


  



Most people when they hear the word prayer think of religion. 
But that’s not necessarily the case in L.A., where gatherings 
known as healing circles are an increasingly common way for 
women to pray in a decidedly nonsectarian fashion, for just 
about anything: a cure for a loved one who is ill or even a fix for 
the ailing economy. “People who have some kind of spiritual 
practice tend to be happier,” says Sonja Lyubomirsky, Ph.D., 
author of The How of Happiness (Penguin). A compelling poten-
tial bonus: They may be healthier, too. A report in Demography 
notes that people who regularly attend some form of religious 
service outlive folks who don’t by an average of seven years.

Every circle differs. The leader might start off with a bless-
ing, then lead the group through a guided visualization about a 
particular topic. (Lisa Cianci, 46, a breast cancer survivor who 
has been participating in circles for three years in Topanga 
Canyon, says lately her group has been concentrating on “finan-
cial abundance.”) Another day, the leader might ask everyone to 
turn their thoughts to a person who needs support. If someone 
is dealing with an illness, everyone might lay their hands on one 
another and focus on healing. Maria Madden, of El Segundo, 
California, who participates in a circle monthly with five other 
women ages 35 to 40, described a ritual meant to help her 
group’s members achieve their goals and dreams: “We hiked 
to a grotto, wrote our intentions for the year on slips of paper, 
placed them in a box and hid it in the cave. A year later, we came 
back, opened the box and saw that other hikers had added their 
own trinkets and wishes to the pile.” 

“For me, a healing circle offers an opportunity to embrace 
whoever your god is and whatever gives you faith,” Cianci says. 
“It’s a safe, sacred place to share your energy.”



Overcome doubt. Find camaraderie. Feel braver. That’s the promise 
of the all-women’s surf classes run by 27-year-old Mary Osborne, 
coauthor, with Kia Afcari, of Sister Surfer: A Woman’s Guide to 
Surfing With Bliss and Courage (The Lyons Press). Osborne, who 
gained fame on MTV’s Surf Girls, 
wants women to have a profound 
experience, one in which they face 
their fears—of surfing, of the 
ocean, of anything—without wor-
rying about being mocked.

Susan Edlinger, 59, a student 
of Osborne’s and an executive 
and life coach in Woodland Hills, 
California, began surfing 12 years 
ago after her sister died of breast 
cancer. “As women get older, it’s 
easy for us to become more cau-
tious, especially when it comes to 
physical challenges. But I didn’t 
want my life to get narrower. I wanted to break out of my comfort 
zone, to honor life, not shy away from it.” The confidence she 
gained from tackling the intimidating sport of surfing is immea-
surable, she says. “Whenever I start worrying about saying or 
doing the wrong thing,” Edlinger says, “I think to myself, If you 
can get through a 10-foot wave, you can certainly do this!”

What is it about surfing that feels so empowering? Partly, 
Osborne says, “you’re being active in nature and having so 
much fun, you don’t realize you’re working out. That’s blissful 

right there.” But surfing isn’t simply about getting in shape. 
“There are no cell phones in the water,” Osborne says. “You 
can stop, take a deep breath and pay attention to the moment. 
You’re alone with your thoughts, focusing on the elements.”

What Osborne describes is 
“a state of flow, when you’re so 
immersed in an activity that you 
forget many of the things that 
normally occupy your attention,” 
explains David Feldman, Ph.D., 
assistant professor of counsel-
ing psychology at Santa Clara 
University in California. “Flow 
happens when you’re working 
on something that’s intrinsically 
rewarding and when there’s a 
good match between your abili-
ties and the challenge. It’s why 
runners lose track of time in a 

marathon.” Achieving flow can make any activity more enjoy-
able, but its real boon, according to Osborne, is that afterward, 
“you can go back to your life with a clearer, calmer mind.”


