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Why do we ask, “What is the way?”

For there are as many ways

as there are stars in the firmament.






INTRODUCTION
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For many years now I have written about spirituality in the every-day. It is the every-day in which we live. Being human we often long for something more transcendent than the ordinary, but then we quite often miss that which is numinous and extraordinary right under our noses.

Spirit is everywhere, even in the darkest hells of human creation. As the psalmist wrote, “Where can I go from your spirit? … If I make my bed in Sheol, you are there.” That God’s Presence is everywhere is understood by many religions. We may be shaped by our cultural and familial upbringing and by specific faith traditions—but they do not ultimately define our relationship with God. It is a personal experience. We must show up for it, and we do so reliably through prayer and meditation and in the living of our daily life. If we could describe this as a relationship, a capacity to fully attend to God’s Presence in the present, then we can meditate and pray anywhere and at any time.

My way has been a householder’s way, opening myself as much as possible to that which is near me in order to experience God’s Presence there. It is an undramatic, ordinary path, and it is completely available to anyone—even to those who do not believe in God, but who nevertheless have a faithful reverence for Life.

To pray with, that is, to reverently be with, requires a kind of dual awareness—that of the concrete, touchable world, and that which is untouchable and yet shines through the material world. We are embodied and we are spirit. So, too, are the places we dwell in and the things we use. Could we be more careful and aware of the world and our selves, we would without a doubt find that we live in a holy environment, and that the meaning of our lives can be found and experienced exactly where we are.

We have bodies, we have dwelling places, we have the things we use, and we have an inherent capacity to wonder. The poet Rainer Maria Rilke urged the young poet Kappus to try to love his questions, for then he might “gradually, without noticing live along some distant day into the answer.” Could we understand prayer and meditation to be a natural condition of questioning, of openhearted wondering, which can lead us to God—the unanswerable answer? I believe this is true and have given myself to this understanding. But each of us must discover the best way for themselves.

What does it mean to wonder? It means to fully experience without mental conclusions. To wonder is open-ended and full of attention. It allows for fresh nuances, even when we seem to experience the same thing many times. To wonder is to be alive with curiosity and spaciousness and with such courtesy toward the given that it has the chance to become a gift to us. It also invites us to give ourselves back to life and so paradoxically to receive more abundantly.

There is no need to read this book sequentially. Whatever the reader finds here that feels right could be a place to wonder, to experience, and to deepen. It can be thought of as a railing of sorts, such as staircases have. Contemplative traditions of the past created rules to live by. The medieval meaning of the word rule was railing—something to hang on to in the ups and downs of life. I hope these contemplative ideas could be such railings for the reader. But we know we can’t get anywhere if we continually change railings. There would be too many staircases and never a landing. Should one of these simple ways appeal to you, stick to it. Continue to question, to wonder, and to use it for some time. The Considerations for the Heart offered in this book, or ones you pose that you like better, could be practiced for a month, a year, or a lifetime. If a question you have been with for some time loses its appeal, try another and continue with it in a steady and stable manner. Just one simple question fully lived can bring us in time into that mystery which each of us can touch and be touched by, the presence of God. The key is to give our selves to it. Only in giving our time do we discover the timeless.

Prayer or meditation partners, or committed groups, can also use this book. Once a contemplative focus is decided upon, a group can enter into its practice for a few weeks and then share their experiences. This can lead to very fruitful exchange, but more importantly, it is in having the encouragement of others that we are helped to grow our constancy.

These ways appear simple on the surface. Simple, as we know, is not easy, but it is above all doable. Something small, consistent, and doable is a worthy way to wonder. In time, our open attending will become a continuous state, a deep relatedness that can be known as prayer without ceasing. Then we will not only be graced, but know that we participate in a wonder-full Grace beyond imagining.







Towards the Sacred

WITH OUR BODIES
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TO BE EMBODIED


What does it mean to be embodied? Doesn’t it mean to be given form? We have been gifted with a particular body. It is who we are in part—but not the whole story.

Form implies content. And when form and content are wedded, an intrinsic grace emerges where beauty is revealed. To mature into such beauty takes mellowing time.

Our bodies can help us and can be avenues of prayer, for God is there in us closer than our hands or our feet. Having bodies we are invited to be incarnated spirit. We can come to learn to be conscious of our bodies as holy, as homes for spirit. That awareness alone can change how we live.

Our bodies are always with us, faithful companions to the end. They tell our stories—how we treasure or do not treasure the gift of them. Through our bodies we can participate in God’s world or trash and disregard it.

To be fully alive, fully embodied is a living prayer.


MEDITATION


New light.

Just under the blinds, a sliver of light.

The light declares it is a new day—

a first day—

the only day available—

none other.

Light dawns inside as well,

felt more than seen—

a new day where we, too, are new,

 brand new,

just born.

The light grows and so does the wonder

of having a form,

a body, this very body.

We are made to be particular—

a somebody.

It will take a whole lifetime

to become who we are,

to become within the gift

of the body we’ve been given.
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CONSIDERATIONS FOR THE HEART


Today, how might I more fully receive the gift of my body?

How am I to live today so as not to miss an embodied life?

How might my body be a home for spirit today?


[image: logo.tif]


TO BREATHE

When we are born, we are born into a relationship with air, with breathing. How closely the words wind, air, life, and spirit are linked in human thought. We are creatures into whom life is breathed.

A word we have for inhaling is inspiration. When we are fully inspired, not only are our lungs filled—our beings are also filled, with hope, with potential, with the impetuous to express possibility.

Expired, we are over and done with, stopped … finished.

Our life is lived within this paradox. With every inhalation we are given life. With every exhalation we must surrender that life, for another breath to be given to us. If we could fully enter the rhythm of this paradox we would live with immediacy, and be intimate with birth and death and with life itself.


MEDITATION

Unobtrusively,

softly, gently, air enters the body.

For a moment we are expanded,

somehow made more.

Then the air leaves us.

The sound of its leaving

is like the swish of a skirt,

or the distant breaking of a wave.

There is no one who can feel this for us.

Only we can feel the rich gift of it.

No one can live this moment,

or any moment, for us.

It is ours alone.

Yet we are not alone.

Every moment Life is there,

infusing us

with the radiant risk and splendor of being.

It is breathtaking.
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CONSIDERATIONS FOR THE HEART

Can just this next breath be one I receive instead of take?

How might there be more breathing room in my life?

What would it mean to feel that God is breathing me?
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TO SEE

We see with more than our eyes. This is a mystery. We know that even a blind person can see in that larger sense. To see with carefulness and love is a great act of faith.

So often we are too lazy or too distracted to see with care. Images come into our retinas, and our minds have already interpreted them. We do not see without our biases, our habits of life and thought.

It is a great challenge to look upon the world and be so disposed as to try to see it for itself, without the layers our needs cover it with, and without the way our judgments divide the holiness of it.

Truthfully, we cannot escape ourselves, for even in the most transparent chambers of the heart we will realize that our view is veiled. We cannot avoid this fact—but we can nevertheless bravely turn our faces towards the world and try to see it with a loving gaze.


MEDITATION

Softening our eyes,

letting them light upon people and things gently,

without hurry,

could we feel their fundamental use as innocent?

Could we try to see without interpretations,

without requirements,

letting the world in the way a baby does,

with interest and wonder?

Could we be at prayer this way?

Could we ask our eyes to be free

of our thoughts, to re-see

 our surroundings, our loves, and our tasks?

Could we sense that in God

we are so essentially seen,

so constantly regarded,

that we can know this to be love?

Could we then understand that in God

we are not condemned or defined,

but forever becoming?
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CONSIDERATIONS FOR THE HEART

Today, could I look at just one thing in freedom—without grasping, judging, or denying it?

Today, could I invite my gaze to be so innocent and simple that it shines like a lamp in the dark?

Today, could I ask my eyes to be the eyes of friendliness whenever I meet a stranger or encounter something I do not understand?
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TO HEAR

We can close our eyes, but we cannot close our ears. Without ear-lids we are in a sense always open to the world, to its noise and joy, its confusion and its deep cries. Our eardrums cannot but resonate with what is around us. We thrum, whether we like it or not.

Sometimes we drown sounds with other sounds, or we shut ourselves down and refuse to acknowledge what we are hearing. Sometimes we are caught up and lifted out of ourselves because of something we heard.

When depth is measured at sea it is done by sounding. And like the sea our hearts have depths we are unaware of—depths we may be frightened of.

If we listened to one another with the humility of knowing that we do not know, then depth would be there for both speaker and hearer; there our stories, our needs and sorrows, as well as our joys would be sounded. It is no accident that the old-fashioned term for being well is to be sound.

By listening deeply we can discover how healing and mysterious it is to be human, to live at once in the depth and loneliness of unknowing and in the noisy bustling commerce of ordinary days.


MEDITATION

For a few moments each day,

could we listen for the silence in each sound?

Could we match that silence

with an inner stillness of our own?

Perhaps then we would hear

that which longs to be known,

to be given refuge

in simple human awareness and inclusion.

To listen to another fully

is to offer the heart like a vast sea.

That offering enlarges us.

Sometimes the heart is stirred up as surf is in a storm.

Sometimes it is becalmed and shiny with peace.

But always it is asked to be moved

by the great rhythm of meaning,

the deep and constant waves

of life requesting to be lived,

known, and heard.
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CONSIDERATIONS FOR THE HEART

Next time I am listening to another, might I listen with a sense of great space, a capacity of heart as vast as the sea?

Today, can I begin to hear others without always inserting the opinions and the priorities of my little self?

Today, could I try to hear below the surface of my conversations? Could I welcome the ache and the beauty of life wanting to speak and to be heard?
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TO SPEAK

We often forget that who we are speaks to others all the time, whether we open our mouths or not. From time to time our being may be silent and still, yet it emanates. It speaks without words.

For some this awareness leads to self-consciousness. They feel too exposed, too vulnerable for the usual interactions. Some babble and seek continual reflection and confirmation from others as a reassurance that they are fine and lovable.

To accept and trust that each of us is a word of God places the burden of worthiness on God, instead of on our battered, confused self-assessments.

We can turn towards God and ask to be the word God would have us be. That would mean frequent pausing to listen first before we succumb to the easy, reactive way in which we often converse.

To be spoken through is to be instrumental. Joy awaits us there and discovery, too, for God wants to express abundant life through us more than we imagine or recognize.

If we allow our speech to come out of intuition and silence, out of a connection with God’s love, we might discover how we are re-created all the time, and how we can co-create with God.


MEDITATION

No doubt, the first human words

were grunts and growls, cries and humming.

We expressed mostly through action and signaling sounds.

What a marvel and mystery it is then

that language developed and the possibility of

expressing subtle things

far beyond guarding food and turf!

Every word we have was gained through countless years

of human use. Our lives and thoughts are shaped

by language. We live in the historical stream of it.

By expressing we explore. All over the world, in this moment,

lives are being enriched with beauty and understanding,

or destroyed—all by the use of words.

Could we honor our speaking with more reverence

by remembering this long history

and the responsibility it gives us?

Could we daily offer our speaking to God

with the knowledge that so much of our future

is created word by word?
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CONSIDERATIONS FOR THE HEART

Today, could I learn to pause just a little moment before I speak? Might I consider whether any hasty word might limit me or someone else?

Could I consider that, whether I speak or not, I am a word of God, and therefore my dignity is inherent?

This day, could my words be gentle and my tone full as one who has been given much? Could I be well-spoken?
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TO TOUCH

In the courtesy of beholding, and with a certain kind of respectful distance, we can come to know that everything and everyone has a vast solitude within.

Quite often we do not want to feel this essential aloneness. It is fearful. We want to touch and be touched. We want to be verified. So we grab what we think we need and are assuaged for a brief time.

And if we do not like what comes close to us, we push it away. Confined by the ego’s solid refusals, we mistake our boundaries of “not liking” for a true self. Thus experience remains on the surface, only skin-deep. We are out of touch.

To truly touch another we must relate from that inner place that never insists or resists, but only is. First we must bear that mystery ourselves. We must let it open us, the way a great field invites us when the gate stands ajar and we step out on ground whose furthest dimensions are and remain always unknown.

We touch with hands, with speech, and with action. That was touching, we say when we realize that something unnamable and sweet has happened to both giver and receiver.

Those are perhaps the moments when the gates to our inner solitudes stand ajar and something glancing passes through. Soul to soul, we are met and are touched.


MEDITATION

When our hand rests gently

on the hand of another,

when it lifts a cup,

when it opens a door,

could we feel that there are worlds beyond the seeming

boundaries beneath our fingers?

Could we, if only momentarily, sense

how much space there is in everything,

and how ecstatic with life?

Science tells us that molecules dance

in our fingers, and in all that we touch.

Could we touch with the care

of those who would fall into step

with a pattern of movement,

an ongoing dance?

Might we touch without invasion,

and yet with the joy of full participation?

[image: logo.tif]


CONSIDERATIONS FOR THE HEART

At least once today, could I touch without a purpose or a need?

Daily, could I caress something or someone with the awareness that I touch an inherent holiness?

Could this day be one in which I allow myself to be defenseless for a moment in the presence of another?
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TO WALK

We both walk away from things and towards them. We speak of a person’s walk of life. We admire those who walk their talk. Whether in protest or in praise, walking implies intention, direction, and purpose.

Walking has been used as a way of devotion and prayer for thousands of years. Walking on pilgrimages, circumambulating holy mountains and shrines have been faithful ways for many. Our lives are lived one step at a time. We set out on our seemingly outer journeys to arrive at something inner.

To walk we have to be upright. Just this gives us stature. To walk we have to cover ground, which means we are supported by the earth with every step. And by its nature walking creates rhythm. We learn in time to pace ourselves.

If we are conscious and embody these fundamentals when we walk, we are invited to set out with a rich awareness, a context of being to which we can contribute our wills and our efforts.

How we walk this life is our own journey. But what we come to be is the gift we are to share with others. As we walk we can know that each devoted step has its moment. As more steps follow, we may find that they have become momentous.


MEDITATION

Standing erect, feet on the ground,

could we feel how we belong—

here between heaven and earth?

As we lift a foot and place it down,

could we remember that everywhere we step

is holy ground?

When we take our steps,

our arms swinging,

and air flowing past us,

could we feel how moving

it is to have the freedom to walk?

Could we step lightly this day?

If we must hurry, could we do so slowly?

Could our walking be a continual awareness

that we journey always in God?
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CONSIDERATIONS FOR THE HEART

Today, could I pick a small distance and walk it with awareness? Could I savor my body’s gift of freedom to move?

Today, could I ask if the direction I am walking in my life is my choice, or merely habit?

Today, could I bless the ground I step on and appreciate its full support?
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TO SLEEP

It may seem strange to some of us to think that entering into sleep could be prayer. Many of us say prayers before we turn off the light, but we seldom think of consciously giving ourselves over to the losing of our daytime awareness for the mysteries of sleep and dreams.

Attended, this process is a lived prayer of trust, a meditation of self-abandonment in God. Nightly we can practice the transition we must one day make into death, into the ultimate unknown.

We might lie for some time under our covers in the dark and remember the events of the day—our joys and our regrets. We might even pray about these things, but in the meantime our bodies are sinking into rest. They are taking a simple, direct route. Letting go, they are far more trusting than our minds with their constant concerns.

For us letting go and letting be is first and foremost a body prayer. At night we can learn to find ease, to be at rest in God, and so to grow to live our days without restlessness.

Who we are is impossible to define. We can only let go into a larger keeping. We may then experience the death of control and might feel a birth into that which holds the stars in their courses, the tides in their rhythm, the seasons in their turning. Our little troubles diminish in that great silence, and we learn to be at peace.


MEDITATION

Peeling off our clothes and stripping away

our daytime concerns,

could we become available to silence?

Could we turn these acts of “getting ready” for sleep

into offerings?

Could we come to our night bed

as we actually are—naked

to God?

For the short time between being awake

and being asleep, might we surrender

everything?

 Could we open to the gift of rest,

that gift in which

new beginnings are embedded?

Could we accept that just here, in our sleep,

we move forward,

or rather, we are being moved forward

in the vast Love

that wants us each to fully be?
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CONSIDERATIONS FOR THE HEART

Tonight, as I take off my clothes, could I take off my self-concerns and self-recriminations? Could I be simple—without concepts, naked to being as I am?

Under the cover of night could I know that light shines from distant stars and from a Love that holds both them and me in every moment?

Might I rest tonight in God? Might I let go? Might I learn to die daily and so live?
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