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  day-light hours. 
Praise for the land and the trees, hushed as if 
  with snow, 
with barely a soul, except for the deep of my 
  call, echoing yours.’7

Though we must pick up a text with words (the 
Bible) to encounter Christ through meditatio it is 
through contemplatio and reading nature’s text that 
we feel the language of his presence, embodied and 
dwelling among us felt through the Spirit, held by 
our Maker. 

‘Spirit of God, 
your kindly gusts have blown over me this 
  day. 
As my movement dies down in the stillness of 
  this night, 
may I feel your care nearer to me than my 
  own breath, 
for I am known more to you than I know 
  myself, 
loved more than even the dearest love that 
  I have received. 
Protect all who need your silent care this 
  night. 
Spirit of God, assure us of your presence 
  as we lie down tonight in your peace, 
  and rise in your company in the morning.’8

The emphasis on a more embodied spirituality is, 
I believe, why the Christian Celtic tradition is so 
popular today. Many Christians want to join up the 
lines much more between their daily lives, creation, 
their sexuality, their emotional lives and their faith. 
This ancient Celtic understanding is actually more 
contemporary than the more dualistic theologies 
and ideologies that flourished in the intervening 
millennia. The more we allow Christ to look at us, 
the more we see that in the bowl of this earth we are 
all undivided and covered by his mercy. The inter-
connectedness between every living thing is of God. 
As Julian of Norwich, the fourteenth-century mystic, 
said, ‘Love was his meaning.’9 The gospel of Christ 
is seen as God’s deep and abiding love for ourselves 
and all that lives on the earth, woven through by the 
Holy Spirit. n 

‘Contemplation happens to everyone. It happens 
in moments when we are open, undefended, and 
immediately present.’ (Dr Gerald May) 

I am just like you. My immediate response to 
most situations is with reactions of attachment, 
defensiveness, judgment, control and analysis. I am 
better at calculating than contemplating. Let’s admit 
that we all start there. The false self seems to have 
the ‘first gaze’ at almost everything.
On my better days, when I am ‘open, undefended, 
and immediately present’, I can sometimes begin 
with a contemplative mind and heart. Often I can 
get there later and even end there, but it is usually a 
second gaze. The True Self seems to always be ridden 
and blinded by the defensive needs of the false self. 
It is an hour-by-hour battle, at least for me. I can see 
why all spiritual traditions insist on daily prayer, in 
fact, morning, midday, evening and, before we go to 
bed, prayer, too! Otherwise, I can assume that I am 
back in the cruise control of small and personal self-
interest, the pitiable and fragile ‘richard’ self.
The first gaze is seldom compassionate. It is too busy 
weighing and feeling itself: ‘How will this affect me?’ 
or ‘How does my self-image demand that I react 
to this?’ or ‘How can I get back in control of this 
situation?’ This leads us to an implosion, a self pre-
occupation that cannot enter into communion with 
the other or the moment. In other words, we first 
feel our feelings before we can relate to the situation 
and emotion of the other. Only after God has taught 
us how to live ‘undefended’, can we immediately 
stand with and for the other, and for the moment. 
It takes lots of practice. Maybe that is why many 
people even speak of their ‘spiritual practice’.
My practice is probably somewhat unique because of 
the nature of my life. I have no wife, family, or even 
constant community. My Franciscan tradition and 
superiors have allowed me in these later years to live 
alone, in a little ‘hermitage’ behind the friary and 
parish, that I call East of Eden. I am able to protect 
long hours of silence and solitude each day (when I 
am home), which I fill with specific times of prayer, 
study, journaling and writing, spiritual reading, 
gardening, walking, and just gazing. It is a luxury 
that most of you do not have. (My 50 per cent of 
time on the road is much harder to balance, and 
probably more like your life.)
On a practical level, my at home day is two 
extremes: both very busy (visitors and calls, 
counselees, work at the Center for Action and 
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Contemplation, mail, writing and some work at 
Holy Family parish), yet, on the opposite side, 
my life is very quiet and alone. I avoid most social 
gatherings, frankly because I know my soul has other 
questions to ask and answer as I get older. (Thank 
God, my Franciscan community has honoured this 
need.) Small talk and ‘busyness about many things’ 
will not get me there. If I am going to continue to 
address groups, as if I have something to say, then I 
have to really know what I know, really believe what 
I believe, and my life has to be more experiential 
and intimate than mere repetition of formulas and 
doctrines. I am waiting, practicing and asking for the 
second gaze.
I suppose this protected interiority was the historic 
meaning of cloister, vows of silence, silence in 
church, and guarded places and times inside of 
monasteries, where you were relieved of all the usual 
social pleasantries and obligations. Some had to be 
free to move beyond ego consciousness to deeper 
contact with the unconscious, the shadow self, the 
intimate journey of the soul, toward conscious union 
with God. Traditionally, one was never allowed to 
live as a ‘hermit’ until later in life, and only after 
you had paid your dues to community and concrete 
relationships. Only community and marriage force 
you to face, own and exorcise your own demons. 
Otherwise, the loner is just a misanthrope or a 
sociopath, a person with poor social skills, or a 
person who desires to have total control of their 
day and time. This is not holiness. Avoiding people 
does not compute into love of God, being quiet 
and alone does not make you into a contemplative. 
Introversion and shyness are not the same as inner 
peace or communion. ‘Still waters run deep’, they 
say, but that water can be either very clear or quite 
toxic.
Your practice must somehow include the problem. 
Prayer is not the avoiding of distractions, 
but precisely how you deal with distractions. 
Contemplation is not the avoidance of the problem, 
but a daily merging with the problem, and finding 
its full resolution. What you quickly and humbly 
learn in contemplation, is that how you do anything 
is probably how you do everything. If you are brutal 
in your inner reaction to your own littleness and 
sinfulness, your social relationships and even your 
politics will probably be the same – brutal. One sees 
a woman overcome this split in an autobiography 
like St Therese of Lisieux’s, Story of A Soul. This 

young contemplative nun is daily dealing with her 
irritations, judgments and desire to run from her 
fellow sisters in the convent. She faces her own 
mixed motives and pettiness. She is constant in her 
concern for those working actively in the missions. 
But her goal is always compassion and communion. 
She suffers her powerlessness until she can finally 
break through to love. She holds the tension within 
herself (the essence of contemplation) until she herself is the 
positive resolution of that tension. Therese always gets to 
the second gaze.
It has taken me much of my life to begin to get to 
the second gaze. By nature I have a critical mind and 
a demanding heart, and I am impatient. These are 
both my gifts and my curses, as you might expect. 
Yet I cannot have one without the other, it seems. 
I cannot risk losing touch with either my angels or 
my demons. They are both good teachers. A life of 
solitude and silence allows them both, and invariably 
leads me to the second gaze. The gaze of compassion, 
looking out at life from the place of Divine Intimacy 
is really all I have, and all I have to give, even 
though I don’t always do it.
I named my little hermitage ‘East of Eden’ for some 
very specific reasons, not, however, because of John 
Steinbeck’s marvellous novel (and movie) of the 
same name. On a humorous level, it was because I 
moved here six years ago, 300 yards ‘east’ of Holy 
Family Friary where I had previously lived. We had 
a fine community while I was there, consisting of 
three priests, two brothers and many visitors who 
genuinely enjoyed one another – most of the time 
anyway! All my needs and desires were met in very 
good ways. It was a sort of ‘Eden’.
But I also picked the name because of its significance 
in the life of Cain, after he had killed his brother 
Abel. It was a place where God sent Cain, this bad 
boy, after he had failed and sinned, yet ironically 
with a loving and protective mark: ‘So Yahweh put 
a mark on Cain so that no one would do him harm. 
He sent him to wander in the land of Nod, East of 
Eden’ (Gen 4.16). 
By my late 50’s I had had plenty of opportunities to 
see my own failures, shadow and sin. The first gaze 
at myself was critical, negative and demanding, not 
helpful at all, to me or to others. I am convinced 
that such guilt and shame are never from God. 
They are merely the protestations of the false self 
as it is shocked at its own poverty – the defences 
of a little man who wants to be big man. God 

‘God leads by compassion toward 
the soul, never by condemnation’
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uleads by compassion toward the soul, never by 
condemnation. If God would relate to us by severity 
and punitiveness, God would only be giving us 
permission to do the same (which is tragically, 
exactly what has happened!). God offers us, instead, 
the grace to ‘weep’ over our sins more than ever 
perfectly overcome them, to humbly recognise our 
littleness rather than become big. It is the way of 
Cain, Francis and Therese. It is a kind of weeping 
and a kind of wandering that keeps us both askew 
and awake.
So now my later life call is to ‘wander in the land 
of Nod’, enjoying God’s so often proven love and 
protection, and look back at my life, and everybody’s 
life, the One-And-Only-Life, marked happily and 
gratefully with the sign of Cain. Contemplation and 
compassion are finally coming together. This is my 
second gaze. It is well worth waiting for, because 
only the second gaze sees fully and truthfully. It sees 
itself, the other, and even God with God’s own eyes, 
which are always eyes of compassion. n

Contemplative 
Fire: Creating a 
community of 
Christ at the 
edge
Tessa Holland

The Revd Tessa Holland 
is an Anglican priest in 
the diocese of Chichester, 
a member of the Core 
Team of Contemplative 
Fire, a Quiet Gardener 
and spiritual director. In 
this article she explores 
the story, theology 
and community life of 
Contemplative Fire.

As a gardener I resonate with the images and 
symbolism of the natural world that occur in 
Scripture, in particular with the words of Paul 
from his first letter to the Corinthians,  
‘I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the 
growth. So neither the one who plants nor the one 
who waters is anything, but only God who gives the 
growth’ (1 Cor 3.6–7). The genesis of Contemplative 
Fire is hidden, as a seed is in the earth, in the wisdom 
of Western and Eastern Christian mystical theology. 
The fertile ground of the desert tradition, the long 
lineage of saints and writers on the contemplative 
path and a cultural context of spiritual interest and 
hunger, inspired Anglican priest, the Revd Philip 
Roderick, to initiate a new community. Launched in 
2004 as one of the Diocese of Oxford’s ‘cutting edge 
ministries’, Contemplative Fire seeks to live the way 
of Jesus, whilst also exploring ways to reframe and 
re-imagine Christian tradition and practice.
The vision, guided by Jesus’ call to ‘put out into the 
deep’ (Lk 5.4), was to seed a dispersed network of 
travelling companions, with an ethos of mutuality, 
venturesome curiosity about the way of Jesus and 
openness to the treasures of the contemplatives and 
mystics. This bold undertaking has established a 
community that transcends the traditional structures 
of the Anglican Church, whilst retaining its scriptural 
and sacramental inheritance. Also, wherever it 
is present, Contemplative Fire seeks to establish 
appropriate accountability and blessing, remaining an 
integral part of the whole Church of Christ. 
Contemplative Fire currently has over 80 community 
members, known as Companions on the Way, and is 
present in several counties, with its first international 
region developing in Toronto, Canada. In England 
and Wales, the Community is registered as a Fresh 
Expression of Church, with a board of Trustees, 
Community Leader, Core Team and a group to 
advise on development. 

Contemplatives-in-action 

The Community is a rich eclectic mix of people: 
spiritual seekers, wishing to explore the Christian 
path; those who come with faith, for whom 
Contemplative Fire is their faith community; and 
those who attend a church elsewhere, for whom 
Contemplative Fire provides inspiration and teaching 
on contemplative praxis. As a Community, we seek 
to live the metaphor ‘contemplative fire’, where 
the interior journey of silence, stillness and inner 
spaciousness energises and equips the soul with the 


