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Preface

Dear Reader,

Welcome and thank you for choosing this official workbook for The Wild Edge of Sorrow. This workbook, carefully crafted with devotion and a beautiful attention to the soul of the material, is a place to explore and engage the weighty cargo of grief in your life. One of the central requirements of our time is developing the capacity to metabolize the many tributaries of sorrow that will touch our lives in the coming years.

You may have found your way to this workbook because you feel the growing web of loss touching every element of your life. Or maybe you are here because you sense the increasing reality of the Long Dark, perhaps without even knowing how to name this time and feeling. I imagine, like so many others, you sense something is moving out there, in the collective field, and it can cast an anxious shiver over all our daily lives.

You may be here out of love for this beautiful, aching world. You long to offer something to ease her suffering. You may be experiencing a sense of overwhelm or a degree of bewilderment about how to respond to these tenuous times. These feelings are understandable, arising, in part, from a sense of isolation and the long legacy of individualism that have conditioned us to feel as if we must face these waves of grief alone. This is not true. We are not alone.

A central intention for this workbook is to offer a felt sense of being part of a wider circle of grief tenders. As you respond to the questions, ritual invitations, and meditations, know that you are joining many others undertaking a similar pilgrimage into the heart of sorrow. Knowing we are part of a network of connections responding to the cumulative losses surrounding us is fortifying. It offers encouragement, strength, and a sense of ballast. We cannot possibly respond to the immense currents of grief alone. Realizing we are part of an emergent community of soul activists helps us maintain our affection for this tender, struggling world.

We have entered a prolonged season of descent, taking us down into a territory familiar to soul—grief, vulnerability, loss, and uncertainty, bending toward mystery. In the language of ancient Greece, we are in a time of katabasis, when we are taken downward into the underworld. We are being asked to descend and undertake the work in this shadowed terrain. Learning to keep our grief moving is part of the core curriculum for the Long Dark. Staying current with our sorrow enables us to remain present to the currents of soul and the anima mundi.

The ambient field in which we live is saturated with sorrow, anxiety, despair, and an uneasy sense that the world we once knew and relied upon is rapidly fading. Much of what we encounter these days is not personal, not rooted in our histories or intrapsychic matters. We are actively inundated by losses occurring in the wider collective, culturally and environmentally. This can feel overwhelming and can easily overshadow our personal losses and heartbreaks. Every loss is worthy of our care and attention, from the most intimate to the collective. Every loss is significant to the heart and soul. We must honor all the losses that come into our lives.

Throughout The Wild Edge of Sorrow, I reference the need to take up an apprenticeship with sorrow. Our apprenticeship is a form of ripening and maturation, a long discipline, a devotional practice to become skilled in the craft and art of loss. Our apprenticeship is rooted in building soul muscle, stamina for the coming season, as well as patience and a robust spaciousness capable of welcoming whatever arrives at our door. Through our apprenticeship, we learn to hold complexity and uncertainty and to resist the cultural pull of amnesia and anesthesia. Grief work is an insurgent art, a powerful affirmation of life.

There are three premises at the heart of our apprenticeship. These premises point to a fundamental psychic necessity: We must transfer our sorrows into our adult hands. The first premise is that grief is not only an emotion, but a core human faculty. To be skillful in this terrain is to possess the capacity to turn toward the sorrows we encounter, and gradually transmute them into a medicine for the community. Pure alchemy!

It takes tremendous psychic strength to engage the materials of loss, the difficult emotions, the painful memories, the heavy cargo of sorrow. Our skills will be tempered over time through many encounters with loss. The apprenticeship is long.

The second premise is that grief works us in profound ways, reshaping us day by day, like water on sandstone. And we are asked to work grief. In other words, this is not a passive process. We come to see that the intention of this work is not simply endurance, hoping to get to the other side of the grief quickly, but also depth. We want to be deepened by our time with sorrow, carved and reshaped by the river of loss that eddies in and out of our lives.

The third premise is that our apprenticeship is a sustained practice in the art of vesseling. We are invited to learn how to hold, contain, separate, and warm the materials. This is an old alchemical thought: We must keep the material in the vessel warm to keep it moving and changing. This is done through attention, affection, interest, outrage, and efforts like writing, dancing, drawing, ritual, painting, and intimate conversations with trusted circles of people.

As you go through this workbook, these three premises will be brought into your direct engagement. You will build core skills at meeting sorrow, metabolizing it over time, gradually coming to see grieving as a central faculty of a mature human being. As you respond to the various questions and prompts, you will be working grief and not simply trying to get through it. And lastly, every time you return to the work nestled in these pages, you will be vesseling the material. Attention is vesseling.

This space is an invitation, an opportunity to work the ground of grief slowly, with patience, and in a manner that is not based on accomplishments but rather one rooted in self-compassion and soul.

It is essential that we undertake our psychological work, thereby deepening our inner capacities to help keep our small boat of self afloat and capable of responding meaningfully to the demands of the times. We are being initiated into the Clan of the Brokenhearted. Let us strengthen ourselves into the Clan of the Mended Hearted as we reach for the far shore of the Long Dark. Do the work. Stay connected. Love this world.

Blessings,

Francis Weller

Russian River Watershed
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“The Wild Edge of Sorrow is one of the best books on grief I have ever read....
It has helped me feel alive again” —ANDERSON COOPER, host of the All There Is podcast
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