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Intimacy, for many, is associated with a walk along a secluded beach with a lover, a dimly lit corner of a restaurant, sitting around a fireplace on a cold and snowy evening, physically touching one another, or participating in a genital relationship.  For some of us, intimacy is related to the delivery of a baby, to being present to someone who is dying, to the sharing of a deep dark secret, or to being a part of a group fighting for a good cause.  From a spiritual perspective, some may connect the experience of intimacy with a thirty-day retreat, meditation on a Scripture passage, a special Eucharistic liturgy, a Marriage Encounter week-end, or attending a Centered Prayer workshop. 

In our cultures today, intimacy is perceived by many as a peak experience within a certain day, month, or year.  It is believed that it emerges only in extraordinary and spectacular situations, and is rarely seen as occurring within the context of everyday living.  The difficulty and sometimes rarity of being able to experience intimacy may be a reflection of a normally mad way of living.  Many of us fantasize about it rather than directly experience it in our everyday lives.


The search for intimacy is one of the fundamental dynamics of human living.  In our everyday lives we are seeking intimacy with ourselves, others, and the Divine.  Intimacy is not just reserved for extraordinary occasions in our lives.  It is an experience that offers itself to each of us in our everyday living and one that needs to be fostered as an ordinary experience.  Our lives can be lived in a richer way, if we learn to grow in the experience of ordinary intimacy with ourselves, others, and the Divine.

The Ordinary of the Everyday


The stuff of the everyday is the ordinary day-to-day, regular path that each one of us walks as we live out our lives.  The routine substance of our lives is made up of activities such as getting out of bed, opening and closing doors, walking from one room to another, standing, using objects, eating and drinking.  The ordinary of the everyday is standing in lines, shopping, working at a job, opening mail, driving a car, cleaning, cooking, watching television, speaking, listening, and taking care of loved ones.


We may associate the ordinary of everydayness with boredom, repetition, emptiness and monotony, and this can be experienced as meaningless, unexciting and colorless.  Too often we take our everyday experience for granted.  We can grow so accustomed to what is around us that we may become more or less asleep to our everyday lived experiences.


The rhythm of the everyday is, for many, the automatic performing of routine activities.  We can become so totally absorbed in the doings of the day that as we live out the ordinary of everydayness in a practical, efficient manner. We may thus begin to lose touch with the deeper realities that are present in every moment of our lives.  Embedded in the countless, faceless patterns of reactive living, we may become unable to see beyond the immediate, the superficial, the taken-for-granted of the everydayness of life.  The invisible depth contained in the people, events, and things around us, is often unable to reveal the fullness of their mystery to us.  We become anesthetized to the Holy.  A pragmatic, functionalistic orientation towards life does not prepare us to receive the spiritual vitality contained in all that is.

Ordinary Intimacy 

In growing into ordinary intimacy with the everyday, we are entering into a particular attitude toward everydayness.  Contained in the everyday is a fullness of the mystery of life.  There is an abundance of life which reveals itself within each experience.  Growing into ordinary intimacy with everydayness is to begin to expand the limits of our narrow consciousness.  We go beyond the confines of being pulled by the immediacy of the everyday world and its demands on us.  The present reality takes its proper perspective in light of all that is.  We now perceive what is before us in a fresher and clearer way.  The routine of the everyday can now release new meanings to us, if we are aware of and open to them.


Intimacy is found not outside the ordinary laws of existence, but very much within the normal, sometimes monotonous, in the joyful and often sorrowful, realities of everyday living.  Usually ordinary intimacy is not an experience that occurs in the quick or the instant.  It is a gradual growing older with the unfamiliar. In this process the unfamiliar becomes the familiar.  We begin to feel at-home in the unfamiliar and perhaps in an unexpected moment we become full of the familiar mystery around us.


What would waiting in line in a busy grocery store be like from the attitude of ordinary intimacy?  There are ten other persons with full shopping carts waiting in line ahead of me.  My body becomes filled with agitation and impatience.  While reminding myself that the world does not rotate around my personal schedule and plans, I begin to surrender to my situation of waiting my turn.  I accept and make peace with the reality that it will take time for me to arrive at the check-out register.  In accepting the truth of my situation, I now find myself freer to become centered within myself and receptive to what is before me.  Resting in a more leisurely attitude towards waiting in line, I begin to see with simplicity. I am able to perceive the people around me with reverence, respect and appreciation.


The stress that was building up in my body now recedes.  I feel freer to welcome the people around me into my awareness without analyzing and judging them.  The fullness of humanity begins to emerge before my eyes.  I see a little girl with a blank stare in her eyes.  Her mother is yelling at her.  Then, my attention is caught by an old and lonely looking woman who is apparently calculating her items to see if she has enough money to buy the essentials for eating.  There is a two-month old infant being gently held by her father.  I begin too wonder about the future life of this baby.


In being awakened to the ordinary around me in the grocery line I now experience the sacredness of these people.  This enables me to be open to and to receive myself, with my impoverishment, incompleteness, and weaknesses.  Although I did not personally encounter the people around me, their presence assisted me in reclaiming the common humanity that we share.  Waiting in line in the grocery store became a moment in which I was able to become full of the struggling humanity of which I am a part as I continue walking along my path to God.  Feeling more at-home in this situation, I was able to experience, hidden in the unfamiliar, a sense of the familiar in all that was around me.


Other images of ordinary intimacy could be found in a group of people sitting on their front porch engaged in a friendly visit.  Ordinary intimacy may also be experienced in reading a book to a young child, playing in the autumn leaves, taking a walk in the woods, or washing and drying dishes with another.  Sharing a meal with a few people, weeding a garden, washing your windows, swinging on a park swing, or making pancakes for your family on Saturday mornings can be situations where ordinary intimacy may emerge in everyday life.

Originality and Intimacy with God 

The journey along the road to God is not an experience of getting lost in any extraordinary or spectacular moment of relating to God.  It is a process of encountering self and the Lord in the everydayness of life.  Ordinary intimacy with God, like ordinary intimacy with others, begins with a growing into intimacy with self.  In order to grow into a deeper life with God I must cultivate a deeper life within myself.  I need to become awakened to the sacredness of me, to the mystery that I am.


The Lord calls each of us in an intimate way by name.  God asks me to respond to that name, to own it, to nurture it, and to be who I am.  But, indeed, it is a difficult task to be the author of an authentic response to who I am.


The more I am rooted in my own centeredness, in my own originality, the more I shall be able to respond to the Lord by the name I am.  The art of self-knowledge fosters an inward journey of getting to know self, my true identity, the deeper core of who I am.  Self-knowledge implies a growing more fully present to self.  In re-calling who I am, in re-claiming the roots of who I am — I remember that my home is in the Lord.  As I experience God as the source of my life, a longing wells up within me, a longing to grow older together with the living fountain of my life.


Upon entering into myself, I find God.  By coming to discover my original self, I come to God.  As I befriend the silent darkness within me, I become more open to the hidden and mysterious dimension of myself.  There, as I rest in the darkness, I uncover myself as gift from God.  I need to take up that gift and walk gently and compassionately with the sacredness that I am.  I need to affirm the fragile gift that I am.  My response to myself as a gift calls for a faithful actualizing and unfolding of my personhood as a gift.  I need to care for the precious gift that I am, preserve it, and hallow the ground form which it springs.


As I embrace the process of being more awakened to my uniqueness, I am affirming the truth that I am and giving honor and glory to God.  Responding to the person I am means then that I freely choose to work with God in the creation of my original self.  I need to allow myself to become all that I can be.

Welcome! Make Yourself At-Home 

Although ordinary intimacy cannot be planned, taught or made to happen, there is an atmosphere that may foster the possibility of ordinary intimacy emerging in our everyday lives with ourselves, people and God.  This atmosphere is one that is permeated with a feeling of being at-home with self and all that is around me.  Being at-home with myself, others and God, may begin with being welcomed by a warm and loving person into a safe and secure space.  There, in that very space that the other has carved out and invited me into, I begin to create a comfortable, relaxed, at-ease space for myself to inhabit and dwelling.  In this familiar space, I may feel affirmed in all that I am, at peace with myself and secure with the original self or life form that I am.  Within this situation, I am able to take on a gentle acceptance and openness towards myself and others.  It is within this atmosphere with self and others that ordinary intimacy may emerge.


The situation of being welcomed by another into a comfortable space to feel at-home is one that is part of the everydayness of life.  People greet each other at a front door of a home and the gracious host or hostess says: “Welcome!  Make yourself at-home.”  Contained in this experience are several dynamics of ordinary intimacy that we need to reflect on and to not take for granted.


Many people today are unable to grow in ordinary intimacy in their everyday lives simply because they have never actually experienced the sense of being welcomed into a home — into a peaceful place where they felt recognized, wanted and affirmed as gift.  Their experience has been one of feeling unwelcome and not affirmed.  The possibility of being able to rest conformably within themselves as gift has not been opened up for them by others. As a result, they have felt homeless, rootless and alienated from themselves and others.


My people have knocked on front doors. They hoped to have a home to be welcomed into, only to find that no one answered the door.  For some, the door has been opened but the response has been one of no room.  Others have been told that they are not quite good enough to enter and be welcomed into the home. However, they could make themselves at-home in the backyard chicken coop.  And there, in the middle of a damp, dark, muddy chicken coop, they were expected to make themselves at-home and experience a friendly visit with their guest!


 Some of us have been welcomed into the living room of someone’s home but were unable to feel at-home and grow in ordinary intimacy with our host.  We were unable to feel at-home because everything in the room said — do not touch, do not move, do not breathe, lest you mess up the beauty of the living room.


There are many obstacles to the unfolding of ordinary intimacy during a friendly visit in a living room.  It could be extremely hot or cold in the room.  Loud music or an offensive odor could be filling the room.  Water from a rain storm could be pouring into the room from a leaky ceiling.  All these distractions in the living room can preoccupy the attention of the host and the guest and prevent them from being able to truly be present to each other in a comfortable manner.


Imagine a host falling asleep on his guest during their friendly visit!  What would happen to the relationship between the host and her guest if either of them were filled with feelings of anger, depression, anxiety, fear, inferiority, inadequacy, or if they were sexually preoccupied in their own fantasy world?  If the host and the guest experienced each other as being spaced-out, unresponsive, distant or simply not present, they would not be able to be filled with each other’s presence.


Ordinary intimacy presupposes that we are awake, alive, and comfortable in our bodies and feelings.  The more tense, self conscious, insecure and out-of-touch we are with our bodies, the more difficult it is to be present and at-home with another.  A negative image of ourselves and our bodies can prevent us from comfortably being with each other.


Shame and guilt about our bodies can also get in the way.  Betraying and repressing our bodies cuts us off from the possibility of being intimate with ourselves and others.  If the host becomes “stuck in his head,” vigilantly trying to figure out and control his guest, then the atmosphere of ordinary intimacy will not emerge between them.

The Spiritual Life 

Growing into an ordinary intimate relationship with God in our everyday lives means that we ready ourselves to perceive and receive the nearness of God’s presence around us.  This readiness is a process of purifying the sanctuary of our interior selves and making room to welcome the Lord into our lives.  But, coming home to ourselves and clearing some space in our lives in order to dwell with the Lord is a difficult task.  The problem that we encounter is the coming in touch with the discomfort of who we find ourselves to be.  We remember again that we left our home to get caught up in the swift current of activism because the pain of making peace with the imperfect self that we are was too great.  As a result, we found ourselves lost in a thoughtless attempt to escape our imperfect home and become invested in the hectic shallowness of life.  There, the frantic churning of thoughts creates much stress as we continue to compare ourselves to others and tyrannically demand that we be perfect in all that we do.


Carving out space in our lives for ordinary intimacy to emerge in our relationship to God means to become free of being caught up in our own egoism.  The noises of our ego, such as greediness, aggressiveness, insecurity, power and cleverness, can fill up our lives.  Being controlled by our demands for attention, approval and recognition, makes it difficult to welcome God into our lives.  Living within a stance of pride, arrogance, smugness, stubbornness or complacency, will also clutter up the space in our home.  Our egoism fosters a hardened heart towards others and God.


As we find our way of living in depth in relationship with the people, events and things around us, we may begin to hear the nearness of the presence of God.  The usual pathway in which the presence of God is manifested to us is through and within the reality of our everyday lives.  If we want to grow into an intimate relationship with God, we need to give ourselves over to his revealing of himself to us.  This concretely means that we need to give ourselves over to the reality of all that is.  The more we are able to be open, to participate in, and to respond to the reality of all that is, the more we shall be able to bathe in the presence of God.  The discipline of recognizing and attending to the sacred dimension of existence may be an avenue to the practicing of being in the presence of God and growing in ordinary intimacy with God.


The spiritual life is a process of slowing down, of coming home, and of welcoming the Lord into our lives.  Within this atmosphere of being at-home in myself, I am able to listen to a deeper longing within me compelling me to search for union with the presence of God.  As we become more present to and at-home with the everydayness of our lives, we may see and become more mindful of the presence of God in all that is.  There, within the ordinary of our everyday lives, we may hear the invitation from the Lord of “Welcome! Make yourself-at-home!” Be with me in my creation.  In responding to this invitation, we shall grow in ordinary intimacy with our God.
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