To the Contemplative Prayer Group – November 2011 
Our journey over the past five years has been an attempt, as I understand it, to know and experience more closely what it means to be contemplative people.  What does it mean to have an approach to life that is different to ‘business as usual’ as we normally experience it?
At the heart of this are two questions:
 
How should I pray?
 
How should I live?
We are not looking so much for a new set of rules or guidelines to live by as much as a different stance.  This is a different approach to life that seeks less to control, compete and manipulate, but more to receive, see and learn from what is already present in us and around us.
As we have read, listened to many, and discussed among ourselves I hope that you have realised that my two questions are not separate and distinct questions, but two that merge into each other the more they are considered.  What I mean by this is:  my life is to become my prayer, and my prayer is to become my life.  Praying is not so much something that I go and do, (although it is important that I have times and seasons when it is my primary focus), prayer is something I am.  How else could St Paul instruct, ‘Pray without ceasing’?
Along our journey some themes have arisen time after time from quite different sources.

We have encountered the problem of the ego, this great ‘I’ that keeps us from discovering who we really are.  The ‘I’ (or the false self as Thomas Merton calls it) that builds identity on roles, performance, competition, defensiveness, and ‘how you appear in other people’s eyes?’.  Jesus and Paul say this has to die if we are ever to sense our real identity.
I have found this insight into the true self/false self one of the most helpful and one of the most frightening teachings I have ever come across.  It is challenging, threatening, liberating and hope giving.  It seems to me that this is what the cross of Christ in our life is about – dying and living each day.

We have thought about the importance of living in the present moment.  Through what we have heard and talked about we have seen how our worries take us to the past or the future in a futile attempt to defend our false self.  But it is in these times when we are away from love and God – and from safety.
We have talked about ‘Cleansing the lens’ (as Richard Rohr calls it.)  How do we become like children, how do we see as we once first saw, how are we born again into a new way of seeing rather than this ‘born again’ phrase becoming a label that pumps up our own ego position?
And with all of this we have thought about what it might mean to live with a non-dualistic mindset.  This would be a life where we spend less time judging and comparing, less time dividing up the world into ‘them’ and ‘us’, the goodies and the baddies, ourselves and the ‘other lot’ who are to blame for our troubles.  This way of thinking divides.  It implies that I think (subjectively) about something or someone else as an object.  Attentiveness and awareness, on the other hand, is a very different experience.  It reduces the distance between me and what I am aware of.
It seems to me that these themes, and others, are at the heart of what it means to be contemplative, and it is through the practice of silence and stillness, and time out, that we nurture this stance.  It is less an exercise of the mind and will, more the fruit of allowing the soul space in our lives.

So where do we go from here?
We are trying to follow Jesus who was the true contemplative.  He calls us to follow him in his way – to become disciples.  He also invites us in turn to call others to become disciples of his way.

(As an aside, you may have noticed over the years that I do not use any terminology that gives the impression we are trying to get other people to become Christians.  Unfortunately, this term is often used in a rather dualistic manner.  i.e. if you are a Christian then you are not something else, or, if you are not a Christian then you are not one of us – you must be a Muslim or a Hindu.  As I see it, it has become almost a tribal term.)
How can we best help ourselves, and other people, as we try to live and pray this other way?
A high priority, I believe, for us Western, educated people is to learn to ‘get out of our heads’.  As we have acknowledged, we are highly trained to use the rational processes of our minds.  We are generally skilled thinkers, and this has brought us many benefits across most aspects of life – but it is of limited benefit to the soul.  Most of the thinking we must do is to try to undo all the heady stuff we have accumulated over the years that hinders us from meeting God.
(It is interesting to note that this ‘head stuff’ was far less of an issue in the working class and urban parishes that Rosie and I lived in previously.)
As Bishop Robert says, “Don’t let talking, reading and thinking about prayer become a substitute for the real thing.”  Sometimes our discussions can get quite ‘heady’.  This is understandable as it is often easier to talk about something rather than engage with it, but it is not the real thing.
I came across an excellent one line parable the other week.  ‘The mechanics said, “We took the motorbike completely apart, but we couldn’t find the speed anywhere.”’
A second priority as followers of the way of Jesus is to share our benefit with others.  If our experience of contemplative prayer (no matter how weak and misunderstood) is important to us and of benefit to us, then we should at least give others the option of knowing about it and experiencing it.   I don’t think this should be done in the main by organising more activity, but by telling our story to others and seeing if there are opportunities to pray with other people.  In the end of the day we are not looking to promote a religious idea, but to let people experience the life of God that is everywhere.  We are all reticent to pray with others, but the vast majority of people are open to being prayed with when they are going through significant personal change.

What I am saying by highlighting these two priorities is this: if we spend most of our time talking about prayer as a topic to be examined, and if we have no conduit for this to the lives of other people then we have lost something that Jesus believed was crucial.
Underpinning all of this is of course the love of God.  I read recently, “It is when we pray that we learn how much God loves us, and that is the lesson we most need to learn.”  Wherever we move to from here the motivation, hopefully, is to discover (or uncover) the love of God that is always in us and among us.

We are involved in one way or another in this group because we believe such prayer is important.  We may not understand all what it is about, and in truth we may know very little.  But it has touched something inside us in such a way that it somehow makes sense.

This is very imprecise language, but this is the language of the soul as well as being the language of love, and this is the language of the journey we are on – so let it be.
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