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The Role of Contemplation in a Life of Action

I received a call some weeks back from a peace and justice center in Pittsburgh, the Thomas Merton Center, asking if I would give an address to its members on the occasion of its 40th anniversary of its founding. I was on staff and board from 1982-1987. Thomas Merton, who died in 1968, was a Catholic monk, who lived at a monastery in Kentucky. The assignment for the talk: how is the inspiration of a contemplative monk still relevant for a center of activism 40 years later? More specifically, I suppose, the assignment is to re-imagine the relationship between activism, an active life, and contemplation, the reflective side of life. Such a concern always takes me back to my 10 years as a member of a semi-monastic community. 

In my first years in the Dominican Order, in Washington, DC, when I wasn’t studying or in the chapel praying, I was outside at a soup kitchen, or a high school, or a parish in the city. Sometimes quietly and indirectly, but sometimes quite directly, my fellow student monks would be critical of the fact that I was hardly ever around and that I was too active, too busy, and thus not in keeping with the appropriate balance of action, ministry and reflection, contemplation, i.e., I didn’t exercise the proper balance of the real monastic existence. I didn’t much listen to them, thinking of many of them as quietists, too overly withdrawn, not really understanding the importance of active ministry. Though maybe we were both right, to a degree, in retrospect I think their criticism of me was on point. I never really did get very well the contemplative side of the call. I did the minimal, but, deep down, I think I thought of it as mostly a waste. How wrong I was. 

Citing what he thinks is a bigger problem far outside of the monastery, A Quaker activist and educator, Parker Palmer, thinks many of us have lost our ability to reflect upon our active lives – or, possibly, never even developed such a practice –in order to help us connect our actions, our life’s work, with what he refers to as our “hidden wholeness” deep within our beings; what he calls our true selves. Making this connection between our actions and our true selves is essential, he argues, for what he calls “right action,” which brings into harmony what we believe, our values, and our behavior and work. We are often obsessed with the need to be effective, he goes on, accomplishing goals and objectives, obsessed with whether the world values what we do as important, whether the world is impressed with us and our accomplishments; are we admired, but we don’t often enough ask whether our actions and work really express out true and best selves. 

To remedy this, he suggests, we must develop our contemplative/reflective side, not by withdrawing into a monastery, though an occasional visit may be just what we need, but rather by integrating better contemplation and reflection with our actions. Palmer’s definition of contemplation: not so much sitting and meditating for hours at a time but simply “unveiling illusions that masquerade as reality,” especially about ourselves. Culture and society and our own egos sometimes block us from seeing what is most important for us. Part of the problem is we are often too busy to do the proper amount of reflection on our lives, too often engaged in excessive activity, trying to meet the very real demands on our time and attention. Years ago, the monk Merton, who reflected lots about the importance of non-violence, wrote that excessive activity can even be a subtle form of violence, especially if we accept demands and commitments beyond our limits of endurance, a constant temptation for many of us. There can be lots of satisfaction out of staying busy. It can give us meaning. Others of us feel we have no choice. To that Palmer simply responds: if we don’t do a better job of balancing action and contemplation/reflection, we risk losing touch with our true selves. 

Both Palmer and Merton draw great wisdom on this dilemma from the ancient Chinese, Taoist sage, Chuang Tzu. Listen, for a moment, to this story from Chuang Tzu, called “The Wood Carver”:

Khing, the master carver, made a bell stand of precious wood. When it was finished, all who saw it were astounded. They said it must be the work of spirits. The Prince of Lu said to the master carver: “what is your secret?” Khing replied: “I am only a workman: I have no secret. There is only this: when I began to think of the work you commanded, I guarded my spirit, did not expend it on trifles that were not to the point. I fasted in order to set my heart at rest. After three days fasting, I had forgotten gain and success. After five days, I had forgotten praise or criticism. After seven days, I had forgotten my body and all its limbs. By this time, all thought of your highness and of the court had faded away. All that might have distracted me from the work had vanished. I was collected in the single thought of the bell stand. Then I went to the forest to see the trees in their own natural state. When the right tree appeared before my eyes, the bell stand also appeared in it, clearly, beyond doubt. All I had to do was put forth my hand and begin. If I had not met this particular tree, there would have been no bell stand at all. What happened? My own collected thought encountered the hidden potential in the wood; from this live encounter came the work which you ascribe to the spirits!

Two things strike me about this story in relation to the dynamic between action and contemplation: the wood carver rejected the idea that his work was anything special and came from the spirits – what’s your secret? And he was able to block out outside pressures and focus on his own values in relation to this work. 

As to special skills, (what’s your secret, woodcarver?), many of us have acquired skills and training. We go to school or are self-taught. We may get specialized training and credentials; society often demands that. I received that in seminary and graduate school. Does this credentialing make me good at teaching or ministry? The fact that ministers think of themselves as professionals, does that make them good at ministry? I do hear a lot of such talk at minister meetings over the years. Sometimes those without the right credentialing are judged unfit. Are credentials the key to good ministry? They can help, for sure, but more important, I believe, is whether or not the person has the right gifts for ministry, like patience, ability to listen, care, compassion, love for people, joy, humor, the willingness to risk and trust others, faith and hope. Some people, I believe, come into life with such gifts; part of their DNA. Plus, of course, certain life experiences can help one develop the right abilities. I still think the grocery store was my best preparation for ministry – a sense of service, lots of experience of dealing with people, all kinds of people, work, learning to listen well, teamwork, to mention a few. But I’ve never said that at a minister’s meeting and I did go on get the credentialing just in case! 

We might all ask ourselves: what are your natural gifts you’ve maybe never cultivated, or some of your best attributes, even if no one else has ever affirmed or appreciated these? What do you value? What are your values, what you most care about? Do these gifts and values shape your life and maybe even determine your work? Is it time you got in touch with what is our own giftedness? What changes would you then have to make? Who are you really, in your innermost being? Do you even know or have you taken the time to figure that out? How well do you know yourself? We often say, jokingly, I still don’t know what I want to do when I grow up! What are we waiting for? Remember how the woodcarver proceeded? He blocked all distractions and pressures out and focused on the task, even though he was being pressured by a Prince, a big shot, and remained true to himself. He amazingly integrated contemplation/reflection into his life before he acted. 

If we are to learn from the woodcarver, we have to figure out how to get at our inner core-maybe some of us have spent a lifetime not ever reaching that sacred space in ourselves. Paradoxically, writes Palmer, painful moments in life often provide the best opportunities for us to get in touch with this inner self – we lose a job, a loved one, a relationship ends, we get sick, etc. It can provide an opportunity or, as Palmer writes, “unmask illusions” about ourselves, break us down, if you will. Illusions we live might be expecting a spouse or partner or religious community to be perfect, without flaws, or expecting every job to be ideal, or that we should never experience loss or illness. Even more, illusions might involve not understanding our own behavior and how it affects those around us. Unmasking illusions, getting to the true self, learning contemplation. It is when we experience life’s bumps, that contemplation, seeing reality as it is, that we have the best opportunity to understand ourselves, see who we really are and, possibly, begin doing our most natural and creative work, and responding less to the demands and expectations of others. Here lies the possibility of doing what for each of us is “right action,” action most true to our deepest selves and values.

Ultimately, Chuang Tzu’s woodcarver made a beautiful bell stand out of precious wood, but not before he became convinced that he was doing it for the right reasons. He made sure his heart was at rest, that gain and success mattered not at all, that neither praise not criticism would be an influence; then, and only then did he proceed. The bell stand surely was a product of his deepest self; a true expression of his gifts and values. 

With the help of a wonderful spiritual director many years ago, I was able to take the time to reflect enough to understand better my true self and vocational calling. In retrospect I think I had it half right all along, but I thought I could do ministry as a celibate person for many years. But, alas, my grandmother, who thought I entered a Catholic seminary mostly because I didn’t have much interest in girls, was mistaken. Counseling, spiritual direction, reflection and contemplation finally showed me that I would only begin to be true to myself if I allowed myself to fall in love and, eventually, marry. In the Catholic, monastic world, I had to leave in order to fulfill that calling. Nevertheless, following some of my best instincts and natural gift, if you will, honed by many years in the grocery store, eventually led me back to ministry in a new context, and I have been grateful and joyful for that journey over these last 20 or so years. 

I believe we have each been given profound gifts and our own set of lights. The best thing we can do is be grateful for these gifts, begin to understand them, and develop them as best we know how, being true to our own best insights and letting go of all outside pressures to conform to illusions we know are not truthful or right about ourselves. And one of the best gifts a community of faith can give to each of us is to coax out those gifts in each of us, give us feedback, so that we can share them with the wider community. There’s still time to get it right. Building more reflection and contemplation into our lives might be the key to unlocking our very deepest and truest selves. May it so. NAMASTE.

