of human life in the womb … One is convinced that one will
burst” (Jung, 2012, pp. 310-311). I feel like this dragon symbol is bursting in my
mind somehow - I am still terrified, but it draws me in.
10th January 2016

I’m intrigued as to how the dragon symbol seems to represent pagan religions,
perhaps more connected with feminine spirituality and esotericism, who are then
slain by the good Christian knights.

Perhaps this dragon is my own return to

feminine wisdom (and I have just discovered my mother was an astrologer before
having to ‘renounce the devil’ to have her children baptised).

I feel drawn to

astrology somehow, unexpectedly. This meaning of the dragon makes sense for me.
Perhaps its terror and violence is my own anger, surging within me and barely under
control, at my own oppression at the hands of men and patriarchal religion.
18th January 2016
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I’ve just sent this text to a friend (with a daughter named Martha):
“Just came across the story of Martha (as in the Bible) - apparently later she
went to a town in France that was being terrorised by a dragon. They had
tried killing it with knights and catapults, to no avail. Martha tames it and
rides it instead. Thought your Martha might enjoy.”
I was a little slow to note the dragon connection!

Here is a woman taming and

mastering the dragon (wisdom perhaps?). I didn’t include the part where she takes
it back to the village and the knights kill it. May I be Martha and may no knights kill
my dragon.
14th February 2016

“I thought I belonged there, but I belong here”
(O Tuama, , 2013, p.42)

After attending a lecture by Daphne Hampson (Oxford University) on feminist
theology I feel empowered to reconsider my attachment to Christian theology as the
vehicle for my spiritual development.

I have always thought that the message of

Christ is egalitarian and therefore empowering for women as well as men, but her
assertion that the virtue of self-sacrifice at the heart of Christianity (“No one has
greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” John 15:13) is
incompatible with female emancipation I found unexpectedly compelling. I think
she is right that women will not be ‘saved’, at least in this present life, by continuing
to defer to others, particularly men, and perhaps I need a new ‘story’ for my own
life. More than ever I feel drawn to the spiritual paradigms of my colleagues on the
MA and their powerful female archetypes (Freya, Shakti, Sophia…) and I am less
satisfied than ever with the doctrines of Christianity. Although I have questioned and
doubted and railed against Christendom for much of my adult life, I have never some
to the point where I have doubted its truth, and I’m not sure I am at that point now it feels too big, and I feel like it will be a major unravelling of my interior world if I
continue down this path.

It does need some serious thought though, and I’m

thinking it’s a possible topic for a dissertation, where I would be able to give it the
seriousness and focus it needs.
22nd April 2016
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and now I believe in the god of the human
the good and the glorious, the generous and moving.
I once was blind, now I’m blinder still
and inside my own nighttime, I am silent and still.

(O Tuama, 2013, p. 42)

I am in many ways unsatisfied with this conclusion to my learning journal, unfinished as
the process is, but in reality this is not the conclusion. This is not a complete story - it is
only the beginning. Many of the loose ends and divergent threads will be tied up (I hope!)
later in the book. This is the beginning of my learning journal process, and my journey into
transformative reflection, which I hope to continue.
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Appendix
Creed
I once was blind but now I can see
I once was him, but now I’m me
I once was cold, but now I’m not
I used to fear hell, where the fire is hot
I wanted to be straight, but the thing is I’m queer
I thought I belonged there, but I belong here
I once was wrong, because I thought I was right
I thought that the darkness was the same as the night
and thought that the light was consoling and beautiful
all it asked was ‘be pure, and be right and be dutiful’
but light can be insipid and daytime can be vacuous
and no cult is so crude as the cult of the miraculous
I thought that walking on the water would be the end of it all
and addiction to articulation was the start of my fall
I fell into meaninglessness, I fell into sin
I fell into darkness, and I felt caged in
and I fell into the arms of something that was lurking
in the corner, in the shadows, and it’s been slowly converting
my methods and madness, into myth and new meaning
my sagas and sadness given girth and given grieving.
and now I believe in the god of the human
the good and the glorious, the generous and moving.
I once was blind, now I’m blinder still
and inside my own nighttime, I am silent and still.
(O Tuama, 2013, p. 42)
http://www.padraigotuama.com/poetry-audio/
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