CONTEMPLATION

"Contemplation is essentially & listening in silence.” We prepare for
contempltation by the "attuning of the inmost heart to the voice of God." Qur
role is "simple to consent, to listen." --one becomes "absorbed in what is said
to it, and is not aware of itself az existing outsde of what is spoken to it."

Merton wrote: "Christ,..came on earth to form contemplatives.,” He said:
"Mv=ticizm embraces the whole interior experience of a soul immersed in the
fbsoiute.”

Merton wiched "to let pecple Know, in what I write, that the
cantemplative life is guite easy and accessible and doss not require
gxtraordinary or strange efforts, Just the normal generosity required te strive
for sanctity.* :

Contempiation is, above all, awareness of the reality of the Source [of
lifel, It knows the Source, obscurely, inexplicably, but with a certitude that
goes both berond reascn and berond simple faith... we Know by “unkrnowing.” Or,
better, we Know berend all Knowing or “unknowing’.*

He wrote: "In actual fact, true contemplation is inceparable from Tife
and from the dynamism of life-which includee work, creation, production,
fruitfuiness, and above all loye., Contemplation iz not to be thought of as a
separate department of life, cut off from all man’s other interests and
superseding them. 1t is the very fullness of a fully integrated life."

His most npoetic description of contemplation is this: “Contemplation is
a couniry whose center iz evervwhere and whaose circumference is nowhere. You do
not find it by traveling but by standing stilt?." "..,the contempiative is
permitted ta see the truth not so much bY zeeing it az by being absorbed into

M H
it.,,

"“The sityation of the socul in contemplation is something like the situation of
Adam and Eve in Paradise. Everything is rours, but on one infinitely important
condition: ihat it iz all given... No individual enters Paradise, only the
integritry of the Person." Be empty and see that I am God.""

On his final Asian pitigrimzge, he wrote & circular Tetter fo his frisends
in which he described tife’s journey for us ali: "Our real journey in Tife is
interior; it is a matter of growth, despening, and of an sver greater surrender
to the creative action of love and grace in our hearts.®

Merton once asked: “"What do ws think the contemplative life is? How do
we conceive itY As a life of withdrawal, tranquilify, retirement, zilence? Do
we Keep oureelves from action zand change in order te learp techniques for
entering info & Kind of static present reality which is theres and which we have
to lTearn how to penstrate? Do you hunt for this Ker, find it, then unlock the
door and snter? Well, that ig 3 vzlid image from a certain point of visw, but
it isn’t the old image. The contemplative Tife isn’t comething objective that
is “there’ and to which, after fumbling arocund, vou finally gain access. The
contempiative tife is a dimension of cur subjective sxistence. Discovering the
contemplative life is a new seif-discovery. One might say that it is the
flowering of a deeper identity on an entirely different plane from a mere
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psrchalogical discovery, & paradoxical new identity that ie found anly in loss
of self. To find one’s self by lozing cne’s selft; that is part of
‘contempiation,

Contemplation engages us in the journey from the false toward the True
Self. It cannot be a function of the external =elf. ‘“We must remember that the
zuperticial “I” is not our real zelf. 1%t is our ‘individuality’ and our
‘empirical self’ but it iz not truly the hidden and mveterious person in whom we
subsist before the eves of God... It iz at best the vezture, the mask, the
disguize of that mvsterious and unknown ‘sel’ whom most of us never discover
until we are dead. “Hell” can be described az a gerpetusl alienation from gur
true being, our true self, which is in God... Contemplaticn is precisely the
awareness that this “1° its really “not 1° and the awakening of the unknown “I°
that is berond observation and reflection and iz incapable of commenting upon
ttself... In such a world the true ‘17 remains hoth inarticulate and inwisible,

because it has altogther too much to say - not one word of which is about
ftself.”

"Contemplation immotates our entire self to God." "The first faundation
of contemplation is to see vou are nothing." We lose ourselves is the One who
toves us. WWe are "in some wayr transformed into him, 20 that we Know him zs hs
Knows himself.* He is Knowing within us., "God and the soul seem o have but
one singie “I17. They are {(by divine ‘grace) as though one single person.”

For Merton, then, contemplation is an experience of inner unity in love -
being deepir aware of our being part of all that is, connected, at one with all
creation through compassion. It is not that we discover a new unity. No, we
dizcover an older unity. *My dear brothers," Merton said, "we are already one,
but we imagine that we are not. And what we have to recover iz our ariginal
unity., What we have to be is what we are." 1t is the intuitive awakening of
one”s whole life existentially and consciously to the presence of God, in
communion with Him, in Christ, through the Holv Spirit. In the conscious
awareness of this relationship of Tove, the false self is annihilated, or better
csaid, the ego is purified as it merges into, is transformed by the True Sel4.
"We do not see God in contemplation - we Know Him by love: +or He is pure Love
and when we taste the experience of loving God for His own sake alone; we Know
by experience Who and what He is.® ’

Contemplation - Tiving life in communion with fod who is A1 in AT1 - iz
not learnad but received as "a religious and transcendent gift." s Merton
taught: “"No one teaches contemplaticn except God whe gives it. The best you
can do is to write something or sary something that will serve as an occasion for
someone eise to realize whxt God wants of him." “For contemplation cannot he
taught. It cannot even be clearly explained. It can only be hinted at,
suggested, pointed to, symbolized.,. there iz rzally no adequate perchology of
contemplation.” "But contemplation can never be the object of calculated
ambition. It is not something we plan to obtain with cup practical reason, but
the iiving water of the spirit that we thirst for, liKe a hunted deer thirsting
after a river in the wilderness.”

"It is not we who choose to awaken ourselves, but God Who chooses to
awaken us." Contemplation is, he wrote, "a response to a call: a call from Him
who hac no voice,-and vet Who speaks in everything that is, and Who, most of
all, speaks in the depths of our own being: for we ourselves are words of
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Hig... We curselves become His echa and His answer. It iz zs if in creating us
God asked a question, and in awakening us to contemplation He answered the
qugstion, 3o that te contemplative is at he same time, question an answer."

"The life of contemplation implies two levels of awarenese: first, awareness of
the guestien, and second;awareness 6 the answer... Lle awaken, not to find an
answer abzglutelw dictinct from the guestion, but to realire that the guestion s
fts own answer. &nd all iz cummed Up in one awarenesc - pot a proposition, but
an experience: I am,°"

Frem ali that has been zaid about contemplation, it should be clear that
"The beginning of contemplation is faith., If thers iz something essentiaily
zick about vour conception of faith you will naver be 3 contemplative... dabove
all, faith is the opening of an inward eye, the eve pf the heart, to be filled
with the presence of Divine Tight."

It is the beginning of communian... faith gives a dimensicn of simplicity
and depth to all our apprehensions and to all our experiences. What is this
dimension of depth? It iz the incorporation of the un¥nown and of the
unconscious into cur daily life. Faith brings together the known and the
unknowr se that they overlap: or rather, sc that we are aware of their
averlapping... When we accept only what we can conzciously rationalize, our
Tife is actually reduced to the most pitiful limitations... Faith incorporates
the unknown into our evervday life in a living, dvnamic and actual manner.

Faith is not just conformity, it is life... Until a man yields himseif to
God in the consent of total belief, he must inevitably remain a stranger to
nimself, an exile $rom himself, hecause he is excluded from the most meaningful

depths of his own being... The darkness of faith bears fruit in the tight of
wisdom, *

In 1947, Pope Paul U1 azked Mertaon to write about the contemplative Tife
for an international Svnod of Eishops in Rome. Thiszs is what he offered: "The
contemplative 1ife has nothing to tell you except to reaszure ¥ou and zay that
if vou dare to penetrate your own silence and dare to advance without fezr into
the solitude of vour ouwn heart, and risk the sharing of all that solitude with
the lonely ather who seeks Gad through you and with you, then wou will truly
recover the light and capacity to underctand what iz” bevond words and beveond
expianations because it is too close to be explained: it iz the intimate union
in the depths of vour own heart, of Ged“s spirit and vour own secret inmost
seif, so that you and He are in truth (ne Spirit,"

"Contemplation is the awareness and realization, even in some sense
experience, of what each Christian obscurely believes: “It ie now no longer 1
that tive but Christ lives in me.”* qupr bives are hidden with Chrizt in God.
“The whole essence of contemplative praver is that the divizian between zubjert
and object disappears.® .

Further, Merton savs: "Thers iz the whole “contempiative myretique’; &
standard which other people have =zet up for vou. Theyr call vou a contempiative
or a hermit, and then they demand that vou conform to the image they have in
mind. But the real contemplative standard is to have no standard, to be just
vourself, That‘s what Bod is asking of us, to be ourselves. I+ ¥ou are ready
to sa¥, "1°m going to do my own thing, it doesn“t matter what Kind of prese I

get,” i+ vou are really going to be vourself, vou are not going to fit anybody
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else’s mystique.® To put it mest directly, Contemplation is, in Merton’s words,
"an awakKening to the Real within all that is real."”

Try to make all wour activity bear fruit in the same empitiness and
silence and detachment vou have found in contemplation... For the saint
preaches sermons by the way he walks and the wa» he stands and the wayr he sits
down and the way he picks things up and holds them in his hand.

But "Let no one hope to find in contemplation an escape from conflict,
from arguish or freom doubt. On the contrary, the deep, inexpreszible certitude
of the contempiative experience awakens a tragic anguish and opens many gquestion
in the depths of the heart 1ike wounds that cannot stop bieeding... The worst
of it is that even apparently holy conceptions are consumed along wih all the
rest. It ic a tarrible breaking and burning of idols, a purificaticon of the
zanctuary, so that ro graven thing may occupy that place that Sod has commanded
to be left empty: the center, the existential attar which simply “is7."

"511 truly contempiative souls have this in common: not that they gather
exclusively in the desert, or that they shut themselves up in reclusion, bt that
where He is, there they are. And how do they find Him? Bv technique? There is
no technique for finding Him., They find Him by His will. And His will,
bringing them grace within and arranging their lives exteriorly, carries them
infallible to the precise place in Wwhich they can find Him. Even there ther do
not know how they have got there, or what they are really doing. fiS SQOR as a
man is fully dispozed to be alone with God, he is alone with God no matfer whare
he mav be,.. @&t that moment he sees that though he seems to be in te middie of
his journey, he has already arrived at the end. For the iife of grace on garth
is the beginning of the Tife of glory. Although he is a traveller in time, he
has opened hiz eyesz, for a moment, in eternity.”



