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All of us are familiar with the mobility and movement that characterize our American culture. We need only go to an airport, a train station, a bus terminal, or drive on an interstate highway to realize that Americans are a people on the move. Movement has become so common to us that it is a taken-for-granted part of our everyday life. In the course of a lifetime, many people move from one neighborhood, city, state or country to another. We change jobs or change careers. We move from one department to another. We change parish. We move miles away from the family homestead. We travel, and within hours, we find ourselves in a different part of the country or in a different country. As individuals committed to Church service, we commit ourselves to being-on-the-move.

On another level of movement, the constellation of our nuclear family changes over the years. Babies are born into our family. We make a vocational choice and leave home: we marry; we become brothers, sisters, priests; we remain single; we become lay ministers; we become overseas missioners. Our siblings make similar life choices. Friends and family members become sick. Some die.
Furthermore, the natural process of growing and aging is characterized by movement and change that occur despite ourselves. We move through being infants, toddlers and children to becoming adolescents, young adults and adults. As adults, we make vocational and career choices and gradually settle into life. Over time, we reach the peak of our potential and eventually age. With the aging process comes the need to slow down gradually, to retire from full-time work or ministry. For most of us, whose identity has been determined to a greater or lesser extent by what and how much we do, the inevitable changes of the later years can have a significant impact upon outlives.
To the extent that we have lived disposed to respond to the organic flow and movement of life however, the changes and slowed-down pace of aging and retiring become further invitations to move with the rhythm of life. On the other hand, to the extent that we have lived our lives from a willful stance, that is, moving against the natural flow of life and forcing our way through life, aging and retiring are perceived as threatening, painful, and for some, even traumatic, for we have no control over our diminishing physical and mental abilities.
Finally, the media make us aware each day of the movement occurring in our world. TV bombards us with the many political changes that occur in our world each day. It confronts us daily with tragedies, technological advances, medical breakthroughs, and heart-warming events that change our lives or the lives of others in our world.
Try as we may, we cannot escape the reality of movement in our own lives, in the lives of others or in our world. It has often been said that where there is life, there are movement and change. Within this context then, movement and change are considered to be a natural part of human life and living.
Within recent years, the movement we are describing has come to be referred to as transition. Movement, change and transition have become such common occurrences in our lives that we have become dulled, numbed, blinded and deafened to their impact upon us. For the most part, we do not take the time to allow ourselves to live through such experiences. We can hardly afford to stop, look at and listen to the impact upon our lives of such movement. We must move on, adjust, adapt, remain on top of things and make the best of any new situation. We push aside our fears, our anxieties, our feelings of loss, our insecurities, our confusion, our uncertainties, our vulnerabilities, and our feelings of incompetence. We must get on with things. We cannot allow others to see our vulnerability and fragility. People are counting on us to do well. They expect us to succeed. We expect no less.

A Formative Approach to Transition

Throughout recent years much has been written on the topic of transition. Sheehy's Passages addresses the issue of predictable phases of transition throughout adulthood. Levinsons's Seasons of a Man’s Life describes various stages of transition in the life of adult males. Bridges' Transitions addresses the dynamics of adult transition experiences.

On the level of common, everyday meaning, the word transition is associated with movement from one phase of life, from one career or profession, from one state of being to another. Contemporary authors describe phases of transition and the dynamics of living through transition experiences. We commonly associate transitions with endings and new beginnings. We talk about transitional space, such as a corridor or hall in which we are neither here nor there, but rather, on the way from one place to another. We may describe ourselves as being in transition as we live through some phase of change in our lives. We describe experiences of transition as well as the dynamics of transition, without however, describing the nature of transition itself. What is transition? What do we mean when we say we are in transition? What is at the heart of the experience of transition? While acknowledging that transition is related to movement, change and process, we remain somewhat vague about the notion of transition.

From a foundational formative perspective, transition can be described as a state of being in-between. It is a process that begins when some familiar aspect of our life is disrupted, uprooted or shaken, when we no longer feel at home in some previously comfortable, stable, predictable and at-home part of our life. We are in transition, that is, in-between, from the time of being-not-at-home to the time when we experience a sense of being relatively at home and comfortable with the newness of what has evolved or developed as a result of moving through the process of being in-between. Transition is that time and space of moving from what was familiar to moving to whatever is emerging, developing, unfolding, and evolving. We move from the familiar to the unfamiliar, from the known to the unknown, from the predictable to the unpredictable. Transition then, refers to the in-betweeness of moving from to moving toward. The following diagram may help concretize this meaning of transition:
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Transition as the in-between dimension of a total process: connected

to and rooted in our familiar world, and moving toward some 

dimension of newness.
As we reflect further on the experience of transition as a state of being in-between, another question arises: Why, at this particular time in history, is there so much emphasis on transition as a-thing-in-itself? Being in-between means that there is something on either side of us: we are moving from groundedness in some familiar dimension of who we are and of what our life is, to some aspect that is unfamiliar, and in which we will eventually become grounded. When we are in transition, we tend to become so caught up in the disruption we experience and in the messiness we feel, that the transition through which we are living is taken out of context as a-thing-in-itself. We do not see it as an organic part of our life flowing naturally from our story.

Rather we lift both developmental and unpredictable transition experiences our of their total context as part of an overall process, and consider these in isolation from the totality of who we are as persons in process and journeyers through life.

To the extent that we focus exclusively on the transition through which we are living, we lose sight of our life story which not only provides us with the organic context out of which transition experiences arise, but also gives us clues into our style of living through such experiences.

Furthermore, focusing exclusively on “getting through” the transition we are experiencing and settling in again, prevents us from reflecting upon our transition from a formative perspective. From this perspective, the in-betweeness of transition represents a natural formative moment in our life, one which invites us to consider the messiness of transition as a revealer of truth-for-us, as pointing to the concrete direction into which we are invited to move and grow. Transition offers us the opportunity to give ourselves over more fully to the flow of life. It is a spiritual experience of surrendering some of our control over our lives and giving ourselves over to God's presence and movement in our lives as it is manifested in and through the in-betweenness of our experience.

For example, as priests we are sent to various parts of the Diocese. As religious we are sent to various mission houses of the Congregation or Society, or we choose our own place of ministry. When we come into a new area, we live through a transitional phase of adjusting to the geographical location, to the people, to the customs, traditions and way of life.

Despite the initial difficulties we might experience, for the most part, we welcome the transition, for it represents the fulfillment of our dream or vision. Although we might experience some resistance, we generally tend to adapt flexibly to our new surroundings. .

Over time, we gain a clear sense of the pastoral needs of the area and attempt to meet these needs to the best of our ability. As we become increasingly rooted in and familiar with the area, the people, and the specific ministries in which we are engaged, we move toward a business-as-usual stance, characterized by some degree of stability and predictability. We settle in with a sense of knowing what is expected of us, as well as with an increased sense of at-homeness.
Over time, various changes occur within our living situation and/or within our ministry. Perhaps we must adjust to personnel changes. Perhaps we must face changes in the original direction of a fulfilling ministry, or the inevitable adjustments necessitated by the growth or the diminishment of the ministry in which we are involved. Perhaps we are shaken by changes in administrative personnel or by the changes precipitated by dwindling financial resources. In any of these situations, we may begin to experience varying degrees of dis-comfort and dis-ease. We may feel threatened. We may begin to question the meaning of our work, our personal worth, our identity. We mistrust one another. We are frustrated, hurt and angry. What once seemed clear has become unclear. What we once considered stable is now unstable. The familiar has given way to the unfamiliar. Our business-as-usual stance is disrupted. We feel we are not longer in control. We feel stuck, not knowing what to do or where to go. Our initial flexibility-in-adapting gives way to rigidity and inflexibility. We are afraid.

Rooted in our American culture, we typically seek to fix, solve, and find answers to the problems that confront us. We begin to focus on this transition as an entity in itself, as a problem to be solved so that we can resume life-as-usual. We read books. We discuss. We call in people to help us “fix what is wrong.” We become somewhat panicky and frantic. We feel helpless and powerless. We cannot see where we are going.

From this functional ego stance, such a transition begins to take on a life of its own, becoming a thing-in-itself. We lose sight of the broader picture, that is, of our call to be ministers of God's life-giving message. From the perspective of this broader picture, we can own our pain, our fears and our disruption. We need not remain stuck in the pain. That is, from the perspective of the broader picture, we move from perceiving the transition as a-thing-in-itself. We begin to perceive this pain within the context of who we are as journeyers through life. A journeyer is on the move. A journeyer flows with the rhythm of life. For the journeyer, transition is a natural part of the unfolding of life. From this stance, we attempt to make sense of what is happening rather than to fix it. We enter into the organic movement and flow rather than stand on the sidelines trying to find a solution. We perceive what is happening as part of the mysterious unfolding of life rather than as a problem to be solved.

While we become naturally preoccupied with pain and survival when we are in the throes of disruption, learning and growing from the experience require that eventually we place this transitional experience within the context of our total story. In other words, the in-betweenness of transition invites us to become increasingly reflective about our lives. (See Formation Consultation Services, Inc., paper “Reflective Living.”) Within the context of our total lives, transition is a natural and normal part of our human journey.

Yet, however natural transition might be, certain cultural pulsations lead us to lift such experiences out of their context as part of a total process rooted in what is familiar and moving toward the unfolding of something new. Prominent among these cultural pulsations are the need to control; rootlessness; permissiveness; narcissism---all of which are obstacles to the natural, organic sense of transition.

The Need to Control 

A prominent value in our American culture is the need to control. We organize our life in a way that makes sense to us and we seek to control as many aspects of it as possible. We attempt to control not only our own lives, but that of others as well. Witness the many times we tell others what they should do or how they should be. Moreover, we sometimes wish others were such and such a way, or we attempt to manipulate them into coming around to see things our way, or we push our views through at any cost, or we use others as stepping stones to our own advancement. We attempt to control what will happen, when it will happen and how it will happen. We thrive on certainty and predictability. Our controlled lives are evident in our tight, tense, sore, vigilant and guarded bodies. We cannot breathe deeply or let down for fear that we might lose control.

Beneath our need to control is our fragile, vulnerable, threatened self that fears being exposed or falling apart if we lose control. Is it any wonder then that we experience the in-betweenness of transition as disruptive? We cannot control the experience of transition. We cannot predict what will happen, when it will happen or how it will happen. In the in-betweenness of transition, we sometimes do not know where we are going. Rooted in ego control, we are out of touch with our heart, the core of who we are that can flow gracefully with the movement of life however disruptive it might be at times.

When some part of our life is shaken by transition, the ego part of us that seeks to control is shaken as well. Our ego seeks to know, to understand, to solve, to fix, to restore the predictability of life-as-usual, that is to return to the complacency and the stability of our familiar, taken-for-granted approach to everyday life. Our controlling ego seeks to put things back in place---as they were before.

On the other hand, our heart perceives transition as an opportunity for growth. However, to the extent that our life is dominated by our controlling ego, we are out of touch with our heart. As a result, we have no solid ground on which to stand as we live through the in-betweenness of transition. Disconnected from our heart, we are unable to perceive transition as part of a total organic process; we are blinded to the total picture. Because of its disruptive features, we then tend to take the in-betweenness of transition out of its total context thus making it bigger than life. For our ego, the sense of not being in control is indeed a bigger-than-life experience. As a way of appearing to be in control and on top of things, we may tend to minimize the disruptive experience as “no big deal.”

From a foundational formative perspective, the in-betweenness of transition is an invitation to move from a disposition of control to one of surrender, to move from an attitude of being in charge to giving oneself over to the process of moving from the familiar, through the in-betweenness of transition, to the unfamiliar.

The pain of confusion, lostness, anxiety, aloneness, depression, anger, and fear that we experience as we live through the disruption of transition is primarily the pain of our ego in face of its loss of control. While our ego would have us grit our teeth and clench our fists to maintain as much control as possible in face of such pain and would have us deny and push aside our pain, the deeper part of us, our heart, remains receptive to the process, perceiving the in-betweenness of transition within the context of our total life journey, and inviting us to give ourselves over to our experience of in-betweenness.
Rootlessness 

Another obstacle to the perception of the in-betweenness of transition as part of a broader process is the rootlessness characteristic of our culture. As mentioned earlier, we live in a culture characterized by significant mobility. Many people live at a geographical distance from their family of origin, from extended family members, from friends and from the familiar neighborhood in which they grew up. The built-in sense of support implicit in the familiarity of family, friends and neighborhood is generally non-existent today. Although we may not have shared with others the pain, uneasiness and disruption we experienced, being in a familiar place and space and among familiar people was in itself a source of support. Although the support of the familiar did not minimize the pain of disruption in our life, it softened the harshness of feeling isolated and alone in living through the process of being in-between. I recall speaking to my sister in Ohio shortly after the birth of her second son. Although she and her husband were caught up in the wonder and joy of the experience, she shared with me her sadness at being so far away from home at such a significant time. Though she experienced the support of her husband and friends, she sorely missed the presence and closeness of her own family of origin.

A scanning through the “Self-Help” section of the local newspaper reveals how sorely support is both lacking and needed in our contemporary American society. Support groups exist for the divorced and separated, for widows and widowers, for singles, for those recovering from strokes or heart attacks, for alcoholics and adult children of alcoholics, for dieters, for addicts, for the gay, for single parents, for parents whose children have been murdered, for parents who have adopted a child, for cancer patients, and so on. Members of all of these varied groups find themselves experiencing the need for support as they struggle primarily alone through the in-betweenness of a significant transition in their lives.

I recall my own experience of looking for a support group for former religious and priests several months after I had left religious life. Despite the support of family and friends, I experienced the need to be with a group of people who were living through a similar experience. Unable to find such a group, I eventually participated in a time-limited support group for the separated, divorced and widowed, which proved to be very helpful. However, I remember my hesitancy in joining this group: “How would they understand me and where I was coming from? Their experiences have been so different from mine.” Yet, my experience taught me that such differences did not matter, that beneath the individuating differences of our backgrounds, there existed a similarity of human experience: we all were trying to deal with and work through the pain of loss and adjustment to a new way of life.

This experience points to a further dimension of rootlessness experienced by many in our contemporary American culture. We have become so specialized and so sophisticated, that we have lost touch with the commonness of our human experience. When we are sick, for example, we are frequently referred to a heart specialist, a gastro-intestinal specialist, an oncologist, an endocrinologist, and so on depending upon the nature of our illness. While such referral might be necessary, it makes us feel split, alienated, and rootless, for no one medical person seems to know the whole of our condition.

This compartmentalized mentality has been transferred to many other aspects of human living, such as the experience of the in-betweenness of transition. As mentioned above, support groups exist for a variety of life issues and situations. While each of these life situations is unique and has issues and problems unique to it, 'there exists a more fundamental commonness among members of any of these groups. The most fundamental commonness we share is our humanness. Beneath the surface of whatever in-betweenness we might be experiencing is the human woman or man living through the experience. As mentioned above, the contemporary over-emphasis on the specific nature of the transitional in-betweenness we are experiencing, minimizes the reality of the human condition we all share. While support groups enable us to deal with the specifics of our transition experience, they may not help us to become increasingly grounded in our story. Thus the rootlessness we experience as a result of the in-betweenness of transition can be perpetuated.

From a foundational formative perspective, such an approach is reflective of the highly functional disposition characteristic of our American culture. Emphasis is placed on identifying the problem, which is, attending the right support group, addressing the issues and helping members to adjust and adapt. While there is some value to such an approach, the in-betweenness of transition must be addressed from the more fundamental dimension of the whole person. Moving through the in-betweenness of any experience is an invitation to become more deeply grounded in who we are as humans. Thus grounded, we feel more connected with ourselves and with one another, more firmly rooted in the common humanness we all share, and consequently, less alienated from ourselves and from one another.

The long-term success of Alcoholics, Anonymous, for example, attests to the need to move from the specific issues and to address the more fundamental dimensions of the human condition. The Twelve Step program leads participants to come in touch with their personal story, to recognize their human need for support, and to surrender to the Higher Power in their lives. By addressing such fundamental dimensions of human experience, common to all of us as humans, members become more firmly rooted in their story, aware of their destructive patterns as well as of their helplessness in face of such patterns, and aware of their resulting need for a lived relationship with their Higher Power. Thus grounded in the reality of who they are as well as in the transcendent dimension of life, they are empowered and enabled to make healthier choices for themselves.

Permissiveness 

The permissive attitude that has characterized recent generations of Americans has also fostered a lifting out of context of the in-betweenness of transition. Many children raised during the Depression and post-Depression years became parents with the attitude of making life easier for their children. Consequently, many children of these parents have grown up without having to struggle for what they achieved. Much was given to them or handed to them. As these children become adults, they move through life with an implicit sense that life will continue to be this way. When they are confronted with a situation which they cannot control or for which they have no answers, they become confused, anxious, helpless, and lost.

Among such uncontrollable situations are unpredictable life events that throw us back upon our resources and ourselves. If we have not been supported and helped to live through such situations, the in-betweenness of transition, which is part of a total process, is then perceived as a “big deal.” We tend to remain stuck in the pain, waiting to be rescued as we have been so often in the past. We find ourselves having to rely on the fragile self that we are — a self that seems all the more fragile because we have not had to rely upon ourselves in the past. We have very little tolerance for pain, for the uncontrollable, as well as for the immediately unsolvable.

A workshop participant once described having grown up as the youngest child in her family. She admitted that as the youngest she had never learned to do for herself because her older brothers and sisters had always been there for her. She later married a man who continued this same pattern. A few years back, her husband had a heart attack and was hospitalized for a considerable period of time. She reported that when people asked her what she would do if something happened to him, she replied, “Nothing is going to happen to him.” In reflecting upon her attitude, she realized that she could not entertain the possibility that anything could happen to her husband because she had always gotten her way throughout life. She could not imagine life being otherwise for her. She is now in her fifties and is beginning to realize that she has never learned to deal with anything this is uncomfortable; her siblings or her husband have always done this for her.

This woman's experience is not uncommon. As a result, the in-betweenness of transition takes on increased importance because we are shaken out of the comfortableness of the familiar. Some part of our fairy-tale world is crumbling. Like the woman described above, we expect to be taken care of or to be rescued. Disruptive experiences do not fit within our perception of life: “This is not supposed to happen to me.” Such experiences are foreign to us.

From a foundational formative perspective, such experiences can begin to open our eyes to our taken-for-granted perception of life as being taken care of and rescued from whatever might be uncomfortable. While life does indeed have a way of taking care of us to the extent that we surrender to its rhythm, reality shows us that we cannot be rescued from the pain of transition, that the disruption created by the in-betweenness of transition is a natural part of life, a means of growth. Growing into such a perception is difficult for those of us who have not been allowed to learn to walk through transition experiences. The in-betweenness of transition then, seems to take on a life of its own as “this terrible thing that is happening to me.” In-betweenness is experienced as “terrible” to the extent that it remains disconnected from the reality of our story as well as from the future direction of our lives.

Narcissism

A final cultural pulsation that leads us to consider transition as a-thing-in-itself is the narcissism characteristic of our culture. All of us are to some extent, narcissistic. Since the dynamics of narcissism have been addressed elsewhere (See Formation Consultation Services, Inc., paper “Foundational Formative Reflections on The Drama of the Gifted Child by Alice Miller.”) these reflections will be limited to narcissism as it influences our approach to transition experiences.

Influenced by the narcissistic culture in which we live, and carrying within our story narcissistic traits, we walk through life searching for the total love, care and understanding we never experienced from our parents. We seek desperately to be loved for who we are. Yet because as children most of us were loved only to the extent that we met our parents' needs or

expectations, we walk through adult life continuing this pattern, that is, believing that we will be loved only if we live up to others' needs or expectations. Oriented toward meeting the needs of others, we begin to feel entitled. Our own inner emptiness and deprivation drive us to expect others to meet our needs as well, just as we have spent our lives sensitively attuned to meeting the needs of significant others.

From this stance of entitlement, the in-betweenness of transition becomes “something that shouldn't happen to me. After all, life owes me.” To the extent that we suffer from a narcissistic disturbance, the in-betweenness of transition cannot be perceived as part of a total process. Rather it becomes a narcissistic injury which we lift out of context as something we need “to get rid of” because it has hurt us. The in-betweenness of transition is thus perceived as something that has been done to us and that we must seek to reverse in any way possible.

From a foundational formative perspective, we are invited to place ourselves in proper perspective as the limited human beings that we are. To the extent that we have embodied a narcissistic stance, we consider ourselves to be the center of the world and entitled to love, care and understanding. From this posture, struggling with the in-betweenness of transition seems unthinkable. Transition experiences invite the narcissistic part of us to assume the more humble posture of accepting our humanness and of owning our human limitations. Only from this stance can we begin to perceive the in-betweenness of transition as part of a total process which is grounded in the reality of our unique story as humans.

Throughout this section we have considered certain cultural pulsations that emerge as significant influences upon our perception of the in-betweenness of transition as a-thing-in-itself. These are the need to control, rootlessness, permissiveness and narcissism. Each of these cultural pulsations fosters the contemporary approach to transition as an entity in itself, thus taking the in-betweenness of transition out of its total context as movement form some aspect of our familiar world to a dimension of newness intended to lead us to a new level of personal integration. Let us now take a closer look at the dynamics of living through the in-betweenness of transition.

Living Through the In-betweenness of Transition

An Image

Living through the in-betweenness of transition is similar to uprooting a tree. When a tree is uprooted, the horticulturist concentrates on digging up the tree's primary root system in order to insure its survival. Through the process of uprooting, many of the tree's smaller roots are lost.

Since the purpose of these smaller roots is to extract the necessary nutrients from the soil in order to nourish the tree, the uprooted tree is not only pulled from its familiar space, it is also cut off from its source of nutrition. In this process of being uprooted, the tree experiences considerable stress and is thrown into a state of shock. In order to protect the tree and to ensure its survival, the horticulturist wraps the root system in burlap, thus forming a root ball that will later be planted in a new place and space. In the transitional space of having its root system wrapped into a root ball, the tree depends for its survival on the already existing nutrients in the root system. Without these reserve resources, the tree could die.

Experiencing in-betweenness 

The image of the uprooted tree speaks clearly to the in--betweenness of the transition experience. For living through a transition experience means being uprooted from some aspect of our familiar world. I recall several years ago telling my therapist I felt like an uprooted tree. Through the process of therapy, many feelings and memories had been stirred within me. I found myself questioning many of my taken-for-granted patterns, which no longer worked as they had in the past. I knew I could not continue to live these patterns for they no longer fit. At that point, however, I had no sense of what lay ahead. I felt as though many aspects of who I was and of my ways of living life were up for grabs. I had been pulled out of my familiar space. I felt unsettled, lost, up in the air with no ground under my feet. It was a draining and frightening experience.

However, in the midst of feeling uprooted, I also experienced an emerging sense of aliveness.

Throughout our lifetime, we often experience the uprootedness of in- betweenness. As we enter into the formative experience, for example, we are uprooted from the familiarity of our home, of our familiar routine, of our familiar place and space, of our everyday schedule. Or, as we move through various phases of the formative process and eventually into ministry, we again find ourselves uprooted from what had come to be somewhat familiar. With the excitement of moving on to a new phase of the process, we also experience the ambivalence, the dis-ease and dis-comfort of moving from what we have known into the unknown and the unfamiliar.

During moments of in-betweenness, we feel unsettled and confused. Like the uprooted tree, we experience varying degrees of stress and shock. Just as the horticulturist wraps the root system in burlap in order to protect it, so too, our energies move inward in order to protect our fragile and vulnerable selves. In this protective state of in-betweenness, we are left with only our resources on which to rely. If we have failed to cultivate our inner resources or if we have not learned to rely upon them, the in-betweenness of transition becomes increasingly disruptive and threatening to our insecure and weak selves. We may tend to deny or rationalize the experience, attempting to maintain a business-as-usual stance or attempting to portray a willful stance of ego-strength in which we keep at a distance any feelings that might betray our insecurity, vulnerability, fragility or pain.

Yet, despite our willfulness, the in-betweenness of transition affects every level of our being. To what extent are we able to stop and listen to the impact upon our body, mind and spirit of being in-between the familiar of what was and the unfamiliar of what is unfolding?

On the level of our body, for example, being in-between leaves us feeling confused, frustrated, exhausted, lonely, alone, tired, restless, anxious, scared, hesitant, empty, depressed, excited, wondering, eager, uncertain, unsettled, settling in. Our body alternates between feeling sluggish and heavy to feeling energized and excited. We find that our energy fizzles out quickly and we wonder why. We move at a frenzied pace, eager to “get into it” and eager to “fit in” only to find ourselves quickly worn out.

On the ego level, we are insecure. We want to make an impression. We want to be accepted. We want to be noticed. We want to know where we stand. We want to make a significant contribution to our community and to our ministry. We want to come across as being in control and having it together. We want to take charge of our lives and forge ahead. We want to find and create a place and space of our own. However, our strong need to be in control and in charge may well dull us and deafen us to the inner discomfort and confusion we feel: “It's only temporary”; “If I keep busy, or if I continue to distract myself, it will go away”; “Why bother; it's not worth paying attention to”; “I'm strong enough to get through this.” So we pick ourselves up and plow on ahead, thinking our way through the day.

In the midst of unsettled feelings and of our need to maintain control over our inner confusion, the voice of our spirit is dulled. We are caught up in the immediate of “so much to do,” “so much to learn,” “so much to adjust to,” that we cannot see beyond the here and now. We are out of touch with our creatureliness, with our dependence upon the God who has called us to the life and ministry that is ours, with the reality that we are not alone but that we are members of a community. Attitudes of reverence, awe and wonder give way to a pragmatic sense of needing to get things done. An attitude of respect gives way to pushing ourselves. Openness to other community members gives way to harsh judgments. A balanced life style gives way to hecticness and frenzy. In the throes of living through the in-betweenness of transition, we can easily lose the ability to be present reflectively to ourselves, to others, to life experience, to our God. We lose a sense of the sacred in our everyday. We develop a kind of tunnel vision, focused on “getting through,” “making it,” and “surviving.”

As we live through the in-betweenness of transition, self-expectations, cultural values, expectations of the Congregation or Society, expectations of the local community and/or of the diocese can often lead us to become disconnected from who we really are, from the me living through transition. Typically, we throw ourselves frantically into our studies, into our ministry, or into our many distractions and escape in an effort to dull the pain and to deny the experience of not having it together. We fear being alone with ourselves and we fear prolonged silence---for in those moments, the pain, confusion, questioning and anxiety may break through.

Such moments are signals inviting us gently to connect with ourselves, to be with ourselves, to come home to where we really are, though our inner space and home may feel messy and somewhat uncomfortable. In coming home to ourselves, we face our moment of truth: owning that some aspect of our familiar world has been disrupted and that we are living through the in-betweenness of transition. Can we be as gentle and compassionate with ourselves as we would be with a friend living through a similar experience? Can we give ourselves the time and the space to be with and for ourselves — without judging? Can we allow ourselves to be with our unfolding story, to allow it to speak to us about who we are? Can we allow our spirits to be touched, listening to the invitation to let go, to let down, to enter into rather than to control rigidly?

Dispositions toward in-betweenness 

Throughout these pages, we have referred to transition as part of a process of moving from some, familiar aspect of our life to some dimension of newness. We have referred to transition as that part of the process that is between what was and what is unfolding. Being in-between means that we are neither here nor there, that we are not settled, that we are on the way from one place to another. Being in-between implies some degree of disruption, of disorientation, of confusion, of not knowing, of lack of clarity, of hesitancy, of fear, of questioning, of anxiety, perhaps even of panic.

We live through the in-betweenness of transition with the same dispositions that characterize our approach to other life situations, circumstances, events, persons and things. Throughout this paper, we have pointed consistently to two fundamental dispositions vis-à-vis the in-betweenness of transition: the disposition of control and the disposition of giving ourselves over to the rhythm and flow of life. These fundamental dispositions are rooted in our world view, that is, in our fundamental perception of life events, situations and circumstances.

To the extent that we perceive life events, situations and circumstances as problems to be solved, as disruptions to be controlled, watched and eventually smoothed over, or as intrusions in our well-organized lives, to that extent do we develop a controlling approach to the various happenings of our life. Such a problem-solving perception of life is grounded in our ego that must remain in charge at any price.

On the other hand, to the extent that we perceive life situations, events and circumstances as part of the unfolding mystery that is our life, as integral dimensions of the natural organic flow, of life and revealers of truth-for-us, and ultimately, as expressions of the mystery of God's presence and movement in our lives, to that extent are we able to be present to and to move with whatever is happening. This does not mean, however, that we do not experience the pain, confusion and disruption of the in-betweenness of transition. Rather, because we are grounded in and in touch with our heart, we are able to acknowledge and own the pain and eventually to move beyond it, allowing it to take its proper place in the total context of the mystery that is our life.

For example, a few years ago, I was on the staff of an educational facility where I felt that the best of who I was being called forth through the growth-orientation of the Center. It was a new venture, with all the excitement, newness and anxiety characteristic of anything new. All of us on the staff were committed to its success. For me, lecturing, doing therapy with some of the sabbatical participants, participating in staff meetings, and interacting with the program participants were life-giving and fulfilling.

On the day before the second semester began, we were abruptly informed that the Board of Trustees had decided to close the Center at the end of the semester. The decision came as a blow to all of us, since all indications were that the Center was growing. An initial sense of shock and disbelief was followed by hurt, anger, and a deep sense of disruption. As a staff, we rallied, spending considerable time at various and numerous attempts to have the decision reversed. We were attempting' to maintain control of an uncontrollable situation. Eventually, we all realized that our efforts were futile. Then began a frantic search for another position. As we moved through that last semester, I was aware of movement within myself. My initial anger, hurt, and wanting in some way to change what was happening, eventually gave way to a sense of resignation and then to a greater ability to accept and to flow with what was happening. We had done all we could to fight the decision; now we had to give ourselves over to it, even amidst the ambivalence of many intense feelings. Despite the pain, I became aware that I could learn from this situation to the extent that I was able to give myself over to it. There were many days when I struggled within myself between my ego that wanted to maintain some control by continuing to fight back and my heart that was able to begin moving with the flow of what was happening.

Often in and through the in-betweenness of transition, we find ourselves moving back and forth between a problem-solving approach to the disruption we experience, to a giving ourselves over to the experience. Eventually, we are more able to stay with flowing with the experience. However, such movement does not occur automatically. For most of us, it occurs as a result of having exhausted all our familiar resources, as described above. We recognize that our familiar ways of handling, taking charge, solving and controlling no longer work. To the extent that we are open to movement and growth, we eventually give ourselves over to whatever is happening, allowing ourselves to be carried by the in-betweenness of transition rather than to control it. Thus the in-betweenness of transition becomes the opportunity to let go of some of our ego control over our lives and to enter more fully into the mystery that is our life.

From a foundational formative perspective, such movement from ego control to giving ourselves over to the in-betweenness of the transition experience represents the formative dimension of life experiences, situations and circumstances that we experience as disruptive. To the extent that we give ourselves over repeatedly to the organic flow and movement of life, to that extent do our hardened hearts become softened. To that extent also do we begin to recognize the mystery of our God's presence and movement in our lives in and through the in-betweenness of transition.
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