
Chapter 8 

Connecting Spiritually 

 

  Dr. Jennifer Nardozzi 

When facing challenges and struggles in life, many people turn to their faith to help them succeed. The way I 

like to think of it is that on my own I can push through a struggle, but when I draw on my faith and spirituality I 

can pull through. Pushing means I am utilizing only my own strength and exerting my own energy to push away 

from a struggle. Pulling, by contrast, means that even in the midst of a challenge I am already connecting to 

something on the other side  something greater and stronger  and in doing so I am drawing on that power as I 

pull myself through the struggle toward something better. 

Spirituality means many things to many people. Some draw strength from their religious faith, others find 

serenity in nature, and still others appreciate the value of connection  with a higher power, with others, and 

with themselves. For many people spirituality is a journey through life itself, complete with its own sets of ups 

and downs  periods of longing and yearning, and periods of peace and inspiration. 

My spirituality is strongly linked to my religious faith. Being brought up in an Orthodox Jewish family 

means that religion and spirituality have played a 

commitment to our faith in God and to the traditions set forth by our ancestors influence every decision we 

make  from what food we eat to the ways in which we handle emergencies. 

My childhood is full of warm memories relating to Judaism  lighting Hanukkah candles with my family 

beside a mountain of wrapped presents atop our piano, studying for my bat mitzvah, and enjoying the most 

pleasant and fun Passover Seders I have ever known. As a child and pre-teen I loved my Judaic studies courses at 

school and even voluntarily attended classes after- -curricular learning program. 

-fed to me as a child. As a 

and where I belonged. 

After high school I traveled to Israel, as is common in Orthodox Jewish circles, with the intention of 

exploring and discovering my own relationship with, and place in, the Orthodox Jewish world. I spent a year 

and a half abroad. I learned a lot and I grew in my religious observance. I developed a greater appreciation for 

the culture and history behind my faith. 

When I came home from my study abroad program in Israel in the midst of a relapse, one of my  and my 

 key concerns about my treatment was how I would be able to maintain an Orthodox Jewish life. 

Would there be kosher food? Would I be able to observe the Sabbath and holidays? We consulted our rabbi who 

 even if they seemed to contradict my faith  as my 

eating disorder was a matter of life or death. In Judaism saving a life takes precedence over all other 

commandments. 

Luckily, I found a treatment center that was not only a terrific match for my physical, mental, and emotional 

needs, but for my religious and spiritual needs as well. At Renfrew all of my meals were brought in from a kosher 

restaurant and then portioned out to meet my specific meal plan requirements. Renfrew was sensitive to my 



religious observance and accommodated me during every step of my treatment. My rabbi walked me through 

the religious aspects of treatment and helped me stay connected to my community and lifestyle even while I 

spent time physically removed from it. 

Although on the surface I appeared to be strong in my faith and commitment, I was struggling inside. 

Sometime toward the middle of my stay at Renfrew I had my first meeting with an aftercare counselor whose job 

it was to help me arrange an adequate aftercare plan for when I would leave Renfrew. During that introductory 

meeting I was asked what I wanted my life to look like after I left treatment. 

Up until that po

of high school and even though I was no longer sure of my desire to become a clinical psychologist, I felt that in 

 

want to do in college.

questioning everything about my life. If I could change one thing, why not change everything? Rambling on and 

on about the changes I possibly wanted to make, I suddenly fell quiet as I hit a blaring red-light in my mind  

what if I want to change my religious lifestyle? 

Later that evening as I mentally reviewed the aftercare meeting, I was struck by a sudden wave of terror  

? I wondered. ? And 

then, even scarier, how can I face my family and my community if I no longer believe? 

For the most part I pushed the thoughts out of my mind. They were too scary and painful to entertain. Yet 

they remained in the back of my mind long after my time at Renfrew. For a long time I simply went through the 

motions of a religious life without any passion behind it. There was the added complication of having relapsed in 

the midst of religious growth and having to deal with the negative associations that entailed. Sadly, I contented 

myself with following the rules, often without a proper understanding, and keeping my doubts and questions 

mostly to myself. During this time I had religion but not spirituality. 

I tried to regain my pre-

often I met with my rabbi to discuss my religious growth and where I wanted to be spiritually. It seemed as 

though I was getting nowhere and I grew extremely frustrated with my perceived lack of progress. Then one 

song for the first time as a high school student on a Jewish youth program. I loved it then and felt it held some 

sort of power for me. When I arrived in Israel I met a girl who had the song on her iPod. We listened to it over 

o the song for years. 

Shortly after my college graduation I lay awake in bed into the wee hours, longing for spiritual inspiration. I 

remembered the song from years back and downloaded it onto my own iPod. As I listened to the song for the 

first time in nearly five years, I was overcome with emotion. A few seconds into the opening melody I thought to 

 

I felt inspired and connected with all of my years of searching. There was hope and light and the feeling was 

indescribably powerful. At that moment I found the beauty in Judaism again and I knew I was not holding the 

status quo for my family. My faith and spirituality are something I treasure. They are rooted deep within me. 

This flash of inspiration may appear to have come about on its own, but I firmly believe that it was a result of 

my honest effort and searching. I believe that when I try my hardest and manage those things which are within 

my realm of influence, the right doors will open at the right times. It may not always happen in the way that I 

expect, and it may not be predictable or even logical, but I believe it will happen. In my experience it always has, 

just as it did in this case. After two years of searching for inspiration, I never expected the inspiration to come 

 

One thing I knew for certain was that a flash of inspiration like I experienced does not last long and it was up 

to me to make something of it. Inspiration is all too often a fleeting phenomenon unless immediate action is 

taken. In my case I used the inspiration I felt after hearing the song as a springboard of rediscovery. I began 

attending Judaic studies classes for adults in my community and learning Torah with a friend over the phone. 



About a year later I drew on my new understanding of inspiration. In the midst of possibly my toughest 

struggle against my eating disorder in over three years, I had a flash of inspiration and wrote myself a letter from 

pter 4). I knew the clarity and inspiration would soon fade and that the letter had to 

be written right there and then. And so, during my most intense graduate course of the semester, 

psychopathology, I took the time to spell out my thoughts and really detail the reasons why I had to stay strong 

in my recovery. I knew exactly what I needed to hear and I also knew that no one would read my mind and say 

it to me, so I said it to myself. And what do you know? It was exactly what I needed to hear! 

When you feel inspired, know that the inspiration itself presents you with choices: Will you simply have an 

inspired moment? Or will you use your inspiration to catapult yourself to greatness? If you choose the latter 

option, decide on a simple, definitive action to concretize your experience. If you are inspired to achieve a greater 

degree of recovery, or a more fulfilling social life or any other aspiration, think of one way you can achieve your 

goal. Maybe you will stay away from body-checking behaviors. Maybe you will challenge yourself to go out with 

friends instead of isolating yourself. Whatever your ultimate objective, set a simple, manageable goal. You may 

even find that the confidence arising from the achievement of your goal provides you with additional inspiration! 

Aurora 

During residential treatment for her eating disorder at the age of twenty, Aurora received the 

heartbreaking news that her father passed away. During a moment of intense pain, her therapist handed 

her a stuffed bear in an attempt to comfort her. 

 

Aurora took the bear, although she did not understand the meaning of Reiki. Raised in a Catholic 

home, Aurora knew about going to church and confession, although those things never rang true for her. 

It took her until her teenage years   to 

connect with her own form of 

with her as she grew older. She can now recall that her most intense moments of struggling were those very 

moments in which she lost touch with her spirituality. Likewise, her most intense moments of 

achievement and creativity were the moments in which she was the most in tune with her spirituality. At 

the moment her therapist handed her the Reiki bear, Aurora gratefully accepted. Upon hearing the news 

Aurora was not spiritually connected. In fact she was spiritually disconnected during 

the entire span of her relapse leading to her admission to treatment. But somewhere, deep in her soul, 

Aurora yearned for a spiritual reawakening. 

Years passed and Aurora still held the Reiki Bear in her possession. She felt bad as she had never 

intended to keep the bear for this long. Then one day Aurora attended a Rewriting Our Stories event at 

the Renfrew Center where she had been treated and she decided to return the bear to her therapist. She 

brought the Reiki Bear, intending to give it back, but when she handed the bear over, her therapist told 

her to keep it. 

and her therapist stood in deep conversation for several minutes. Between the two of them they decided 

what to do with the Reiki Bear and a new tradition was born at Renfrew: Each week in the patient-run 

spirituality group, the Reiki Bear would be passed along to another patient who needed a little extra 

support and healing power. Aurora began the tradition by ceremoniously handing over the bear to a 

struggling patient in the room. 

That same day, Aurora met a woman who was well-versed in Reiki. Several months later she attended 

her first Reiki circle. Knowing very little about Reiki, Aurora did not know what to expect as she sat down 

and closed her eyes in meditation. She had had a dream about her father the night before. It was a sad 

dream. She woke up crying and felt deeply saddened. Now in the Reiki circle, tears began streaming down 

her cheeks once more. Just as she raised a hand to her face to wipe away her tears, a Reiki healer came to 

her and began practicing Reiki on her. Aurora felt the healer place a crown on her head. It felt as though 

the crown was made of leaves. She thought of her father and it was as though their spirits connected. 

 



The healer came to Aurora twice more throughout the meditation and each time Aurora felt the crown 

on her head. She felt better, she felt free. She began to tell herself positive things: 

 

 

 

Aurora felt incredible. After the Reiki circle ended she asked her friend about the crown the healer put 

on her head during meditation. 

 

 

 

Reiki chakras and learned that each one corresponded to a different part of the body. The crown chakra 

corresponded to the head and mind and meant complete connection to the universe as well as 

 

Aurora was blown away  she had really felt a crown of leaves on her head! In that moment Aurora 

knew this was no coincidence. She truly believed things were in divine order. 

She decided to learn Reiki and become a Reiki master. The place where she attended the Reiki circle 

was holding a beginning Reiki workshop on the anniversary of h  the day on which she 

first received the Reiki Bear. Aurora found great meaning in the timing and knew that it was meant to be. 

Her feelings inside were phenomenal and unexplainable. Her inspiration was strong. It was a powerful 

feeling  a feeling of power! 

 

in the moment  nothing seems to make any sense. Dr. Nardozzi encourages clients to look for the deeper 

challenge is finding it. There is no single right answer. If an answer, or several answers, ring true for you and 

inspire you towards continued progress, accept them and keep moving onward. Use the meaning in your 

struggles to help you face challenges and fears, and as a catalyst for growth. 

Dr. Nardozzi subscribes to the belief of Anita Johnson, author of Eating in the Light of the Moon, that an 

eating disorder is a messenger of the soul. This powerful concept has helped many individuals not only conquer 

their symptoms, but also learn to use to their benefit the very demons that haunt them. In this way, a negative 

experience is transformed into a source of self-knowledge and understanding  a source of power. 

-center 

spiritually. If we can meet our spiritual needs, there is no longer a need for the eating disorder. Our spiritual 

gap with just anything (i.e. symptoms). Instead, search for what it is you truly lack; learn the lessons your soul is 

trying to teach you; discover your true needs and meet them in a deep and real way. Play an active role in your 

recovery and in your life. 

The juxtaposition of m

rooted in ancient Jewish tradition and hers is rooted in connection with her inner self, with others, and with the 

universe, our stories actually run quite parallel to ea  our childhood experience of having our 

spirituality spoon-fed to us, our teenage searching for our own place, the disconnection we experienced during 

times of intense struggling, and finally, the rediscovery of a spiritual life in recovery. 

Andrew 

Treatment worked this time but it was no coincidence. 

 



that there had to 

 

Andrew used to go to church regularly. He found great peace in the church. It was a sanctuary for 

Andrew. He regularly prayed for the strength to continue towards his recovery. 

 

Some people can easily identify their spiritual sides. Others find this more challenging. When asked about her 

matter a bit more thought, Korrie realized that despite her self-proclaimed non-spiritual nature, there were some 

spiritually-

disorder is a form of spiritual hunger, Korrie found that this idea deeply resonated with her. Throughout her 

eating disorder, Korrie was hungry for acceptance and love from others as well as from herself. Korrie also 

believes that there is meaning and purpose within her struggles. 

 Korrie 

At a frat house party with her friends, Korrie found herself miserable. Cute guys were flirting with her 

friends but ignoring her. While her friends had the time of their lives, Korrie stood in the corner of the 

room dejected, her arms crossed and an angry, hurt expression on her face. She was not enjoying the party 

one bit. 

n was to tell herself that the boys had obviously ignored her because she was ugly 

and fat. In order to gain their approval she would have to diet and exercise and lose weight. Then she 

would be attractive and people would like her. Before these distorted thoughts turned into symptoms, 

Korrie caught herself and realized that her current train of thought was not a healthy one. 

Working with her therapist, she came to understand that the real reason behind her perceived rejection 

by others at the party stemmed from the way in which she had presented herself that night. Who wants to 

approach someone who is all upset? People go to parties in order to have a good time. No one wants to be 

py people! 

was simply that Korrie gave off 

ower to influence. 

Knowing what choices you have and what outcomes are within your realm of influence is crucial. Korrie could 

have continued to blame her unhappiness on others but instead she fought to take charge. She worked with her 

therapist to develop more effective interpersonal skills and now she enjoys a much happier and more fulfilling 

 that she was largely the source of her own unhappiness  can be difficult to 

accept but can lead the way to positive change. Inspiration does not only come from pleasant events and 

insights. Sometimes adverse situations lead to increased awareness and motivation. Sometimes inspiration comes 

 

The Renfrew Center of Florida has an outdoor sanctuary ca

plants and rocks, a swing and hammock, artwork, a fountain, and several other soothing elements. It is known as 

a safe haven by patients and staff alike and is used for peaceful relaxation and unwinding as well as for creativity 

and inspiration. 

Where did the idea for the Healing Garden come from? 

garden developed out of staff meetings which aimed to promote spiritual healing. Someone had the thought to 

 



ask former patients what would be helpful to have in the garden, so at the next alumnae reunion they passed a 

rock around a circle and each former patient said something they wanted from the garden: 

 

 

 

met there with their families. Then people started spontaneously donating to the garden  a fountain, gazebo, 

plants, a hammock. People wanted to give back to the garden that had given them something during their 

 

The Healing Garden project took on a life of its own. Garden rituals were put in place to honor the 

beginning and end of treatment. The two ceremonies were linked by small rocks that provided continuity and 

connection between the beginning and the end. Each patient chose a rock out of a basket upon arrival. The rock 

would have a special word painted on it and the patient would articulate what meaning it held for her. 

atients. Dr. Nardozzi and other Renfrew professionals take Healing Garden rocks with 

them to conferences around the world. 

 

During one particularly eventful conference, the rocks took on a new meaning, inspiring the professionals in 

attendance. Dr. Nardozzi, dance movement therapist Susan Kleinman, and a Renfrew alumna arrived at the 

conference with over three hundred Healing Garden rocks ready for the closing ceremony. Somehow, though, 

the rocks had gotten lost in transit. The whole ritual was based on the rocks so they decided they must track 

them down! By the time the rocks were located, they had been through a lot and the painted-on words had 

rubbed off and faded. The Renfrew staff members spent hours well into the night repainting the three hundred 

 

As frustrating as it was to have to repaint the words, a certain amount of meaning was gleaned through the 

d the rocks to the clients they see: When they arrive for treatment 

story years later, one former patient added a twist to the story  when the words on the rocks faded they were 

still there, just harder to read. So too, the clients do not lose their identities, rather they must find and clarify 

them. 

that way nor should it. You are you. You are already who you are supposed to be. Healthy self-improvement 

should not be confused with attempts to change who you are. 

And to think that all of this insight and inspiration was gained from a frustrating night of painting rocks! 

There are other points of spiritual interest in this story as well, specifically symbolism and giving back. 

Symbolism is a common theme in treatment. During my treatment I made a containment box, chose rocks 

out of a basket, 

treatment. The family sculpture actually is a human sculpture in which fellow patients assume various positions 

and distances from each other in order to port

taking something concrete and using it to learn about something deeper, sometimes it means using an everyday 

object as a springboard for more advanced thought, and sometimes it means having something to hold onto to 

remind you of your motivation and will to thrive. 

Jessica 

Believe in Yourself, by Beth Mende Conry, is bright and colorful. The cover is full of flowers and attached 

painful  

 



sees a blossoming flower  even if it is only a picture  she feels the beauty and power of her recovery. 

For me the Healing Garden rocks from Renfrew hold great power. They are not so valuable in and of 

level of importance. 

I personally have five Healing Garden rocks in my possession. Each one holds special meaning to me because 

of the time when it was received and what I was going through. In One Life I discuss my experience with my first 

. 

Two years later I received my second rock. It was the morning of my interview day for admission to my top 

choice graduate school and I was understandably nervous. I gave a short presentation at the Renfrew Center that 

morning and afterwards I was invited to choose a rock as an honorary member of the group. My rock said 

trying my hardest and doing all that is in my control, sometimes I have 

to let go a little bit and hope for the best. (I got in and now attend the school!) 

preconceived notions and cognitive distortions about what should be or what will 

ntil you literally take a few steps back 

and view the contrast between the buffed parts and the not-yet-

changes in life. Most real-life changes occur gradually in subtle stages. Often it takes looking back over a long 

period of time and viewing the contrast between where you were and where you are now in order to see how far 

 

in a religious sense. It held meaning to me as I received this rock during my spiritual awakening. I took it as a 

point of transition  I was moving toward a full life and reintegrating lost elements. It was also significant as a 

reminder of the connection between seemingly separate parts of my life. I never expected to see the word 

after all. There was a sense of unity as I turned the rock over in my hands. 

My fifth ro

been living on my own in Florida for several weeks attending graduate school. I had a full social life and had 

successfully reconnected to my spiritual side. It represented to me the need to live a full life, with attention paid 

to all parts   

In each of the five rocks I found a message. Like many therapy tools, the rocks served to help me access the 

wisdom within me. It was already there, the rocks simply brought it to the surface. Perhaps the most important 

beach while celebrating my twenty-first birthday with my friend Danielle. The shell is shaped like a ball and 

there is something inside of it that moves around when you shake it. I originally wanted to crack it open and see 

what was inside, but in talking to Danielle I decided to leave it whole. The shell came to symbolize the mysteries 

demonstrates my growing independence and self-determination. No one handed it to me and no one told me 

what it meant. No one even suggested that it had 

represents real life, with real friends, and real dreams. 

Lexi 

echoed by many characters in the movie Miss Congeniality

massive crises and m

 



 

Despite her belief that her problems were insignificant, Lexi often found herself miserable and angry at 

God. One night as she lay awake in bed filled with negativity and eating disorder thoughts, tears flowing 

my 

a great truth: The purpose of her struggles  and the purpose of her life  could not be seen through the 

lens of her eating disorder. While this frustrated Lexi immensely, she knew that she needed to get well 

before there could be true understanding. 

Her journey of faith eventually led her on an ever-

purpose. Lexi likens the experience to that of a roller-coaster ride, but admits that as she approached new 

levels of recovery and her symptoms decreased, God seemed to open more and more doors for her. What 

younger churchgoers and to show them unconditional love and acceptance. When she moved away for 

graduate school she made sure to find another church where she could lead youth groups. 

Moving away, starting graduate school, and working with a new group of teenagers in a new town was 

a huge transition for Lexi who spent the majority of her life in one place. Stepping outside her comfort 

zone, Lexi reminded herself that she had made it through tougher times and she could surely handle this 

but rather than drown her in despair, this recognition inspired hope for the future  she made it through 

her eyes. She knew that what was having the biggest impact on her group was the personal connection she 

established with each of them. Furthermore, she knew that the reason she was able to do this work in the 

first place was because of her commitment to get well and stay well. This success was merely a link in the 

chain of her recovery; her recovery was a link in the chain of her life; and her life was, in fact, part of the 

 

In finding her place  in a small rural town, going to school, and working with teenagers at her new 

church  Lexi discovered that she was exactly where she was supposed to be all along. The struggles, the 

feelings of inadequacy, the trials and triumphs  they each served as a motivator for Lexi to grow into her 

full potential. Each step in her journey had a purpose, and though she does not know the specific purpose 

of every step, Lexi has learned to trust the process and to know that as long as she tries her hardest, God 

will lead her wherever she is meant to be. 

Saving the world starts with helping to heal one person. 

And very often, that one person is you. 
 


