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FOREWORD

Reading this book has recalled for me the happy sunlit days of the 1998 John Main Seminar led by Father Thomas Keating in San Francisco. It increases the happiness of those memories to know that his teaching, which so delighted the participants at the seminar, is now being shared with a far wider audience.

I first met Father Thomas twenty-one years before this seminar when, as a young monk, not yet fully professed, I had just arrived with John Main in North America to establish a Benedictine community committed to the teaching and practice of meditation in the Christian tradition. I visited the then Abbot Thomas at St. Joseph’s Abbey in Spencer, Massachusetts, and told him of our work and vision and heard in turn of his work in the teaching of Centering Prayer. I was struck by his attentiveness and unselfish interest in our experience. I left feeling encouraged by the sense of a shared vision and that the subtle differences in the two schools of prayer were in no way divisions but signs of the richness of the Christian contemplative spirit. This I shared with Father John, who sadly was never to meet Father Thomas in person but whose work he respected and admired.

The John Main Seminar has been held annually in his honor since 1984 as the major international event of the World Community for Christian Meditation. Previous presenters have included Jean Vanier, Bede Griffiths, William Johnston, the Dalai Lama, and Mary McAleese. Each seminar has afforded the opportunity for a major thinker or teacher in his or her own field to reflect on important aspects of modern life in a way that highlights the spiritual and contemplative dimension. In so doing we have felt that it also assists the necessary reinstatement of this spiritual perspective into the thought, planning and practice of the modern world.

As a renowned teacher of the Christian contemplative tradition with a driving awareness of the power of prayer to change lives and the world, Father Thomas was a natural choice for presenter. His acceptance of the invitation to lead the John Main Seminar was also an opportunity to demonstrate and deepen the spiritual friendship between Contemplative Outreach and the World Community for Christian Meditation — two different but complementary expressions of the search for spiritual depth and the renewal of Christian life in our time.

Father Thomas’s enlightening commentary on the contemplative meaning of the Gospel, particularly the story of the Bethany trio of Martha, Mary, and Lazarus, held his original audience in that state of alert suspense and wakeful animation that happens at a time of great spiritual enrichment. His capacity to listen to the Word of Scripture as well as to the silent depths of the contemplative experience itself is what radiates here and throughout his teaching and writing.

Some months after the seminar I was waiting for a plane connection at the Denver airport when I spotted at a distance a tall stooped figure that looked uncannily like Father Thomas. On closer examination it turned out to be no illusion but the man himself returning from a teaching weekend. We spent, in both senses, a happy hour sharing reflections on the different retreats we had just been leading. As we parted I thought of those chance meetings of the monks of the desert of the fourth century which both refreshed them and often left a word for posterity. The seminar itself had been such a meeting and the reading of this book may be the same in a different way for many more.

The Better Part fits into the great monastic tradition of Christian teaching. A monk reflects on Scripture in the light of experience. He leaves a word that startles his listeners into realizing that tradition is not a matter of theories of secondhand experience but the living and human self-transmission of Christ to his disciples. In their different ways Thomas Keating and John Main both point, through faith and experience, to this Master as well as to the depth and vigor of this tradition to help us meet the challenges of the new era on which we are now embarked.

FATHER LAURENCE FREEMAN, OSB

January 1, 2000
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THE HOUSEHOLD OF BETHANY

As they went on their way, he entered a village and a woman named Martha received him into her house. She had a sister called Mary who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to his teaching. But Martha was distracted with much serving and she went to him and said, “Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to serve alone? Tell her then to help me.” The Lord answered her, “Martha, Martha, you are anxious and troubled about many things. One thing is needed. Mary has chosen the better part and it shall not be taken away from her.” (Luke 11:38-42)

As we ponder over these words, it becomes evident that the family of Bethany is a household of persons at various stages of the spiritual life. Martha is clearly the one who best represents ourselves. She is having trouble with her false self. She is thoroughly devoted to the Lord. They are friends. Jesus loved to stop at her home. She exemplifies “good souls” at the beginning of the spiritual journey when they have the best intentions to serve God. But on this occasion Martha is upset and anxious. She is converted on the conscious level of her psychological awareness, but not converted on the unconscious level of her motivation. She is under the influence of the emotional baggage that she has carried with her from early childhood, and consisting of the three basic energy centers of the human organism.

These three basic energy centers develop out of the instinctual needs of every infant for security and survival, affection and esteem, and power and control. These are biological necessities. When they are withheld, which is everybody’s experience to some degree, we either develop compensatory attitudes or repress the painful frustrations of those needs into the unconscious. There the energy remains secretly influencing our behavior and our decision-making processes.

Martha: The Purgative Way

Our first conversion focuses on trying to straighten out and clean up our ordinary conscious life. Martha is doing this. She is in the first stage of the spiritual journey — the Purgative Way. The Purgative Way consists in becoming aware of how our unconscious needs affect ordinary daily life including our service of God. It is unsettling for us to realize that, mixed in with our good intentions, are these infantile attitudes. They are necessary in early childhood in order to survive, but totally inappropriate now that we have grown up.

Martha is preparing a great dinner for Jesus. She resents his detached attitude towards her labors. She confronts him saying, “Don’t you care that my sister is sitting idle at your feet? Tell her to help me.” Notice the undertone of indignation. In the beginning of our spiritual journey we often have a co-dependent relationship with God. For example, we might say to God, “Give me what I want or else I won’t pray any more.” Although Martha is busy serving Jesus
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