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Journal writing has emerged in recent years as a popular way of reflecting upon one's everyday experience.  Various methods and techniques have been developed in order to facilitate the process of what and how to write.  A variety of books has been published on journal writing. Numerous workshops and seminars have been conducted on the topic.  
Through it all, many have come to believe that a certain mystique surrounds journal writing.  Those on the inside - the journal writers - tend to become concerned with method and technique, with doing their journal the "right" way.  They speak of having to write this or that in their journal.  They seem to carry their journal with them wherever they go.  They will readily speak about journal writing to anyone interested in listening.  It is obvious that journal writing has become an important part of their life.  On the other hand, those on the outside wonder what the complicated process of journal writing is all about.  They feel threatened by talk of recording their dreams, their fantasies, and their feelings.  At the same time, they feel somewhat awed by those who do keep a journal.  They experience certain ambivalence about beginning the process for themselves:  they wonder whether it would be helpful to them. 


In light of the recent popularity of journal writing, all of us at one time or another, have perhaps attempted to keep a journal.  Perhaps we have stayed with it for a while and then abandoned it because we felt we weren't getting anything out of it,  or it seemed too time consuming, or it was a waste of time, or it had become too threatening.  Perhaps too, in light of the mystique surrounding journal writing, we wondered whether we were doing it "the right way."
Whatever our experience with journal writing has been, the contemporary interest in this process points to our innate human need and desire to be in touch with the deeper dimensions of our experience, to attempt in some way to make sense of our life and experience.  We will take a closer look at what journal writing is, concrete ways of using the journal and implications of journal writing for our formative journey. 

What is Journal Writing? 

Journal writing has been described in a variety of ways. It is a technique of recollec-tion; a dialogue with oneself; an expression of our inner world; a record of our words and deeds; a written expression of who we are; a discipline; a means of reflection; a dialogue with God. 
Anne Broyles describes journaling as a process of writing down those "talks with ourselves" so that what our mind is thinking and our heart is feeling. It becomes tangible as ink on paper.  (Journaling: A Spirit Journey, 1988, pp. 12-13)

At the heart of all these descriptions is discovering our self; connecting with who we are on a deeper level, learning about ourselves.  Journal writing is a process of self discovery.  It is not a place for expounding upon our theories or ideas.  Nor is it the place where we refute or critique what we have read or heard in a lecture.  Rather, the journal is a place where we spend time with ourselves, where we let down into our inner world of feelings, dreams, visions, desires, needs.  It is the place where we can take off our masks, where we can be vulnerable, where we can own our human poverty and brokenness.
Our journal is also the place where we connect with our everyday experience, where we reflect upon some significant dimension of our experience in light of how that experience has called us forth on the level of feelings, reactions, responses and so on. 
From the perspective of our everyday experience, journal writing is similar to scanning.  For example, when we walk into a crowded room looking for someone, we move around scanning the room until we have found the person we are looking for.  In the scanning process, our eyes move in an overview fashion, looking through the crowd for the person we are seeking.  Then our eyes focus on that person until we have caught up with him or her. It is the same with journal writing. 
Throughout each day, all kinds of things happen to us.  But often we do not notice them because we are not paying attention.  Journal writing provides us with the concrete time and space to scan our day, to look within ourselves as the events of the day pass over the screen of our inner self.  As we bend back on our day in this manner, our attention is captured by an event, a conversation, something we read, someone we were with, something that happened, etc.  In a sense, something within us becomes captivated by whatever grabs our attention.  Not only are we caught up in the event, the person, what we read or saw, but whatever has grabbed our attention has stirred feelings as well.  This inner stirring invites us to stop, look and listen to whatever is going on in a relation to what has grabbed us.  
Journal writing is the simple process of staying with the event, situation and feelings, allowing ourselves to dwell there, soaking in what has captured us, describing our feelings, and moving with whatever unfolds in a spontaneous stream-of-consciousness manner.  We stay with what we are describing for as long as we need to, until we feel emptied out, so to speak.  Our journal entry need not come to closure or bring resolution. What matters is putting on paper whatever is inside us.
As noted by Broyles, an important aspect of journal writing is expressing the thoughts and feelings we experience, putting them down on paper.  Getting outside of us and making visible what is inside and invisible.  Journal writing helps us to make concrete what in our experience seems ambivalent, amorphous, confusing, and vague.  It enables us to grasp something of what seems ungraspable, unattainable, and unclear.  It helps us to name what seems unnamable, unreachable, and uncertain.  Journal writing enables us to move more deeply within ourselves, to explore dimensions of our everyday experience that elude our conscious awareness, to discover and uncover dimensions of ourselves that were previously unknown.  The journal is a way of capturing our journey, of becoming increasingly aware of our process, of making concrete, of making explicit what is implicit, of living more reflectively and of concretizing our inner world of feeling and experience. An example from an FCS staff member:  


Recently I completed a writing project which demanded considerable reflective time and energy.  When the project was finished, I felt both relieved and excited by the creative nature of what had emerged.  I was also exhausted.  I shared with my partner my own need to go off alone somewhere in order to process what we had done.  I had a sense of needing to write, but with very little clarity about what. The day after the project was completed; I went to a local retreat center and took my journal with me.  I sat quietly, letting myself settle in and connect with what was going on within.  I gradually took my journal and began writing what the experience of doing this project had been like for me.  From that beginning place, I moved with whatever came to me.  I wrote for two hours. At the end of that time, I felt "emptied out," as though all that had been inside me in regard to various aspects of this project had been expressed.  At that point, I experienced a sense of inner peace and completion about the project.  I could now let it go and move on to the next task. 
Such an example highlights the importance of becoming sensitized to our inner stirrings.  In our functionally oriented culture, we tend to dismiss such stirrings as unimportant or at least as less important than what we are involved in.  In the above example, had the staff member simply moved on to the next project without taking this reflective time and space, that person would eventually have reached a point of feeling inwardly cluttered.  The creative flow of energy necessary to continue his/her work would have been blocked.  Rather, the person chose to move with what was stirring, with what was grabbing and capturing their attention.  In so doing, the person could then focus their attention on moving on. 
Writing was also a means of enabling the person to let go of the project.  Feelings in regard to a situation so often swirl within us again and again.  We wonder when they will ever go away.  We cannot seem to find a way to let go of the specific situation that stirred the feelings.  Writing in our journal is a concrete means of helping us to process what we are experiencing and eventually to let go of the situation, the event, the person.  The letting go process, however, does not happen overnight.  We may have to write over and over until we come to the inner sense that we have "gotten it all out."
From this perspective, journal writing is a discipline, particularly when we are in pain.  Staying with painful inner stirrings or difficult situations or hurtful memories is not easy.  We simply want to put the pain aside and "get on with life."  However, walking through the pain in our journal can eventually be a source of healing, of inner resolution and of growth.  In order for this to happen, it is important that we trust the journaling process, that we let down, giving ourselves over to the process, believing that over time,  our pain will ease and we will be able to move beyond it.  
Concrete Ways of Using the Journal 

Since the journal is a spontaneous expression of feeling and a spontaneous description of experience, it is important that what we write be written in a spontaneous stream of consciousness manner — we write whatever is there for us at the moment, whatever we are present to, whatever captures our attention as we scan our experience.  In order to be effective, it is important that the journal be rooted in concrete everyday personal experience.  An encounter, a conversation, a ministry experience, a feeling, something we read or saw,  a dream, a fantasy, a letter,  an insight, all become the raw material for journal reflection. 

It is important also that we stay with the experience, allowing ourselves to slow down sufficiently to dwell with and to be with whatever dimension of the experience emerges for us:  feelings, memories, associations, fantasies, dreams, regrets, disappoint-ments — without censoring, judging, avoiding or denying.  All is to be written freely and spontaneously as it surfaces.  Such an approach to journal writing creates the possibility for "stumbling upon" insights, awareness, connections that were previously hidden from us, such as described in Journey Out of Chaos (l981):


I’m so tired of struggling with myself! I want to be happy, but that happiness always seems to be beyond my reach. I feel I’m a burden to everyone, that I have no place. I’d like to run away and be alone somewhere, where I wouldn’t be any bother to anyone. What’s wrong with me anyway? I don’t know why I’m alive. I’m just a big mistake. It would have been better for me to die when I was born. It seems that my life has been such a struggle with myself – not with people around me – but with myself. And I can’t escape from me. I have to carry the burden of me around with me. Why? As all this is coming to me, I’m realizing that the one I’m the biggest burden to is myself, that I’ve never really made friends with myself. I just “tolerate” and “put up” with myself. How can I expect others to love and care for me when I can’t even live with myself – when I don’t see anything lovable about myself? (p.146)

Beginning her journal with what she was feeling, "tired of struggling" and "a burden to others," and moving with those feelings, the author eventually stumbles upon the reality-for-her of being a burden to herself and of not having befriended herself.  Such a "stumbling upon" is common as we move into our journaling process willing to move with whatever stirs within us.  Initially, this may seem frightening since we do not know where the journaling process will lead.  We fear losing control and moving into inner places we are not ready to enter or walk through. 
When we experience such feelings, it is important that we trust our own organic sense — our heart knows better than our head does what we are and are not ready to deal with. When we stumble spontaneously upon insights, awareness, memories, we do so because we are organically ready to walk through those places, despite whatever fear, anxiety or resistance we may feel.  At such times, it may be helpful to allow a trusted other to walk with us through what seems frightening or overwhelming. 
At times, the journal can be a place for familiarizing ourselves with a new insight, awareness, feeling or experience. We may feel uncomfortable with or confused by the newness of our experience and unable or unwilling to share it until we are more at ease with it ourselves.  The journal provides the safe, private place and space for exploring our experience, for moving with it at our own pace, for becoming increasingly familiar with it, for owning and befriending it, for finding words to put on it before sharing it.  Such a process is described in Journey Out of Chaos:


My journal had become a kind of extension of my private self.  When it came to expressing any aspect of my private world, writing was usually easier than speaking.  And so, I wrote many things which took weeks and months to verbalize.  Writing objectified, provided some emotional relief, and helped to empty out what was locked inside.  (p. 111)

The journal can be used in a variety of ways, according to our needs and according to what captures and grabs us as we scan through our day.  At times, for example, we may be so overwhelmed by powerful and intense feelings, that we simply need to "empty out" what is going on inside to name the feelings and articulate them in writing, to be with and write whatever surfaces around those feelings: 


I’m so tired of struggling with myself! I want to be happy, but that happiness always seems to be beyond my reach. I feel I’m a burden so I feel raging anger inside, almost as if I'm going to explode!  I'm angry at everything:  myself; the fact that I feel the way I do; what's happening to me; my life — and even angry for being angry!  I'm moody, irritable, snapping at others.  Someone told me today, "You seem to be very angry"— and she picked that up just from my movements in putting papers together and piling them up.  I see it coming out even in the way I'm writing this — almost in a rage — quick, a lot of pressure on the pen, and scribbly.  (Journey Out of Chaos p. 116)

The journal entry goes on to describe the specific objects of anger.  As we read this entry, we can feel the intensity of the author's rage and anger.  In such instances, the journal becomes a helpful place to release the intensity of our overwhelming feelings as well as to dissipate some of their energy.  The "emptying out" process enables us to get out of ourselves and to express concretely what is overwhelming us.  In doing so, we become somewhat distanced from our feelings and somewhat calmed.  We are then in a better position to continue working through them from a more objective perspective. 

At times, we may need to be with something that struck us during the day and that captured our attention as we scanned our day.  In Journey Out of Chaos, the author describes her reaction to an ordinary incident that stayed with her throughout the day: 


I really got a lesson from nature this morning about my people-pleaser attitude.  Two of us walked to Mass in the blizzard.   I like walking in such weather!  It was snowing so hard, that when we came back about forty-five minutes later, our footprints were already gone, completely covered over, as though we had never walked that road.  That experience hit me very deeply — and I don't even know if I can verbalize it.  It's as though the people-pleaser goes through life never making a mark or an imprint, passing like a cloud or a shadow, always living up to other people's expectations rather than being true to her own being; whereas living my own truth means making a mark in life — not that that in itself is so important, but being true to myself means being my own person, leaving in some small way the mark of my uniqueness as the expression and incarnation of God in me.  (p. 184)

A simple walk in the snow connected strongly with deeper dimensions of the author's experience, leading her to insights about herself as she dwelt with and stayed with what was speaking to her.  As mentioned earlier, allowing ourselves to be touched by everyday events, situations, circumstances, a reading, and so on, requires that we become sensitized to our inner stirrings, that we listen attentively to what is being stirred within us and that when possible to dwell with our stirrings in a more reflective way in our journal, allowing ourselves to move in whatever way the stirrings unfold. 
At times, we may feel the need to make concrete in writing what we feel about a specific situation, circumstance or person.  We may find ourselves inwardly preoccupied by what we would want to say to another person or group, but are unable to.  The journal then becomes a powerful means of writing a letter to the person or of having a dialogue, or simply a monologue to express what is going on inside us.  We find such examples in Journey Out Of Chaos:  


I'm just so angry at both of you!  Why did things have to be the way they were for me?  Home was never really home — and it makes me so angry!  All I can think of is an assembly-line factory with emphasis on production — getting things done — getting washed,  dressed,  having meals, cleaning house, keeping busy by playing with one another or by taking care of the smaller kids and finally going through the chaotic "getting to bed" routine.  And when we started school, there was the daily round of doing homework and reciting lessons.  You made home just a place for doing and surviving.  There was never any personal time for any of us — no time to really live and just "be"!  I'm angry at you for that and I hate you for it — because at thirty-six, I have to go through the pain and struggle of learning how to live!  And that's your fault!  That's something I should have learned the whole time I was growing up! (pp. 118-119)

In this journal entry, the author is obviously dealing with anger toward her parents.  We all at times experience similar feelings toward our parents or toward others who are significant to us.  For the most part, expressing such raw feeling directly to the person would be neither wise nor helpful.  The journal, then, provides us with the time and space to express what we are feeling as if we were talking to the person.  Such expression often brings relief when the monologue is no longer swirling around inside us.  Rather, through the writing, it has gotten outside us, enabling us to further explore what we are experiencing.  

Finally, the journal is a place to explore, to wrestle with, to work through, and to be with insights and awarenesses that come to us.  It is a place to describe our sexual fantasies, our angry or self-destructive fantasies, to describe and to be with our dreams.  No aspect of our human experience is too much or too little for our journal. 
We may wonder what happens when we scan our day and nothing captures our attention or grabs us.  At such times, it is helpful simply to write about the blandness we feel or about the fact that nothing seems to have touched us today.  This fact, that nothing has touched us today, is in itself significant.  We may need to ask ourselves "Why?"  Are we touched only by the extraordinary, the big splashes in our life, the unusual?  What is our quality of presence to our everyday experience? Are we feeling depressed, isolated, withdrawn, preoccupied — thus minimizing the possibility of being touched and stirred by our experience?  If such is the case, then it becomes important to allow ourselves to be, to stay with and to journal about the inner heaviness or preoccupation we are experiencing. 
Part of the deformative influence of many of our cultures, of our Catholic upbringing and of our formative process has been to categorize feelings and experiences into right or wrong, good or bad, acceptable or not acceptable.  This dualistic judgmental approach to human feelings and experience, deeply ingrained in all of us, can be an obstacle to journal writing.  For from this judgmental stance, natural human feelings, experiences, desires and fantasies are filtered through our already-established and taken-for-granted, right-or-wrong categories. 
Gradually letting go of our judgmental approach to our experience and feelings is part of the discipline of journal writing.  First, we must gradually become aware of the feelings and experiences we tend to judge negatively.  It is important that we articulate and concretize the judgment in our journal in as much detail as possible:  "What does my harsh, judgmental self say to me?"  Such concretization puts the judgment "out there" where we can take a more objective look at it.  In Journey Out of Chaos, the author describes her struggle with the engrained belief that being angry is wrong: 
I returned from today's session a short while ago. All that's in my head is that terrible image of the ball I squashed, twisted, and finally ripped.  It's too painful for me to even want to think about or write about — especially as I become aware that that's what I did because I wanted to.  And the more painful part is that for me that ball represented Michael.  It makes me feel terrible that I should want to hurt someone who cares for me so much and someone for whom I care.  It makes me feel as though I must have been out of my head.  Yet, those feelings of anger and hatred were very real — my feelings, feelings I need to say "yes" to...Even in writing this, the whole violent side of me is there with accusations of "how terrible” — what an evil person you are to have all this anger and hate inside you and yet to go around as the formation director.  What a phony you are!  How can you even pretend you can help others when there's so much evil in you?  (Pp.131-132)

By repeatedly giving voice to our inner tyrant, rooted in perfectionism as well as in a rigid sense of right and wrong, we begin to question the taken-for-granted absolute "rightness" of our categorized approach to human experience and feelings.  Over time, we gradually come in touch with the many varied dimensions of our human experience and come to name our feelings.  As we allow ourselves to stay with and move to the deeper meanings of our experience, we come to realize that our feelings and experiences are not to be judged, but rather, owned, befriended and worked through gradually, and with compassion, understanding and gentleness.  We come to see our feelings and experience as so many pointers toward the unique direction into which we are called to move and grow. 
The journal is an invaluable means of being present to ourselves, to our experience, to our feelings, to the haunting call of our spirit.  Through consistent, spontaneous, non-judgmental writing over time, we grow in self-awareness.  We become increasingly aware of our thought and behavior patterns.  We become aware of our style of being with ourselves and with others, of our work style, of the way we approach life and experience.  We come in touch with and begin to name, own and befriend our feelings as integral to our being human.  We touch the depths of our spirit, with its yearnings and desires, with its ability to be touched and called forth by nature, poetry, a friend, pain, sadness, hurt, love, joy.  We come to experience a sense of inner groundedness in who we are, as well as a greater sense of inner solidarity. We live more awake, alive and aware.  We become increasingly engaged in the mystery of who we are and of our life journey.

The Experience of Resistance 
Journal writing, with its consistency and regularity, is a discipline in service of personal awareness and growth.  Like all forms of discipline, journal writing requires perseverance.  Furthermore, the journal leads us within, into our world of feelings, memories, needs, unresolved issues.  Such a process is in itself threatening.  Moreover, we live in a culture that values neither discipline nor the inner journeying process.  It is not surprising then that we resist the process of journal writing.  Whenever we experience resistance, it is important that we address the resistance in our journal.  In listening to and journaling about our resistance, we eventually come to a clearer sense of what it is about.  An entry from an FCS staff member’s journal addresses this common phenomenon: 
Again tonight, I'm forcing myself to come to my journal.  Something I don’t really want to do — afraid to get in touch with my feelings and let myself really feel what's going on inside.  It's been a full day — and as long as I'm present to other people, I'm fine.  The difficult time is now — unwinding at the end of the day, being quiet and flooded with what's inside — fear, hurt, anger, confusion. (5-29-81)

Naming resistance as such, owning that we are resistant, and befriending our resistance by being with it in our journal frees us to move beneath its surface,  to become in touch eventually with what it is about and what it means. 

Implications for the Formative Process 

As mentioned above, the journal is an important means of reflection. We all come from a world which does not value reflection or re-collection.  We are all somewhat fragmented, alienated from ourselves, scattered. We live at a hectic, frantic, hurried, rushed pace.  From a foundational perspective, an essential dimension of our formative process is to slow down sufficiently to come in touch with ourselves and with our experience.  The journal is a relatively non-threatening place of entry into a slowed-down mode, and into in-touchness with our own lives and experience. 
From this perspective, journal writing becomes a formative structure to be incorporated into the formative process of candidates.  Candidates are encouraged to share as much of their journal with their Formator(s) as possible. In this manner the Formator will be better able to accompany each individual candidate in his/her process.  The following concrete guidelines are suggested for using the journal within the context of the formative process:  
1. Candidates are encouraged to write for themselves, that is, to be as open and honest as possible as they face, look at and reflect upon their experience.  
2. Aware of the importance of consistency and regularity in the journaling process, candidates establish for themselves individually the proper time and space structures for journal writing — a period of silence and solitude, preferably at the end of the day, as they unwind and allow the day's experience to settle within them. 
3. In that quiet time and space, they take the necessary time to settle down, to move within and to come in touch with themselves through repeated deep breathing, and letting down into their body. 
4. As they slow down and quiet down through breathing, they allow themselves to scan through their day, and to become attentive to whatever captures their attention and grabs them — a feeling, a memory, an experience of the day, a desire, a wish, a fantasy, a free association, etc. 
5. They describe in writing, and in as much detail as possible, what is stirring within them, what they are feeling and experiencing.  It is important that they stay with and move with whatever is surfacing and unfolding, and dwell with it for as long as they need to. 
6. It is important that the description be experiential; that is, that candidates not theorize about experience, or conceptualize it or try to understand it, but rather, they describe explicitly and in as much detail as possible the experience itself in all its freshness and aliveness.  They are not to become preoccupied with spelling, vocabulary, grammar, sentence structure, etc.  The journal is a place where they can be with themselves, as they are and with whatever is stirring or surfacing within them. 
7. Periodically, for example every few months, it is helpful for candidates to re-read their journal, not in a harsh, judgmental way,  but rather to gain a clearer sense of their lived experience, to become more explicitly aware of patterns, style, ways of dealing with experience, attitudes, behavior, etc.  At this time, it is important that they note whatever strikes them as they read — themes, recurring feelings, struggles, awareness of growth, etc.  They are also encouraged to write a journal reflection on what has stirred within them through the re-reading process. This review of the journal is similar to a home movie of what candidates have lived over a period of time.  The distance of a few months enables them to be more objective as they review their lived experience.  Through the reviewing process, they begin to get an experiential sense of which they are, of what their lived values are, and of where their heart is.  It is important that such a process be done gently, compassionately and with a sense of reverence for their journey. 
8. While the journal remains a private place where candidates can be present to themselves as they are and where they are, it is important that throughout the formation process, that the candidate share his/her journal as fully as possible with the Formator.  This enables the Formator to enter more fully into the candidates' world, to be aware of what touches them, how they deal with experience, to what extent they are in touch with their feelings, their struggles, their hopes and desires, their formative journey.  Formators also gain a sense of where the candidate's heart is, over and beyond what s/he can articulate in a group or in a personal formation session. 
9. At times, Formators may be directive about the journal reflection.  That is, they may require that candidate’s journal on a specific experience — a walk in the woods or in the city, a ministry experience, their transition, their reaction to a lecture, a day of reflection, and so on.  (See Formation Consultation Services, Inc. paper Reflective Living for further suggestions.)

Implications for Formators 

In order to guide candidates into the process of journal writing, Formators must be in touch with their own process and be engaged in journal writing themselves.  Thus grounded in their personal experience, they can guide their candidates through periods of resistance, excitement, discouragement and trying to find their unique way of journaling.  It is important also, that in hearing candidates' journals, formators be sensitized to "reading between the lines" of what is written.  Thus, they can help candidates discover what is implicit in their experience, and bring it out into the open. 
A further advantage of candidates sharing their journals is to help them enter more fully into their experience by pointing out their tendency to theorize, intellectualize, rationalize or conceptualize their experience or their tendency to write about the experience, rather than to be with the experience itself, or their tendency to rush through their descriptions in a factual manner without being in touch with or staying with the emotional and effective dimensions of what they are describing. 
As noted above, resistance to journal writing is a common experience particularly if the journal is to be shared in some manner.  Formators need to address this resistance, however it is manifested, by encouraging candidates to write about it, to articulate it and to make it as concrete as possible.  Formators also need to keep in mind the purpose of journal writing: 

1. To enable candidates to come in touch with who they are, with their experience and with their feelings; 
2.  To offer a concrete structure enables candidates to slow down, be present to their everyday experience, and to flow with the movement of their inner stirrings; 
3. To encourage candidates to interiorize and appropriate the journal writing structure as an ongoing and life-long concrete means for reflection and personal deepening. 
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