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	"Contemplation is the highest expression of man's intellectual and spiritual life. It is that life itself, fully awake, fully active, and fully aware that it is alive. It is spiritual wonder. It is spontaneous awe at the sacredness of life, of being. It is gratitude for life, for awareness, and for being. It is a vivid realization of the fact that life and being in us proceed from an invisible, transcendent and infinitely abundant Source. Contemplation is, above all, an awareness of the reality of that Source." Thomas Merton
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	We are living contemplatively when: 
· We purposefully engage in activities intended to deepen our relationship with
               ourselves, God, others and nature. 
· We are conscious of how our decisions, actions and use of time affect each of
               our relationships. 
· We see how our relationships are all interrelated and integrated and see God in
               each of them. 
· We take personal responsibility for each of our relationships. 
· Our relationships determine our life's goals and become the measure of our
               success. 
· We are not distracted by meaningless activity and our active life does not
               suffocate our contemplative nature. 
· We see through "the illusion of separateness;" acknowledge and amend
               whatever we do that alienates us from our true self, each other, nature and
              God; and recognize that "we are already one." 
· Our spiritual/contemplative life becomes one with our active daily life. 
· We regularly spend time in silent reflection, solitude, contemplative dialogue or
               other contemplative practices. 
· We find ourselves more concerned with the issues confronting humanity and
               less with the mundane concerns of daily life. 
· We experience the freedom, joy and love that can only come from grounding
               ourselves in our relationships. 
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	Contemplative Connections are brief reflections on Contemplative Living. 
Reflection I
What Contemplative Living Means to Me
For the past eight years, I have lived and worked with the term, contemplative living. Trying to understand and define this concept is hard enough. This task is made much more difficult   
when one runs into inconsistent use of words such as contemplative living, contemplation, love, compassion, and unity. 
For the sake of my own sanity and spiritual progress, I have had to evolve my own understanding of these terms. If this effort, as described below, is of help to others - great. If not, please forgive me for adding further confusion to an already obscure subject.
First, I should say that I am a white, 60 year old male. I am a Christian and believe in God. 
I am spiritual but not necessarily religious. I am a pacifist. I also believe that contemplative living is for everyone, including non-Christians and atheists, and that the world would be a better place   live in with more people paying attention to the contemplative nature that resides within us all.
Merton scholars have identified four themes that run through all of Merton's writings about contemplative living: awakening, contemplation, compassion and unity. These themes relate to the heart of contemplative living -- relationships. There are four relationships that make up this contemplative living focus - with self, with God, with others and with nature.
Now, here is what works for me in this whole world of contemplative living. Contemplative living is living a life of unity -- unity in terms of living these four key relationships correctly and in harmony with each other - living these relationships as a dynamic system rather than a linear process. This means that one can enter the system through any of the four relationships and that each relationship is connected to and affects each other relationship.
The most leveraged relationship, in terms of its effect on all the relationships, is with oneself. Thomas Merton refers to the process of dealing with the correctness of this relationship as "awakening." Awakening to the difference between one's true and false self. The true self being that part of us that is God-centred and driven by love versus the false self which is ego centred and driven by narcissism.
The best way for me to grasp this truth is to realize that I am made in the image of God, not my parents, Piccadilly, not O’Connell Street, not Belfast, not the Christian Brothers school I attended and not the clubs I may belong to. All of these ever-present forces in my life have influenced who I believed I was (my ego self) but not who I really am, thank God.
Understanding who I really am makes understanding and correctly living the other three key relationships in contemplative living easier since God is involved in each of them.
Living a correct or right relationship with God is what contemplation is all about. For me, Thomas Merton's definition of contemplation says it all in a very meaningful way:
"Contemplation is the highest expression of man's intellectual and spiritual life. It is that life itself, fully awake, fully active, and fully aware that it is alive. It is spiritual wonder. It is spontaneous awe at the sacredness of life, of being. It is a vivid realization of the fact that life and being in us proceed from an invisible, transcendent, and infinitely abundant source. Contemplation is above all, awareness of the reality of that source." 
For me, contemplation is not an intellectual exercise. It is not something I control or make happen. It is more of an experiential occurrence which, according to Merton, God controls. In my case, I do not believe that contemplation would have been as rich as it is without "awakening."
Contemplation is about loving God. It is the way I speak with God. It is the way God speaks to me. It is a way of praying. It brings ultimate joy and peace to me. It is the most real phenomenon in my life.
Right relationships with others are those relationships that are driven by love and compassion. As Merton indicates, these relationships are real and effective when the real part of ourselves (that part of us that is God-centred and driven by love) connects with its counterpart in others. The interesting thing for me is that I find I am connecting in this realm with people whom I previously would have thought I had nothing in common. 
The final key relationship in the contemplative living challenge is with nature. For me, the rightness of this relationship is best represented by contemplation. I find God in nature and my love of nature embodies many of the same feelings as my love of God - spiritual wonder, spontaneous awe, and gratitude. To me, nature is not humanity's possession to do with as it chooses but God's possession which he has gifted to humanity to enjoy and protect.
Finally, I think the challenge to live contemplatively is why we are here, i.e., the purpose of life. It is an exhilarating challenge. Getting just one of life's most important relationships right is hard by itself. Getting all four of these relationships right and balancing them in unity with each other presents a life's work. I use as a scorecard for my progress in living contemplatively this matrix of four relationships. It gives me plenty to work on.
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	Contemplative Connections are brief reflections on Contemplative Living. 
Reflection II
"Do you consider yourself a contemplative person? Would you say that you live contemplatively?" 
Having asked these questions of hundreds of people, we find that most people do not see themselves as contemplative or feel they are living contemplatively. Most defined contemplative living as leading a less busy, quieter life or engaging in certain practices such as meditation, cantering prayer or yoga. In the popular imagination contemplative living is still influenced by the close connection between contemplation and monks and nuns who leave "the world" and live in monasteries.
When asked, however, whether they had a desire or felt a need to live more contemplatively, 95% of those surveyed responded positively. This response may reflect a desire to escape the distressing and hectic pace of life, but it may also express a sincere desire for a closer relationship with God. 
Throughout his writings Thomas Merton characterizes contemplative living as living in true relationships with oneself, God, others and nature. Our relationships become true when we free ourselves of the illusion of being a separate self, existing apart from God, others and nature. 
Living contemplatively leads to seeing the interconnectedness of these four relationships and how important they are to each other. Through contemplative living we balance and integrate them and begin to see them as four dimensions of a single relationship with love as their connecting force.
Contemplation employs silence, solitude, reflection, meditation, prayer and other spiritual practices, but these represent only half of what we mean by contemplative living. The other half is a deepening awareness of and attention to these relationships and the responsibility and action they ultimately require of us.
There are some profoundly important characteristics in Merton's interpretation of contemplative living that distinguish it from popular notions of spirituality. First, it is specific in its focus on our four essential relationships. Secondly, it asserts that our contemplative/spiritual practices lead us to a clearer understanding of our responsibility in these relationships. Thirdly, it emphasizes that our everyday, active life is our spiritual life and that our contemplation should guide our actions; and fourthly, it provides direction to our actions that deepens and transforms our relationships in ways that are visible and measurable. These distinctive characteristics of contemplative living make it tangible and easy to adopt as a way of life. 
Thomas Merton turns many popular notions of contemplative living on their heads. For our part, we can begin by expanding our understanding of what it means to live contemplatively and by seeing that our everyday life is our spiritual/contemplative life. Our inner work will generate the personal and societal transformations we desire.
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	Contemplative Connections are brief reflections on Contemplative Living. 
Reflection V
CONTEMPLATIVE LIVING: WE ARE ALREADY ONE
We are living in a time of brokenness and everyone is affected. We see brokenness in the guiding institutions of society upon which we have always depended to provide for the common good. We see brokenness in individuals, in our families, and in our environment. During these distressing times, those whose lives have been affected by war or by a troubled economy that has created greater homelessness, unemployment, and poverty, will often seek the inner strength they need to cope and survive from their spiritual life. 
But the times are also distressing for those who want to do something about these conditions or who are trying to assist those in need. They, too, seek inner strength and direction from their spiritual life. 
Thomas Merton saw the "illusion of separateness" in our relationships as the root cause of the perennial issues confronting humanity. There is conclusive evidence in our culture, our society and our personal lives to support his view. In our relationships with people and organizations we encounter behaviours that create greater separateness: dishonesty, unfaithfulness, greed, addictions, self-centeredness, violence, and abuse of power. These behaviours erode the fundamentals that relationships require for personal and social harmony.
Lasting solutions will not come from fixing the economy or the healthcare system, or from peace treaties or more legislation. Certainly these efforts may help to alleviate the pain and suffering, but they do not address the root cause. To address all the manifestations of brokenness and destructive behaviours is impossible. They are just symptoms of something deeper, something that can be addressed and needs to be addressed by every person. 
We do not need to invent a new solution. It already exists. It is within each of us. It entails living contemplatively, that is, in relationships with self, others, nature and God free of the illusion of separateness. It begins with oneself, recognizing and amending whatever we do that alienates us from our true self, each other, nature and God. 
We are living contemplatively when:
· We purposefully engage in activities intended to deepen our relationships. 
· We are not distracted by meaningless activity and our active life does not suffocate our contemplative nature. 
· We take personal responsibility for each of our relationships and are conscious of how our decisions, actions and use of time affect them. Our relationships determine our life's goals and become the measure of our success. 
· We find ourselves more concerned with the issues confronting humanity and less with the mundane concerns of daily life. 
· We experience the freedom, joy and love that can only come from grounding ourselves in our relationships. 
"We are already one. But we imagine that we are not. And what we have to recover is our original unity. What we have to be is what we are." Thomas Merton
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	Reflection IV
Which Road Are You On?
Thomas Merton's famous prayer begins, "My Lord God, I have no idea where I am going. I do not see the road ahead of me. I cannot know for certain where it will end." 
Knowing where we are going gives us a sense of certainty and control. Not knowing where we are going creates anxiety. We tend to view our lives in the context of a great number of external factors. Whether it is the economy, the war, the threat of terrorism or issues closer to home such as employment or healthcare, they can occupy our mind and influence our mood, emotions and behaviour. It is difficult to understand the wide range of forces affecting us and easy to feel lost in our efforts to know what to do about them and where to find answers or direction.
But Merton speaks of not knowing where we are going in a different context --"Nor do I really know myself, and the fact that I think that I am following your will does not necessarily mean I am actually doing so." His context is the inner life, that of knowing one's self and the will of God, and finding the purpose and meaning of our lives. 
Then what are we to do? "But I believe the desire to please you does in fact please you. And I hope I have that desire in all that I am doing." … "Therefore, I will trust you always…" 
Desiring to please God and trusting are essential prerequisites, but how can we know ourselves and follow God's will? The answer for Merton was to live contemplatively -- attending to the everyday relationships with himself, God, others, and nature in a way that brought purpose and meaning to his life. Contemplative living is much more than living a quieter, less busy, more prayerful life and certainly does not require becoming a monk or nun. 
The essence of contemplative living is relationships and unity. By getting in touch with the unity of everyday relationships we do not just intellectualize that we, God, others and nature are one, but we feel it, know it, and live it. Through an ongoing process of self discovery, contemplative living leads us to take personal responsibility for all of our relationships and thus to a deeper sense of purpose and meaning. Ultimately it influences the direction of our lives, our society and culture. It is true, we cannot know for certain where the road will end, but we can be certain that we are on the right road. 
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	Reflection V
CONTEMPLATIVE LIVING: WE ARE ALREADY ONE
We are living in a time of brokenness and everyone is affected. We see brokenness in the guiding institutions of society upon which we have always depended to provide for the common good. We see brokenness in individuals, in our families, and in our environment. During these distressing times, those whose lives have been affected by war or by a troubled economy that has created greater homelessness, unemployment, and poverty, will often seek the inner strength they need to cope and survive from their spiritual life. 
But the times are also distressing for those who want to do something about these conditions or who are trying to assist those in need. They, too, seek inner strength and direction from their spiritual life. 
Thomas Merton saw the "illusion of separateness" in our relationships as the root cause of the perennial issues confronting humanity. There is conclusive evidence in our culture, our society and our personal lives to support his view. In our relationships with people and organizations we encounter behaviours that create greater separateness: dishonesty, unfaithfulness, greed, addictions, self-centeredness, violence, and abuse of power. These behaviours erode the fundamentals that relationships require for personal and social harmony.
Lasting solutions will not come from fixing the economy or the healthcare system, nor from peace treaties or more legislation. Certainly these efforts may help to alleviate the pain and suffering, but they do not address the root cause. To address all the manifestations of brokenness and destructive behaviours is impossible. They are just symptoms of something deeper, something that can be addressed and needs to be addressed by every person. 
We do not need to invent a new solution. It already exists. It is within each of us. It entails living contemplatively, that is, in relationships with self, others, nature and God free of the illusion of separateness. It begins with oneself, recognizing and amending whatever we do that alienates us from our true self, each other, nature and God. 
We are living contemplatively when:
· We purposefully engage in activities intended to deepen our relationships. 
· We are not distracted by meaningless activity and our active life does not suffocate our contemplative nature. 
· We take personal responsibility for each of our relationships and are conscious of how our decisions, actions and use of time affect them. Our relationships determine our life's goals and become the measure of our success. 
· We find ourselves more concerned with the issues confronting humanity and less with the mundane concerns of daily life. 
· We experience the freedom, joy and love that can only come from grounding ourselves in our relationships.       
"We are already one. But we imagine that we are not. And what we have to recover is our original unity. What we have to be is what we are."
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