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A.  Introduction

Today there is a growing interest in contemplation in the West.  If you type ‘contemplation’ into the Google search engine on the internet you will be supplied with over 1.5 million web page entries. Some of these relate to Christian contemplation, but other web pages are linked  to lifestyle, art, business techniques, Buddhism, sexuality and gardening themes.

Different commentators have put this growing interest down to a range of different reasons, which include:

· the general rise in the stress in people’s live’s in Western cultures,

· living in a post 9/11 world – [especially in the USA], and

· life in a post-modern world where there is increasing interest in exploring what science and technology cannot explain or control.

While it is encouraging that more people are expressing an interest in contemplation, there are also some warnings to note.

1. Interest in contemplation or meditation appears to be growing most rapidly among the middle-classes who take it up as another past-time or hobby into their already highly individualised lives.

2. There is a whole consumer industry developing to supply artefacts and resources to meet this growing need, which itself is contra-contemplative.  This is contributing the problem that modern day contemplation has emerged to challenge.

3. Many people have turned to contemplation and meditation to help them cope with the threatening and frightening world they encounter.  Whereas, true contemplation should be a way to help us transform ourselves and the world we live in.  To do otherwise could be construed as colluding with the status quo, putting up with things as they are, and not making the world a better place for all people.

The practice of contemplative prayer should result in truly contemplative approach to the whole of life.  This should result in the radical transformation of individuals, and enable them in turn to become agents of change in their localities and in the world at large.

Kenneth Leech has been a strong advocate for this approach for many years.  He refers to “the struggle for an authentic spirituality which will support and strengthen social and political actions.”

B.  Christian Contemplation
In the Christian tradition Contemplative Prayer is seen as being a pure gift from God.  It is the opening of one’s whole being to God, the Ultimate Mystery, who is beyond thoughts, words and emotions.  By God’s grace we become increasingly aware of who God is for us and in us – personally and globally.  Thomas Keating says, “God who is closer than our own breathing, thinking, choosing – closer than consciousness itself.  The God in whom we move, and live and have our entire being [Acts 17:28].  God is the ground in which our very being is rooted, the source from which our life emerges at every moment.”

Contemplative Prayer is a way of cultivating God’s friendship by quietening the mind while maintaining its alertness. 

C.  What Contemplative Prayer is not
Some things are more easily defined by what they are not, before affirming what they are.  Contemplative Prayer is not:

1. Withdrawal from the world without a commitment to it.  

This is a form of escapism that is ultimately selfish and leads to:

a. an unwillingness to share the suffering of others, and

b. a sense of moral superiority over others.

2. A relaxation or de-stressing technique.

Practising contemplation would hopefully lead to lower levels of stress and anxiety, and make a person feel more relaxed.  However, the purpose of Contemplative Prayer is not primarily for this.  The purpose of contemplative prayer is to lead us into unity with God and all his creation, and participation in prayer and intercession. [Romans 8]

3. A method to cultivate a spiritual experience.

Moments in charasmatic renewal meetings have sometime been regarded as having a contemplative character.  These, while being powerful for many, have resulted in some people ‘feeling something’ and others feeling less than spiritual because they have not had an experience they can feel.

As we practice contemplation we are not looking to get something from the prayer encounter.  We are not even looking to receive ‘words’ or ‘visions’.  We first give all of who we are as an unconditional gift to God in a relationship of love.

4. The emptying of your mind

Many people have been suspicious of contemplation because they have heard calls from people leading prayer meetings to ‘empty your mind’ or ‘let it become blank’.  Contemplative Prayer is not a mindless or irrational activity, but it does regard the dominance of the mind as part of our problem.  Because of this, St Paul calls for us to be transformed by having renewed minds.

In the West we have unfortunately grown up in the shadow of Descartes’ phrase, “I think, therefore I am.”  Richard Rohr states, “Our identity is largely lodged in our cerebral thinking mode and has become our tomb.  Contemplation has been the way out of that tomb into a larger knowing that we Christians might call ‘the mind of Christ’ and others might call enlightenment.”

We do not strive to eradicate our thinking, but at the same time, we have to realise that our often compulsive thinking is a major part of the problem that masks our spirits from us.

5. Purely silent prayer.

Contemplative Prayer is not a matter of just being silent in an attitude of prayer.  It is a practice that should lead into a way of living and being.  Our whole approach and attitude to life should be contemplative.  Richard Rohr calls this the ‘contemplative stance’.

As we become aware that God is at the core of our being, and at the core of all creation, so we regard the universe and ourselves differently.  It is no longer an alien place where we cannot find God.  Instead, we see God in everything.

6. Therapy.

Our lives will hopefully be changed by this practice of deepest prayer.  But contemplative prayer must not be seen as a technique that will solve our problems.  A person may also require counselling to help them resolve personal matters.  This will then enable them more freely to enter into Contemplative Prayer.

D.  What then is Contemplative Prayer?

Thomas Keating says, “It is the way of pure faith.  Nothing else.  You do not have to feel it, but you do have to practice it.”

Prayer is so often seen as a practice of asking and seeking for things from God.  This is good and valid and must be done.  However, it has not been regarded through Christian history as the ‘highest’ form of prayer.  In contemplation we are wanting to enter more deeply into the prayer as a relationship of faith.  Where what is most important is that we meet with God, by becoming aware that God has always, from our conception, been meeting with us.

If our awareness of God’s presence in all things, including ourselves, increases, then we start to ‘see’ life in a different way.  We can then see life as it really is, rather than how we often see it through our illusions and addictive Western culture.  This is why it can then become a path to transformation.  It is only when we ‘see’ differently that we can become free.  As Einstein once said, “You cannot solve a problem with the same consciousness that caused it.”

Waiting upon God, in silence, strengthens our capacity for inner stillness.  Our minds are so ‘noisy’ that they seem to drown out the capacity for the spirit to relate.

E.  Is ‘Meditation’ the same thing as ‘Contemplation’?
This is a difficult question to answer, as these two terms have so many different meanings in a variety of contexts and traditions.

I would simply say that in my experience ‘Meditation’ tends to mean an activity of the mind, where it is free to work in prayer.  This would generally be creative thinking that takes a thought, image or Bible passage to help a person’s understanding and experience develop through the insights that arise from the exercise. This is a highly valuable and effective discipline that is used by many Christians.  It is different to what is often called ‘contemplation’ in a Christian context.

Contemplation does not devalue the mind, it simply tries not to allow it to take centre stage in the encounter with God.  It is actively stilled to receive from God.  We allow our whole being to be exposed to God in silence without it being censored by the ever-active mind.  It has often been said that the language of God is silence.  This is not mindlessness, it is beyond the rational.

F.  The Focus on the Inner Life
Western Cultures have so externalised life that many of us have little idea about who we really are separate from the images that we are continually bombarded with.  We have even less idea what constitutes our inner being.

Thomas Merton said, “The inner self is not part of our being, like a motor car.  It is our entire substantial reality itself, on its highest and most personal and most existential level.  It is like life, and it is life: it is our spiritual life when it is most alive.”

The problem is that this inner life is like a secret to us, in a similar way that God is also a secret to us.  We can never really know ourselves or God while we our lives are full of busyness and noise.  This is why the contemplative contends that the way to know ourselves and our creator has to be through silence.  There has to be some sense of humility and detachment to even start the journey.

The Judeo-Christian tradition strongly affirms that Humankind is made in the image of God.  We believe that our inner self is a kind of ‘mirror’ in which God not only sees himself, but reveals himself to the ‘mirror’ in which he is reflected.  So to use the language of St Paul [1 Corinthians 13] we look into the dark yet transparent mystery of our own being so that we can then, in a sense, see God ‘through a glass dimly’ within us.  Contemplation takes us into ourselves not to dwell introspectively on our own being, but to look through beyond the inner ‘I’ to the God whose image we reflect. 

We feel that there is an immense gap between who we are and who God is.  We strive in many ways to close this gap unsuccessfully throughout our lives by performance and attainment.  If we are good, we believe that God will love us more and be closer to us.

Yet the astounding fact is that God is closer to us than we are to ourselves.  While we are distinct from God, our lives are totally enmeshed in with his.  We only live because God lives in us.

It is then via our inner selves that we can become aware of the God who is within, “the true light that enlightens everyone”.  This is impossible to do while we are so preoccupied with our outer selves and its desires.  St John of the Cross saw that we had in some senses to black out the visible in order that we might see the invisible.  It is not that external things are bad or corrupting, but we cease to be guided by them.   We do not depend on them, we take them less seriously.  St Paul also follows this argument in 2 Corinthians 4 & 5 when he uses the images of clay pots and tents for our outer lives.

Thomas Merton sums it up as follows: “Since our inner most ‘I’ is the perfect image of God, then when that ‘I’ awakens, we find within ourselves the Presence of Him Whose image we are.”  The ultimate goal is that we become aware of our unity with God and are then able to live out of that love, security and identity.

G.  The Main Two Movements Today
There are many movements in the USA today that promote contemplative prayer.  There are, however, two main approaches that have a tradition behind them and that could be considered orthodox.  Both of these movements have succeeded in making Christian contemplation accessible to a wide range of people through a daily programme and through participation in groups that meet regularly.  In brief, these are:

a.  Centering Prayer - Thomas Keating of Contemplative Outreach Ltd

Thomas Keating is a member of the Cistercian order and from his community is committed to renewing the contemplative dimension of the Gospel in everyday, active life.   ‘Centering Prayer’ is Thomas Keating’s particular approach to the practice.    It is based on the use of the a Biblical or sacred word, phrase or image that is not so much read, reflected upon or responded to, but rather ‘rested’ in.  By using this word or image you allow yourself to be drawn, not in thoughts of the mind, but beyond them to a place where faith holds you close to God, whom we are often completely unaware of.

Keating then suggests three “R’s” in the silence of centering prayer:

· resist no thought,

· retain no thought,

· react emotionally to no thought,

· return to the sacred word when you noticed you are aware of any thoughts, perceptions or emotional reactions.

b.  John Main and Laurence Freeman of The World Community for Christian Meditation [WCCM]

Laurence Freeman is an Englishman who moved to the USA and has built upon the work of John Main who died in 1982.  Main was an Irishman who was a member of the English Benedictine Congregation and a monk of Ealing Abbey, London.

Although not radically different from to the previous approach, it employs a mantra rather than a sacred word or phrase.  When you have found a suitable sitting position you should do the following:

· breathe regularly and become aware of the movement of the breath in and out of the body,
· gently repeat the mantra or prayer-word silently and within. [John Main recommends the word Maranatha said as four distinct syllable Ma - ra - na - tha.]

· when distractions arise do not try to suppress them but simply return to the mantra.

John Main reminded his listeners of the utter poverty and simplicity of the practice by telling them to, "Just say your word."

H.  Summing up

The majority of Christians may not become the deepest contemplatives while here on earth.  But that does not mean that there is no point in travelling part of the journey.  The aim of this prayer is that we might become united with God, all our brothers and sisters throughout the world, and also with creation itself, because this is where Christ is present by his Spirit. If prayer does not help this outreach, then it is not true prayer.

