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Claire M. Lamoureux, Ph.D. 
We live in cultures that seem to value action, movement, efficiency, speed, superficiality, materialism, control, instant results, analysis and solutions. Many cultures tend to take life experience, situations and events at face value. In addition, many cultures tend to energize themselves through the fantastic, the extraordinary, the sensational, the bigger than life.  Consequently, reflection on life experience or developing a reflective approach to life is devalued, disregarded as unimportant, considered to be a waste of time.  From a foundational formative perspective, however, a reflective approach to life is vital to full human development.  One of the greatest obstacles to growing into a reflection disposition is the attitude of embeddedness.

Embeddedness

As humans, we are born into a certain family system, into a certain society and culture, into a specific religious tradition. From birth and throughout our childhood years, we unquestioningly absorb family values, attitudes, beliefs, prejudices, ways of doing and of being, perspectives on life, patterns of behavior.  The same is true of the culture and of our religious heritage:  we are immersed in a culture whose values we absorb uncritically and unquestioningly, and in a religious tradition whose religious beliefs, practices and traditions are handed down to us by our family.  We take for granted family, culture and religious patterns, attitudes and dispositions.

As children we are not sufficiently developed, nor do we have sufficient life experience to question, to evaluate or to make decisions about which family, cultural and religious values, attitudes, patterns, dispositions we will choose to live out.  We simply assimilate and grow from what we receive from our familial, cultural and religious environment.  The throughout this process of absorption and assimilation, we develop a certain perspective on life which we believe to be the right way to be, to do, to think, to perceive. We come into adulthood with a host of unquestioned beliefs about life, about people, about the world, about religion — all of which generally continue to remain unquestioned. We take in reality, we live through life events and circumstances, we evaluate life situations through the filter of the values, attitudes, dispositions, biases, prejudices in which we are embedded.  Generally, we do not question our beliefs or our attitudes unless we are confronted by a life situation in which these no longer work.  Crisis periods have a way of jolting us and awakening us to take a new look at some dimension of our embedded self.

The Life of the Spirit 

As diocesan priests or as members of religious Congregations and Societies, we gradually become immersed and embedded in the language and values of the life of the  spirit. Over time, for example, value-laden words such as humility, detachment, obedience, service, love, self-giving, contemplation, sacrifice, self-discipline, poverty, celibacy, spiritual exercises, become laden with layers of meaning, on both the conceptual and the emotional levels. These meanings are not questioned, but rather, absorbed in a taken-for-granted manner.  Consequently, when we are exposed to a differing perspective on such values and dispositions, we are unable to take in the newness except through our taken-for-granted understanding.  From our embedded stance, we evaluate and tend to resist taking in anything that might move us to question our already absorbed stance — we cannot afford to “make waves” within our familiar perspective.  Furthermore, we are convinced that our way of seeing, our perception is the right one.  Considering any other way might make us lax, permissive and less committed.


Over time also, daily structures, such as liturgy, meditation, spiritual reading, silence, solitude no longer speak with freshness and aliveness, but rather come under the numbing power of the routine, taken-for-granted.  We go through the motions, but without being fully present to what we are about.  The same is true of familiar Scriptures. We tend to tune out the words of Scripture which we have heard repeated so often.  The word loses its power to call us forth, to draw us into deeper meaning, to awaken us to a varied nuance of meaning, to stir our heart.  Rather, we close off, numbered by the repetition of words and passages that we’ve “heard before.”

Everyday Routine 

On a more fundamental level, we become embedded in our everyday routine.  For the most part, the morning alarm sets off the tread-mill of daily activities — the awakening and getting up process, having breakfast, going to work with its own routine, having lunch, going back to work, taking a coffee break, coming home from work, having supper, relaxing, going to bed.  Generally, the routine of our day is relatively predictable — so predictable, in fact, that for the most part, our everyday routine feels boring, humdrum, monotonous and repetitious — simply more of “the same old thing.”  We crave the new and different, the exciting.  We look forward to weekends, days off and vacations for a break in our routine, when we can “do something different.”  Generally however, after the novelty has worn off, the “doing something different” is no longer different and exciting. 

We have become so embedded in the world and life of our everyday, that we are numbered, mesmerized and blinded by our daily routine, and at times, by life itself.  We move through the day in a thoughtless, robot-like fashion, unable to see beneath the surface level of our experience, unable to move beyond the immediate.  Each aspect of our day is viewed and perceived as a separate segment, a different compartment.  We see no underlying thread connecting our various activities.

Advantages of Embeddedness


“In the everyday life world everything becomes familiar, common, well known, and loses a sense of specialness.”  (Vincent M.  Bilotta, III, Ph.D., Sacramental Consciousness)  Despite the numbness, stuckness and blindness into which embeddedness thrusts us, it is an indispensable dynamic of our everyday life.  For if we are to function comfortably and effectively in our everyday world, we need to experience some degree of stability and security.  We  need to feel at home, to have a certain place and space, and to be able to accept ordinary routine things as they are without constantly questioning their why.  Imagine the useless expense of energy if we had to worry about whether or not the light will go on when we flip the switch, or whether the car will start when we turn the ignition, or whether day will dawn tomorrow.  Rather, we take these things for granted, simply expecting them to be there.


In a sense, each of us moves sleepily through life.  We live with the belief that our familiar ways of being and doing will continue to see us through.  Or we realize that we have moved through life rather comfortably and successfully with our values and principles; why should we question them?  Again, we may believe that our way of thinking is the right way; why then, should we even consider the possibility that another’s insight might be helpful?  Without realizing it, our embeddedness in the ordinary attitude becomes a comfortable, secure way to make some sense out of the chaos of the world.  Implicitly, the ordinary attitude of embeddedness to some extent defines our limits and possibilities and sets the perimeter of our life’s countless uncontrollable insecurities.  Consequently, when some aspect of our taken-for-granted world is disrupted, we often become tense, anxious, and frustrated.


Furthermore, embeddedness can also foster a reflective attitude.  Without the kind of basic trust and rootedness in life and in the world, fostered by embeddedness, we could become tense, anxious, and overly vigilant.  We become so absorbed in simply getting through each day that daily experience passes us by.  We have neither time nor energy to listen to our life or to allow meaning to emerge.  Our inner world becomes cluttered with preoccupation and worry about relatively simple issues.  As a result, we feel disoriented and unable to be present to life.  Embeddedness grounds us in a safe and trusting place and space from which we can explore the world, and to which we can return when we begin to feel unsafe and insecure.  (The above section, “Advantages of Embeddedness”, is  taken from sections of Reflective Living:  A Spiritual Approach to Everyday life, pp. 49 through 53, Claire Brissette Lamoureux, Ph.D.)

Analytical Thinking

The blindness and numbness of embeddedness are perpetuated and intensified by the analytical, problem-solving and solution-oriented type of reflection which permeates many of our world cultures.  The scientific technological orientation of our culture which analyzes problems by controlling research environments in view of the advancement of humankind, and seeks solutions to a variety of problems plaguing the planet permeates every aspect of our lives.  Because of the loss of the spiritual horizon of meaning which characterized the human world view through the Middle Ages, the scientific mind set characteristic of the research laboratory and a high tech has become the common frame of reference for approaching life itself.


From this perspective, life is generally perceived as consisting of a series of problems which must be analyzed and solved.  Our life is perceived as a series of questions that must be answered as efficiently as possible.  Such an analytical approach to life leaves little room for the emergence of anything more than problems or questions.  Consequently, we develop a guarded vigilant attitude, attempting to control every aspect of our life, lest we be overwhelmed by problems and questions.  We read, we take courses, we go to workshops, and we participate in seminars —  all in an attempt to find answers and to solve problems.


Throughout this process, we develop a myopic approach to life unable to see or move beyond our daily routine, our absorbed family patterns, values and attitudes, our childhood religious formation, our cultural tradition, our religious life attitudes, dispositions, and beliefs.  We cut ourselves off from the fullness of life, from what might or could emerge if we loosened our tight control over our lives.  We cut ourselves off from our body, our feelings, our needs and desires, as well as from the deep yearnings of our spirit hungering for something more.  The self that we are becomes reduced to an anxious, tense, controlling, analytical, guarded, vigilant self.  We settle for a life of quiet desperation.
A Reflective Approach to Everyday Life

From a foundational formative perspective, a reflective approach to everyday life is a vitally important means of becoming awakened from our sleepy, taken-for-granted embeddedness in the everyday.  As humans, we cannot escape the everyday.   Everyday experience is the warp and woof of our lives.  Everyday experience is the primordial place and space within which we live out our human lives.


The reality of daily living is our paramount reality.  It is the privileged 
position from which we live our lives...The reality of daily living requires that we be rooted in the pragmatic of doing what has to be done.  (Vincent M.  Bilotta, III,  Ph.D., Sacramental Consciousness, p.6)


The fundamental concern in regard to the everyday then, is related to the quality of how we will do “what has to be done,” of how we will live out our lives in the context of the everyday.  What is our relationship to everyday life:  Are we hostile, embittered, asleep, merely going through the motions, simply tolerating?  Do we experience everyday life as a burden, as something to be “gotten through”?  To what extent are we engaged with and intimately involved with our common ordinary, everyday experience?  Do we rush through the simple, everyday routines of getting up, making our bed, taking a shower, eating, drinking a cup of coffee or tea, doing our laundry, driving or walking to work, in order to get to the “more important” things we have to do?  Do we dismiss these mundane activities as irrelevant, unimportant, a waste of time, in the way of the more important aspects of our life?


A reflective approach to life is grounded in these common ordinary experiences of everyday life.  From a formative perspective, these are not activities to be merely “gotten through.”  Rather, they become so many opportunities for becoming intimately involved and engaged with daily life as the primordial place of human growth, development and enrichment.  A reflective  approach to daily life moves us from our head to our heart.  This sense of the power of the everyday is captured by Merton:


Every moment and every event of every man’s life on earth plants something in his soul.  For just as the wind carries thousands of winged seeds, so each moment brings with it germs of spiritual vitality that come to rest imperceptibly in the minds and will of men.  Most of these unnumbered seeds perish and are lost, because men are not prepared to receive them: for such seeds as these cannot spring up anywhere except in the good soil of freedom, spontaneity and love.  (Thomas Merton, New Seeds of Contemplation, p. 14 )


From Merton’s perspective, every moment and every event, no matter how insignificant, is pregnant with meaning and has the potential of touching our heart if we but slow down enough to stop, look at, listen to, stay with, and soak in our experience.  Every moment then, becomes an opportunity for personal deepening.  Every moment of our lives holds the possibility of energizing us, of revitalizing us, of enlivening us, of immersing us more fully into the mystery of living.


The Gospels provide us with powerful examples of the vital importance of ordinary, everyday experience. Jesus was so grounded in everyday life that he spontaneously allowed himself to be called forth by people, events and situation around him.  The context of the everyday became the source of his teachings, of his calling people to reflection upon their own lives.  He had no lectern; nor did he carry around a briefcase filled with lecture material.  His textbook consisted of the persons, places, situations and things around him.


A flock of grazing sheep called forth from him a teaching about God’s love and care for the “lost sheep,” as well as a description of himself as the “Good Shepherd.”


A farmer sowing seed stirred him to speak of the Word of God as the seed that falls in different places within our hear.


A field of lilies and the birds of the air awakened within him a lived sense of God’s care and concern for every living thing.


Fishermen hauling in a catch of fish called him forth to invite these men to become “fishers of men.”


A woman drawing water at the well moved him to ask for a drink, his way of engaging this woman.


Jesus’ quality of presence to the everyday allowed him to be in touch with the deeper meaning of the mundane situations that called him forth.  Steeped in the horizon of the sacred and living in oneness with God, he saw all of the simple, ordinary realities of everyday life from the perspective of the sacred and as revealers of God’s direction for him.  In touch with and grounded in the mystery diversion of the everyday, he invited his listeners to reflect upon their own lives in the context of mystery.  Within the context, he challenged them to conversion of heart. Jesus’ groundedness and attuneness to the everyday have made sacred the everydayness of our own lives.


Merton states that the varied moments of our everyday experience “rest imperceptibly” in our minds and hearts.  Experience enters into us and touches us without our awareness.  For the most part, we are often too busy, surrounded by too much activity and noise, too frantic and hectic, too preoccupied, too agitated, too insensitive to be aware of what is touching us. We are so programmed to making things happen, to forcing our thoughts and opinions, and we are so willful that we come to believe that we must make a reflective approach to life happen as well, that developing such an approach is totally our doing.  To the contrary, our willful approach to life is a major obstacle to growing into a reflective perspective on everyday life.


Developing a reflective approach to life happens imperceptibly, as we begin to slow down our hectic pace and to be present to ourselves in silence and solitude.  Being touched by experience has nothing of the spectacular or the extraordinary.  Rather, we are hardly aware of being touched.  Staying with a particular situation, feeling, event, memory in a dwelling mode may not seem relevant because the particular experience seems peripheral and unimportant within the total context of our life.  However, over time, as we continue to stay with and dwell with seemingly unimportant daily experiences, a thread of meaning emerges. We become aware of characteristic patterns, of our style, of personality patterns. Gradually, we experience a felt sense of the direction for our life — not because we have thought it out analytically or understand it intellectually, but because we have become increasingly grounded in our experience as a fundamental revealer of truth for our life.  We may not be able to explain ourselves to others in a rational, logical manner.  However, deep within our being, we experience and “inner knowing” that surpasses our intellect.  Such is the power of a reflective approach to everyday life.


Developing a reflective approach to life, Merton points to three important dispositions which facilitate growing into a reflective approach to everyday life.  He speaks of “the good soil of freedom, spontaneity and love.”


Inner freedom is a disposition of the heart that provides the inner space into which our daily experience can enter, touch us, speak to us and find a home within us.  However, many of us walk through each day with a tense, tight body, with an agitated, preoccupied mind, and with a cluttered inner world.  Our tight body, our busy mind and our cluttered inner self all demand our attention.  All absorb our energy, thus diminishing our quality of presence to everyday experience to enter within and touch us.  Although we may be touched at some level, the demands of our inner clutter and preoccupations can become all-consuming.  Such a lack of inner freedom prevents us from becoming wholeheartedly engaged with our everyday experience.


When we find ourselves to preoccupied, it is important, from a formative perspective, that we focus our attention on the immediate matter at hand; that is, that we be present to the tightness in our body, to our preoccupied mind, to our inner clutter.  A reflective and receptive presence to our here-and-now reality will gradually enable us to gain an inner sense of what we must do to become free of whatever is diminishing our quality of presence to our everyday life experience.  For example, we may need to become involved in more physical exercise.  We may need to slow down our hectic pace and discipline ourselves to develop a more leisurely approach to our daily responsibili-ties.  We may need to get involved in psychotherapy as a way of working through our inner clutter.


However we choose to work through our inner oppressiveness and preoccupation, we gradually begin to experience inner space and freedom, as well as an imperceptible, barely-noticeable difference in our quality of presence to the persons, events, situations, and things of our everyday life.  We find ourselves, with no conscious effort on our part, increasingly open and receptive to reality and to life within and around us.  Inwardly freer, we are able to take in, to dwell with, to be with, to stay with, and to be touched by whatever stirs within us in response to our experience.  In this staying with, various layers of meaning begin to be revealed.  We find ourselves moving more deeply with the experience and come to touch the mystery dimension of our common, ordinary experience.


An example might be helpful. As I work on this paper on a computer, I find myself, for the most part, using the computer to facilitate the task of writing.  I often marvel at its time saving features and at its varied abilities.  Every so often as I sit here, I find myself carried beyond the immediacy of typing and writing and called forth by the computer.  As I sit before this technological wonder, I find myself in awe of it abilities and in awe of the human minds that invented such a machine.  I find myself in touch with my own human limitations and insignificance — my mind understands very little of the technological world of computers and computer chips.  I marvel at the talent of the human minds that do.


As I continue to be present to the computer, I find myself touching the mystery of my connectedness with other human beings:  I am benefiting from the ingenuity of others.  I am experientially in touch with the reality that all of us as humans, can learn from one another, can help one another and can benefit from one another’s contributions —  that we as humans  have so much potential and creativity that are intended to be shared to improve the quality of life for all people.  I feel sad that in our functional, power-oriented world this is not always the case.  I find myself more keenly aware of my own gifts and talents and in touch with our God leading me in and through the varied situations and concrete circumstances of my life. I touch the mystery that through these varied circum-stances our God invites me to be all that I am, thus making my small contribution to the quality of life of those to whom I minister.  I find myself filled with a sense of wonder, awe and gratitude toward our God, as the situations and events that have led me to this present ministry pass through me.


The significance of this experience is that it simply happens occasionally as I work at my computer.  It calls me beyond myself, inviting me to move beyond the immediacy of the task at hand, and to be more fully present to it.  In the process of being-reflectively-present-to, I allow the computer to lead me wherever it wills.  I can move with the experience because of a certain inner freedom that creates the space in which I can receive and be touched by what is happening.  Such an experience demands letting go of my functional self that wants to finish this project.  To the extent that I am able to let go, I can allow the computer to speak.


At times, when I feel pressured to finish a project, and am facing an immediate deadline, I occasionally experience a similar being-called-forth by the computer.  However, my own feeling-pressured takes over and I choose not to move with the experience, except to say, “Yes, I am aware of what’s happening.”  In both situations, the reflective process is aborted because I am not properly disposed to receive it and to stay with it.


Furthermore, such an experience simply happens.  It is not forced to happen.  Nor is it programmed to happen.  Such an experience happens through our openness and receptivity to everyday experience.  It happens in the freedom of our inner space.  It happens spontaneously in response to being called forth and taking the time to be with what is inviting us and stirring us.  Such reflective moments are characterized by spontaneity, as suggested by Merton.  Oftentimes, our rigidities, controls and inflexibilities prevent us from flowing with the rhythm and movement of life.  Reflective awareness does not move according to our time table, but rather it flows according to its own rhythm.  Our lack of attuneness to the rhythm of our life and to the rhythm of life around us closes us off to experience as it offers itself to us.


I have often heard people say, “I don’t have time to deal with what’s going on now.  I’ll let myself be with it on my next day of quiet.”  Inevitably, these people find themselves disappointed at the end of a day they had taken to “deal with it” because nothing surfaced.  In their waiting, they failed to respect the spontaneous flow of their experience.  Indeed, in the busy-ness of our everyday life, we often cannot stay with whatever is inviting us, or surfacing, or stirring.  It is important at such times, to take whatever few moments we can to be present to what is going on and to return to it later in the day.  The memory of those few moments of awareness may re-awaken the experience and enable us to move with it.


Finally, Merton speaks of the “good soil...of love.”  The good soil of love suggests a being deeply immersed in the process of living and a being actively engaged in the flow of life.  A reflective disposition is nurtured and grows to the extent that we are grounded and rooted in our humanness, to the extent that we are given over to the rhythm of life means that gradually, we come to see these moments as also contributing to our movement and growth.  From a formative perspective, such moments are an integral part of the wholeness of our human journey, intended to refine us and to allow to emerge ever more fully, our real selves, the authentic name by which our God calls us.


As related to developing a reflective disposition, love demands that we surrender to the rhythm and movement of our life and of our process.  Love invites us to let go of our tight control over our life and experience, to become intimately engaged with living and to surrender to the mystery of God’s presence in and through our life and living.


A reflective approach to life immerses us in the mystery-dimension of our ordinary, everyday lives.  As we grow in a reflective disposition, we become increasingly grounded in the reality that is our everyday life; we are more awake and alive; we are more open and receptive to receive the fullness of our daily experience and to be nourished by it.  Although we remain embedded in our everyday, as an integral part of our human condition, we are not blind slaves to embeddedness: our feet are no longer stuck in the cement of embeddedness; rather, standing on the ground of increases awareness, we remain open to being challenged to growth in our embeddedness.

Contemplation

From a foundational formative perspective, a reflective approach to everyday life is the beginning of a contemplative disposition.  Throughout the centuries, spiritual authors have described contemplation as a gazing upon, a stilling, a staying with, a dwelling with, a being.  Such are the attitudes and dispositions fostered by a reflective disposition.  Although we commonly associate contemplation with mysticism, solitude, monks and cloistered nuns, a contemplative disposition remains within the grasp of everyone regardless of life-style or of ministry.


Contemplation is a letting down into our hearts in order to gaze upon, dwell with, be with, become attuned to the mystery-dimension of our life and of our experience with a lived sense of awe, wonder, reverence and receptivity to whatever might emerge in the stillness and the quiet.  In that place of mystery, we come to experience a sense of oneness with ourselves, with all that is, with God.  We come to see the invisible order of reality that permeates the visible.


The spiritual authors describe contemplation as a movement from being in charge of our lives to allowing God to take the initiative.  It is the movement from a stance of willful mastery over people, events, situations, and things, to a willing surrender to these realities of our everyday life.  It is a movement from the head to the heart.  Our disposition, then, is one of surrender and of willing response to the mystery of God’s presence and movement in our lives.  Such a disposition is rooted in and emerges from the heart, that core of our being that is and with the Source of all that is. 


Such a stance requires that we slow down our hectic and frantic pace, that we quiet our agitated and tense body, that we still our preoccupied mind, that we become comfortable with silence in order to enter into our heart.  There we become receptive to the present moment; we allow ourselves to be grasped by the mystery of our being, of life, of God.  Contemplation then, requires that we integrate into our busy lives an attitude of leisure which allows us to take the time to be touched and moved by whatever is within us or around us.


All of this seems foreign to our functional, pragmatic American mind, which seeks to control, to be in charge of, to make happen, to move, to understand.  Our taken-for-granted attitude of willful mastery armors us against the softness of our heart with its receptive, vulnerable, willing, sensitive, touch-able disposition.


Furthermore, we live in a culture that specializes in escaping from itself and distracting itself through noise — television, radio, VCR and DVD, stereo, compact disc player, I-Pod, internet surfing.  Noise protects us from ourselves, from hearing disturbing, discomforting, agitating inner sounds.  Noise armors us from in-touchness with our inner selves.

Contemplation and the Heart

When we consider the word heart we come in touch with various levels of meaning.  From the physical perspective, the heart is a vital organ.  Critical patients are put on the heart monitors in order to keep a close watch on their heart rate.  Death is commonly confirmed by taking a person’s pulse or checking one’s heart beat.  In our society, massive advertising has been conducted for years to make us aware of the need for proper diet and exercise as common means of maintaining a healthy heart.  Large sums of money are allocated each year for heart research and for the prevention of heart disease.  The human heart is the pulsating life force that keeps us physically alive.  The condition of our heart clues us in to the general state of our physical health.


Just as our physical heart refers to the center of our physical life, so too, the word heart  refers to the center of the human person.  We commonly use such phrases as “from the bottom of my heart,” “a person of heart,” “heartfelt.” “I put my whole heart into it,” “heartbroken,” “with all my heart.”  Each of these phrases implies something deep within us, the core of who we are.  The Encyclopedia Dictionary of the Bible), describes the heart as the center of the human personality; the totality of the inner life of humans, the original unity of being.  From the Hebraic perspective, heart refers to the seat of one’s whole inner life, both natural and supernatural.


The heart is referred to as a quiet center, the ultimate in the human personality, the center or innermost part, the integrating center of one’s being, an expression of the whole person, an energy  center, an inner sanctuary, the deepest part, the origin of who we are.  The well known phenomenologist, J. H. van den Berg, describes the heart as — the living beating center of his (man’s) personal existence, the warm center of a colorful inspiring world.


The heart then, refers to the core of our being, without which we cannot live, whether physically, emotionally, psychically, or spiritually.  Our heart is vital to life and to health. Authors and researches reflecting upon the heart from a spiritual perspective agree that generally, we are out of touch with our heart.  Just as we pay very little attention to our physical heart unless we have problems, so too, we tend to neglect the heart core of our being. Andre Louf in Teach Us To Pray (1973) writes — Our main enterprise over the course of a life time is to find our way back to our heart and gradually wake it up.

Vincent M. Bilotta, Ph.D., echoes a similar theme. One of the most difficult things today is to gain possession of my heart in order to be able to give it.  We have been deprived of an alive heart....The first step of the spiritual life is to get your heart back, to make contact with it, nurture it, take care of it.


For most of us, the process of reclaiming our heart is experienced as threatening.  For throughout our lives, we have all experienced the trauma of having our heart broken through pain, hurt, rejection, deprivation.  As a result, we have learned to protect our heart against further wounding and breaking.  Our heart has become hardened, calloused, rigid, resistant, mistrustful, stony, distanced, insensitive.  We are armored and well defended against anyone or anything that may touch the softness, tenderness and vulnerability of our heart.  Thus, our armored heart is cut off not only from others and from God, but from ourselves as well. We tend to be strangers to the innermost part of who we are.


This defensive posture is further encouraged by our culture in which the heart is perceived primarily as the sentimental, romantic component of human life.  Moreover, the highly functional, competitive and production oriented focus of our culture leaves our human heart dry, empty and starving for care, attention and nurturance.  The materialism, superficiality and behavioral approach characteristic of our culture would have us believe that there is nothing more to us than what appears on the surface, that humans have no depth.


Contemplation leads us inward  to discover our depth, to reconnect with and reclaim our heart.  Contemplation is not something we do within the context of a structured hour of prayer. Rather, contemplation is a disposition and an attitude nourished during struc-tured times of prayer.  Contemplation happens according to our readiness, our receptivity and our response.  We can do nothing to force it or make it happen.  Rather, we can only live in a contemplative stance, disposed to allow ourselves to be drawn into a contempla-tive experience.


We have all experienced natural moments of contemplation when, standing before the vastness of the sea, the brilliant panorama of the setting sun, the edge of the desert, or in a moment of quiet listening to music, reading poetry, or gazing upon a work of art, or in interaction with a close friend, or in a moment of stillness, or caught up in wonder with a child, or being with someone in pain, we are carried beyond the immediacy of the here and now to find ourselves experiencing a sense of mysterious connectedness with ourselves, with all of humanity, with the universe, with God. We experience a sense of our own insignificance and find ourselves welling up with awe, wonder and gratitude.


In this contemplative moment, we gradually let down into the deepest part of who we are.  Our hearts are touched.  We become receptive.  We feel vulnerable, fragile, naked, exposed.  Feelings of tenderness well up within us.  We are softened.  We experience a gradual stilling and quieting of our entire being.  We come home to our heart.


Eventually, we move back into our everyday life and world.  However, we are changed: the connectedness, tenderness and softness of the contemplative moment linger, affecting our perception of ourselves, of others, of our task, of God, and subtly influencing the quality of our interactions, of our movements, of our work.  We feel more grounded.  We see more clearly: nothing has changed; yet, everything and everyone seems somewhat different.  Our vision has been transformed.  We see beneath the surface of life and reality.  We perceive life from a deeper perspective.


Such contemplative moments soften the armor which hardens our hearts.  They weaken the defenses which keep us alienated from ourselves, others, God, life and living.  Over time, openness and response to such contemplative moments evolve into a way of life that is contemplative,  to a gradual softening of and in-touchness with our heart.


Contemplation leads us home to our heart and grounds us there.  From the oneness of contemplation our perception of ourselves, of others, of God, of life is transformed.  We see with softer eyes. We hear with more tender ears.  We move more gracefully.  We speak with greater compassion.  Our decisions are made from the heart in dialogue with our rational intellectual capabilities.

Contemplation and Intimacy  
As humans, each of us craves intimacy.  Yet, as described above, all of us come from a wounded past.  Many of us have experienced wounds around the issue of intimacy.  Inscribed in our story is a heart that in some way has been hurt, disappointed, rejected or betrayed by a significant other. We have become frightened, mistrustful, hardened, cynical, embittered, angry.  Perhaps repeated hurts in the area of intimacy have led us to believe that we are unlovable and incapable of an intimate relationship.  As a result, we fear.  We defend ourselves against the intimacy we desperately seek and need.  Is it any wonder then that we perceive contemplation as being out of reach, impossible, not for us, a threat?  
For at the heart of a contemplative disposition is intimacy.  At the heart of a contemplative experience lies an intimate relationship of oneness with everyday life, with ourselves, with all of humanity, with God, with the universe. Contemplation draws us into the connectedness of intimacy.  Carried by a contemplative experience, we find ourselves defenseless before the mystery of oneness that we share.  We find ourselves drawn by our God who is intimately involved in our lives and who invites us into a deepened and more authentic relationship.


In the contemplative experience of “being drawn,” we no longer have control.  Rather, the initiative is God’s.  From our threatened and highly controlled approach to everyday life, we may be terrified by the prospect of losing control, of not being in charge, of being led, of being drawn.  We fear the process.  We fear how and where we might be led.


Our strong need to control closes us to the possibility of intimacy. For an intimate relationship with everyday life, with ourselves, others and God, implies allowing ourselves to be touched, to become vulnerable and to surrender. We need to give ourselves over completely, to become engaged with and to move with ourselves. We need to move with rather than against. We need to be attuned to rather than threatened by. We need to receive rather than push away. We need to surrender rather than control. When we proceed with daily life in this manner we become intimate with rather than alienated from.


In the giving over of ourselves, we come to believe that we are involved with a God who respects our pace, our story, our woundedness in the area of intimacy.  We come to believe that our God draws us in order to heal our woundedness, to soften our hardened hearts, to give flesh to our stony hearts.  We are invited to trust the process, to remain receptive and responsive to contemplative moments, and to grow into a contemplative disposition.  We are invited to believe that the contemplative intimacy into which our God draws us is healing, freeing, life-giving and energizing.


From a foundational formative perspective, it is important that we be in touch with our capacity for intimacy and with the impact upon our development of the deformative dimensions of our story.  Most of us have built protective walls around ourselves through which we manage to keep at a safe distance, everyday life as well as the persons, events, situations, and circumstances that make up our life.  For the most part, we remain distanced from ourselves.  We experience becoming engaged with, becoming engaged with, becoming involved with, being touched by, getting close to as unsafe and threatening.  As a result, we move through life somewhat like a mannequin — rigid, stationary, hollow, empty, lifeless, and without a heart. We are there but not truly present to life and life experience, incapable of any intimate engagement.


It is not surprising then, that we surround ourselves with noise, work, fast-paced living, the newest toy. Our hearts crave connectedness, closeness and intimacy.  Threatened by the ordinariness of our everyday life and feeling unsafe with ourselves as well as with others, we block off any possibility of allowing our heart to be touched.  We keep at a safe distance any possibility of slowing down, of moving within, of becoming more reflective, of becoming intimate, of developing a contemplative posture.  Without being grounded in a healthy capacity for intimacy, it is not possible to develop an authentic contemplative approach to life and life experience.

Implications for the Formative Process


Throughout these pages, we have addressed the foundational formative issue of embeddedness in family, culture and religious heritage, as well as in our everyday routine.  We have described reflective living as a vitally important foundational formative disposition.  We have considered contemplation as emerging from a reflective approach to life, as leading us to our heart, and as drawing us into intimacy.  The dynamics of embeddedness, reflective living and contemplation are integral to the formative process.


In considering embeddedness, we wish to emphasize that as humans, we remain embedded in our world.  The purpose of the awakening process is to help us uncover and become explicitly aware of implicit patterns of behavior, attitudes, dispositions, percep-tions and world views so that we live with increased awareness and with a greater ability to make conscious decisions for ourselves.


A further importance of the awakening process is to help us become increasingly aware of uncongenial pattern rooted in our false self, and to become attentive and responsive to concrete opportunities to face, own and work through such patterns.


Throughout the formative process into brotherhood, sisterhood, priesthood, lay associate, the process of awakening also facilities candidates’ vocational discernment. As they grow in increased awareness of their uniqueness and deal with uncongenial patterns, they come to see to what extent their chosen life form and the specific charism of the Congregation or Society are congenial to their personal uniqueness.


It is important then that Formators provide concrete structures and opportunities such as the following, to facilitate within candidates an awakening from their embeddedness.

1. 
The reflective structure of journal writing, with the Formator giving feedback, as suggested in the “Journal Writing” paper, can help candidates both stumble upon areas of embeddedness as they write, as well as receive appropriate challenge from the Formator. 

2. 
A well-prepared and experientially-oriented  series of lectures on embeddedness as well as on specific areas of embeddedness as described above, integrated with group discussions on the lecture material as it relates to their concrete experience can open candidates to certain aspects of their embeddedness.  If such a structure is adopted, it is important that Formators carefully monitor the direction of the discussion, emphasizing the need to relate the lecture material to personal lived experience.

3. Regularly scheduled individual weekly meeting with the Formator, in which s/he helps candidates make explicit whatever is implicit in what they share, and in which the Formator also makes explicit what s/he becomes aware of in their interaction, helps candidates clarify and become attuned to what they are saying.  Within this context they are also helped to become increasingly sensitized to what is revealed in and through their ordinary everyday experience.
4. Formative reflective reading, the word of God in Scripture, the formative reflec-tive reading journal and group sharing of the journal hold the potential of confronting candidates with deformative, taken-for-granted embedded patterns.  In order for such awakening to happen, however, formative reflective reading and the formative reflective reading journal must be approached in the manner described in the “Formative Reflective Reading” paper. 

5. If formators are to facilitate the process of awakening from embeddedness within candidates, it is crucial that they as individuals and as a group and as a Society be engaged in their personal awakening process through the reflective sharing structures described above.


While awakening candidates to their embeddedness, the above structures equally facilitate within them movement toward a reflective approach to life and a contemplative disposition. Further suggestions for growth in a reflective and a contemplative disposition are as follows:

1. It is important that Formators gain a sense of their candidates’ reflective ability from the formative perspective of being present to experience.  It is equally important that they be in touch with obstacles to reflection within their candidates.  For some, the “inner clutter” of unresolved issues described above may adversely affect their quality of presence to everyday life and experience.  When this is the case, it is important that candidates be referred to psychotherapy to help them work through their excessive inner preoccupation, turmoil or agitation.  The gradual freeing up of the therapeutic working-through process will facilitate their movement into a reflective disposition.

2. A well-prepared and experientially oriented series of lectures on the art of reflective living and on growing into a contemplative disposition serves as an important introduction to a lived sense of these attitudes.  The primary purpose of these lectures  is formative rather than informative.  At the end of each lecture, the Formator suggests that throughout the week, candidates be present to and journal about one specific aspect of their daily life, such as the following:

a. Describe the experience of waking up.


b. Describe the experience of taking a shower.

c. Describe the experience of getting dressed.

d. Describe the experience of drinking a glass of water.

e. Describe the experience of eating.

f.  Describe the experience of making your bed.

g. Describe the experience of walking up the stairs.

h. Describe the experience of sitting in your favorite chair.

i.  Describe the experience of driving a car.

j.  Describe the experience of taking a walk.

k. Describe the experience of participating in the Liturgy.

l.  Describe the experience of feeling the wind blow through your hair  

    or against your face.

m. Describe the experience of washing your hands.

n.  Describe the experience of having a conversation with a close friend.

o. And so on, with the various, ordinary activities that are part of a 

    candidate’s everyday life.


Descriptions of these experiences focus on candidates’ sense experience of the activity:  what they see, hear, smell, taste, feel, as well as what stirs within them as they live through the experience they describe. It is important that candidates allow them-selves to be present to the experience in their natural relaxed manner, allowing to emerge whatever surfaces for them or stirs within them. Doing such an exercise in a willful, driven, “I have to get something out of this”  manner only serves to create tension and defeats the intended purpose, which is to facilitate their growing into a reflective approach to life as the ground of a contemplative posture.


Such a reflective exercise provides candidates with concrete time and space occasions for slowing down, for being present to an experience for allowing deeper meaning to emerge, for coming in touch with their personal style and specific patterns, for discovering themselves in and through ordinary everyday experience.

3. Other life experiences not built into the daily schedule can be utilized in a similar manner.  A day at the beach, a day in the city, a ministry experience, a day of prayer, a conversation, a group meeting, a meeting with the Formator — all invite candidates to be present more reflectively and more contemplatively.

One Formator described having his candidates begin each day by sitting quietly in their rooms and doing nothing for 5 to 10 minutes, depending on the individual candidate’s ability to tolerate “doing nothing.”  At the end of this time, they were to describe in their journals what the experience of sitting quietly and doing nothing was like for them. From a foundational formative perspective, this exercise was a concrete means of helping candidates slow down and of facilitating in-touchness with their inner world.

4. It is important that formators facilitate within candidates the internalization of whatever reflective structures are incorporated into the program.  That is, candidates must be encouraged to personalize these structures not only for the duration of the formation program, but as life-giving structures for themselves. In order for this to happen, Formators themselves must be personally convinced of the vital value of such structures in their personal lives, and must  have internalized within their lives, concrete time and space structures for reflection as well as for openness to contemplative experiences.  They themselves must embody the reflective and contemplative dispositions they seek to nurture in their candidates.

*****
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