
(t ltllt) lirc Si/ertr /,and

()vcltakc the land of hope and glory, directing the pomp and
r'ilt:umstance to themselves. This book, by conffast, proceeds

liom an ancient Christian view that the foundation of every

lar.rcl is silence (Ws 18:14), where God simply and perpetually
givcs Hrmseif This Seligift is manifested in the creation, in
the people of God and their inspired (if stumbling) pursuit of
a just sociery, and most fully, in the Christian view of things,
in Jesus Christ. This is the homeland to which every spiritual
pilgrim is constantly being called, "called home," as St. Au-
gustine says, "from the noise that is around us to the joys that
are silent. Why do we rush about . . . looking for God who is
hcre at home with us, if all we want is to be with him?"S

This joy that is silent is already within us. Its discovery is
precious beyond compare. R. S. Thomas expresses it with de-

ceptive understatement:

But the silence in the mind
is when we live best, within
llstening distance of the silence we call God . . .

It is a presence, then,

whose margins are our margins; that calls us out over our

own fathoms.

'l'his silence is all pervading, from the innermost depths of
tlrt'human being, whose margins are God's margins, to the

r,r.,iclcst cmbrace of human compassion. "What to do," asks R.

S 'l'lronras, "but to draw a little nearer to such ubiquiry by
lt rrrrrirring still?"'qLet us journey home, then, to the silence of
( )r n ( )\vn lrrthoms by becoming still.
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Parting the Veil:
The Illusion of

Separation from God

ll the doors of perception were cleansed
Everything would appear to man as it is, infinite

i

-WilliamBlake
1t : :

AA young prisoner cuts himself with a sharp knife to dull emo-

tional pain. 'As long as I can remember," he says, "I have had

this hurt inside. I can't get away from it, and sometimes I cut
or burn myself so that the pain will be in a different place and
on the outside." Acknowledging this to himself, he decided to
approach the Prison Phoenix Trust, whose aim is to address

the spiritual needs of prisoners by teaching them how to pray,

how to turn their prison cells into monastic cells. After learn-
ing how to meditate and practicing it twice a day for several
weeks, the young prisoner speaks movingly of what he has

learnt. "I just want you to know that after onJy four weeks of
meditating half an hour in the morning and at night, the pain
is not so bad, and for the first time in my lif-e, I can see a tiny
spark of something within myself that I can like."

Another prisoner discovers he is becoming more human
and realizes in the process, 'A11 beings, no matter how reac-

tionary, fearful, dangerous or lost, can open themselves to thc
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sacred within and become free. I have become free even in
prison. Prison is the perfect monastery."l

The spiritual liberation of which these prisoners speakis not

,something they acquired. The clear sense of their testimony is

that they discovered, lather than acquired, this "sacred within."
'l'he distinction between acquisition and discovery may seem
like hairsplitting, but it is important to see that what the one
prisoner calls the "sacredwithin" didnot come fiom some place
outside him. The contemplarive discipline of meditation, whar
I will call in this book contemplative pracrice, doesn'r acquire
anything. In that sense, and an important sense, it is not a tech-
nique but a surrendering of deeply imbedded resistances that
allows the sacred within gradually ro reveal itself as a simple,
fundamental fact. Out of this letting go there emerges what St.

Paul called our "hidden self": "may he give you rhe power
/ through his Spirit for your hidden self to grow strong' (Eph

3:15). Again, contemplative practice does notproduce this "hid-
den self" but facilitates the falling away of all drat obscures ir.
This voice of the liberatedhidden self the "sacred within," joins
the Psalmist's, "Oh, Lord, you search me and you know me. . . . It

'/ was you who created my inmost self. . . . I thank you for the
wonder of my being' (Ps 138 (9):\, B,I\.

Through their experience of interior stillness these prison-
ers unwittingly have joined a chorus of saints and sages who
proclaim by their lives that this God we seek has already fbund
trs, already looks out of our own eyes, is already, as St. Augus-
tinc lin-rously put it, "glosu 19 mg Ihan I am ro mysclf.", "O

7 llcarrty t'vcrancient, everneq" he continues, you were withirt
arrcl I wrrs or-rtside myself."o

( )nr. ol rhe more provocatil/e boskq concerning lif'e with
d( Go.l is l<n<rwrr as The Cloud of Unknowing. It is an anony
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. r, ,r rs work from the English Middle Ages and its author, likely

.r ( lrrrthusian monk, is simply known as the author o{ The
r lt trrd.In this work, as well as in a companion piece, The Book
,'l Prir/y Counselling, the author of The Cloud offers much
L, lplil advice and encouragement to anyone who feels drawn
ro cr)ntemplation. With startling frankness he says, "God is

),( )rrr being, and what you are, you are in God. "o So as not to
r .u.rse doctrinal eyebrows to spike he quickly qualifies his state-

rrrt'nt, "But you are not God's being."s

Not only has this God we desire already found us, thus caus-

ing our desire, butGod has never norfound us. "It was you who
t lcated my inmost self and put me together in my mother's
womb. You know me through and through, from having
watched my bones take shape when I was being formed in se-

t'ret" (Ps \39:13-15). "Before I formedyou in the womb, I knew

, you" (Jer 1:5). As Creator, God is the ground of who we are.
"God is your being." The author of The Cloud is not an

isolated voice in this matter. The great Carmelite doctor of
rhe Church, St. John of the Cross, says, "The soul's center is cr

God."u God is the ground of the human being. Various Chris-

tian traditions may argue over orthodox or heterodox ways of
understanding this, but there is clear and authoritative testi-

mony based on living the Christian mysteries that if we are

going to speak of what a human being is, we have not said

enough until we speak of God. If we are to discover for our-
selves who we truly are-that inmost self that is known be-

fore it is formed, ever hidden with Christ in God (Ps 739 13: "t
Jer 1:5; Col 3:3)-the discovery is going to be a manifestation
of the ineffable mystery of God, though we may feel more
and more inclined to say less and less about God. As St.

Diadochos of Photiki observed, there are some who are adept
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nr llr( spilitLral lile and "consciously illuminated by spiritual
Lrr, rr,r,lt'rlgt:, ycl clo not speak about God."7

[ ]nion with God is not something that needs to be acquired
lrrrt n'rrlizccl. The reality, which the term "union" poirlts to
(,rlorr! with a host of other mctaphors), is already the case.
'l'lrc rur Iirlcling in our lives of this fundamcntal union is what
St..f olrn o{' the Cross called "the union of likeness."s It is our
j,rrlrrt'y lrrrnr image to likcness (Gen 1:25).

At'quisition and its strategies obviously have a role in life. It
is rrrpoltant to pursue and acquire good nutrition, reasonable
Ir, rrltlr, a -jlrst socicry basic selflrespect, the material means by
u'lrit'h 1o livc, and a host of other things. However, they don't
Ir;rvt' rl rcal lole in the deeper dynarrrics of lifb. For example,
tlrt'1r play no lole in helping us to die or to become aware of
t iotl t)yingis :rll aboutlettinggo andlettingbe, as is the aware-
nt ss ol (locl.

l)t'oplc' who have travcled fhr alor-rg the contemplative path
,r, olirrr aurarc that the sense of separation fiom God is itself
l),rstt'd Lrp out of a mass of thoughts and feelings. When the
rrintl r'orlrcs into its own stillness and enters the silent land,
Llrt scnsc o1'scparatioll goes. IJnion is seen to be the funda-
,r( ntirl rc:llity and separateness a highly flltered mental pcr-
, r p1i1111. It l-ras nothing whatever to do with the loss of onc's
,,rlr)l()r,,i('rtl st:ltus as a cfeaturc of God, nothing to do wit.h
1,, ,,,11111111 ln amolphous blob. Quite the opposite, it is the
r, rlr .rlirirr this sicle o1t death o1- the fundamental rnystery of
r'|r , \r.ir( n('('lls the creation of a loving God. "of you 1lty

l, . t lr,r:; :rpolicn, 'scck His |ace"' (Ps X,7:8). "For God alonc
,,, ,,rrl rrsilt'rrcc waits'' (Ps62:1,6). "Godisyourbeing, ancl

rr lr.rr i,,| ,rri V()u at'e in God, but you are not God's being.""
\,,rr Ir.r' rrr,r(l(' rrs tirr yourself, O Lord, and our heart is rest,

It s: rrrl rl rt r r ..ls in ytlLl.""'
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( )nce this depth dimension of life emerges, New Testamer-rt

r( \()nances, especially with John and Paul, reach the whole

",rlld (Ps l9:4). John's Gospel is well known for its concerr-r

l,,r this divine indweliing. "On that day you will know that I

rrrr in my Father and you are in me and I in you" (Jn 14:20).

ilay they all be one, just as, Father, you are in me and I am ilr

\, )u, so that they also may be in us." (.Jn 17:21).

l)aul, the author of the oldest New Testament writings we

i,,rve, is an important witness to this. In the Letter to the
r l,rl:rtians he writcs, "I have been Crucified with Christ and

t t I am alive; yet it is no longer I, but Christ iiving in mc" (Gal

' l()). Paul looks withirr and sces not Paul but Christ. Are Paul

,rrul Christ two separate things? They are two separate things
lltirn the perspective of creation, yes, but fi'om the perspec-

r ii,t' of the transfbrmation of awareness, no. When Paul looks

rr itl-rir-r and sees Christ, I do not suggest he sees Christ as ar-r

,,lrject of awareness. Paul spcaks of- somethin€l more direct
.,nel in-rmediate, which peltains to the ground of awareness

rrrr-1 not to thc objects of- awareness. The awareness itself is
,,,rnehow about the presence of Christ in Paul. "I live now,

rrrt I, but Christ lives in me." Paul has not used the word
Lrrrion," but he's getting at the same reality that the language

,,l union attempts to express. Obviously, a CCTV camera

'i,rrtching P;rul say all this is going to show the same old Paul.

i lris has to do with the ground o| awareness, not what he's

t',r,are o{, but the ground of thc awarc-irtg itsclf. Only when
r lrc mind is held by silence does this open lield of awareness

,rrrLrrge :rs thc unifying grouird of all ur-ritics and communi
rt's, the ground of all that is, all lifc, all intelligcnce .

Whatever thjs "Christ-living'in-me" is, and it is most asstn'

,,.liv not a particular dring, it holds true fbr each of rts. Mv


