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To the Woman of Wisdom,
The Lady of the Angels,
Ancilla Domini,
Who in her total Yes
Opens the way to
Peace.

O Mary conceived without sin,
pray for us who have recourse to thee




Introduction

Most of us live, right now, in a world of storms.

Never before in history has the human being been under so much pressure from so many directions all at once. The world seems to be on fire as political systems are rocked, and new conflicts and wars are breaking out. Traditional industry and agriculture are changing, all while ecological disaster seems to threaten the very planet we walk upon as our weather patterns change, sometimes beyond recognition, and vast populations are forced into immigration just to survive.

Meanwhile the individual person is put under a constant pressure to succeed, to be perfect, to have it all, and yet to achieve balance between the professional and the personal while seeming to give 100 per cent to both at once. We are a world often obsessed with the surface and celebrity, given to a level of constant personal oversharing and fame-seeking never seen before and that we absolutely know is unhealthy, especially for the very young. Yet we cannot seem to stop. All this while being deluged by a flood of information that is available twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Just to stay up to date with the news is a struggle and can even affect our mental health negatively and in a lasting way if we are not careful.

We know that we are different these days, that the constant storm of both inner and outer noise is affecting our ability to focus, to relate well to others, to be patient, to know how to self-soothe and how to reach out to those in need. We know the immense numbers of those suffering from burnout, depression, anxiety, etc. often at ages so young that it beggars belief. We even speak nowadays of compassion-fatigue (a term unknown and unthinkable even a century ago) as a result of living in such a storm for so long.

I currently live and work in Dublin where the average age for first accessing the internet or having a smart phone is going down all the time. This is true for almost everywhere in the developed world. Children who have not even begun to learn who they are, or how to distinguish the false from the true, are being launched into an online world that consumes them in an almost addictive fashion and makes the previously (hopefully) safe walls of home and family and even their own inner life transparent to the world while allowing a raging storm of often highly toxic influence to take up residence in their lives. We see an externalising of self-esteem that makes it subject to the whims and opinions of others. The adults don’t fare much better, trapped between evermore stressful work environments, high consumer-society expectations and the pressure to be perfect go-getters while providing a warm and nourishing familial environment all at the same time. We are worn out. How could we be anything else. Even our sleep suffers as we lie down to rest but take up the phone, or lie there worrying about the day yet to come. The storm doesn’t seem to stop and our ability to take time out, to rest and restore ourselves, seems to come at a higher and higher price all of the time.

From all of the above, it should be obvious to us that the human being is not meant to live in this way, to be battered by these storms constantly. We are simply not able to process this much information and trauma, both individually and collectively, when not even two generations ago the vast majority of us lived in much smaller communities with a far quieter, more stable life, often nearer to nature and to the cycles of life and death and the seasons.

Of course, we’re not entering into some kind of rosy-eyed nostalgia here. There has always been trauma; there have always been terrible things happening in families, in communities and in the world. The past is not a place where all was well. However, the difference between the past and today is that the individual then was not expected to deal with it ALL, all of the time. There was reflective space that led to the skills of focused attention naturally arising in the human being that allowed deeper questions to be asked and stories of meaning to be told, allowing the community to eventually grow in wisdom.

We know that we cannot go back, that we must live in the moment we find ourselves in and work to find a way to calm these storms that rage around us and within us, but we can look at the wisdom that the past offers us, the techniques and strategies that are part of our traditions that enable us to slow down, to live a more mindful, reflective life that allows us to choose how we engage with the world and to begin to discern what changes will help us to calm the storms that rage in our life and world today.

The traditions that invite us into a more mindful, meditative way of living teach us that there is a place at the heart of the storm where we can find a point of stillness that enables us not only to calm those storms, but also to start a new beginning every day where we can return to a centred, deep and meaningful existence.

If that longing echoes in your heart, then this book is for you.

For thousands of years the practice of meditation has been at the heart of the great wisdom traditions of the world. This practice enables us to find space in our hearts and quiet in our minds. It can bring us a depth of awareness – a way of being in the world that enables us to live the depth of our life and not just its length.

In my last book, Still Points, I offered a spiritual almanac to help readers journey through the four seasons of the year in a meditative way. This book goes deeper by providing an introduction to the practices of mindfulness and meditation, and then brings them into the Christian context so we can grow to an understanding of how, by incorporating meditation into our daily lives, we can find a way to reach calm whenever we encounter the storms of life.

Moving on from basic mindfulness practice we will then look at the four ancient paths – intention, attention, compassion and wisdom – as described by the mystical tradition of Christian monasticism, that can lead us to our still centre. These four inner directions take us on a journey that, especially when we practise them together, enable us to come to a place of stillness even while the storms rage all around us.

For almost 2,000 years, the Christian monastic tradition has taught practical ways to travel these four ancient paths, to produce in our hearts a deep awareness of the present moment as a place to encounter the Divine and to engage with all of creation, to build a deep and peaceful communion with all.

As a practitioner of this tradition, I want to share with you its richness and to introduce you to a way of living and being that will speak to your tired heart and give you hope as you look for refuge from the storms of the day.

On our journey travelling these four ancient paths, we will encounter teachings and practices that will deepen your daily life and encourage you into a new awareness of just who you are, how you can live and ‘have life, and have it in all its fullness’ (John 10:10).

A Quick Word of Caution as We Begin

One of the biggest dangers in the area of meditation is to think of someone as an expert! There are no experts here – and I am certainly not presenting myself as one. You should just see me as a brother who would like to share the richness of the tradition that I try to live and practise (while often failing along the way). I hope that what I have found helpful in my own life, will be helpful in yours.

I should also say that if you are feeling a bit overwhelmed at the thought of beginning a meditative practice, please relax. You are not starting something completely new. You’ve probably already been mindful – the first step towards meditation – many times in your life, just without a formal structure. Every time you have had your attention engaged in the present moment – whether in a sensory experience, a creative act, a heightened moment of emotion or just being with the beauty of your surroundings – you have been mindful, and only a step or two away from meditation. So, relax, the journey ahead is one of deepening who you already are.

Well, at least you’ve read this far! Thank you. As you go further, this book will be a place where you will receive nourishment and enrichment to keep you going on those days when the storm rages – whether the storm is out in the world or in your own heart and mind.

To start to become aware that there are people all around us – and maybe even people you know – who place meditation and prayer at the centre of their lives is both a grace and a gift in today’s world.

Simply knowing that there are others who are meditating – who are inviting God into their lives, trusting in the spirit and being in stillness and silence – is a grace that empowers our own path and makes it easier to practise ourselves.

Throughout the book I will offer a range of practices that you can use to begin and even deepen your journey into meditation. While it is wonderful to have a quiet reflective space in which to work on these exercises, they are designed to be used by anyone who can find short periods of reflective space in their day without being discommoded too much. During some of the practices you may find that it is easier to enter stillness and inner awareness by closing your eyes if you feel comfortable to do so. For those practices you may like to record the steps first on your phone so that you can play them back rather than flicking back to the text.

Finally, you will also find some poetry ‘pauses’ throughout the different sections of the book. These are meant as simple places to pause and to deepen our awareness of the present moment. For many of the meditative traditions, poetry and practice often go together. You may like to use the poems (maybe even read them aloud) as another kind of tool to draw yourself into a reflective space that will enable you to touch the stillness at the heart of your being.

May we lean on each other as we begin this journey together.

Brother Richard
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Chapter 1

Mindfulness – The First Step towards Meditation

The practice of mindfulness is everywhere today! However, what is often missed nowadays is that, traditionally, the practice of mindfulness was simply the first step towards deeper meditative practice. In this chapter we will begin our journey into meditation by looking at what mindfulness is, the necessity of developing the quality of mindful attention and then how it leads us towards deeper forms of practice.

When I was a novice (a monk in training) – not too many years ago but getting longer as the beard turns white – our teacher, the Novice Master, told us that we were expected, at all times, to have a ‘recollected mind and a mortified disposition’. Sadly, I’m still working on the second one, but I have learned that, just like most of the great religions in the world, the call to have a ‘recollected mind’ has always been at the heart of the Christian meditative tradition.

The basis of this tradition is that your mind – your way of relating with the world – is very often distracted, broken up and divided, and that there is healing to be found in collecting these broken pieces and bringing them together into a quiet way of being. And in that stillness, you become aware of the depth of your own being and even of the presence of God.

This is what Christians have been doing – or at least trying to do – since the foundation of their faith. One of the practice tools that enables us to take the path of inner attention is mindfulness, which makes it a core practice when learning to meditate.

Mindfulness

Ask yourself what picture comes to mind when you hear the word ‘mindfulness’.

Create that picture in your mind right now before you read any further …

Got it?

Let’s check in and see what you came up with.

For most people in Western society, the images that emerge tend to be of Buddhist monks, zen landscapes and yoga classes – the result of our Instagram-informed imaginations perhaps.

But mindfulness as a beginning point on the path of meditation is part of every great world religion. There are forms of it found in Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism, Islam and, often to people’s surprise, in Judaism and Christianity too.

Of course, today, mindfulness is often practised in a non-religious way too. As Professor Mark Williams of Oxford University (where they have been studying mindfulness and its effects for nearly twenty years) defines it, mindfulness is simply a human quality of awareness, a way of ‘paying attention on purpose, in the present moment, with compassion and open-hearted curiosity’.

If we focus on the present moment, if we really listen and give it our attention, then we are being mindful.

Modern Mindfulness

While people have always practised mindfulness, the current popularity of mindfulness began with Dr Jon Kabat-Zinn of Boston University. He is a psychologist and has worked with people who have various psychological problems, particularly those who experience recurring depression.

He noted that we can often obsess over the past or worry about the future, and this is not healthy. Not being in the present can generate anxiety and can complicate depression; it may negatively affect our mental and social well-being. This is why the practice of mindfulness has become such a popular skill in the fields of mental health and education.

Kabat-Zinn undertook a retreat with the Zen Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh and came to realise that a lot of the exercises that the monk was offering about being aware of the present moment would be hugely beneficial to people who were suffering from anxiety and depression. Out of this realisation, he created what was called the Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) course.

Today, this course is taught all over the world, and there is ample evidence to show that it can help people who experience anxiety, periods of extended stress or depression. You can read his fascinating book Full Catastrophe Living if you would like to know more.

Kabat-Zinn and others have done a lot of work to identify the different applications of mindfulness in health care, and we now have mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT) for people who are struggling with changing their patterns of behaviour.

There are other scientists such as Daniel Siegal who have even worked on the neurobiology of mindfulness and have looked at questions like: How does mindfulness affect our brains? What does it do within our brains and bodies?

Professor Richard Davidson, from the wonderfully named Center for Investigating Healthy Minds at the University of Madison and Wisconsin, has done extraordinary work in this whole area. He has shown that the neuroplasticity of the brain – the ability of the brain to reprogramme itself, to grow and find new ways of doing things – is particularly stimulated through mindful awareness.

The modern revolution in mindfulness from a scientific perspective supports the basic teaching that all religions have, to some extent, taught us down the ages. Namely, that being still, silent and focused is necessary to develop a spiritual life, and we can use that stillness to build a life that centres around meditation.

To put it even more simply, mindfulness can help us to be fully human and present.

Of course, there are essential differences between various traditions and religions, both in method and goals. The ultimate goal of meditation in the Christian tradition is to arrive at an awareness of the presence of God. We practise becoming still so that we may know and be supported by God (Psalm 46) and, through our knowing Him, we find that He already knows us. The Christian belief is that God knows us and loves us – that we have been loved into being, that love is holding us and that love is calling us to be one with God for eternity.

But we find ourselves distracted from this path of awareness. Our mind is scattered – as the old Catechism would say, the ‘intellect is darkened’. When we really look within ourselves and examine those distractions in detail, we find that we do not perceive reality as it is, but experience it through a veil of self-centredness and external conditioning.

You must practise mindfulness – this stillness and attentiveness – to quieten your mind, heart and spirit when you have become overwhelmed by the world around you.

As I mentioned in the introduction, we all have these moments of mindfulness already. However, because of our distracted state, we often experience them only in response to the highest and the lowest moments of our lives.

In the Christian tradition mindfulness is used to help us be in a state that persists in between the highs and lows of life. This gives us a calm centre from which we can address all that is going on both within and without ourselves.

This is why the practice of mindfulness has become such a popular skill in the fields of mental health and education, even in its most basic relaxation forms. However, in the Christian tradition, we believe that mindfulness will take us into the regions of the soul and the heart, where we can encounter the presence of God.

A wonderful study of a group of Catholic nuns and the place meditation and mindfulness played in their lives was published in 2011 by Dr David Snowden, under the title Aging with Grace, which illustrates this point further. The sisters involved allowed a group of behavioural scientists and neurobiologists to study them as they grew older.

One wonderful finding was that many of the sisters were much clearer in their cognitive faculties and much more empathetic and compassionate than would be expected from people of a similar chronological age. At first, the scientists couldn’t work out why this would be so. They began to send young doctors and nurses in to sit and talk to them regularly. From these conversations, it was concluded that the sisters engaged in three simple practices that most older people give up, don’t practise or have had taken from them by the circumstances of their old age. And that these three practices kept the nuns young.

The first practice was community. The nuns continued to live in a caring, compassionate community right into their old age.

The second was mindful prayer. The nuns sat regularly in a disciplined way in simple stillness and silence, and this gave their brains the opportunity to reprogramme and even heal.

The third practice was that, for as long as they could, the sisters engaged in work that was meaning-centred – work that was carried out in a fully attentive way, rather than just for a wage.

Isn’t that interesting? Mindfulness can have a wonderful effect on our physical being.

Let’s take a brief look at what happens when we begin to pay attention mindfully.

The Mindful Brain

Human beings tend to live in patterned behaviours. We perform a behaviour and, if it works, we do it again and again and again, until we don’t have to think about how to do it anymore.

Think of a simple action, like brushing your teeth, or even a very complicated one, like driving. At the start, someone had to teach you these skills. We become better at them each time we practise them and, over time, they become second nature to us. So much so that we can be conscious of other things while we are doing them. This, of course, is very useful for survival. After a while these skills consciously learned originally can become unconscious patterns that we repeat mindlessly, not even asking if they are useful to us anymore.

The real problem occurs when this patterning becomes the main way we operate in life.

Mindfulness is a skill that enables us to reflect on our patterns of behaviour and to begin to recognise which patterns are positive and useful, and which are negative and less useful.

An image that may be useful here is to see your mind as a labyrinth – an image that was often used in the medieval times. A labyrinth is not a maze – you do not get lost in a labyrinth – you simply go deeper within as the path of the labyrinth forces you to slow down and, eventually, you come to a centre point that gives you the possibility of a more intense and aware overview of your route.

In medieval times, a labyrinth was used as a form of inner journeying. It was considered so sacred a practice that great labyrinths were built, often found in or near the cathedrals. Walking the labyrinth was thought to have the same spiritual value as pilgrimages to holy places. In walking them, you would find that you would slow down, have time to reflect on your life – and so you are changed.

Unfortunately, today, most of us are not walking the labyrinthian way. In our too-fast and distracted lives, we simply repeat circles of behaviour, over and over again, often with the same results. These behaviours may have worked for us in the past, they may even have been necessary in the past, but now we seem to be subject to them rather than the other way around.

You see, if you walk a circle of behaviour often enough, you will eventually dig a trench from which there is simply no escape. After a while, you may even forget that there ever was any landscape outside the trench at all.

You will need help or an intervention to be raised up and brought back to the place where you had choice and, even then, and with the best will in the world, you may choose the trench again, even without necessarily wanting to.

The world shrinks for us when we repeat patterns that are not useful anymore and our choices seem to shrink with it.

At one stage, I was living in a midlands town in Ireland that had a facility for those suffering from mental-health problems. Many of those who lived there were long-term residents – confined at a time when those with mental-health issues were placed behind high walls and forgotten.

Thankfully, by the time I was living nearby, things had changed. The walls had come down – literally and figuratively – a few years earlier and the residents were encouraged to take their rightful place in society while still receiving the support they needed from the staff.

I would often take a shortcut through the facility’s immaculately landscaped grounds and, sometimes, would stop to chat with the residents. There were those, however, for whom the removal of physical walls had meant very little. They would go for their walk each day and trace the route of where the walls used to be, turning at right angles where the corners had been – even though a couple more steps would have taken them out and into the town. This was the route they had walked every day for years – for some for twenty or thirty years. Even though the physical walls had come down, the walls still existed in their minds.

This rather extreme example shows how strong our patterning instinct is and how, with enough repetition, we can find ourselves walking in a mental trench or being locked behind invisible walls without being aware that this is what is happening.

At the very least, mindfulness invites you to look at how you can change and grow. It asks how you can change for the better, how you can live more deeply and be aware of the moment, just for
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