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Foreword





Since the time of the Desert Fathers in the third and fourth centuries, Christians have practiced meditation as a way of experiencing and responding to Gods presence in their daily lives. Legendary figures such as Meister Eckhart, Saint Teresa of Avila, Saint John of the Cross, and numerous other mystics have left a body of writings that contain trustworthy and encouraging insights into how meditation can help us experience the presence of God in our own lives. This book is intended to serve as a hands-on users manual for those interiorly drawn to practice meditation in this rich mystical heritage of Christian faith.


The first seven chapters of this book explore the fundamentals of the Christian tradition of meditation. The intention underlying these chapters is not that of stepping back to provide a historical or theological overview. The intention is rather that of exploring, at close range, the Christian traditions understanding of meditation as a path granting experiential access to God. The shorter chapters that conclude the book consist of a revision of material found in one chapter of my book The Contemplative Heart, published by Sorin Books in 2000. These chapters explore the ways in which sitting still, slow deep natural breathing, and other aspects of meditation embody the self-transforming path along which we are awakened to our eternal oneness with God.


Throughout this book I use both the masculine and feminine personal pronouns in referring to God. In the Judeo-Christian tradition God is understood as infinite, and, as such, beyond all finite categories, including the categories of masculine and feminine. At the same time, God is creator of all that is. As such, God is the infinite source, ground, and fulfillment of the feminine and the masculine. But because of the patriarchal culture in which the Judeo-Christian tradition has emerged and in which, for the most part, it has continued to evolve, the Judeo-Christian scriptures and classical texts of theology and spirituality have tended almost exclusively to use the masculine personal pronoun in referring to God. Consistent with current sensibilities in contemporary Christian writings, I have chosen to use inclusive language in referring to God. This seems all the more fitting in a book of contemplative spirituality, which seeks to evoke a graced awareness of oneness with God that recognizes and transcends all finite categories and distinctions.















CHAPTER 1


Divine Destination





The reflections in these pages are intended to serve as a guide in understanding and practicing Christian meditation. In broader terms, these reflections are intended to help those who are being interiorly drawn toward meditation as a grounding place for learning to be a more awake, compassionate, Christlike human being.


In an attempt to be as helpful as I can be to as many people as possible, I have written this book with both the serious beginner and the experienced meditator in mind. For the serious beginner, these reflections will introduce basic ways of understanding what Christian meditation is, along with guidelines on how to practice it. This attention to the particular needs of beginners does not, however, mean that our inquiry will not be, at times, challenging. This is so primarily because meditation itself is challenging in the ways it draws us into a wordless awareness of oneness with God beyond what thoughts can grasp or words can adequately convey. The truth is that we can venture into meditation only in our willingness to be, at times, perplexed. What is more, we must be willing to befriend our perplexity as a way of dying to our futile efforts to grasp the ungraspable depths that meditation invites us to discover.


It is with more experienced meditators in mind that these reflections explore more refined and subtle levels of realized oneness with God. This does not mean, however, that we will be dealing with lofty matters far removed from the concerns of those just beginning their spiritual journey. For, as you have no doubt discovered, the further we travel along the self-transforming path of meditation, the more we realize ourselves to be immersed in beginnings that never end. To be more advanced in meditation means, paradoxically, to discover that the oneness with God we seek was wholly present, without our realizing it, in the humble origins of our spiritual journey. To be more advanced in meditation means to be in the process of realizing that God is wholly present in each step along our way to divine fulfillment. It is to be someone slowly awakening to the divine destination of our journey manifesting itself in the divinity of our own breathing, our own beating heart, our simply being who we are. Or, to paraphrase a line in T. S. Eliots poem Four Quartets, to be more advanced in meditation means to realize that the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.1


I am committing myself to being as true as I can to the essential spirit of the Christian contemplative traditions. This essential spirit is the Spirit of God, groaning within us that we might awaken to our eternal oneness with God as revealed to us in Christ (Rom. 8:26). Down through the centuries and into our own day, Christian mystics, monks and nuns living in monasteries, hermits, and countless seekers living in the world have yielded to the transforming power of the Spirit of God within us. It is to these monastic, mystical traditions of Christian faith that we will be turning for guidance and inspiration.


This specifically Christian focus is not, however, intended to suggest that Christians cannot benefit from Yoga, Zen, and other faith traditions. It would, in fact, be tempting as we go through these reflections to note the stunning affinity that sometimes exists between Christian and non-Christian sources of spiritual wisdom. But to do so would take us away from this works intention of exploring specifically Christian ways of understanding meditation as a way of experiencing oneness with God, one with us in life itself.


This stance of limiting myself to specifically Christian language within a broader context of respect for the contemplative wisdom of non-Christian traditions is something I learned from the contemporary Christian monk Thomas Merton. Near the end of his life, Merton became very committed to Buddhist-Christian dialogue; and in this commitment he went to Asia to have firsthand exposure to Buddhists and the Buddhist tradition. On December 10, 1968, while on that trip, he died. Shortly before his death he wrote a letter back to his own monastic community at the Abbey of Gethsemani in Kentucky. One of the things he said was that in going to Asia he discovered he never had to go therethat everything he was searching for was present in the monastery, was present in his own hermitage, was present in his own Christian tradition. And so it is in this spirit of sensitivity to and respect for the non-Christian contemplative traditions that we will be focusing here on meditation as practiced and understood within the context of the ancient and ongoing contemplative traditions of Christian faith.


In these reflections, I will be sharing with you what I experienced and have come to understand of Christian contemplative spirituality during the five and half years I lived as a monk at the Abbey of Gethsemani, a cloistered Trappist monastery in Kentucky. What may seem surprising is that in my years of living as a monk in the monastery I was not taught how to meditate. In fact, no emphasis was given to practicing any specific method of meditation. This is consistent with the Rule of Saint Benedict, which does not offer instructions in any specific form of meditation. This does not mean that meditation is neglected. To the contrary, Benedict wrote a Rule prescribing a way of life in which the chanting of the psalms in the monastic choir, manual labor, and everything the monk or nun does is to become a meditation. Which is to say, everything becomes a way of entering into a more interior, meditative awareness of oneness with God. It is in this pervasive atmosphere of meditative living that each monk or nun is left free to find his or her way to whatever form of meditation he or she might be interiorly inclined to practice.


It is in this spirit, then, that I express my hope that I might write and you might read these reflections in a meditative manner that will become itself a meditation, which is to say a way of entering into a more interior, meditative awareness of oneness with God.


One way to allow these reflections to become a meditation is to pause and reflect on the simple fact that you and I have most likely never met. As I sit here writing these words, I, of course, cannot see you. But I know something about you that helps me to feel less isolated from you, more connected to you, as I write. I know that you were motivated to read this book on Christian meditation. I do not know with certainty why you are reading this book. But I know that most likely you are reading it in the hope that in doing so you might learn to practice meditation as a way of further deepening your awareness of a response to the presence of God in your daily life. Insofar as this is so, I say, Me too. It is my intention in sharing these reflections that you find in meditation practice a way of experiencing and responding to Gods presence in your life.


As I reflect on this shared intention of our hearts, I come upon a paradoxical fact: It is true that on one level I am alone in this room; I look about me and you are nowhere to be seen. And yet at a more interior level you are here with me as I write. And of course all of this applies to you as well: you look about you and Im nowhere to be seen. But insofar as you are sincerely reading these sincerely written words, your reading becomes a means of quietly awakening to more meditative modes of awareness in which we are alone together in the shared intention of our hearts.


As the circle of our shared meditative awareness expands we can begin to discern that we are, in some interior sense, one with all who are reading these reflections. As the circle of our meditative awareness expands still further, we can discern the presence of countless men and women, living and dead, who have experienced in their hearts the desire for deeper union with God that we experience in ours. And beyond this we can sense that we are all alone together in God, the awakener of our hearts, the one in whom we live and move and have our being (Acts 17:28).


Insofar as we have actually begun to be carried along in this expanding circle of awareness, the divine destination of our lives begins to come into view. In our awareness of being here together in God, we have already begun to meditate. For meditation is this transformative process of shifting from surface, matter-of-fact levels of consciousness to more interior, meditative levels of awareness of the spiritual dimensions of our lives.


I will be referring to the more surface, matter-of-fact levels of consciousness as ego consciousness. By ego consciousness, I am referring to the consciousness properto our self-reflective bodily self in time and space. By ego consciousness, I am referring to the consciousness that manifests itself in saying, I want, I think, I need, I feel, I remember, I like, I dont like, and so on. Ego consciousness is the day-by-day consciousness in which we tend to get up in the morning, go through our day, and go to bed at night.


Our ego consciousness is a precious gift from God. God wants us to have a healthy ego, because when our ego consciousness is not healthy we suffer and those around us suffer. A great deal of healing has to do with healing the violations and compromises of our ego consciousness. Meditation practice has the potential of playing a powerful and decisive role in this healing process. Through meditation we can learn to be less anxious, less depressed, less addictivein short, less subject to all the ways in which we as human beings suffer and, in our suffering, contribute to the suffering of others.


But the point is that even if we could manage to become a perfectly healthy ego, there would remain the suffering that arises from experiencing ourselves as nothing more than our ego. For ego consciousness, in and of itself, is not expansive enough to fulfill our hearts. Ego consciousness is not generous enough or gracious enough to bring us all the way home. For God creates our hearts in such a way that only God will do. Scripture says, God is love (1 John 4:8). And so we can say that infinite love creates our hearts in such a way that only an infinite union with infinite love will do.


A life hemmed in by the closed horizon of ego consciousness is too impoverished, too one-dimensional to be the subjective ground in which this infinite union with the infinite might be realized. A commitment to daily meditation embodies the paradoxical process of learning to enter more interior, meditative states of consciousness that transcend ego and all that ego can attain. In passing from ego consciousness to meditative states of awareness, we are awakened to that eternal oneness with God that is the very reality of ourselves and of everyone and everything around us.


I will be referring to this more interior consciousness as meditative consciousness. Sometimes instead of the word consciousness I will be using the word awareness or the word experience. Sometimes I will be using the traditional Christian terms contemplation, contemplative prayer, and, in some specific instances, mystical experience. But regardless of which of these terms I use, I will always be referring to this interior, rich, mysterious depth of awareness that includes, even as it utterly transcends, the realm of ego consciousness and all that is less than God.


My writing and your reading these reflections on meditation in a manner that becomes itself a meditation is a way of realizing that we are already on the path we are setting out to explore. We start out in ego consciousness, imagining that the union with God we seek is far off. After all, ego consciousness is the subjective perception of being a separate self that has to find God, who is perceived as being other than ones self. But then, as ego consciousness yields and gives way to meditative awareness, we begin to recognize the surprising nearness of God, already perfectly present in the intimate recesses of our very being.


Imagine that you are in your car, driving alone on a long journey in a remote area of the country. You are searching for a certain county or small town that your map tells you should be close by, but which you cannot find. Exhausted by your long drive and frustrated that you cannot find your destination, you pull off to the side of the road. You go into a small gas station and ask one of the locals standing there, Can you tell me how far it is to such and such a place? The person looks at you, laughs, and says, Youre in it! You cant believe it. At once pleased and perplexed, you say, I am? Well, yes, the person says, obviously enjoying your obvious surprise. The path to God is like that. God is already here, all about us and within usthe very source, ground, and fulfillment of our being. But, subject to the limitations of ego consciousness, we tend not to experience the divine mystery that is the very reality of who we deep down really are and are called to be as persons created in the image and likeness of God. Subject to the limitations of ego, we do not realize directly the divine reality of reality itself. This is why we meditate: that we might awaken to the already present nature of the oneness with God we seek.


You may feel that you have a long way to go before realizing the degree of habitual meditative awareness of oneness with God exemplified by the great mystics. But the intention of your heart that motivates you to read this book bears witness that a transformative journey, not of your own making, is already under way. Imagine that you go to the ocean, take off your shoes and socks, and wade in ankle-deep. Its true that you are in only ankle-deep, but its also true that you are in the ocean. If you bend down, touch your fingertips to the water, then touch them to your tongue, you taste salt. You feel the wind in your face. You look out at the horizon where the waterline meets the sky. You look down the shoreline. You feel the water about your ankles and, yes, you are in the ocean. In order to get in deeper, you simply need to move forward and it will get plenty deep soon enough. Awakening the spiritual path is like this. We have but to remain humbly open to the first stirrings of our journey into God, and our journey, will, in Gods good time, get plenty deep, soon enough.



Actually, its more mysterious than that. Imagine a man and woman who, even in the beginning of their relationship, loved each other very much. Over the course of many years, their love, in the midst of countless ups and downs, continues to grow even deeper.


And yet its also true that love itself did not get any deeper for all that. For from all eternity love is abysslike. From the very first moment love stirred within them, they were already in water over their heads. It is not that love got deeper, but rather that their awareness of and response to the abysslike nature of love grew deeper. This is how it always is with us spiritually. It isnt as if, in journeying forward, we move into a deeper presence of God, for the presence of God is already infinitely deep. Rather, by moving forward we become ever more deeply aware of the abysslike presence of God in our lives.


To practice meditation as an act of religious faith is to open ourselves to the endlessly reassuring realization that our very being and the very being of everyone and everything around us is the generosity of God. For God is creating us in the present moment, loving us into being, such that our very presence in the present moment is the manifested presence of God. We meditate that we might awaken to this unitive mystery, not just in meditation, but in every moment of our lives.


This is how Christ lived. Whether he was seeing a child crawling up into his lap or a leper wanting to be healed; whether he was seeing a prostitute or his own mother; whether he was seeing the joy of a wedding feast or the sorrow of loved ones weeping at the burial of a loved one; whether he was seeing his own disciples or his executionershe saw God. We meditate that we might learn to see through Christs eyes the divine mystery of all that surrounds us.



My personal experience of being led along this meditative path has its origins in the years I spent living in the monastery. The sequence of events that led me to the monastery began in my childhood years, in which my father and mother and I and my five younger siblings suffered from the effects of my fathers alcoholism and the violence and chaos that were often associated with it.


During the years I was growing up my father seemed to be indifferent toward organized religion. The exception to this was his dislike for the Catholic Church. My mother was a devout Roman Catholic, who relied on her faith to give her the strength to endure the physical, sexual, and emotional abuse that was so much a part of our lives during those years. She taught her six children to do the same. She would take us to Mass on Sundays. She taught us to pray. She would encourage us to turn to God to give us strength. I took all my mother had to say about God to heart. I never doubted her, because I found what she had to say of God to be true.


I found in God a refuge within and beyond myself, and hence beyond the violence and anything it might do to me. It was not that God prevented the moments of explosive rage from happening. Rather it was that, even as the moments of rage continued to occur, I discovered a way of hiding, undetected, in the shadow of Gods wing.


When I was in my early teens, I would take the bus alone to Saint Bernards Church in downtown Akron, Ohio. I would sit alone in the back of the church after Mass and look up into the vaulted ceilings all covered with angels, and I would look at the stained-glass windows with images of Jesus and Mary and the saints. The sacred symbols and rituals of my faith concretized for me this place within and beyond myself. I was somehow, through my faith, hidden in God, where the violence could not destroy me.



I can recall, too, looking at the large cross that hung over the altar. I looked up at the image of Jesus crucified and felt consoled, knowing that Christ was no stranger to suffering and violence. Sitting there, gazing into Christs eyes as he gazed into mine, I realized that, just as God was not protecting me from the things that were happening to me, God had not protected Jesus from what happened to him. Yet, even so, there was an infinite assurance, an infinite peacea refuge, a sense of enduring protectionin the midst of it all.


It was at about this same time, when I was in the ninth grade, that an instructor in a religion class at the Catholic high school I was attending told the class about monasteries. I immediately equated monasteries with the refuge within and beyond myself in which I was learning to live my life. I was amazed to discover that there were actually places where I could go to immerse myself in this sense of refuge and to surrender myself to the presence of God concealed in it.


The instructor also told the class about Thomas Merton, who as a young man left a promising career in literature and academia to devote his life to seeking God as a monk in a cloistered monastery. As I began to read Thomas Mertons writings, I sensed that he knew all about the inner refuge in God. A master plan quickly began to take shape within me. I would go through my four years of high school, then go to the monastery. I would become a monk, sit at Mertons feet, and accept his guidance in leading me ever more deeply into the refuge of God within and beyond myself.


In July 1961, just weeks after graduating from high school, I worked up the courage to ask my father if I could go to the monastery to be a monk. He was trimming the hedges out in front of the house at the time. I recall sensing that he might get so enraged at what I was about to ask that he might hurt me with the hedge trimmers. When I nervously told him I wanted to be a monk, he asked me what a monk was. I explained as best I could what I knew about the monastery. He forbade me to leave.


I got up early the next morning while it was still dark. I went into my brothers and sisters bedrooms as they slept; I sensed it might be the last time I would ever see them. I left a note on my pillow saying that I was leaving home to be a monk. I walked downtown to Saint Bernards Church and went to 6 oclock Mass. I kept looking over my shoulder, afraid that my father might come bursting into the church at any moment. After Mass, I went across the street to the Greyhound station, got on a bus to Louisville, Kentucky, and, from there, traveled on to the monastery. When I arrived at the monastery gate I felt as if I had found my way to the gates of paradise.


The five and a half years I lived in the monastery had a profound and lasting effect on me. The early-morning chanting of the psalms in the monastic choir, the monastic liturgy, the study of Scripture, the simple vegetarian diet, the manual labor in the fields, working with the animalsall fit together into a single pattern of paced meditative living.


I went through the monastic formation program, in which Thomas Merton and other senior monks taught a series of classes on Scripture and the mystical, monastic traditions of the church. In these classes and in my own personal spiritual reading I was exposed to the contemplative traditions of Christianity. I learned about the Desert Fathers of the third and fourth centuries, Saint Benedict and Saint Scholastica of the sixth century, Saint Bernard of Clairvaux in the twelfth century, Saint Francis of Assisi and Saint Clare in the thirteenth century, Meister Eckhart in the fourteenth century, Julian of Norwich in the fifteenth century, Saints John of the Cross and Teresa of vila in the sixteenth century, Saint Thrse of Lisieux in the nineteenth century, and Charles de Foucauld and Mother Teresa of Calcutta in the twentieth century. In short, I was introduced to the depth and richness of the Scriptures and the classical texts of the Christian mystical traditions. Some of this learning took place in listening to and living with Thomas Merton, whom I saw to be a living embodiment of the ancient and ongoing mystical legacy of Christian faith.


The best part of all this for me was that I was living in the midst of the ongoing stream of these ancient contemplative traditions I was learning about. For there I was, a would-be teenage mystic with acne, living in a monastery, wearing monks robes, bowing and chanting, living in silence, more broken and lost than I realized, and being as sincere as I could be about living a contemplative way of life. I was following a silent path, along which I was being awakened to a sense of oneness with God that utterly transformed my most intimate experience of myself and everyone and everything around me. It was, in fact, the perpetual silence that affected me the most. It is not that I never spoke. I chanted the psalms each day. As a novice, I spoke with Thomas Merton every other week for spiritual direction. There was some limited speaking allowed at work when necessary. But for the most part I lived for five and half years in silence. I gave myself to the silence, found God in itand for that I am immensely grateful.


I am not saying that all this was healthy, because it clearly was not. I was using my religiosity in the service of psychological defenses against painful memories that I could not bear to let myself feel or to accept. In some ways I went to the monastery as a flight from my own trauma. I was, unwittingly, trying to distance myself from the tragic but very real aspects of my own experience.


It was not until years later, in going through my own psychotherapy and then in becoming a clinical psychologist who works with trauma survivors, that I was able to recognize the regressive nature of my religious quest. It would be years before I would be able to begin turning my spirituality around from being a psychological defense into being a rich resource for the clarity and grace to acknowledge and accept the painful memories of my own childhood.


Learning to turn to spirituality as a way of facing rather than fleeing from daily life is a lifelong process. It is still going on with me. Perhaps I am in part writing this book not only in the hope it might help you in your journey, but also in the hope that it might help me. But the fundamental point remains: God writes straight with crooked lines. Grace uses faltering beginnings to achieve its own unforeseeable ends. At any rate, it is out of the stormy beginnings I have briefly shared with you here that I was first awakened to God in my life and was led to the monastery, where I discovered the path of meditation that I am sharing with you in these pages.


Why I left the monastery is complicated. Certainly this brief narrative is not the place to go into it. I honestly felt when I passed through the monastery gates into the cloister that I had entered a realm of safety in which I no longer had to concern myself about the painful things that had happened to me in my childhood. What I discoveredmuch to my dismaywas that my own body was a Trojan horse in which I had unwittingly carried into the cloister the very terror I sought to flee from.


I started experiencing flashbacks of the abuse, as well as muscle cramps and dissociative episodes of blanking out. I became depressed. It seemed to me that the destructive power of my fathers rage and sexual domination had found its way into a refuge in which I was no longer safe. For reasons that are also complex, I told no one about what I was going through. My silence further isolated me in my ongoing inability to understand and effectively deal with the flashbacks and other trauma-related symptoms I was experiencing. What I did understand was that I needed to leave the monastery, to go back into the world to face my father and all that I had tried so hard not to face.


The subject matter of this book is not the long process of my inner healing and the role my faith in God and meditation played in that process. Rather, the subject matter is that, after leaving the monastery and returning to the world, I desired as much as ever to continue living the contemplative way of life to which I was introduced in the monastery. The burning question in those days became: How am I, living out here in the midst of a hectic, complex world, to continue living a contemplative way of life?


It was certainly true that the demands and pace of my daily life out in the world were no longer conducive to my every act becoming a meditation. But what I discovered was that by learning to meditate day by day, I could learn, day by day, to enter into an ever more habitual meditative awareness of and response to Gods presence in my life. In more specifically Christian terms, I realized that daily meditation was a way of following the promptings of the Spirit within me. By way of the silence and poverty of meditation, I might undergo that blessed metamorphosis of mind and heart in which I might realize Christs life to be my own everlasting life.


And so I resumed the practice of daily meditation that I had begun to explore in the monastery. I did my best to practice daily meditation as a grounding place in learning to live a deeply contemplative way of life in the midst of the world. I resumed reading Thomas Merton and the classical sources of contemplative Christianity. I tried as best I could to internalize and be guided by the spirit and vision of the spiritual path contained in those writings. The journey has continued on for all these years. In this book I am sharing with you what I have learned thus far in my ongoing spiritual journey.


Since the 1960s the term meditation has become increasingly popular in Christian circles in referring to what Christianity has historically referred to as contemplation or contemplative prayer. As we go through these reflections we will be following this current trend by repeatedly using the term meditation interchangeably with the more traditional terms contemplation and contemplative prayer. To avoid any unnecessary confusion in this manner, the following brief review of some traditional terms might prove helpful.


Traditional Christian literature speaks of a graced evolution of consciousness that moves from spiritual reading to discursive meditation to prayer to contemplation. We will be looking at this traditional fourfold development in much greater detail in a later chapter. But for now these four terms can be briefly defined as follows:


Spiritual readingor, as it is traditionally called, lectio divinaconsists of the prayerful reading of Scripture of other spiritual writings that inspire and guide us in our search for God. In spiritual reading, the reading itself is an act of faith, a form of prayer uniting us to God. Spiritual reading naturally leads to discursive meditation. The term meditation is used in traditional Christian literature to refer to discursive meditation, in which we prayerfully reflect on what we have read. When we are engaged in discursive meditation, we are prayerfully thinking about the things of God and filling our imagination with images that inspire and guide us in our spiritual journey. Reading and discursive meditation awaken our desire for God, which we express in prayer. When engaged in prayer, we express our feelings, desires, and deepest yearnings to be one with God.


Spiritual reading, discursive meditation, and prayer prepare our hearts for contemplation. Contemplation is a state of realized oneness with God. When engaged in contemplation, we rest in God resting in us. We are at home in God at home in us.


Our role in contemplation is essentially receptive, in that when we are engaged in contemplation we receive a gift of divine awareness. Contemplation, in its essentially receptive aspect, is sometimes referred to as mystical experience or mystical prayer. The word mystical, as used in the classical Christian texts, does not refer to having visions, hearing Gods voice, or experiencing any other similar, extraordinary events. Although these kinds of experiences can and do occur, they do not necessarily arise from God, and even when they do, they can become hindrances if we cling to them. The Christian mystics use the terms contemplation and mystical union with God to refer not to visions and other similar experiences, but rather to a life-transforming realization of oneness with God. In this mystical realization of oneness with God we are liberated from our tendencies to derive our security and identity from anything less than God. In specifically Christian terms, we enter the mind of Christ, who realized oneness with God to be the reality of himself and of everyone and everything around him.


While essentially passive or mystical in nature, contemplation is also active, insofar as we must freely choose to open ourselves in a willingness to be wholly transformed in contemplative oneness with God. Contemplation might come flooding in as an overwhelming realization of oneness with God. Contemplation might gently and quietly begin to illumine the most intimate of moments. But then we are left to say yes or no to the contemplative experience to which we have been awakened. In this sense, contemplation is an act of freedom, in which we say yes to Gods eternal yes to us in having created us in his image and likeness, as persons called to share in Gods life to the point of realizing a graced identification with Gods own infinite actuality.


Contemplation, or contemplative prayer, evolves within these dynamics of active receptivity to a oneness with God, which, in our powerlessness to attain it, grants itself to us as the very reality and fulfillment of our lives. It is with regard to the active aspect of contemplation or contemplative prayer that the Christian tradition suggests methods or guidelines for freely opening ourselves to and actively sustaining states of receptive openness to God. In the traditional Christian sources we will be exploring here, these methods include ways of detaching ourselves from our customary reliance on thoughts, memories, and other aspects of ego consciousness that tend to block the subtle, wholly spiritual contemplative states of realized oneness with God.


Since the 1960s there has been a growing popularity of Yoga and Zen and other forms of Buddhist meditationthe critical point being that when these non-Christian traditions use the term meditation, they are not referring to discursive meditation using thoughts and images. Rather, these traditions use the term meditation in a manner that parallels both the active and passive aspects of Christian contemplation. That is, in the practice of Yoga or Zen meditation, one actively seeks to let go of ones customary reliance on and identification with thought, memories, and other ego-based forms of experience in order to open oneself to a direct experience of oneness with the sacred mystery that wholly permeates all of reality. The methods of Yoga and Zenand, for that matter, the methods of the Jewish mystical tradition of the Kabbalah and the Muslim mystical tradition of the Sufisall resonate with the Christian mystical tradition. All share various spiritual practices that, when engaged in with heartfelt devotion and commitment, can evoke or invite a profound, life-transforming realization of oneness with the divine.


The trend in some Christian circles today to use the term meditation interchangeably with the term contemplation makes sense as long as there is a basic understanding of the distinctions that have been briefly summarized here. With these distinctions in mind, we can read the term meditation and understand it in the context in which it is used. When the term meditation appears in classical Christian sources, it most likely means discursive meditationthat is, a form of prayerful reflection, using thoughts and images. When the term appears in non-Christian literature or in some contemporary Christian writings, including this book, it most likely means what the traditional Christian literature means by contemplation or contemplative prayer. As used in this latter sense, Christian meditation includes both the act of inviting and opening ourselves to a graced realization of oneness with God and the mystical fulfillment received in this active seeking.


I hope those of you who are just now beginning to explore meditation have been fairly comfortable with the pace and tone of this first chapter. For it is at this same pace and in this same tone that we will continue our attempt to lay bare the fundamentals of understanding and practicing Christian meditation. I encourage you not to be discouraged at those points that are particularly difficult to understand. Be confident that matters not yet clear will become clear as your own meditation practice matures and deepens. The eighteenth-century Christian artist, poet, and mystic William Blake wrote: If the doors of perception were cleansed, every thing would appear to man as it is, infinite.2 In the beginning we might be able to recognize and appreciate the poetic beauty of Blakes statement even as the truth it proclaims remains obscure, beyond what we have yet to experience. But as our perceptions become cleansed in our ongoing fidelity to meditation, we begin to see through meditative eyes the infinity of all that we see. And suddenly Blakes words become clear in the intimate sense in which we realize Blake is putting into words what we ourselves have come to experience. The whole path is like this. So be patient with yourself. For it is in this very patience with yourself that you will continue to be transformed in the lifelong learning process of becoming one seasoned in the meditative awareness of the divinity of daily living.


I hope, too, that those of you who are more seasoned and experienced in meditation have found this opening chapter to be helpful as well, for the pace and tone begun in this chapter will continue to be the context in which I will present the more subtle and refined aspects of realized union with God. As you know by your own experience, this is how it tends to work in real life: the truly profound is found in the truly simple. The acclaimed jazz musician John Coltrane was known to practice scales throughout his musical career. When asked why he, as an accomplished musician, did this, he said he did it to become a saint. In this book we will, in effect, be practicing scales so as to become saints. For us to become saints in this context is to become a man or woman who never ceases to be amazed by the generosity of God that ceaselessly flows through all that is most simple and immediate in life itself. It means allowing the generosity of God to flow through us into others.


When I am leading silent meditation retreats, a room of eighty to a hundred or so men and women gather for sessions of group meditation. When the meditation sessions begin, each person present starts meditating right where he or she is in his or her own longer-than-life journey into God. But as the communal silence begins to settle on the group, each person there is gathered into the one communal mystery in which we all journey into God together. It is like that here. I, in writing these reflections, and each of you, in reading them, are right where each of us is in this particular moment of our spiritual journey. And yet we are all journeying on together toward an ever deeper realization of the ever present divine destination of our lives. Regardless of where you might be on this journey, I hope you find in these pages encouragement and guidance in surrendering to God in the silent simplicity of meditation. I hope you find here insights into how meditation might be for you a grounding place in your own spiritual journey of learning to be a truly awake, compassionate, Christlike human being.













CHAPTER 2


Learning to Meditate





The very fact that you sincerely desire to practice meditation means you are being blessed in a most extraordinary way. You are being led into the waters of meditative awareness, in which hermits, monks and nuns living in monasteries, and countless devout women and men living in the world have found a deep and abiding experience of oneness with God. In order to join all these kindred spirits, you must courageously step into the stream of meditative experience that they entered, and in which their lives were transformed. You must entrust yourself to God, who is this rivers origin, its steady, strong current, and the ocean of endless fulfillment to which it leads.


When I entered the monastery I was not taught any specific method of meditation. That this was the case is not surprising if meditation is understood in the broadest possible senseas including all the ways in which we might enter into more interior, meditative states of realized oneness with God. Monastic life was the method of meditation, in this broad sense, that was being taught. The daily silence and the chanting of the psalms in the monastic choir, the manual labor, the study of Scripture and spiritualityall were aspects of a single self-transforming process of learning to live in a habitual state of meditative oneness with God.


Each monk would then be open to all the ways in which the meditative practice of the monastic life was to be internalized and followed on his unique, interior journey to God.


When I would go in for my one-on-one spiritual-direction sessions with Thomas Merton, we would frequently talk about my prayer and meditation practices. I would ask questions about where I felt stuck, about things I did not understand. He would answer in ways I found to be very helpful and clarifying, but he never told me how I should meditate.


The point is that there is no such thing as Christian meditation, formally and officially designated as such, if by that we mean some specific way to meditate. As we shall see later on in this book as we get into the writings of the Christian mystics, the methods the mystics suggest for meditation vary from one mystic to the next. But when this diversity of methods is carefully examined one finds the methods themselves to be strikingly similar. This is so because each method embodies a specifically Christian way of understanding and entering into acts and attitudes inherently endowed with the capacity to awaken more interior, meditative states of awareness.


The same holds true of the guidelines for meditation that I am about to introduce in this chapter. The guidelines consist of acts or attitudes inherently endowed with the power to awaken more interior, meditative states of awareness. This is why the basic guidelines suggested here can be found in one form or another in all the mystical traditions of the worlds great religions. In a more specific sense, the guidelines for meditation that I am about to share here are specifically germane to the Christian tradition in that they are found, in one form or another, in the classical texts of contemplative Christianity. And in a still more specific sense, the guidelines I am proposing here are personal. They embody the universal and specifically Christian ways in which I have been drawn into more interior, meditative ways of experiencing Gods presence in my life. I hope you find these guidelines helpful as a way to begin meditating. As you settle into your own practice, you will, with Gods grace, settle into the method of meditation that is most natural and effective for you. It is in learning to grow in your own evolving meditation practice that your meditation will continue to embody your own unforeseeable journey into God.


The guidelines for meditation practice that I suggest are, with respect to the body, to sit still, to sit straight, to close your eyes or lower them toward the ground, to breathe slowly and naturally, and to place your hands in a natural or meaningful position in your lap. With respect to the mind, the guideline is to be present, open, and awake, neither clinging to nor rejecting anything. And with respect to attitude, the guideline is to maintain nonjudgmental compassion toward yourself as you experience yourself clinging to and rejecting everything, and nonjudgmental compassion toward others in their powerlessness, one with yours.


The first guideline for meditation is to sit still. When you sit still, do so in a natural and relaxed manner. Take a few moments to settle into a felt sense of simply sitting there. Then sit still with all your heart. Allow your bodily stillness to embody your hearts desire to realize your eternal oneness with God. Be simply present in a Here I am, Lord (I Sam. 3:4) stance of openness to God. Allow your bodily stillness to embody a childlike faith in God present all about you and within you as you sit.


The second suggested guideline for meditation is to sit straight. Sitting straight fosters a state of relaxed alertness. We are accustomed to associating relaxation with sleepiness, and alertness with being tense. But meditation is a way of learning to be deeply awake and deeply relaxed at once. It is this stance of being deeply relaxed and deeply awake at once that invites and embodies entrance into more interior, meditative states of realized oneness with God.


The third suggested guideline for meditation is to close your eyes or lower them toward the ground. You may find it is most natural to close your eyes while you meditate. If closing your eyes promotes sleepiness and an excess of images, you may find it most natural and helpful to meditate with your eyes left slightly open, lowered at a forty-five-degree angle toward the ground. This visual dimension of meditation merges with sitting still and straight as a way of entering into more interior, meditative states of awareness. Closing or lowering our eyes embodies a Lord, that I might see stance in which we seek to see, through meditative eyes, the mystery of God eternally loving us into the present moment for himself alone.


Sitting still and straight, with your eyes closed or lowered toward the ground, breath in and out slowly, in a natural, relaxed manner. Settle into your breathing. Listen to each life-sustaining breath. Allow your breathing to embody a childlike openness to God giving herself to you, whole and complete, in and as your very breath.


Sitting still and straight, with your eyes closed or lowered toward the ground, breathing slowly and naturally, place your hands in a comfortable or meaningful position in your lap. By a meaningful position I mean, for example, with your open hands palms upward on your thighs, expressive of an interior stance of receptive openness to God. Or you may find yourself sitting still and straight with your hands joined in prayer. Or you may be inclined to simply rest one hand gently in the other in your lap.


If you did nothing but simply sit each day, silent and still, attentive to your breathing, with your eyes closed or lowered toward the ground, you would be doing yourself a huge favor. You would already be starting the long journey home into God, who lies hidden deep within your bodily being.


But there remains the question of what to do in meditation with what we tend to think of as our minds. That is, there remains
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