Spiritual Formation

Lecture 10 Study Notes – November 4, 2008


c.       Continued from Lecture 9 - Contemplative prayer and really prayer itself is expressed in Ephesians 3:16-19.  It is really what we are moving toward in our spiritual life.
 

d.       Silence and Solitude—According to John of the Cross “silence is God’s first language.”  And silence is the normal context in which contemplative prayer takes place.  An additional discipline that all the other disciplines feed off as well is solitude.  According to Calhoun, solitude is the scheduling of uninterrupted time in a distraction-free environment that we experience isolation and we are alone with God.  Psalms 46 says: “Be still, and know that I am God.” Being still, pausing and understanding that God is around us.  Many people are hurrying around with such noise and furry that they are never going to know when God is whispering to them. (1 Kings 19:12) These two disciplines are the context, or as Calhoun call’s them, the “container disciplines” for the practice of the other disciplines.  


Just about every spiritual tradition that holds to the belief of the transformation of the human heart claims that silence and solitude in the presence of God is a key to spiritual transformation. (Centering Prayer and Inner Awakening, by Cynthia Bourgeault, page 9)


The discipline of silence and solitude is the effort to free oneself from the addition to and the distraction of noise so that I can be totally present to the Lord; to open myself to God in the place beyond words. See handout on silence page 106, Calhoun. The first thing we do when we walk into a quiet and lonely house is, do what?  Turn on the T.V., radio, or music player! Why, because we don’t like it so quiet.  Noise becomes a means by which we can distract ourselves from our problems, difficulties, limitations and the loneliness of being human.  It can become a coping mechanism that helps us avoid our situation in life.  Being a Christian that is interested in being transformed into the image of Christ it is hard being intentional about our spiritual transformation, if we keep our false and sinful self hidden by noise, food, sensuality, and denial.  Calhoun says: “Silence is a regenerative practice of attending and listening to God in quiet, without the (distraction), interruption, and noise.  Silence provides freedom from speaking as well as from listening to words or music.” (reading, page 107).


Silence and solitude are necessary for our emotional well-being and our spiritual growth.  Because:
 
          (1) We need to discover who we are, and become aware of our true self.  In Christ Jesus we need to be able to be comfortable with whom we are.  


          There is story a clergyman who went to see Dr. Carl Jung.  The clergyman was on the verge of nervous breakdown because of the long hours and the stress of the job.  Jung told him to go home, work only 8 hours a day and sleep only 8 hours a day, while spending the remaining time in quietness of his study, alone.  He went home, worked 8 hours, ate supper with his wife, informed her as to what he was doing and went to his study.  Once in his study he relaxed, listened to his music, read a novel, and generally passed the time fairly well. He did the same for the next couple of days and came back to Jung complaining that he was just as bad off.

          Jung asked him to tell what he did during this alone time, and he explained he listen to Mozart, read a Thomas Mann novel, among other things to keep himself occupied.  But Jung looked at him and remarked, “You don’t understand, I don’t want you to be alone with Mozart, Thomas Mann, or any other musician or author you might listen to or read.  I want you to be all alone with yourself.” To which the Rev. replied, “Oh, I cannot think of any worse company.” To this Jung replied: “And yet his is the self you inflict on other people 12-16 hours a day.”  Isn’t it terrible to inflict on others the person that you yourself cannot stand to be alone in silence with? (The Other side of Silence: AGuide to Christian Meditation by Morton Kelsey, page 84)   

          (2) Silence and solitude can also be an escape from the burden of having to listen to the noise and chatter of everything and everyone around us, so that we can regroup and recoup our emotional and physical energy.
 
          (3) For the Christian, silence and solitude can become the fertile ground for faith, hope, and love, and a sanctuary for the presence of God.  

          (4) As ministers (laity and clergy both) we can become so busy and in so much of a hurry doing things for God that we can become impoverished spiritually along the way. Who is supposed to be the minister of the minister?  

See God-given fruit in both handouts on silence and solitude.   How can we as Christians go about practicing these two disciplines?  See Practices included in both handouts as well.

e. Centering Prayer – it is a form of contemplative prayer where the pray-er seeks to quiet scattered thoughts and desires in the still center of Christ’s presence.   In centering prayer, the goal is to so dwell in Christ that the fruit of this dwelling begins to show up in our lives. See God-given fruit on Centering Prayer handout, page 206, for some of those fruits.  There may or may not be immediate results, in fact centering prayer may “do” nothing for you at the moment. But according Calhoun “as you move out into the busyness of life, you begin to notice that something has shifted. Your quiet center in Christ holds. The words of Isaac of Stella speaks volumes about centering prayer:  “May the Son of God who is already formed in you, grow in you, so that for you He will become immeasurable, and that in you He will become laughter, exaltation, the fullness of joy which no one can take from you.” (Calhoun, page 209)

f. At the center of all meditative forms of prayer is “kenosis” or “self-emptying.”  Stay with me on this. In fact, kenosis is at the heart of Jesus’ teachings when he said: “Whosoever would save his life will lose it and whoever loses his life will find.” (Matthew 16:25)  We usually interpret this as “dying to self” especially the sinful old self that Paul refers to in Romans 6. 
 

g. However, in Christian prayer meditation, it goes deeper than just this, or at least how we interpret Jesus’ or Paul’s words as the dying of our sinful self.  Because in all forms of prayer meditation we participate in the death of Christ.  Someone once said “Every time we meditate, we participate in the death of Christ.”  According to Cynthia Bourgeault (Centering Prayer and Inner Awakening, page 81) in prayerful meditation: 


“We simply entrust ourselves to a deeper aliveness, gently pulling the plug on that tendency of the mind to want to check in with itself all the time.  In this sense, meditation is mini-rehearsal for the hour of our death, in which the same thing will happen. There comes a moment when the ego is no longer able to hold us together, and our identity is cast to the mercy of Being itself (God). This is the existential experience of ‘losing one’s life’.”
h. But as in Jesus’ death there is a resurrection and we awake to a newness of life. Something has held us, and carried us.  And this same something, we gradually come to trust, will hold and carry us at the hour of our death.  To know this—really to know this—is the beginning of resurrection life.” (page 81)  It is as Jesus says “losing your life only to find it again.”

i. However, there is more to prayer meditation than just rehearsing for our own eventual death.    Because self-emptying was at the heart of everything that Jesus did.  Turn in your Bibles to the Letter of Philippians and read 2:9-16.  It is self-emptying that brings Jesus to his earthly form and it is self-emptying (giving of Himself on the cross) that leads Him out of this world, returning Him to the glory of the right hand of the Father.   In a similar way, we find that by giving ourselves to others and to God, we empty ourselves of our energy and love, and the flow of God’s life giving force or love works its way through our lives.  So that by giving ourselves in love to God and to others we receive that love that we desire so much in our daily lives.  The energy of love flows full circle as we give and receive God’s grace.  It is love made in the process of giving itself away.  Meditation in general and centering prayer in specific is a process of self-emptying, dying to self, giving, loving, and being born again in love.  
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