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Introduction
During the early years of my role as Campus Minister at ACU, a small number of 

students described to me some transforming experiences they had had as part of 

their previous community engagement experience. Others felt a degree of fear and 

lack of support when working with people in marginalised situations. I knew that 

more should, and could be done to help these students make the most out of their 

experiences of community engagement. I was already committed to exploring my own 

experiences through the arts with another person, and so was eager to assist others in 

a similar process. 

An OppOrtunity ArOse

An opportunity arose in 2002 when Ruby [pseudonym], with whom I had regular 

conversations about life and faith issues, shared with me the many challenging 

situations she had encountered during her community engagement placement. Ruby 

was enrolled in a pastoral counselling course and had been on a placement at a well 

known telephone crisis agency. Ruby said that in listening to people’s experiences of 

struggle, hurt and aloneness, she felt a sense of helplessness wanting to offer as much 

support as possible to the person dealing with these circumstances. Ruby’s course 

required her to give an oral presentation and submit a written reflection about her 

experience and learnings. As someone who would frequently draw as a way of self 

expression, she showed me a work she had created during placement. Reflection was 

important to Ruby and she valued sharing this through art and written work with me. 

For both of us it was a way into Ruby’s lived experiences and I felt as though I was 

companioning her on her spiritual journey.
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Figure 1 - Ruby (pseudonym), 2002, biro on paper, 210mm x 297 mm

I was excited that even without support and direction, Ruby was using art as a way of 

representing her experiences. Her art work had a profound effect on me. The detailed 

representation was done in fine coloured biros and must have taken many hours 

to complete. She explained that each colour represented some of her feelings and 

thoughts as she listened to the people on the telephone. Pain, sadness, anger, hope 

and frustration were all expressed in what she described as a mandala. Ruby was a very 

talented student who also loved to compose music and play the piano. I suggested she 

place her art-work on the piano, compose and play music about her experience, and 

tape what emerged.

Recognising that this student knew I was studying creative arts therapy and knowing 

her readiness to represent her own experience visually, I offered her the opportunity to 

work with me as a companion in an inquiry process. I have used the term companion 

deliberately and refer to Lett (who was the original director of MIECAT) who said:

The relationship between co-inquirers is described as companioning. It is 

assumed that a deep intersubjective connectedness held with trust, strong 

resonance and respect for the importance of the content in the process of 

relating, will greatly enable a true co-construction of meaningfulness … the 

art of improvisational resonance and compassionate confrontation in the 

search for meaning is central. (Personal communication, September, 2008)
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Companioning is a shared encounter and supports the process of understanding. I 

proposed Ruby meet with me on a weekly basis for an hour and then continue her 

inquiry in her own time. This was the first time that I had companioned a student 

using the inquiry method articulated by Lett (1997) and staff at MIECAT. This 

inquiry method is described fully in later parts of this thesis; it involves a series of 

procedures that begin with a focus on lived experience, which is then further accessed 

through representational forming. This is followed by a phenomenological description, 

bracketing out assumptions and judgements about what the person thinks she or he 

knows, thus horizontalizing (Moustakas, 1994) with the aim of seeing the art work 

with fresh eyes. Allen (2004) writes that this procedure is intended to enable the 

person to be “present to the other-as-art as it is experienced in the moment” (p. 12). 

As Moustakas suggests, the horizons that open up to us in this process make us aware 

of the ongoing possibility of making sense of experience in ways that fall outside our 

usual habits and patterns. 

The further steps in making sense of what is seen via representational forming 

emphasise the relational, intersubjective dialogue that occurs between the inquirers 

and their representations. This dialogue is not always verbal – it can be visual, musical, 

kinaesthetic or textual. It is an attempt to offer another a response and a way of 

seeing other possibilities and also offers support within this engagement. Being in this 

intersubjective field can be intricate, as Allen (2004) describes:

It is multi-faceted and multi–dimensional - there are felt temporal 

and spatial shifts, constantly changing embodied experiences of being 

with another, different expectations of how the other should be for us, 

experiences of emotional resonances, dissonance, similarity and difference 

and varying feelings of autonomy and inclusion. (p. 58)

Ruby’s original artwork is framed and hangs prominently in my office as a reminder, 

not only of the significance of this interaction for Ruby, but also the impact this 

experience had on me in terms of the work instigated at ACU and described in this 

thesis. It brings me back to the tentative beginnings of this inquiry and my vision of 

offering students alternative methods of inquiry into their community engagement or 

internship placement. 
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Through this experience with Ruby, I understood that I would need to adapt the 

procedures I learned in the Graduate Diploma and Masters by Supervision at MIECAT. 

For the first time I was facilitating an inquiry process rather than being facilitated 

myself. I knew I would need to pace the inquiry differently to suit the needs of those 

students who were not familiar with this process and to allow them time to work 

together in order to establish trust within the group. I was also aware that we only 

had a short amount of time during the semester. Initially I had difficulty grasping the 

cyclical nature of these procedures, and so I wanted to give the students adequate time 

to experience them. I hoped that a structured inquiry would lead to ways of being 

different in the world. The challenge lay in how to do this.

A persOnAl perspective

It is common in a professional doctorate to set out the personal context of the inquiry, 

but it is particularly important for me to describe my own previous community 

involvement with others as well as my experience of personal reflection. My presence 

in this work has, I believe, significantly impacted on the unfolding process of each 

of the individual students, as well as the establishment of this inquiry into the 

ACU curriculum. Finlay (2002) suggests that it is important that we, “understand 

that the researcher is a central figure who influences the collection, selection, and 

interpretation of data” (p. 531). I describe this unfurling process in detail in order 

to make transparent the axiology on which my research is based. Heron and Reason 

(1997) claim that axiology is an “essential defining character of an inquiry” as it asks 

“ what is intrinsically valuable in human life, in particular what sort of knowledge, if 

any, is intrinsically valuable” (p. 277). I engage passionately in this research, as I am 

trying to understand the lived experience of students’ understanding of arts-based 

inquiry as method of reflection, and as a sound pedagogical practice. 

Epistemologically, I am operating from an understanding that what can be known will 

be influenced by relationships and experience. I am an engaged person who seeks to 

involve myself with others, so my intention is to listen to the students’ perspectives. I 

seek to be sensitive to the students and take their experiences into account. I believe in 

essence we are relational beings, so I am very much part of this inquiry. Csikszentmihali’s 

(1993) comes to mind, as I imagine and enter into the relational flow of working 

together in the moment with the students. I am interested in students’ experience of 

this type of study, where the process of learning is not the acquisition of facts rather 
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is experienced as embodied learning. As Gleeson (2004) argues, “embodied learning 

not only sees the body as the carrier of knowledge and the instrument of learning but 

seeks processes which support this belief ” (p. 68). I also explain the background and 

context of my interest in embodied, arts-based and collaborative ways of knowing and 

I show specific examples of some of the methods to be used in this inquiry. 

I will now describe some aspects of my volunteer and ministerial work and entry 

into religious life, where “serving” others was central. I have selected writing and 

representations from my personal journals from 1983-1995 that were important to 

me during my time in religious life and now have strong resonances to my sense of 

the journey I have taken. Finlay (2002) notes that this process of engaging in the pre-

research stage of “reflexive analysis”, (p. 536) is an opportunity to understand one’s 

own assumptions and relationship to the topic in question. 

When I reflected on the importance of working with, and being of service to others as 

a young person, it was all about me helping others. This value was, I think, instigated 

by my family, particularly by my mother and father. I was one of five children who 

grew up in a family of low social-economic status. Both my parents were very involved 

in a number of church organisations. My father was the caretaker at our local Catholic 

primary school and my mother looked after elderly parents and young children. When 

I was in grade six, my parents went on a holiday to Ocean Grove, and it was there that 

my dad collapsed and was hospitalised. I was told by my aunty that my dad was going 

to be anointed because he was so sick that he might die. Dad did not die, but he never 

returned to work after this illness. 

My father joined St. Vincent de Paul as a volunteer and helped many people who 

were even more impoverished than us. As a teenager, I was often embarrassed by my 

parents. They were always helping others, and often the conversation at home and 

with their friends was about faith, the Catholic Church and this ethos of service. 

We prayed together and I was taught that no matter what difficulties happened in 

life, God would make it better and fix it. All I had to do was trust in God and things 

would work out. God was there to help us. Growing up with such an idea often left 

me disappointed with life situations. No matter how hard I prayed for God to change 

things, it did not happen. The God I was taught to believe in did not always “deliver 

the goods”. 
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In my second last year of secondary school I fell off a horse and sustained a very 

serious spinal injury. I presumed that following surgery I would get well immediately. 

However this injury has caused considerable ongoing physical and emotional pain. 

Previously I had been involved in a lot of physical activity and now suddenly I was 

unable to achieve the goals I had set for myself as a young sportswoman. My life as 

a sixteen year old had changed. I was unable to play sport and do the things I loved. 

I had months off school. This unexpected event interrupted the flow of my life and 

inevitably raised a number of questions related to my body. I did not like having a 

scar on my back as this was a sign of my vulnerability and perceived inadequacy. As an 

adolescent who was very much at home in her body I found my sense of self suddenly 

threatened. Even having to wear a brace made me feel separate and different. 

The physical pain I was feeling was also extremely difficult for me to deal with. 

Reflecting on this experience six years later, I wrote: “When my friends were out 

enjoying life, I sat on the fence thinking and questioning life and God” (Journal 

1983). Again the God I was taught about was letting me down. I constantly asked 

‘why?’ and was angry at my situation. I blamed God for my injury and the physical 

pain I was suffering, although I still naively hoped that God would take the pain away. 

The following is a letter I wrote to myself in 1983 describing my situation. 

Unfortunately I thought once I had the operation I would be okay, but 

I was worse. So I was confronted with myself popping pain killers which 

did not relieve the pain, with doctors that did not care, my family, staying 

at home and a God who was not fixing anything. I do not know how 

many times I have written the word ‘why?’, ‘why me?’ I had to blame 

someone and it was not the horse’s fault or mine, but God’s. God did this 

to me and I could not stand God. (Personal Journal, 1983) 

At the same time I believed that God was powerful and that it was important that I 

lived a Christian life. It took me a long time to realise that I had had an accident and 

that I did not need to blame anyone. 

In my last year of secondary school, a religious sister gave a talk about her life 

working with the poor in Alice Springs. I was impressed with her work. As usual, she 

mentioned that God was calling many women and men to religious life, but while she 

was inspiring, I never wanted to join. I then went on to a Catholic Teachers’ College 



39

where I made a number of good friends who were involved in social justice and I 

joined a group that went each week to do voluntary work in a juvenile justice centre 

and homeless shelters. We thought we were fantastic. We were helpful and doing so 

much good. Our egos grew. We would go away on weekends together, meet other 

young religious people, and talk about faith issues. Inevitably this led to conversations 

around the possibility of entering religious life together. We were going to change the 

world: to make a difference. One friend commenced work in a refugee camp. Another 

friend and I decided on religious life. 

In my religious order, I encountered a number of young women who entered religious 

life and were on a similar mission. We motivated each other and were inspired by others 

doing what we thought were extraordinary deeds. The expectations imposed upon us 

were high. We had to do things in particular ways; for example, we were all expected 

to be at weekly community nights where there were organised group discussions and 

organised recreational activities such as playing cards. We were expected to go away 

on holidays with other religious sisters and also to ask permission of the community 

superior if we wanted to stay away at other family members’ homes. These customs had 

been handed down through a strong and inflexible religious tradition. The older sisters 

had considerable power over the younger ones, dictating where we would live and work 

in our ministry. At the same time, however, I did have many opportunities to reflect on 

my experiences in working with others. During my formation years, early in religious 

life, I was encouraged to pay particular attention to my interior life and was instructed 

to allow silence and inner spaciousness to develop my relationship with God. 

Looking back, I realise I thought I was ready and able (with God’s help of course) 

to conquer the world. I believed, and was taught that God would work through me 

and so I would be able to deal with anything. I later came to realise that I was naïve 

and unaware, and that I had high and unreasonable expectations of myself. I entered 

religious life to know Jesus more deeply and to be able to help people. I thought that 

I would be able to relieve their sufferings, to make things better for them. I believed 

that I was going to give my life to God and that I was to be the vessel through which 

God would work.
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Figure 2 - Mary MCINERNEY, 1983, ink on paper, 70mm x 100mm

I drew the image above in 1983 when I first joined religious life. The following extract 

from my journal highlights my mission: 

The more I abandon myself into the hands of Jesus, the more I will be able 

to live as an example of Christ’s love, and share my life openly with others 

… If I accept God in my life, He will work in me. What great things He 

will lead me to do when I acknowledge that He is guiding my life …With 

God in me I can go out to His people humbly and He has promised to be 

with me. (Journal 1983)

I was so idealistic, yet at the same time, this is what I had been taught. I started to 

draw what I believed. I was the empty vessel that God would fill.
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Figure 3 - Mary MCINERNEY, 1985, chalks on paper, 279mm x 470 mm

Figure 4 - Mary MCINERNEY, 1985, ink on paper, 279mm x 470 mm

I believed working with the difficult situations in people’s lives would be easy and 

miraculously result in change. My task, I thought, was to be passive, I wrote: 

When I empty myself, God fills me and when I feel lost, I will not be 

shaken because God has built deep within me a peaceful empty space that 

he will fill. I have to become empty, then, in utter nothingness of total 

loss, I will gain all. (Personal Journal, 1983)

When I re-read the journals, I realise now how inexperienced I was about life, about 

what it means to work with others who are significantly disadvantaged and especially 

about the ramifications of being in religious life. Even though I questioned many of 

the teachings, it was difficult to challenge them, and I was terribly lonely. “After a 

while, the newness of this place wears off, and you face the reality that this is it. I feel 

a little lonely and alone” (Personal Journal, 1983). Somehow, despite this, I stayed on 

for eighteen years. 
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It was during this time of training that the reoccurring image of a vessel became really 

important to me. Now, as I consider the power of the metaphor of the empty vessel, 

I wonder about its deliberate or less than conscious use to control and disempower 

women in religious life. According to Becker’s (1994) study of men’s and women’s 

experiences of infertility, women regularly described themselves as “empty vessels”, a  

metaphor consistent with the women’s perceptions of themselves as passive, inadequate, 

and waiting – to be filled, perhaps fulfilled in their role of carer and nurturer (Crawley, 

Foley, & Shehan, 2008). Women within religious life choose not to have children, and 

so this metaphor might be applied equally well.

I was to be the empty vessel that God would fill, and so I thought, the smaller the 

vessel, the better, as it would fill more quickly. When I was praying, it was important 

to me to quieten my mind and to come to a place of trust and openness to the presence 

of God. I tried to listen to His voice and to His desire for me, believing that He would 

give me the grace I required. I would allow myself to be totally governed and directed 

by whatever these prayerful intimations revealed. Mostly they would encourage me to 

depend on God and keep on giving myself totally to His will. I purchased a vessel that 

was a symbol of me and who I was to be before God. I was to be small and empty and 

made of the earth. (Figure 5 over) The following are three key images that illuminate 

my experiences and values at this time.
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Key images.

Figure 5 - Mary MCINERNEY, 1983, photograph

Figure 6 - Mary MCINERNEY, 1983, acrylic paint on paper

Figure 7 - Mary MCINERNEY, 1984, coloured pencil on paper, 297mm x 420mm

Figure 6 is the image I placed on the front of the altar at my first religious profession. 

This depicts me as malleable clay being fashioned and formed by God. The words 

with this image read, “My life is in your hands”. Scripture assured me that our soul 

is filled with the Spirit’s presence and energy. “Your love and your grace is enough for 
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me. My power is enough for you, my power is best in weakness … for when I am 

weak then am I strong” (2. Corinthians, 12; 7-10) and “When you are weak then 

I am strong” (Corinthians, 12; 10). The vessel shape became a constant symbol for 

my spirituality. In fact, we were all sacred earthenware vessels. I kept drawing vessels, 

believing that the Bible required that I become empty to allow God to fill me and 

thus inherent weakness and dependency on God were necessary. Around figure 7 I 

wrote the following words repeated to me by my novice director: “This is a gift Mary 

and your littleness, and weakness is your strength” (Journal, 1983). This did not gel 

with my day-to-day experience. Weakness definitely was not a gift. My feeling of 

inadequacy was much more like pain and something I hated.

Figure 8 - Mary MCINERNEY, 1984, 297mm x 420mm soft pastel and ink on paper

Figure 9 - Mary MCINERNEY, 1984, 297mm x 420mm soft pastel on paper

When I graduated from the novitiate, I worked in the Collingwood parish as a pastoral 

associate where my main role was to visit people in the high rise housing estate and to 

link them into the parish community. My work also involved both parish and school 

home-based sacramental meetings for children and parents. I would also organise 

community times to gather for prayer, and discussion groups as well as community 

retreats and social gatherings such as picnics. Where necessary, I linked some people 

into support agencies for budgeting support and counselling. I was also the physical 

education teacher at the local catholic primary school. I lived with two other Mercy 

sisters in a community house where people in the local area were encouraged to drop 
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in for a cup of coffee and to have a conversation with any one of us. We also offered 

emergency accommodation for women who were experiencing a crisis or had become 

homeless. I was fully engaged with others, yet feeling exhausted. I felt as though I was 

giving away too much of myself even though I was enjoying the work. I thought I 

had to “pour out my whole being” in service. I wanted recognition and I also wanted 

people to like me and think that I was a “groovy young sister”, and different from my 

more conservative peers.

Clearly, I still had great expectations of what I would be able to do for others. I 

continued to believe and act as if my life was in God’s hands and God would do great 

things through me. I believed I was to give “Mercy” to others, and to deny myself in 

order to give to them, but at the same time I was experiencing difficulties. I had never 

been trained to deal with the domestic violence or drug abuse that confronted me at 

this time.

When I reflected on these experiences, I often felt a rising sense of self-doubt and 

emptiness, and found it difficult to deal with these feelings and sensations. It was 

easier to be doing things. My self-critic had a strong voice and often dominated my 

reflective space. I did not listen to what my body was trying to tell me, and I ended 

up having to have back surgery again, and again. Emotionally, I was coping with a lot 

and once more, I felt inadequate because I could not be fully involved in my religious 

life and ministry.

I eventually recovered from surgery and the following year moved to another parish 

as a pastoral assistant. This involved me working with the primary school and parish 

sacramental preparation, visitation, liturgical preparation and other such commitments. 

Unfortunately, I continued the previous pattern of meeting new people, trying to get 

to know them and endeavouring to meet everyone’s expectations. These demands I felt 

required of me by the religious order, but they were also my own. I enjoyed it, but after 

six years I was again feeling drained. My father had died and I was caring for my mother 

while still trying to work. Sometimes, I would work from 9:00 a.m. until 10:00 p.m. 

with evening parish commitments. I was experiencing symptoms of burnout but did 

not acknowledge what was happening to me. I had back problems for the third time 

and eventually required another operation. My life was out of balance. At last I began to 

recognise the pattern: when I work too long and too hard, my body collapses.
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Figure 10 - Mary MCINERNEY, 1995, 297mm x 420mm, soft pastel on paper

Figure 11 - Mary MCINERNEY, 1995, 297mm x 420mm, soft pastel on paper

The figures above were drawn at that time, when I felt so stretched. Figure 10 is about 

living with chronic pain. Figure 11 expresses how empty and drained I felt, with 

nothing left to give. 

I moved from the parish to recover, and lived and worked for the next six years at a place for 

homeless women. I too felt homeless. During this time, as a result of my third back surgery 

and the vulnerabilities and exhaustion which followed, I decided to enter therapy. It took 

a long time in therapy for me to realise what I was doing to myself. I needed to urgently 

address my patterns of over-committing and always being there for others, before my work 

life once again became completely unviable. I was also confronted with great uncertainty 

about my future and what I actually wanted. The burning question was whether I really 

wanted to stay in religious life. A number of my friends had left and I really could not see a 

future there for myself. I felt I had to be honest and to face what I was feeling and thinking. 

I was becoming disillusioned.  In this process of being companioned by my therapist, I 

came to realise that I had taken on the religious order’s identity and values, internalising its 

ideas as absolute truth for my life. Now such a world view was being challenged, by myself 

and other close friends in and outside the religious community. When we gathered socially 

we began to question the realism of such expectations and to query what they were doing 

to our lives. Achieving any sense of autonomy and self direction required a tremendous 

amount of effort and meant a real challenge to the religious life bureaucracy.   
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I found that what I felt and experienced was often in conflict with what I was taught 

in religious life. At the same time, I was also experiencing a number of injustices and 

inequalities among the sisters. In short, my community life was becoming difficult 

and stressful. I felt some of us in the order were becoming very materially comfortable 

in comparison with others. But I also wanted to have my own space and a home 

and a sense of autonomy. I did not seem able to claim any of this in the context of 

religious life. And most importantly, I was falling in love with a priest and enjoying 

the developing relationship. Maybe, I thought, there would be the possibility of 

marriage. I treasured the experience of really being loved by this person and found the 

relationship life-giving. In fact, I felt more committed to him than to religious life. 

My relationship with God was still important and sustaining, but the constant 

movement to different communities was not fulfilling. Former commitments were 

seen in a different light and my priorities began to shift. Life as I knew it was draining 

my energy and I felt disempowered by allowing others to have power and authority 

over me. Various traditions have different ways of dealing with authority, money, 

sexuality, individuality, conformity, respectability and the search for happiness. I 

found the tradition I was involved in suffocating, and belittling. I no longer wanted 

to have to ask for money for study, for books or for holidays. I did not want to have 

to show every receipt for things I bought. I did not want to cling to religious life for 

material security, even though I knew that this would be a problem when I left. I 

needed to move away from these habits of dependency. 

About this time, I shared with the superior of my community the desire to attend an 

information workshop at MIECAT, thus indicating to her the possibility of future 

study. I did not feel supported in this desire as there seemed to be a conflict between 

the community’s needs and my own. My study night clashed with community night. 

I would not be able to attend the celebration of Mass and the monthly community 

birthdays for which I was the cook. Through this experience I felt that the community 

leader was exerting her power over me and not supporting my opportunity for further 

study, and so I began to lose trust in some members of the community. Still I felt alone 

and uncertain about my future. I could see that the challenge was to empower myself, 

and I was determined that I was not going to allow the religious leader, or anyone else, 

to block me from my goal. I did start to study at Melbourne Institute for Experiential 

and Creative Arts Therapy (MIECAT), and I also made the choice to leave religious 

life. I knew that making the transition to a new life would have an emotional impact. 
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My life circumstances and ways of doing things would all be affected. Nevertheless, I 

needed to move on from where I was. 

In leaving religious life, it was important for me to more fully understand and explore 

my experience. In religious life, I had had many rich experiences, particularly the 

privileged moments in my interactions with others. I also experienced difficulties and 

struggles as described above. In these, I had come to know some things about myself, 

others and God, and I learnt much about life. However, in this transition time I was 

faced with the challenge of looking at life’s larger purpose. I felt I needed to be open 

to new possibilities and to a new and “preferred way of being” (Lett, 2008, p. 3). 

Meaningful, reciprocal relationships were now of utmost importance to me and I 

wanted to spend quality time with others. I could make my choices and no longer had 

to be dependent on others providing for me. I could take responsibility and choose 

what I wanted to do with my life; in short, I could explore life’s options and deal 

with the consequences of my choices. This shift took time. Initially I felt incredibly 

vulnerable. I experienced loss and felt confusion as to what I wanted for my life, as 

well as self-doubt and uncertainty about my future. 

In the study by Buxant and Saroglou (2008) of people’s experiences of joining and 

leaving a new religious movement, the authors found that on leaving, ex-member 

participants still gave the same importance to God and their spirituality as they 

did while in religious life, although their faith seemed to manifest differently. With 

respect to wellbeing, the ex-members reported low levels of wellbeing on leaving but 

high expectations that this would change (p. 263). While this study focused on new 

religious movements, with still a belief in God, that are often socially contested, and 

the sample size was small (only 20 participants), the findings spoke clearly of my own 

experiences of leaving a “mainstream” Catholic religious order.

I felt very angry when I left religious life, at the lack of support from the group that 

I had been part of for so many years. But I did not want to remain stuck in these 

unpleasant feelings because I felt their impact on my body. Sometimes when I was 

walking, images of my present experience would come to mind. I became aware of 

the depth of my frustration and anger. In my personal reflection time, I would use 

the MIECAT procedures as a method of inquiry into the depth of this feeling and as 

a means of understanding. Being companioned by another in therapy slowly enabled 

me to understand and feel confident in myself and how I wanted to be in the world. 
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Now choosing to marry became even more appealing and there was a sense of 

something energising and desirable for my future. As I worked through all this I 

began to feel free.  

My companion during these experiences was not affiliated with a religious order, so I 

felt free to explore this story in any way I wanted, especially through my art. It took 

years for me to understand that it is in the ordinariness of life that one experiences the 

sacred, and that I am not an empty vessel that needs to be giving and helping others 

so constantly. The companioned reflection really helped me to put certain aspects of 

my life into perspective, and during this time, I began to change and to understand 

myself in new ways. With another, my thoughts and feelings found expression, were 

heard and were challenged. I now knew I had to listen to my body, to grieve for what 

it had endured and to recognise and accept that I am a person who lives with chronic 

pain. I came to accept who I was. In making choices, I did not have to live up to self-

imposed expectations, the expectations of those from my religious community. I will 

be forever grateful for this companioning experience because within this safe space, 

I no longer saw myself as an empty vessel, but one filled with skills, life experiences 

and wisdom albeit with inconsistencies and failures. All this along with my trust and 

spirituality enabled me to understand that I am filled with possibilities for supporting 

myself and for effectively companioning others.



50

Key images.

Figure 12 - Mary MCINERNEY, 1998, 297mm x 420mm, soft pastel on paper

Figure 13 - Mary MCINERNEY, 1998, 297mm x 420mm, soft pastel on paper

Figure 14 - Mary MCINERNEY, 1998, 210mm x 297mm, pencil on paper
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From the previously mentioned companioned reflections I drew a number of images. 

At the time I did not attempt to inquire systematically into these representations or to 

construct specific meanings from these drawings. As well as my visual representations, 

I journalled and, at different times, had shared this in small groups. I did not find this 

completely satisfying however. Through studying at MIECAT, I realised that I had 

always wanted to have clear procedures that might lead me to deeply understand my 

patterns of being and  hopefully to then be in a better position to evaluate these and 

finally to make choices for different kinds of actions. 

Using the MIECAT procedures became a way of life. I not only used the procedures 

to structure my own inquiry, but also came to value more fully the power of another 

in this process. MIECAT’s epistemology is one that values the multi-modality of 

experiencing and ways of knowing. It encourages reflexivity and the co-construction 

of knowing shared with others. Lett (2008) argues that: 

Another aspect of distinctiveness in this form of inquiry is the centrality of 

relational intersubjectivity. There the reaching into shared subjectivities in 

significant relationships of companioning, create resonant improvisation, 

content in process beyond recognition of known storying, and the release 

of intuitive and imaginative engagements in the process of meaning 

making. (Lett, 2008, p. 5)

I began to understand my patterns and I could make more informed choices about how 

I wanted to “be” in the world. I changed some things, and began to live differently. I 

really wanted to marry the man I loved and I came to discover that I have qualities 

and inner resources that delight both myself and others. I no longer had to meet 

others’ needs or be a “pleaser”. I was free to take space myself without feeling guilty, 

or worrying what others would think. I started to hear positive things about myself. 

My encounters and interactions were now more mutual and more respectful. I could 

depend on the resources I would discover in myself and not be so dependent on 

others. I had a sense of standing in my own shoes, of having a voice. On my fortieth 

birthday I received this vessel as a present from my twin sister.
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Figure 15 - Mary MCINERNEY, 2007, photograph

I wanted her to buy it for me because it represented a change in my perception of 

myself. I would move from being a small empty vessel to becoming one with stature 

and strength.

I had a need to share these experiences written here with another close friend who 

knew me well and to ask if she would respond in some way to my story. Marie was 

my novice mistress during my religious formation years and after forty-two years she 

chose to leave religious life just a year before I did. This is her response to the writing 

I gave her:

The account of your personal journey evokes so much emotion in me … the 

drawings, the ideals, the knowledge that that is exactly how it was, that I 

was so much part of it, initiating you into this way of life in much the same 

way, as a generation earlier, someone had initiated me. It conjures up a world 

where the personal is subsumed to the collective, where God and his grace are 

all, where the body exists to service the mission, and the sisterhood is based 

round the same thing.
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Yet, your drawing ‘Beginning today, my gift to you is my life’, makes me 

remember the fresh-faced, young girl in 1983. The one who gave herself so 

whole heartedly, with all the generosity of youth. This was the time when we 

first began to travel so closely together, you as the novice and me, the one who 

was supposed to be instructing you in the ways of religious life. I remember 

your ‘vulnerability’ (yes, it was the in-word), also my own and the occasions 

when you held that for me, truly the earthenware jars of our lives, as the 

pottery image testifies. Another key concept was emptiness as you say, and I 

can see how strongly that comes from the St. Ignatian ideal, established for a 

male, ego-driven society, taken on holus-bolus by women’s orders such as our 

own, when in fact, as unequals in a patriarchal society, we were already more 

than aware of our emptiness and needed building up.

Our lives as professed religious sisters asked impossible things, as your story 

shows. It grieved me at the time to see you going through so much physical 

and emotional pain, though I think I was pre-occupied with the demands 

of my own life. Yet, I was aware of you through every step of the journey, 

especially the back operations and the recuperation time - the effort for you to 

find a place where you could heal in a relaxed and nurturing way, and how 

the order’s administration kept putting obstacles in your path, grinding you 

through the machinery of institution. I applaud the integrity and courage 

with which you moved out of that phase, beginning the art therapy course, 

which was such a wonderful way of using your gifts and exploring your inner 

reality, the way in which you began to ask the questions that would set you 

on a firmer, personally chosen path. This was a time when we began to share 

the questions and our personal understandings in a much more mutual way. 

Both of us going through therapy at exactly the same time was a special gift, 

both desiring a coming home to Self and a sense of personal fulfilment. For 

you, that’s been a tough-marriage and the making of a home with Colin. For 

me, having been through cancer and now, the healing gift of psychodrama to 

bring me home to who I really am, to a place in which I can give expression 

to the thoughts, memories and feelings that have been travelling anonymously 

inside for so long. 
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I’m so glad that you’re working on this area for your study for it has enabled 

me to walk the road again with you, the road you have come, rather than the 

Pyrenees, to realise that “through many dangers, toils and fears we have already 

come,” and that there is a grace that is leading us home, mapping out for you, 

in regards to the paper, a ground plan for your accompanying of the students 

as they enter into the rich and mutual process of community engagement and 

the reflective inquiry. (Marie Watt, personal communication, 20/5/06)                   
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Making sense of my past and what i think i have come to know.

After reading my personal journal and Marie’s response I engaged in the following 

processes using some of the MIECAT procedures:

I highlighted key words i.e. the words, phrases and images that stood out.•	
 I divided the images and words into clusters consisting of words with a similar •	
emotional resonance.

 I gave each cluster a title. The title helped me to come to some understanding •	
of the meaning of the cluster.

 I wrote a short statement which is included below about what I had come to •	
understand from this process of reducing the data.

understanding what i have come to know: A vessel holding possibilities.

1. the empty vessel metaphor is no longer relevant.

The “empty vessel” theme has been a key one in my life. My relationship with God 

was both passive and dependent on my emptiness. Now, my vessel is not empty, but is 

a container of life. My relationship with God is still evolving and is challenging. Like 

any other relationship in my life, it is deeply engaging and mutual. I am no longer 

afraid of what might happen to me: I am not an inner empty space, but rather a body/

mind open to collaborating fully in the experiences of the world. Seeley and Reason 

(2008) describe this as being in a state of suspending, “in order to let something 

arise” (p. 37). I am engaged in “sensuous encountering” (p. 41). This is what I value 

and hold sacred in my life. “Suspending implies letting our spontaneous, empathic 

responses come forward rather than striving to make it happen through some effort of 

will” (Seeley & Reason, p. 37). In spite of the fact I am a person who still lives with 

chronic pain, I now feel much more alive and at peace with my body. Developing a 

sense of personal purpose and being true to my core values has enabled me to be a 

more satisfied and, I think, effective person.
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2. slow pace.

Self-discovery and personal transformation have taken place slowly. Being attentive 

to my soul and learning to pace myself in all that I do helps me to be present and 

connected to myself and others. As Moore (1992) explains “we can respond to our 

soul as it winds its way through the maze of our life’s unfolding” (p. xv). Being open to 

personal therapy and the gradual process of change enabled me to be honest in what 

I was experiencing. I no longer felt as if I had to earn love and approval by working 

hard for others. Being companioned by others, and being aware of their loyalty made 

me realise I had time to allow new understandings to filter through slowly and to 

recognise and accept who I really am.

3. the helper turns to companioning and co-construction.

My inquiry has highlighted my role as helper in past relationships. I once thought I 

could change people’s difficult situations. Now I am present to the other in a different 

way. I value allowing the other the role of specialist in their own life situation and 

respect their autonomy. My significant life choice of leaving religious life and marrying, 

have been life-giving not only for myself but also for those with whom I work in my 

personal life, my volunteer work, and my profession. I am drawn to Kenneth Gergen’s 

(2008)  study of therapy as a collaborative relationship and to how Gergen shifts the 

notion of understanding human action from individual to relational. Importantly he 

has noted that there is “no inside vs. outside; there is only continuous participation in 

relationship” (p. 338). 

Commencing My prOfessiOnAl 
DOctOrAte     JOurney AnD fOrMulAting 
the QuestiOn

My starting point for the professional doctorate was my response to a MIECAT 

email inviting all past students to attend a group conversation with a view to possible 

enrolment in the professional doctorate. I was apprehensive about the time it would 

require as I was working full time. 
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As I walked to work one day, I wondered what area I might research. Two possibilities 

emerged. I could implement an arts-based inquiry to facilitate reflection with students 

at ACU, or I could undertake a walking pilgrimage through the Pyrenees in northern 

Spain. I imagined conducting an inquiry with fellow-pilgrims, including my husband, 

thus making the walk the basis of my research.

At the initial gathering with other PD students, the supervisor invited us to create a 

sand tray that might represent something about our research topic. This helped me 

visualise my options and the following shows the process of the topic’s emergence. 

I had worked with a sand tray only once before and it was an engaging, creative 

starting-point.

Figure 16 - Mary MCINERNEY, 2005, sand tray

My study group offered a verbal description of the sand tray and key words were 

noted. After this experience I wrote: “It’s about a journey and I’m not sure where it 

will lead”. There seemed to be so many possibilities. I could reflect with students on 

their community engagement experiences or reflect while walking the Pyrenees with 

my husband. Both would be interesting. I could use an arts-based inquiry; this is an 

adventurous place to be. I could enjoy myself through long meditative walks and take 

the time and listen to myself and to others as we walked the Pyrenees. We could see 

what happened in the ordinariness of walking together. 

I swung between the idea of the Pyrenees and the thought of working with ACU 

students. Which way would this journey go?
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My sand tray (shown above) appeared cluttered, rather like my life at that time. Again 

I realised, through externalising my experiences, the importance of slowing down 

and taking the time to de-clutter and listen to my body. I liked the idea of an inquiry 

method in which those who share the journey grow in awareness.

I met with my study group each fortnight for six weeks and entered into the following 

layered painting process:

 Representation – I gave form to the experience with gouache paints, showing •	
where I was in my research.

 We made a group phenomenological description which involves a non-•	
interpretive literal description of the sand tray.

 We delineated access points through which we could delve further into the •	
material.

Each person gave an inter-subjective response to each other’s presentation.•	
 At the end of this process I sat with all that had unfolded and what I had come •	
to know through the process.

Initially we were invited to represent where we were now in our research, using water 

colours. “Where do I start?” “I’m still drawn to walking the Pyrenees because I see it as 

a glamorous adventure and an opportunity for a holiday. It might be less demanding 

than working with students” (Personal journal, 2006). I wondered whether students 

would be open to reflecting on their community engagement experiences in a group. I 

started painting, not sure what image would emerge.



59

representation 1: space to explore.

Figure 17 - Mary McINERNEY, 2005, Title: Space to Explore”, 

gouache paint on watercolour paper

This representation gave some form to my experience. I then worked with one other 

person in my study group and I attempted to bracket out all known assumptions and 

beliefs about what I thought this image meant and enter into a phenomenological 

description of the representation. I then focused on access points within the 

representation. Focussing on specific access points enabled me to contact a felt sense, and 

images and thoughts that seemed important at this time. It is a process of ‘bracketing-in” 

experience (Moustakas, 1995) and, as Allen (2004) describes, helps identify potential 

access points for “continuing the conversation in a more focused fashion” (p. 3). From 

this I highlighted an approximation of what I came to know. The full description has 

not been included here but what follows shows the most significant access point and the 

understanding derived from the companioning process that followed.
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Access point: the white space and the pale lemon surrounding the white. 

The white space and the pale lemon surrounding the white representation is where my 

focus is. This white space reminds me of a woman’s body: a receptive, reflective space. 

I find this notion of women’s emptiness an interesting concept because, through my 

work in therapy, I gradually became aware of the space within me filling up with a 

deeper sense of personal identity and self direction. Perhaps this is the space between 

me and others, and might be the creative place in which to explore together and search 

for understanding. It allows for both reflection and interactive dialogue. This place 

has depth and soul. I feel drawn to this space as it is uncluttered. It could be a place 

where the students and I could meet and explore together, in search of understanding. 

Emptiness or uncluttered space now feels full of creative potential, rather than of 

weakness and inadequacy. 

What i came to understand:

I value deeply personal and meaningful encounters. I also believe that the arts, and 

various expressive modalities, can be used as a way of knowing and of advancing 

human understanding. The ACU students and I could experience all this as we begin 

to construct an understanding of community engagement volunteer work. I would 

be initiating something using the arts as a mode of reflection. It seemed that working 

with students was becoming my preferred focus.
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representation 2: reflection.

Figure 18 - Mary MCINERNEY, 2005, Title: Reflection, gouache paint on watercolour paper

In preparation for my PD study group a month later, we were invited to wash off the 

previous layer of watercolour, then to paint again and to see what would emerge. I 

still felt unsure about what I wanted to explore, so I just waited for inspiration and 

dialogue with my art work.

Access point: the blue curved dotted lines.

The blue dotted lines look like the shape of a woman’s body. This shape seems important 

to me. The emergent representation of a woman’s body occurs again without prior 

planning. This surprised and amazed me. I did not have this image in mind when 

expressing myself in the representation, but when I looked at the image, it offered an 

opportunity to be in the present moment and to reflect on my experiences. 

Access point: light pale lemon colour.

The light pale lemon colour here represents a feeling of calm and receptivity; a place to 

be reflective about the experience of self and others. I want to share and to be heard, 

to allow knowledge and understanding to come slowly. Attentive awareness is a way 

of being in this place. 

What i came to understand:

Creating such space and opportunity was the important task. I did want to work with 

ACU students in this way. I felt content with my research possibility.
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representation 3: the unexplored.

A month later I did a final wash of my watercolour painting to discover what was 

emerging as my research topic. I enjoyed entering again into this creative process with 

an open mind. This is my representation.

Figure 19 - Mary MCINERNEY, 2005, Title: Reflection, gauche paint on watercolour paper

Access point: pale blue and cream.

The pale blue and cream oval shape reminded me of an egg, through which something 

could come to life and develop. It was about creating art and representing one’s 

experiences visually. It reminded me of a different kind of container. It was a space of 

potential in which I could hold and explore the not quite known. It is a space where 

I could search for direction and understanding for possible connections with self, 

others, the environment, and God. 

What i came understand:

When I used the arts to inquire into my experience, I became fascinated and wanted 

to explore more. I valued the openness of the heart and the ability to see life as an 

unfolding mystery. I looked forward to using my energy to explore this mystery with 

the students. 
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poetic summary:

I then entered into indwelling my material where feelings, memories arise again. As 

Lett (2008) explains “indwelling is an activity in which one chooses to be present 

and explore phenomena of experiencing which present themselves into awareness” 

(p. 8). Indwelling was an opportunity to immerse myself in my material and the data 

gathered. I took time sitting and reading over the material which had emerged in this 

last part of my inquiry. Then, with my professional development supervisor, I entered 

into a reduction process by choosing key words from the description and access points 

that resonated with me. These words were then placed into clusters and each cluster 

was given a title. From this I produced the following poetic summary.

The shifting sands of life

I sit 

start to determine my direction…

here to there 

a journey…

Space opening up,

Not desert-like

but full of possibility.

The journey out

must always travel in,

soul-space,

feelings, thoughts, memories,

travelling

with those who share the road.

Listening to each other

travelling lightly,

finding that reflective, womb-like space

from which new life is born.

Through this process my desire and rationale for working in arts-based reflection with 

students was validated. The next chapter provides details of the theoretical framework 

and methodology of this inquiry.


