Cornerstone II January 9, 2018

 Prayer Meeting 
Leader:  In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

All:  Amen.

Leader: As we settle in to the new year, with the Christmas season now behind us, let us take this time to reflect and perfect our relationship with Our Father. Open our hearts and minds and fortify our souls with the Grace of the Lord  so that the seeds we sow now may yield a bountiful spiritual harvest in the months ahead. Let us welcome the Lord to be with us here tonight and every day as we toil in our “fields,” both at work and at home.  
(Observe a period of silence, allowing our minds to become clear and our hearts to become open)

Opening Prayer

Leader:  Let us pray.  Thank you, Father, for all that you’ve given each of us here in this room. Thank You for giving us the opportunity to get together once again as a group.  Help us to grow in faith and in the knowledge of your unbounded love. Help strengthen our relationship with You. Help us to come to know your Presence in the still of the night and the silence of our souls. Hear our prayers and guide us in the right direction. Give us the strength to lead our lives in the Christian-like manner exemplified by your Son’s life on earth. We ask this through your Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, One God forever and ever,
All:  Amen.

Preparation Song
AS IT IS IN HEAVEN

By Michael W.  Smith

The Word Of God

Reader:
Readings from the books of Matthew, Mark and Luke 
Mark 1:35 

“Now in the morning, having risen a long while before daylight, He went out and departed to a solitary place; and there He prayed” (Mark 1:35).

Luke 5: 16

“He Himself often withdrew into the wilderness and prayed” 
Luke 6-12:

 12 In those days he departed to the mountain to pray, and he spent the night in prayer[d] to God.
Luke 11: 9-10

9 “So I say to you: Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you. 10 For everyone who asks receives; the one who seeks finds; and to the one who knocks, the door will be opened.

Matthew  7:7 - 11 

7 "Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you.  8  For everyone who asks, receives; and the one who seeks, finds; and to the one who knocks, the door will be opened.  9 Which one of you would hand his son a stone when he asks for a loaf of bread, 10  or a snake when he asks for a fish?  11 If you then, who are wicked, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your heavenly Father give good things to those who ask him. 

The Word of the Lord

All:  Thanks be to God


In his "Confessions of a Guilty Bystander, Merton describes his contemplative engagement with nature.
How the valley awakes. At two-fifteen there are no sounds except in the monastery: the bells ring, the office begins. Outside, nothing, except perhaps a bullfrog saying “Om” in the creek or in the guesthouse pond. Some nights he is in Samadhi; there is not even “Om”. The mysterious and uninterrupted whooping of the whippoorwill begins about three, these mornings. He is not always near. Sometimes there are two whooping together, perhaps a mile away in the woods in the east.
The first chirps of the waking day birds mark the “point vierge” of the dawn under a sky as yet without real light, a moment of awe and inexpressible innocence, when the Father in perfect silence opens their eyes. They begin to speak to Him, not with fluent song, but with an awakening question that is their dawn state, their state at the “point vierge”. Their condition asks if it time for them to “be.” He answers “yes.” Then, they one by one wake up, and become birds. They manifest themselves as birds, beginning to sing. Presently they will be fully themselves, and will even fly.
Meanwhile, the most wonderful moment of the day is that when creation in its innocence asks permission to “be” once again, as it did on the first morning that ever was.

All wisdom seeks to collect and manifest itself at that blind sweet point. Man’s wisdom does not succeed, for we are fallen into self-mastery and cannot ask permission of anyone. We face our mornings as men of undaunted purpose. We know the time and we dictate terms. We are in a position to dictate terms, we suppose: we have a clock that proves we are right from the very start. We know what time it is. We are in touch with the hidden inner laws. We will say in advance what kind of day it has to be. Then if necessary we will take steps to make it meet our requirements.
For the birds there is not a time that they tell, but the virgin point between darkness and light, between nonbeing and being. You can tell yourself the time by their waking, if you are experienced. But that is your folly, not theirs. Worse folly still if you think they are telling you something you might consider useful – that it is, for example, four o’clock.

So they wake: first the catbirds and cardinals and some that I do not know. Later the song sparrows and wrens. Last of all the doves and crows.
The waking of crows is most like the waking of men: querulous, noisy, raw.

Here is an unspeakable secret: paradise is all around us and we do not understand. It is wide open. The sword is taken away, but we do not know it: we are off “one to his farm and another to his merchandise.” Lights on. Clocks ticking. Thermostats working. Stoves cooking. Electric shavers filling radios with static. “Wisdom,” cries the dawn deacon, but we do not attend.

Reflection
Leader: 
Shared Reflection:  Share with the group a reflection on the above, or any question below.

Has God revealed himself to you in the silence of the night/pre-dawn hours?  

Where do you go to do your best praying and when do you find that you experience “paradise all around you”?

Which type of prayer –do you find to be most often answered? Contemplative or traditional  prayers 

Do you see a pattern to why some prayers are answered and others are not? 

Musical Reflection
"The Prayer"

[Celine Dion:]

I pray you'll be our eyes

And watch us where we go

And help us to be wise

In times when we don't know

Let this be our prayer

When we lose our way

Lead us to a place

Guide us with your grace

To a place where we'll be safe

[Andrea Bocelli (Celine Dion):]

La luce che tu hai

(I pray we'll find your light)

Nel cuore resterà

(And hold it in our hearts)

A ricordarci che

(When stars go out each night)

Eterna stella sei

(Whoa)

Nella mia preghiera

(Let this be our prayer)

Quanta fede c'è

(When shadows fill our day)

Lead us to a place

(Guide us with your grace)

[Both:]

Give us faith so we'll be safe

Sogniamo un mondo senza più violenza

Un mondo di giustizia e di speranza

Ognuno dia la mano al suo vicino

Simbolo di pace, di fraternità

[Andrea Bocelli (Celine Dion):]

La forza che ci dà

(We ask that life be kind)

È il desiderio che

(And watch us from above)

Ognuno trovi amor

(We hope each soul will find)

Intorno e dentro sé

(Another soul to love)

[Both:]

Let this be our prayer

[Celine Dion:]

Let this be our prayer

[Andrea Bocelli:]

Just like every child

[Celine Dion:]

Just like every child

[Both:]

Need to find a place

Guide us with your grace

Give us faith so we'll be safe

È la fede che

Hai acceso in noi

Sento che ci salvera

Conversational Prayer

1.  Jesus is here.
We focus on Jesus and welcome him, audibly and silently, with praise and adoration.

2.  Thank you, Lord.
Thank Jesus for people you care about, calling them by name.  Be audible and brief.

3.  Help me, Lord.
Be honest, specific and to the point.  Jesus asks, “What do you want me to do for you?  Answer him by praying for yourself (that is, for your problems, for forgiveness, guidance healing) using the pronoun “I” “my” and “me.”

4.  Help my brother/

Pray for each person by name when you pray.

     sister Lord

Closing

Leader:  The Lord has once again given us the opportunity to get together as a group and join together in prayer. Let us now stand and take this time to praise the Father in the words that Jesus taught us.

All:  Our Father ……

Leader:  May the Lord be with us, keep us and our families safe, and continue to bless us with His peace.

All:  Amen.
Contemplative Christianity Is the Great Tradition

Thursday, January 19, 2017

I believe the teaching of contemplation is absolutely key to rebuilding Christianity, otherwise our very style of “knowing” is off base and everything that follows is skewed. Our untransformed brains are hardwired to focus on the negative and to dualistically label and divide, it seems. While rational critique and logical judgment are important for practical matters, they can only get us so far. We need nondual consciousness—the mind of Christ—to process the great questions of love, suffering, death, infinity, and divinity and to be unafraid of diversity and welcoming of union at ever higher and more expansive levels.

We will explore contemplation and nondual consciousness more in a few weeks, but for now let me briefly define the practice of contemplative prayer: In a silent posture of self-emptying, we let go of habitual thoughts and sensations and connect with an Inner Witness (Romans 8:16)—God’s presence within—that gazes back at ourselves and out at reality with an Abiding Love. Contemplation is learning how to offer “a long, loving look at the Real.” [1]

Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy have a long but intermittent tradition of teaching contemplation. Catholics today may know the word contemplation, but that doesn’t mean we know the actual how or the important why. Instead of teaching silent mindfulness, in recent centuries the church emphasized repetition of rote, wordy prayers, and “attendance” at social prayer. Even most of the great contemplative Orders (Cistercian, Carmelite, Poor Clare, etc.) now recognize that they stopped directly teaching the practice of silent prayer to their own members. Contemplative prayer was largely lost after the dualistic, tribal fights of the Reformation and the Enlightenment. The utter vulnerability of silence did not allow us to “prove” anything and so was no longer attractive. The Protestant tradition does not have a strong history of contemplation beyond a few isolated individuals who discovered it on their own. The Orthodox tradition had it well-documented on paper and in a few monasteries, but it was far too tribal go where contemplation always leads—toward universal compassion, inclusivity, and nonviolence.

So most traditionalists today are not traditional at all! They know so little about the Big Tradition beyond their ethnic version since the last national revolution in their country. That is what happens when you move into a defensive posture against others. You circle the wagons around externals and non-essentials, and the first thing to go is anything interior or as subversive to your own ego as is contemplation. Of course this is precisely what is essential for true transformation. Without it, we have the French and Spanish Catholic hierarchies largely opposing their own needed revolutions and reforms, English and German bishops blessing all their wars, and the majority of Orthodox hierarchies co-operating with communist dictators against their own people. This is the bad fruit of non-contemplative Christianity, which Thomas Merton was one of the first to be public and vocal about in the 1950s.
Christians need to retrieve our own tradition of accessing and living from an alternative consciousness. First we have to know that the Christian contemplative tradition even exists and once flourished. We’re not simply borrowing from Eastern religions and modern neuroscience. It is very clear in the Desert Fathers and Mothers, many of whom fled to the desert in the fourth century so they could practice what they felt was authentic Christianity, unhindered by the priorities of the new imperial religion that was based largely on externals.

The alternative contemplative tradition persisted in Celtic Christianity (outside the Roman Empire); in the Eastern Church’s collection of texts, called the Philokalia; and in the monastic history of all the ancient Orders of the East and West, which only sometimes taught it directly or indirectly (e.g., Dionysius, John Cassian, the monastery of St. Victor in Paris, the Franciscans Bonaventure and Francisco de Osuna, and the final explosion in the Spanish Carmelites). Otherwise, it was more exemplified in highly transformed people who came to it through conscious prayer, love, or suffering. There were anomalies like the Jesuits, Jean Pierre de Caussade and Teilhard de Chardin, and very many women foundresses of communities who show all the fruits of a contemplative life. Women and lay people had more easy access to contemplation precisely because they were not seminary and liturgically trained. Like Julian of Norwich, they learned it on the side and on the sly and often through suffering!
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