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soMe years ago, when i was a university 
chaPlain, i tried to talK to students aBout the 
Poetry oF st John oF the cross and the Mystical 
way to god. I was faced with total incomprehension 
and accusations of trying to drag the Church back 
into the Middle Ages! In particular, my students 
objected to my emphasis on the negative way to 
God. For them Jesus was their light and salvation. 
Their faith released them into a world of light 
and clarity about God. The mystical way was not 
something they needed.
One of my reactions was to go back to the mystical 
texts. I wanted to try and find out what they really 
meant. I discovered that much has happened in the 
academic world in the understanding of mystical 
texts, particularly over the last fifteen or twenty 
years. These developments force us to reconsider how 
we understand ‘mysticism’. 
We can no longer understand ‘mysticism’ as a 
form of religious experience, especially not as a 
form of religious experience which some special 
people known as ‘mystics’ have, while the rest of us 
languish somewhere on a lower level of awareness. 
My students, in common with most people within 
the mainstream Christian communities, had 
misunderstood what mysticism was really all about. 
But more than that, they, again in common with 
so many, had crucially misunderstood what the 
Christian tradition has meant by ‘knowledge of 
God’. They had assumed that this was easy and 
self-evident when both Scripture and the tradition in 
which we stand clearly state it is not. 
Human beings cannot know everything about ‘the 
other’, the other person who faces them. In our 
relationships with other people we have to learn 
to acknowledge what we cannot know. We have 
to respect the separateness or the transcendence 
of the other person. There is a secrecy about the 
other which we find difficult to acknowledge. At 
the primary level this secrecy is to do with ethics 
and how I behave. The source of a truly ethical 
relationship with another does not so much lie in my 
ability to know and choose what I have to do, but 
more in my capacity to face the other and allow the 
other in all their difference to face me. At that point, 
I – and hopefully the other person – acknowledge 
that the other holds within them a difference and 
this difference is not totally known. Not every form 
of human prejudice does this. Anti-Semitism is a 
willing disregard of what we do not know about 
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uduring the Medieval period. Both have their own 
integrity and uniqueness, but the monastic form is 
more suited to contemplative prayer because its lack 
of structure allows room for spontaneous moves of the 
Spirit.
The increasing ecological crisis is evidence that all too 
often we forget what is happening in the natural world. 
We do not often pay attention to the natural rhythms 
of life in the seasons. Drawing on ancient Celtic pagan-
Christian traditions, Tess Ward argues that ‘the natural 
world is a visible reminder that we are made, loved 
and sustained by God, and that our changes, like those 
of the seasons, are held in a divine flow and rhythm.’ 
Paying more attention to the pattern of creation 
– life – death – rebirth/life – helps our inner spiritual 
journey because we become more aware of the present 
moment, of God’s presence in the everyday things of 
life and we can only be overwhelmed with gratitude for 
his/her constant provision.
In a short personal reflection, Richard Rohr reminds 
us that we need to take time and look again at 
ourselves and others. All too often, we look at 
ourselves and others in ‘critical, demanding and 
negative’ ways. Like Martha, we must learn to 
refocus our inner selves and allow the ego to be 
stripped away. Like Mary, we must learn to look at 
life from the place of an intimate relationship with 
the gracious and compassionate God.
In our final, article, Tessa Holland explores the story, 
theology and community life of Contemplative Fire. 
This emerging movement consists of a number of 
small Christian contemplative communities ‘at the 
edge’. As part of the emergent Church, Contemplative 
Fire responds to the spiritual needs of those drawn 
to contemplation-in-action. It seeks to provide 
opportunities at many levels for personal and group 
work to enable people from all walks of life to enter 
deeply into the understanding and teaching of Jesus 
and the Christian mystics. 
These essays highlight the relevance of the Christian 
contemplative tradition for today’s culture. Like 
Martha we need to learn to step back from the 
busyness of life and get our priorities right.  We all 
need to learn to sit at Jesus’ feet and listen to him, 
just as Mary did. As Richard Foster says, ‘Every one 
of us is called to be a contemplative – not in the sense 
of a particular vocation … but in the sense of a holy 
habit of contemplative love that leads us forth in 
partnership with God into creative and redeeming 
work.’4 n
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Jews – Nazis knew that Jews were not really human 
and knew that they could prove this scientifically. 
Prejudice against women is a refusal to take the 
otherness and transcendence of women seriously.
This insight is not just an insight into human 
relationships; it is an insight into how things are 
as a whole. It is an insight into how things are 
constructed and so also an insight into the nature 
of faith, a gateway to faith in the unknown one 
who is God. By opening ourselves to the unknown 
other we open ourselves to God. So it is an insight 
fundamental to a true faith.
Consider for a moment some of the founding 
moments of faith in Exodus. Here, within a historical 
narrative about the giving of the law, we have 
a mythical or archetypal account of our human 
condition. These are the founding myths that tell 
us who we are before God. What happens at the 
beginning of Hebrew religion is that Moses has to 
come to terms with the unknown nature of God. 
Several passages reflect this. For example, when God 
appointed Moses to lead the Israelites out of Egypt, 
Moses asked, ‘Suppose I go to the Israelites and say 
to them, “The God of your fathers has sent me to 
you,” and they ask me, “What is his name?” Then 
what shall I tell them?’ (Ex 3.13). God responded,  
‘I am who I am’ (Ex 3.14), so Moses had to go back 
to the people with no ‘name’ just, ‘I AM has sent me 
to you.’
At another point, during the giving of the law, Moses 
asks to see the glory of God: ‘Show me your glory,  
I pray’ (Ex 33.18). But this is refused. God says,  
‘I will make all my goodness pass before you … but 
you cannot see my face for no one shall see me and 
live’ (Ex 33.19–20). There is that wonderful passage, 
Exodus 33.21–23, where God places Moses in a cleft 
of the rock, ‘and I will cover you with my hand until 
I have passed by; then I will take away my hand, and 
you shall see my back; but my face shall not be seen’. 
And everything else stems from this. Moses and the 
children of Israel have to go on into the wilderness 
without knowing the name of the God who is 
leading them, nor where they are going. 
There are explicit moments when the darkness of 
trust becomes too difficult and they rebel, asking 
to be taken back to the certainties of Egypt. When 
they are settled in the Promised Land, the same 
difficulty assails them. They cannot deal with a God 
they cannot see and regularly turn to the gods of 
other nations whom they believe they can see. An 

unknown God who does not have a specific name  
(‘I am who I am’) and who hides himself is not 
easy to deal with. They have real trouble with the 
darkness of trust and it is to this that the prophets 
constantly recall them. There is little consolation 
in prophetic religion, little to reassure or provide 
comfort, nothing much to prove to you that God is. 
You have to remain in an attitude of trust, believing 
that the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob is God. 
The gods of other nations provide the consolations of 
religion. Israel’s God was invisible.
But not only was he invisible, he was also terrifying. 
In the beginning God spoke. Indeed, he spoke to us 
and with us. That much is clear from Genesis where 
God comes to converse with his children in the 
garden at the time of the evening breeze. But even in 
Eden something happened which made conversation 
difficult. Adam admits that he found it difficult to 
face God and speak with him. Adam was afraid and 
hid from God (Gen 3.10). 
But it gets worse. At the giving of the law on Mount 
Sinai (Ex 20) there is a complete breakdown in the 
conversation: ‘When all the people witnessed the 
thunder and lightning, the sound of the trumpet, and 
the mountain smoking, they were afraid and trembled 
and stood at a distance, and said to Moses, “You speak 
to us, and we will listen; but do not let God speak to 
us, or we will die”’ (vv. 18–19). The Israelites could 
not cope with the terrifying nature of God.
This is not the only moment of terror before 
God in the Old Testament – the prophets (e.g. 
Isaiah and Ezekiel) were only too conscious of the 
terrifying nature of God – nor for that matter, the 
New. It is no use saying that this is Old Testament 
religion about fear which has been replaced by 
the comforting good news of Jesus, for he calls his 
disciples to follow him into the darkness and terror 
of Jerusalem where they do not easily follow.
This inability to cope with the terrifying darkness 
of God is recorded most explicitly in the New 
Testament in Mark’s Gospel, which ends with 
the words, ‘And they said nothing to anyone for 
they were afraid’ (Mk 16.8). But it is not just the 
resurrection which is terrifying in Mark’s account 
but also the crucifixion. John Fenton points out 
that there are distinct parallels between Jesus’ self-
offering and the terrifying story of the sacrifice of 
Isaac by Abraham. Fenton says, ‘When we get to 
the second half of Mark’s book we are told straight 
off, “The son of Man must suffer and everyone who 

‘the gospel we have been 
preaching has been nowhere near 
profound, radical or “mystical” 
enough … because our own 
interiority has been too shallow’
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uwants to be a follower must also suffer”. Everyone 
will be salted with fire.’1 
Unseen. Unknown. Other. Terrifying. What is 
this about? It’s about a lot of things, one of which 
is human consciousness. Human consciousness 
is enormous and profound. It is aware of death, 
tragedy, joy and the overwhelming weal and woe of 
being alive now. It is aware of the invisibility and 
terror of being alive. The trouble with religious 
people is that much of their religion is a way of not 
facing that invisibility and terror.
I’ve been reading Human Traces, Sebastian Faulks’s 
excellent novel2 The book is an attempt to look at 
the history of what it means to be mad, and in the 
process it conveys something of the enormity of 
being alive, something of the horror and the holiness 
of it all. At several points in the novel the principal 
character, Thomas, is like Moses (and the book is full 
of biblical references) for he stands before the terrible 
invisibility of things, especially the inscrutability of 
madness, but also the death of those he loves, and 
speaks of their holiness. This happens at several 
points in the novel but most markedly when he gives 
a paper that summarises his life’s quest for cures 
to human madness – a life’s quest which has seen 
very little in the way of results. He talks about the 
insoluble knots and mysteries of life being resolved 
not by finding an ‘answer’ but by developing ‘a 
different perspective’. He concludes, ‘I ask you to 
believe that we are the most fortunate species ever 
to have lived or that it is possible to conceive of 
existing – ever, in this universe or in any other; and 
that it is our duty each day therefore to appreciate 
our astonishing good fortune by caring for the insane 
who pay the price for all of us, and by turning our 
healthy lives, so near as we can manage it, day by 
day, into an extended rapture.’3 
This is a basic faith perspective, although Thomas 
avows that he is an unbeliever. Thomas’s hearers’, 
and even his closest colleagues, do not accept his 
paper, because they cannot cope with the terror of 
the unknown. They insist on answers.
My point is that people know this. They know that 
Thomas is right. Somewhere, sometimes overtly, 
sometimes secretly, human consciousness knows how 
terrible it is to be alive. It knows something of the 
unknown and it also knows something of its refusal 
to face that terror. But human beings stop there 
for they cannot make sense of it, they do not know 
enough.

Above all they do not know just how all of what 
they experience and know is reflected in Scripture, in 
the founding myths of Exodus, and above all in the 
terrifying story of Jesus. That would make sense of 
it (or at least ‘faith sense’) and enable them to turn 
their lives into an extended rapture. 
One of the reasons why they have not made the 
jump between what they secretly (or not so secretly) 
know about life and what the tradition of faith says 
about life, why they have not seen that the terror 
and invisibility of life that they have experienced 
and what Christians have been talking about for 
2,000 years are the same things, is because we 
– the supposed guardians of the unknown, the 
invisible and the terrifying – have not made that 
connection for them. Why is this? Why have we 
failed to bring people out of darkness? The answer 
is straightforward: we have not opened ourselves 
sufficiently to that terror and beauty which is God 
and spoken to them about it. We have not made the 
links for them. We have stopped before the insoluble 
knots and mysteries of life and looked for answers 
instead of rapture. We have not been guardians 
of the terror and the invisibility but have gone off 
into shallow ‘truths’. By doing this we have short-
changed ourselves and everybody else. We have 
thought that all people have wanted is consolation 
(perhaps because we have wanted that ourselves too 
much) when what they have actually needed is the 
otherness and the fierce beauty of God. They want 
to know that he, God, is. But all we have said is, 
‘There, there.’ We have been false prophets. The 
gospel we have been preaching has been nowhere 
near profound, radical or ‘mystical’ enough. My 
belief has always been that the root reason for this 
is because our own interiority has not been deep 
enough. 
Nor, contrary to what you might think, is any of this 
a threat or a difficulty. The real threat comes when 
we allow our faith to be locked into a reductionist 
view of God and forget his true nature, his terrifying 
beauty and otherness. The danger is we reduce God 
to the level of an effective supermarket product and 
make him an acceptable and nicely packaged part of 
Western culture, and the Church with it. We have 
risked turning faith into something we can sell and 
set about marketing that product as if it were simply 
another thing that any well-heeled Western man 
and woman should have. In this way, God becomes 
totally harmless.

‘we must not allow our faith to be 
locked into a reductionist view of 
God and forget his true nature, his 
terrifying beauty and otherness’
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Remembering that God is wholly other, terrifyingly 
different in quality as well as degree, is entirely 
liberating because it sets Christian believing free 
from a consumerist mentality and gives God the 
opportunity to speak a saving and liberating word to 
the culture we inhabit.
In the end, this is what the mystical tradition is 
speaking of and precisely why it is so essential to 
recover that tradition for this generation. Mysticism 
is not merely medieval. Henry Vaughan in his poem 
‘The Night’, says, 

‘Wise Nicodemus saw such light 
As made him know his God by night … 
There is in God (some say) 
A deep, but dazzling darkness …’4

This dazzling is really a realisation that we are 
caught up in the outpouring of God in creation. 
This is a form of ‘extended rapture’, a form of 
being awakened to, overwhelmed, not just by but 
actually within the outpouring that is God. We are 
a part of that self-emptying, that self-outpouring. 
Acknowledging, being aware of and co-operating 
with that is the rapture of which Thomas speaks in 
Human Traces and of which the mystics spoke and of 
which John Donne speaks when he says,

‘Batter my heart, three person’d God; for, you 
As yet but knocke, breathe, shine, and seek to 
mend; 
That I may rise, and stand, o’erthrow mee, 
and bend 
Your force, to breake, blowe, burn and make 
me new. 
Take mee to you, imprison mee, for I 
Except you’enthrall me, never shall be free, 
Nor ever chast, except you ravish me.’5 n

essentially, conteMPlation is a general huMan 
PossiBility rather than a distinctively christian 
one. It is about seeking to be receptive and truly 
open to the other, to become aware of and responsive 
to the depths in every human perception of the world 
beyond us and the world within us. To be ‘truly 
open to the other’ requires that our self-awareness, 
let alone our self-centredness, in all its subtle forms, 
be diminished so that ‘my perspectives, my needs, 
my desires’ do not intrude on our receptivity of the 
other. It affirms that there are other ways to engage 
with reality than those of the human intellect, 
especially when ‘intellect’ is closely identified with 
rational analysis, deduction and construction alone. 
Those who practice or commend contemplation will 
also often affirm that contemplation is a necessary 
part of developing our humanity to the full.
Given this, the challenge is to understand whether 
there are any distinct characteristics to Christian 
contemplation. It might be that certain practices 
would be unacceptable (e.g. with meditation the 
use of drugs would not normally be affirmed as 
appropriate for Christian meditation, but are 
these part of the contemplative tradition anyway?) 
It might be that certain practices were and 
still would be encouraged within the Christian 
tradition as an adjunct to contemplation, such 
as fasting or solitariness. However, these could 
hardly claim to be distinct, as they are practiced 
in many religious traditions. So is Christian 
contemplation indistinguishable from general 
contemplation? Part of the answer, to this question 
of distinct characteristics, lies, I suggest, in the 
essential Christological focus or ethos for Christian 
contemplation.1

Within the Old Testament there is a recognition 
of the importance of creation as a source of divine 
mediation. So, for instance, in Psalm 19 there is a 
wonderful balance between God’s ‘availability’ in 
the world and in the law: ‘The heavens are telling 
the glory of God; and the firmament proclaims 
his handiwork’ (v. 1); ‘the precepts of the Lord are 
right, rejoicing the heart; the commandment of the 
Lord is clear, enlightening the eyes’ (v. 8); ‘Let the 
words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart 
be acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my 
redeemer’ (v. 14).
This balance is paralleled in Paul’s striking imagery: 
‘For it is the God who said, “Let light shine out 
of darkness!” who has shone in our hearts, to give 
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