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Questions and Answers
with Lorraine Ash
author of Self and Soul: On Creating a Meaningful Life (Cape House Books, 2012)
What originally inspired you to take up writing?

In retrospect, I see that as a girl I wrote to keep an authentic dialogue with myself alive. Writing became a habit, then a talent, then a way of processing life that is with me still.

Who were your main influences, and how did they shape your life?

My earliest influence was my father, who was raised, if one can call it that, in an atmosphere of poverty and crime, and went on to become a lawyer for the poor and oppressed. I worked in his law office as a high school and college student and there learned to live archetypally, which is to say in touch with an ideal on a daily basis. My father’s archetype was justice; mine is truth. 

My second main influence was a professor I had in graduate school who became, in a sense, my second father. It was he who taught me the importance of the clear, unsentimental thought that leads to great writing.

I know for a time it seemed you were in a very dark place with the loss of your daughter. Can you explain how this led to where you are now?

The world, cosmologically speaking, certainly seemed a less neat place after my daughter was stillborn. My inherited ideas of how things worked—good things come to good people, for instance—were shattered. Losing my daughter did violence to my psyche and world view. But violence has the virtue of allowing the carefully constructed pieces of ourselves to come undone and be reorganized. 

I now see God, or the universal creative force, as a process that is ever unfolding, a process that includes my very being. For me the big shift was that, in the new view, I understand that my very life is sacred, that there is a divine spark inside me that I need to honor. In other words, I know God now as a living personal force, not a destination.

How have your family and friends responded to the change in your belief system, and furthermore your book on the subject, Self and Soul?

Spiritual evolution is treated as a personal inner matter in my family, where there is little inclination or interest in sharing such changes. The main thing is that the family members are there for one another in practical ways. 

But my friendships have deepened and expanded exponentially since my book writing life took wing. People who attend my workshops sometimes become friends. Even in my neighborhood my relationships have deepened. Readers from across the globe relate to the processes I’ve been through—loss, grief, reopening to life in new ways—and I keep up correspondences with them that at times develop into beautiful friendships. Mostly, people are closed books to one another and literally writing a book is one way of revealing oneself to the world—a way that, in my experience, has the effect of cultivating and growing relationships that are authentic. 
In Self and Soul, I take my journey more deeply into midlife when we all become more aware of the patterns that have shaped us and, often, act to change them.

Why did you write the book Self and Soul, and how is it different than Life Touches Life?

Life Touches Life is about making my way through a particular crisis—the stillbirth of my only child, Victoria Helen. To be sure, it is an all-encompassing crisis. Nevertheless, it has a singular focus—survival. It takes on questions such as: What survives when a loved one dies? How must we change in order to endure and survive the death? 

Self and Soul is about personhood: it encompasses the stillbirth as one part of a larger journey. I wrote Self and Soul to show the larger arc of that journey and explore how to keep my personal faith alive in a world that is uncertain and often cruel. 

Along the journey I realized I am responsible for keeping the divine flame inside me tended. It was not the responsibility of any religious institution to do that, though a religious institution may help some people in that endeavor. Neither is it the responsibility of a family or any other group. Indeed our institutions and our families need individuals to imbue them with the strong faiths we each can bring—faiths born of experience, faiths deeply lived and individually grown.

In your book Self and Soul you talk a lot about God, and the difference between God and religion. Do you see this as a growing trend and is it sustainable?

More precisely, I talk about how I learn more and more about God from the various insights offered in different religions and experiences. I do see this ability to share among all of us as an inevitable growing trend because we know more and more about each other through the wonders of technological connection.

The recession has certainly hit people hard. In Self and Soul you talk about what defines success; can you tell us more about this?

I present success in the context of the inner life. The recession is forcing this conversation for many hard-working people who’d been climbing the ladder of material and corporate success and then found, despite their effort and devotion, that the very ladders were being dismantled. That reality can lead to more than lack of livelihood. It can lead to questions about failure, meaning, and the nature of the endeavors to which we give our precious life energy. When the outer world shakes and quakes like that, the journey turns inward to questions of self-essence and self-worth.

A key point is that we all get to define success for ourselves. It’s time to leave behind the tyranny of having it defined for us, particularly in terms of money. Mostly, success has to do with freedom. A person may be financially challenged but happy in that he has freed himself to spend his days pursuing his true passions and living in healthful balance. 

On the other hand, it’s possible to be hamstrung by expectations of financial success to the point that one loses the freedom to be oneself. There’s nothing worse than succeeding and realizing you’ve failed.

Has separating God from religion brought you any closer to God?

I grew up Catholic and was close to Jesus in my girlhood and it was a wonderful thing to grow around that standard of goodness, service, and wisdom. I left formal observance of a single religion in order to keep that closeness. In some religious observances, a middleman is required to keep a dialogue with God going. Some middlemen are wonderfully wise and help people apply holy and wholesome religious principles to their lives. But others are less so. 

Besides, as I describe in Self and Soul, I was hurled into a direct experience of God as I lay in a hospital bed, after delivering my stillborn daughter. Frankly, my survival was not assured. I then realized that direct experience is what we all want and the one for which we are all destined. Frankly, it’s what I wish for everyone.

What feedback have you received so far regarding your book?

Self and Soul will be released in December 2012, but those people who have read it so far, including my endorsers, have responded positively to the honesty of the writing and the way I portray inner landscapes. Those are, after all, the landscapes on which we truly change ourselves. The shifts all happen there first.

Have you found much resistance from religious establishments to either Life Touches Life or Self and Soul?

No, there is general acknowledgment that recovering from something as arduous as the stillbirth of a child requires summoning spiritual, emotional, mental, psychological, and physical fortitudes in a most individual way. There is no institutional way to do it, though medical and religious institutions can offer the individual tools to help.

What changes have you seen regarding the average American, regarding their views on God and religion during your life?

America is a large country with great diversity and there are many kinds of average Americans. In some Western states, the influence of Native American spirituality runs high, and Utah is home to the country’s largest population of Mormons. There’s also the Bible Belt in the southeast and south central portion of the country where Christianity is dearly embraced. The Amish are still a beautiful presence in Pennsylvania. 
I live in the New York Metropolitan area, a terrific melting pot of religion. I work as a journalist based in a county in Northern New Jersey where sixty-one languages are spoken. I can get in my car and, within an hour, arrive at many synagogues, ashrams, mosques, Protestant and Catholic houses of worship, and New Thought churches. I can book an appointment with a Taoist minister or attend a Quaker service.

In my lifetime all these diverse groups have grown and mixed, creating a lot of cross-pollination among ordinary people. At a coffee shop a Hindu and Jewish person might strike up a conversation about some news issue of the day. The public can go to a yoga studio and hear a talk on Vedanta from a visiting swami. That’s how life is. Having said that, however, there are still many people in the New York Metro area who practice their own faith even as their awareness of people of other faiths increases. 

So in my life I have seen spiritual sharing grow along with a proliferation of psychologists from many schools of thought. Here in the Northeast we also have a plethora of outstanding academic and medical institutions. I have seen big changes in my life—changes accelerated by immigration and technology.

I hear that you speak at workshops around the country, helping others come to terms with their shift in spirituality, and in particular helping other women that have experienced stillbirth. What would you say were the key points you have learned while doing this?

People who arrive at my workshops usually are in early to late midlife and want to make meaning out of what has happened to them. Often, they’ve met challenges or obstacles so large that their world view has been rocked. In any case, life isn’t what they thought it would be. They want to write to make new connections—and so gain new understandings—of what has occurred. Writing is wonderful for that purpose. 

Often, they end up writing a book they consider a gift to the world, a way to call back and help, a way to witness their corner of reality. In teaching them how to craft their work into compelling stories on the page, my awe of life has deepened as well as my respect for what people endure. 

I’ve learned that life is a paradox: as infinitely diverse as our outer experiences are in the world, we all can come home to the same infinite inner source for healing and perspective. I’ve learned that when we share our stories truly and deeply, we bond in a way that is not otherwise achievable.

