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ing the world will be controversial. 
But there is strength in numbers, co-
ordinated eff ort and the inspiration of 
individuals.

I was struck, for example, by the 
number of young Singaporeans pres-
ent who approached me to speak 
about how deeply they had been af-
fected by our fi lm of Mr Lee Kuan Yew 
speaking about meditation. In their 
eyes he was a great but remote father 

fi gure who led strongly and showed 
the personal self-sacrifi ce of leader-
ship. But only when they heard him 
speak of meditation, his admission 
of a personal struggle and his expe-
rience of learning (who learns with-
out failure?) did they see his deeper, 
humbler, human - and for many this 
even seemed a spiritual – side. Denis, 
a young government trainee told me 
no one could have got him to medi-
tate except Mr Lee. As new leadership 
in business, government and religion 
is crucial to resolving the global crisis, 
and as so many leaders in all these 
fi elds feel distant or untrusted by 
those they are meant to serve, per-
haps Mr Lee has a personal message 

In Singapore last month I attended 
an unusual and inspiring conference. 
The fi rst Wisdom 2 Conference held in 
Asia explored unconventional ideas 
concerning leadership in business 
and society. There were Google peo-
ple, business people, entrepreneurs, 
educators and spiritual teachers – and 
a full day on the schedule devoted to 
meditation. The time was uplifting 
and enriching and it was also joyful to 
see how the level of hope and energy 
rose even as we faced the hard facts 
of our cultural and global crisis. There 
were no instant solutions off ered. But 
we came to a clearer view on the need 
for a new and radical simplicity. 

It became increasingly clear to us 
what could be done through a simple, 
radical change of mind. Metanoia is 
the contemplative call to action of our 
time. Temporary change can easily be 
eff ected in the short-term: meditators 
know how they feel and see things dif-
ferently after meditating and neuro-
scientists measure transient eff ects of 
the practice in individuals or groups. 
Can we translate this into a sustain-
able, radical process of re-visioning 
the way we live and the eff ect we are 
having on our common home? Pope 
Francis’ encyclical Laudato Si, calling 
for an across the board transformation 
of consciousness, was issued during 
the conference. With it grew a sense 
of something new emerging - an in-
tegrated movement of consciousness 
on a global scale strengthening belief 
in renewal and the peaceful equilib-
rium of justice. 

I was reminded of the desert father 
who said to his students: ‘the day is 
coming when the world will go mad. 
And then when people meet some-
one sane they will point at him and 
say ‘he is mad: he is not like us.’ To 
challenge the prevailing way of see-

A letter from Laurence Freeman, OSB

for them too.
*

In between events I have been 
reading Ian McGilchrist’s long but 
stimulating book on the brain and 
the possible eff ect that its bi-hemi-
spherical structure has had on the 
way we have made our world. The 
conventional idea that the right and 
left hemispheres control diff erent 
approaches to reality – intuitive and 

logical respectively – has been revised 
by recent research but not wholly 
abandoned. ‘There is a world of dif-
ference’ between them, McGilchrist 
says. There are many mysteries in our 
asymmetrical, double-hemisphere 
human brain.  But we do know that 
both hemispheres are involved in 
almost all mental processes and, he 
says,’ certainly in all mental states’. 

Several times a second messag-
es are communicated between the 
hemispheres. Our brain is densely 
connected with itself. Maybe this pro-
duces consciousness and maybe it 
explains or off ers a metaphor for our 
often confl ictual self-absorption Re-
searchers say that there are more con-
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deep level of insight in the farewell 
discourses of the Gospel of John. Je-
sus is acutely aware of the divided-
ness, the fragile humanity and ego-
tism of those he still calls friends. He 
knows he will be betrayed. But he also 
sees (because at this level ‘praying for’ 
is seeing) the radical and unbreakable 
oneness he enjoys with them and 
with all. For him, this vision of unity, 
that transcends the duality of the 
brain’s normal kind of attention, origi-
nates in the experience of oneness he 

has with the ‘Father’, the ground and 
source of being itself. In his words 
describing this he brings human reli-
gious consciousness to a new peak of 
vision.

*
What is our own way of dealing 

with this ping-pong duality of states 
of mind and relating it with the tran-
scendent vision of unity that we are 
also capable of and feel endlessly 
drawn to? How does a meditation 
practice in daily life help us?

Life is basically dualistic. We orga-
nize and take on things in a binary 
mode at personal and political lev-
els. The digital world of our phones 
and computers merely refl ects this.  
On this left hand side, however, our 
way of seeing the world – of giving it 
only this kind of attention – produces 
endless confl ict. Confl icts thrive on 
further and further division. They get 
a high from splintering internal con-
fl icts and divisions. Simple solutions 
eventually break down into endless 
complexities and those advocating 
them often make the situation worse 

nections within the brain than there 
are particles in the known universe. In 
terms of what we can measure, then, 
on the inside we are bigger than what 
contains us on the outside.

The two-hemisphere arrangement 
of our divided brain helps explain the 
diff erent types of attention we give to 
things. When we are adding up our in-
come and expenses. When we are de-
ciding where to go on holiday. When 
we decide who to vote for. When we 
ponder on who to marry. When we lis-
ten to music or read poetry. When we 
say the mantra.

The kind of attention we give to 
the world shapes the world we live 
in. Perhaps it is not wrong to say we 
make the world or certainly the con-
ditions in which we experience it. Bib-
lically, we are stewards of the world, 
mystically we are co-creators. The left 
hemisphere (call it Martha) is ever 
busy about organization and ratio-
nalisation. It creates the necessary de-
tachment we need to make decisions 
and plan for the future. The distance 
between your eyes and these words 
you are reading is detachment. Too 
much or too little and you will not be 
able to read. Similarly with relation-
ships. Too close and you smother, too 
distant and you alienate. The right 
hemisphere sees things diff erently, 
because although diff erence causes 
distance and objectifi cation it can 
also create attraction, eros and the 
longing for union.

There is paradox involved in these 
diff erent forms of attention. The ways 
our state of mind changes the world 
we make and inhabit is obvious from 
daily experience. We don’t need brain 
experts to tell us this although they 
can help us be aware of it and see its 
eff ects that it has on the world and 
ourselves. It is expressed at a very 

by refusing to admit their mistakes. 
We can see the tragic nature of this in 
many fi elds of life today like fi nance, 
medicine and education – but also in 
the politics of the Middle East, espe-
cially in those societies ‘rescued for 
democracy’ where it is now impos-
sible for the western mind even to un-
derstand, let alone resolve them.   

‘The time will come when the 
world will go mad’. In this sense of im-
balance and dysfunction it has always 
been mad, since Cain slew Abel. But 
there are degrees of madness and the 
danger stakes rise with the increas-
ingly integrated systems of the mod-
ern world. Terrorism shows how a few 
can control the many. But terrorism 
is not the greatest danger the world 
faces.

It is the level of agitation, distrac-
tion, abstraction, alienation and iso-
lation that are the byproducts of 
our techno-economic progress. The 
modern western mind (this is not a 
geographical term any more) has be-
come feverish. There is too much to 
process. Too much information. Too 
many meetings. Too many objectives 
and targets. Too little time to refl ect.  
Too many episodes to watch. The 
near farce of the euro-crisis in recent 
months illustrates this, to the amuse-
ment of those distant from it but to 
the great suff ering and shame of many 
Greeks. The Greek-German standoff  
nicely mirrors the two hemispheres of 
the brain – two ways of looking at the 
same situation - and the mental and 
social chaos that ensues when they 
fail to communicate and collaborate. 
We make the world by the type of at-
tention we give.

From the news it is easy to see the 
dilemma and anger of the politicians, 
trying their best for the whole picture 
but constantly watching their backs 

The kind of attention we 
give to the world shapes 

the world we live in
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however limits the type of attention 
that you can give within meditation; 
and so the results, though visible will 
remain limited. At least it’s a start. With 
practice, supported in community, the 
quality of attention and the attitude 
behind it will evolve. Rather than look-
ing for something to happen you re-
alize that it is the way of looking, the 
kind of seeing and knowing, that is re-
ally changing. With this, the world we 
live in also begins to change. 

Metanoia works.
*

St Paul wrote once of a particular 
experience in which he entered the 
‘third heaven’. In his cosmology the 
fi rst heaven was the sky we see above 
us, the second was the habitat of the 
higher order of beings and the third 
was the dwelling-place of God. He 
does not use the pronoun “I” in de-
scribing this moment that he says is 
anyway ineff able. Experiences of total 
attention or pure prayer dissolve the 
ego-identity and abolish the distance 

between ‘God’ and ‘me’. Yet paradoxi-
cally the source of this experience is 
love and the persons involved remain 
distinct without being separated. This 
seems to be what the great doctrine 
of the Trinity is suggesting along with 
the teaching that we are capable and 
called to share fully in its fullness. Even 
Paul spoke of this as an exceptional 
event. Meditation becomes part of 
ordinary life for diff erent reasons. The 
type of experience it unfolds is not so 
separate and identifi able as St Paul’s 
rapture. 

I was speaking recently to a suc-

With practice, 
supported in community, 

the quality of attention 
and the attitude behind it 

will evolve

at home and eventually trapped by 
the small, egocentric perspective. By 
contrast, it is often the leaders in the 
public institutions involved in the 
negotiations who evoke the state of 
patience, calm, resilience and confi -
dence that is the best way of making 
decisions that make sense and last. 
Often it is they who seem to have the 
right kind of detachment, the greater 
balance. 

The arenas of politics and public 
discourse today are, of course, fre-
netic and more chaotic even than ap-
pearances suggest. They give little if 
any of the rationally necessary detach-
ment and time needed for clarity and 
calm which all kinds of crisis demand. 
This is not surprising in a culture where 
China regards screen addiction among 
children a clinical disorder and has es-
tablished rehabilitation centres where 
they are treated for months at a time. 
The American Academy of Pediatrics 
says that the average 8 to 10 year old 
spends eight hours a day absorbed in 
diff erent media. Distraction not terror-
ism is the greatest threat to civilization.

The problem is compounded be-
cause the worse it gets the less we rec-
ognize it. And those who have gone 
mad then regard the sane (or less 
mad) as deranged. We have access to 
unlimited information and so we need 
a search-engine to use it. We can do 
virtually what we like and so we need 
values to know what we really want 
and need. We create time-saving, dis-
tance-shrinking devices that imprison 
and addict us and so we need to make 
and protect our necessary time off -line 
in the here and now.

When people in this state start to 
meditate – and today we all start in 
some degree of damaged capacity for 
attention – they often are looking for 
quick and measurable results. This is 
how medication is supposed to work, 
so why not the scientifi cally endorsed 
‘tool’ of meditation’? This very attitude 

cessful, highly disciplined individual 
who can run a marathon and manage 
a complex institution. This person told 
me meditation made a massive dif-
ference to the way she lives and sees 
the world. But she doesn’t do it daily. 
I asked her if you can train for a mara-
thon and do all the rest why can’t you 
meditate daily. She smiled and said 
from the heart ‘but meditation is so 
hard’. I felt oddly pleased she had said 
this in the way she did, as it showed 
how well she understood it. And there 
are indeed easier ways to lower your 
blood-pressure – including marathon 
training. But there is more to it than 
that. Because there is life as a whole 
– right and left brain and mind and 
beyond...

It is a narrow and diffi  cult road that 
leads to life. The Greek word for ‘nar-
row’ is ‘stenos’. It also means ‘small’ 
which is perhaps less intimidating for 
those of us coming from the broad 
and wayward path that leads to per-
dition. The word for ‘diffi  cult’ may also 
be better understood by knowing it is 
also used to describe the pressing of 
grapes in the making of wine.

The work of meditation that turns 
the wheel of metanoia, that changes 
the way we pay attention to the world 
and, as a result, changes the world, is 
a small and rendering process. Sim-
one Weil says that prayer consists of 
attention and that attention ‘consists 
in suspending our thought, leaving 
it detached, empty and ready to be 
penetrated by’ what we are paying at-
tention to. The mantra is a small thing 
and saying it squeezes out all that is 
redundant, unnecessary, wasteful or 
in any way obstructive. It purifi es the 
heart and clarifi es the mind. It occu-
pies both hemispheres of the brain. 
It therefore allows us at some point 
to take the attention wholly off  our-
selves and to move towards the ex-
perience, the vision of unity which is 
knowledge of spirit, wisdom which 
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sisters who are our selves, in order 
to gain what we want short-term or 
even just to remain in power. 

The untruthfulness of language 
and the massaging of statistics often 
conceal the collateral damage caused 
by such egotism. How many today, 
especially the most vulnerable and 
suff ering, are successfully excluded 
from justice by corporate language 
and economic concepts? But, in the 
vision of unity, when can any military 
or political aim justify the degradation 

of the rights and dignity of others, es-
pecially the innocent? In such suff er-
ing mere humanity demands that, at 
the very least, the aims being pursued 
should be suspended and the suff er-
ing eased. 

*
In this humanitarian crisis, we are 

all tinged by the shame of the actual 
guilt of a few. A family is compro-
mised by the action of any one of its 
members. We are not all to blame but 
we carry collective responsibility.

Inaction happens often because 
statistics overwhelm the imagination. 
The idea of millions of individuals suf-
fering shifts us from one hemisphere 
of the brain to another. We become 
more abstract, detached and strate- Laurence Freeman OSB

is married to compassion and tran-
scends all duality.

*
The Cloud of Unknowing insists on 

the practical usefulness of meditation 
in all dimensions of consciousness. It 
improves your complexion and per-
sonality and even mysteriously helps 
those in other spheres of existence. 
The cultural turning point will come, 
however, when we cease to think of 
meditation merely in terms of ‘self-
improvement’ (where book-sellers 

place it) and understand it in terms of 
a great and general change of mind.

In this issue of Meditatio there are 
stories concerning the relationship 
between meditators and those trag-
ic members of our suff ering human 
family that we call refugees – parents 
and children fl eeing their homes be-
cause of mindless violence in search 
of some measure of the safety and se-
curity all of us need and seek.

The statistics are: sixty million 
refugees or displaced persons in the 
world as a result of war and confl ict. 
Half of them are children. Hearing this 
we can hardly not feel how it exposes 
a most tragic absurdity in the mod-
ern world and throughout history. We 
destroy ourselves, our brothers and 

gic and the compassion awakened by 
meeting one individual in pain or the 
orphaned children of even one village 
is displaced by concepts.  

Scientists discuss whether the edge 
of the universe is 13 or 48 billion light 
years away. The question doesn’t even 
touch us. As we live daily life, run for 
the train in the morning, browse the 
internet or sit in the dentist’s waiting 
room, diff erences on this scale seem 
meaningless. It is the immediate and 
the personal that opens our heart. 
And what is more immediate and per-
sonal than meditation? 

In time of crisis we often feel help-
less. We act irrationally or go into 
denial. It is easy to put on the ring 
of Gyges, a king who found a ring 
that made the wearer invisible. He 
was then able to do some pretty bad 
things without being observed. Plato 
deals with this story as a moral ques-
tion: would we all do bad things if no 
one saw we were doing them? His 
conclusion was that the good person 
is not enslaved by their desires and so 
would not perform bad deeds even if 
they were able to get away with them. 

There are diff erent kinds of invis-
ibility, however. The cloak of invisibil-
ity we throw over the street beggar or 
the boat refugees or the damaging of 
the minds of the young. There is also 
the ring we put on our own fi nger to 
pretend we aren’t there and aren’t re-
sponsible. The only good kind of in-
visibility – when the left hand doesn’t 
know what the right is doing – is when 
the ego has shrunk and only then can 
what we do, think and feel become 
pure. Then we pray purely without 
self-absorption. Only then can we see 
what is real.

With much love

Photo by Albert Gonzalez Farran, UNAMID (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0)
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Compassion for the urgent call of the refugees

The spirit in our heart, the spirit that we open to in meditation, is the Spirit of compassion, of gentleness, 
of forgiveness, of total acceptance, the Spirit of love. (John Main)

Special

The refugee crisis is not a new issue but it is more and more frequently in the news today:  
in Europe, in Asia, Oceania and many parts of the world.  What role can meditation play 
to help with this problem?  Read here some refl ections:

By Leesle Wegner*

Contemplation and the journey of seeking 
asylum: a worker’s perspective

Many readers will share concern 
for the millions of people around the 
world displaced by war and conflict. 
With this in mind, I would like to offer 
some personal reflections on how my 
work with people seeking asylum has 
been shaped by Christian meditation.

My journey began fifteen years ago 
when I had the opportunity to volun-
teer with a church based organisation 
supporting asylum seekers from East 
Timor. Their stories had a significant 
impact on me and I soon realised that 
to undertake this kind of work long 
term would require a deep level of 
inner resources and wisdom. This is 

what led me to discover the Christian 
contemplative tradition.  

My work has continued in a pro-
fessional capacity and I am currently 
employed as a counsellor and advo-
cate with an organisation that assists 
asylum seekers and refugees who are 
survivors of torture and trauma. The 
most difficult aspect of this work is 
journeying with asylum seekers.  The 
process of determining their claims 
is long and arduous. People live with 
acute levels of uncertainty, while at 
the same time dealing with the im-
pact of prior experiences of torture 
and trauma.  Their temporary status 

excludes them from many govern-
ment funded services and they are 
regularly exposed to media sound 
bites from politicians which unambig-
uously communicate that they are not 
wanted here.

In the context of what often seems 
like unending systemic injustice and 
oppression, I struggle with my own 
sense of powerlessness. When I meet 
with people sometimes I feel that my 
professional skills and knowledge are 
of little relevance and the only useful 
thing I can do is be fully present and 
fully human and allow the integrity 
of this position to bring some kind of 
transformation, however short lived 
or limited it may be.

I meditate together with a friend 
once per week who happens to do this 
same work.  In the silence, we know 
that the burden of our work is shared; 
that we are not in this alone. We are 
reminded too of the fullness of life: 
that although it encompasses great 
suffering there is also much beauty to 
be found.

Silence softens my heart and helps 
me resist the propensity towards self-
protection and resignation. It gives 
me the will and courage to maintain 
a commitment to the compassionate 
and dignified treatment of each indi-
vidual even when I know that the out-
come of their journey in my country 
may not be what I hope for.

Children in Dakhla Refugee Camp. UN Photo/Evan Schneider  (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0)

* Leesle is based in Melbourne and 
works in a organisation that supports 
asylum seekers and refugees
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Special

Finding Refuge
Inge Relph*

As children, we would play a game 
asking ‘what would you save if your 
house was on fi re?’ Answers would 
range from the sensible to the senti-
mental but I can never recall anyone 
saying they just wanted to save their 
life and that of their family.

In the intervening years, my work 
has led to many encounters with refu-
gees, who through war, persecution, 
or hunger have had to fl ee their homes 
and are overwhelmingly grateful just 
to be alive. Many, through no fault of 
their own, have been displaced multi-
ple times and fi nd themselves in soul-
less, overcrowded camps with little or 
no work to occupy traumatized minds 
or means to earn a living. Women and 
children are especially vulnerable, 
often having lost their partners and 
breadwinners to war or persecution as 
with the recent Yazidi massacres by ISIL 
in Iraq.

The incidence of traffi  cking in-
creases dramatically when people are 
so vulnerable and the ‘honour sale’ of 
young girls as brides as a protection 

from rape in camps is well document-
ed.

People have always been on the 
move but globally we are facing dis-
placement on an unprecedented scale. 
Intra-state confl icts are on the rise as is 
persecution for reasons of faith. Of an 
estimated 50m people who have fl ed 
their homes, 38 m are internally dis-
placed. Daily our TV in Europe pictures 
the harrowing journeys of the 90000 
refugees and migrants who have 
crossed the Mediterranean so far this 
year, more than 2000 of whom have 
drowned in the attempt. Similar is hap-
pening in Asia and the exodus from 
Iraq continues unabated. This infl ux 
destabilises neighbouring countries, 
already weakened by the global fi nan-
cial crisis and fuels resentment and of-
ten leading to further confl ict.

Technically under the UN conven-
tions, people facing persecution have 
a legal right to seek asylum. The scale 
of population displacement, estimated 
by the UN to further increase by 50m 
by 2020  from environmental causes 
such as food shortages, fl ooding and 
desertifi cation, requires us to look be-
yond the law.

Faced with so much suff ering that 
we feel impotent to aff ect, it is tempt-
ing to ignore it, to switch channels 
physically and metaphorically, to fall 
into  what Pope Francis recently called; 
“the globalisation of indiff erence”

Our meditation teaches us another 
way. We come to understand in the si-

lence, the spirit within is recognisable 
as the same spirit within each and 
every one. It is a community of spirit 
that connects us as a global family and 
therefore I cannot be indiff erent to the 
suff ering of others because there is ul-
timately no ‘other’.  

It is challenging and necessary work 
to confront our own prejudices around 
the ‘other’ if we are to be harmonious 
societies that can cope with the migra-
tions of the future.

Our oneness within needs to fi nd 
expression of oneness without.

Compassion is the antidote. The 
‘Golden Rule’ found in most traditions 
including Christianity (Matthew 7: 12) 
can be expressed in metaphysical and 
in practical ways. In Rome, for example, 
the church St Pauls within the Walls, 
(worth Googling) provides refugees 
with the support and help of a loving 
Community. We too can live this Rule 
by practical actions, perhaps raising 
our awareness of others plight, lob-
bying government to just action or 
donating time, clothing or money to 
one of the excellent aid agencies such 
as the Women’ Refugee Commission or 
UNICEF.

Gratitude is a compatriot of com-
passion I’ve found. Tonight as we tuck 
into our warm beds, in the safety of our 
homes, let us remember with thankful 
hearts that it is grace and pure gift that 
gives us this good fortune.

Inge has had various roles within 
the Community ranging from being a 
Trustee of WCCM and Medio Media. Her 
day-job is in peacebuilding and devel-
opment most recently as senior policy 
advisor to The Elders and currently  in 
Haiti.

I cannot be indiff erent 
to the suff ering of others 

because there is 
ultimately no ‘other’
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Special

“Meditation leads to a stronger recognition of the humanity 
of others, regardless of their religion or nationality”
By Donna Mulhearn

Amid the increasingly polarised 
debate on the world refugee crisis, I 
always try to remember what lies at 
the heart of it: human beings risking 
a perilous journey motivated by hope 
for a new life of safety, peace and dig-
nity.

The number of refugees worldwide 
now exceeds 50 million for the fi rst 
time since World War II.

I had always assumed the collective 
international shame following the fate 
of the 1939 “Voyage of the Damned” 
meant we would never again see a 
boatload of desperate people seek-
ing safety from persecution refused. 
The plight of the 937 Jews fl eeing Nazi 
Germany on the St Luis, turned away 
from various ports, eventually led to 
the creation of the Refugee Conven-
tion which enshrined seeking asylum 
as a basic human right.

But recent events such as 7000 
starving refugees from Burma and 
Bangladesh stranded on boats being 

turned away by three countries, Aus-
tralia’s “turn back the boats” policy and 
an increase in anti-refugee sentiment 
in Europe, make me wonder if we have 
already forgotten the lessons of St Luis.

I also wonder if our response depends 
on who it is seeking safety. Are we willing 
to accept some, but not others?

A contemplative consciousness 
challenges the “us and them” mental-
ity promoted by some political lead-
ers, groups and media.

We are reminded Jesus did not 
draw lines of division, he broke them.

In my experience, meditation leads 
to a deeper awareness of our own hu-
manity and so a stronger recognition 
of the humanity of others, regardless 
of their religion or nationality. This 
connection results in increased empa-
thy and compassion when we see our 
fellow human beings suff er, prompting 
action in the shape of solidarity, care, 
service and advocacy. It’s hard to ignore 
someone once we have acknowledged 

their humanity and connection to us. 
They are no longer the ‘other’.

My practice of meditation is a vi-
tal support for my work in peace and 
human rights. It helps me act from a 
place of love, re-energise and do the 
inner work of absorbing pain and 
transforming it, in order to avoid pass-
ing it on.

In my work in Iraq, Palestine and 
Australia I’ve observed the terrible 
impact trauma from past events 
has on refugees as well as anxiety 
about what the future will hold. As 
I’ve shared times of meditation with 
refugees it was always appreciated 
as a welcome reprieve from constant 
thoughts of survival and fear of being 
returned to danger. It enabled atten-
tion to something else and provided 
an inner place of calm and hope.

Pope Francis encourages a ‘culture 
of encounter’ – encountering Christ 
in the refugee and the marginalised. 
“I was a stranger and you welcomed 
me…” Meditation opens us more to 
the possibility of encounter.

In the current refugee ‘debate’ it 
seems there are two frameworks: fear 
and love. Greater co-operation be-
tween states, focus on what compels 
people to fl ee their homeland and 
more humane and dignifi ed welcome 
of the stranger refl ect a culture of re-
spectful encounter. Meditation is the 
practice of staying human and helps 
us encounter all others with love.  

* Sydney-based peace activist Donna 
Mulhearn is a former journalist and 
political adviser.

Donna with an Iraqi family in a refugee camp in Baghdad in 2004
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News

Ireland

USA

Bere Island Holy Week 
Retreat 2015

John Main Center works with DC Refugee Center and Harvard

The John Main Center at George-
town University led a six-week medi-
tation and leadership course with 
staff  at the DC Refugee Center in the 
beginning of 2015. After that it estab-
lished a meditation group for all staff  
in the offi  ce. Twice a month, the JMC 
presents to the refugees and asylees 
training on how to meditate. This is 
part of the employment program and 
the instructor is John P. Hogan - a re-
tired director of the US Peace Corps 

and who knew about John Main dur-
ing his time at the Catholic University 
of America.

The DC Refugee Center is the 
only service provider for refugees 
in Washington and is in the process 
of gearing up to serve more clients. 
This will mean a potential increase 
in our program numbers in the com-
ing months. The response has been 
overwhelmingly positive among 
staff and clients.

Out of the work with the DC 
Refugee Center, the JMC started to 
develop a program with Harvard 
University. The two institutions are 
preparing the Summit on Leader-
ship: Advancing the Art and Science 
of Refugee Care. Learning the role 
of meditation, reflection and self-
care in leadership are part of the 
objectives of this event. The sum-
mit would most likely take place in 
Spring 2016 at Harvard University.

In early April, we held the Holy Week 
Retreat 2015 on Bere Island, with par-
ticipants from Ireland, England, Scot-
land, Spain, Denmark, Holland, Poland, 
USA, Australia, China, South Africa, Ar-
gentina and Brazil. Here are comments 
from two of the participants:

One of the greatest things about this 
retreat is just being here on this island, 
it is so amazing! This island feels diff er-
ent in some way, and just being here, 
with new friends I have made, is for me 
pretty spiritual. It is really great to meet 
so many people from all around the 

world, who also meditate and are part 
of this community. I am at Georgetown 
University where there is the John Main 
Meditation Center, which has a great 
community of meditators. But I did not 
really know about the world-wide com-
munity of Christian meditation. That 
was a wonderful part of this retreat. (Pe-
ter Armstrong, USA)

I came to this retreat really not 
knowing what it was going to be like. 
I have not done meditation before. I 
was just looking for an idea of God, to 
be honest. And I came here. The most 
infl uential thing for me was listening 
to Fr. Laurence’s talks because some of 
the things he has been saying are so 
much “in tune” with a lot of mystic writ-
ing that I have been reading. Learning 
about meditation is really changing 
the way I think about and go about 
things. It’s just amazing. It’s pretty hard 
not feeling spiritual in a place like this. 
(Eoin Bentick, England)

ONLINE: Watch all the talks from 
the Bere Island Holy Week Retreat 
here: http://tiny.cc/bere2015_videos

USA
Charles Taylor and Peter 
Smith at Georgetown

The philosopher Charles Taylor 
spoke at Georgetown University in 
April on “Meditation and the Lives of 
Faith Today”, at an event co-sponsored 
by the John Main Center, Berkley Cen-
ter and Library Associates. Charles 
Taylor is one of the world’s leading 
scholars on the connec tion between 
meditation and faith in modern soci-
ety. He also is a meditator and led the 
John Main Seminar in 1988.

ONLINE: You can watch the video of 
this talk here: http://tiny.cc/charles_taylor

Dr. Peter J. Smith (Dean-UNSW 
Medical School and President-Medical 
Dean of Australia and New Zealand) 
delivered a lecture on Contempla-
tive Medicine, as part of the Meditatio 
outreach on meditation and health, 
on 16th April at Georgetown Univer-
sity in Washington DC. The program 
was co-hosted by Georgetown Well-
ness. ONLINE: You can watch the lec-
ture here: http://tiny.cc/petersmith.
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Malaysia

News

Called to be Co-pilgrims: Nur Damai  WCCM (Malaysia) 
Interfaith Workshop

About 80 people gathered at Pure 
Life Society, Puchong, Malaysia, to 
explore the theme “Called to be Co-
Pilgrims” at a two-day interfaith work-
shop organized by Nur Damai and 
WCCM (Malaysia) on May 30 and 31. 
Half the participants were Christians 
and the other half a mixture of Hin-
dus, Muslims, Buddhists and Sikhs, 
representing the profi le of religions in 
the country.

The workshop was led by Fr Se-
bastian Painadath SJ, an exception-
ally gifted spiritual teacher from India. 
Through rich input sessions, he made 
a clear distinction between spiritual-
ity and religion and traced phases of 
the inner journey viewed through the 
poetic lenses of a range of faith tradi-
tions. The implications of key lines of 

spiritual convergence were consid-
ered at depth. With great clarity, hon-
esty and wisdom, he also looked at 
the role of the prophet and the mystic 
and the negative and positive aspects 
of religious evolution. This provided a 
solid framework for individual refl ec-
tion and lively group discussion.

Each day began in silence which 
was only broken at lunch time. Medi-
tation was woven into the day and 
these sessions included music and 
readings from diverse religious sourc-
es. As a participant commented dur-
ing the closing session, the workshop 
off ered a valuable opportunity for 
people of diff erent faiths to come to-
gether as a community and contem-
plate a common vision, desperately 
needed in this country.

Laurence Freeman tour 
in North Europe

Europe

By Niloufer Harben

In May, Fr. Laurence visited Ukraine, 
Finland, Norway, Denmark (photo) 
and Ireland. He spoke on Christian 
Meditation: Peace beyond Divisions, 
at the Ukrainian Catholic University, in 
Lviv, and shared these words: “Since I 
was here last year, you, as a country 
and as a people, have experienced 
much suff ering. I just would like to 
reassure you that your country is very 
much in the prayers of many people, 
especially in our community around 
the world. And I hope what we can 
share today in our faith in the risen 
Christ will help to bring some healing.”

ONLINE: You can watch the video of this 
talk here: http://tiny.cc/Ukraine_video

The Guiding Board Meeting was 
held following the Bere Island retreat 
in the town of Woking in England. The 
Board is comprised of meditators rep-
resenting and serving the worldwide 
Community and gives direction on 
matters of broad concern within the 
community. Richard Cogswell, from 
Australia, was appointed the new 
chair, taking over from Roger Layet of 
the UK.

UK
The Guiding Board Meeting
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In Focus

Meditatio Newsletter is published four 
times a year by the International Offi  ce of 
The World Community for Christian 
Meditation, 32 Hamilton Road, London W5 
2EH, UK.  Tel: +44 208 579 4466 
E-mail: welcome@wccm.org 

Editor: Leonardo Corrêa (leonardo@wccm.org)
Graphic Design: Gerson Laureano
Proofreading: Carla Cooper and 
Susan Spence
Coordinator, International Offi  ce:
Amanda Croucher (Amanda@wccm.org)

Would you like to contribute to the Meditatio Newsletter? Our next deadline is September 5th

Celina Chan, National Coordinator for China

I am a very restless person. In the 
fi rst part of my life, I have been multi-
tasking especially after I got married 
raising three kids. It is a necessity as 
well as part of who I am.  I am always 
on the look-out for the next big thing 
that will get me excited. Therefore I 
have been changing jobs and careers 
many times, starting as a teacher, 
then media sales, account servicing 
manager, journalist, sales manager, 
recruiter and now currently, fi nancial 
planner and education consultant. 

Even in the schools I attended in Chi-
na, Hong Kong and UK., it  seemed I 
was always looking for something 
and was never satisfi ed.

Then came the big bang and I was 
in a family crisis seven years ago. It 
seems that the things I treasured 
most, namely family and career were 
gone forever. I was at a loss. I started 
to go to morning mass nearly every 
day. It was during one of those morn-

ings that I came across a green book-
let in the church published in memory 
of a Maryknoll Father (Fr Sean Burke) 
who was the spiritual director of the 
meditation groups in HK and had 
just passed away. Going through the 
booklet, reading the thoughts of both 
Fr. Burke and other  meditators, I was 
for the fi rst time at peace with my-
self. I had the urge to start this simple 
practice of meditation immediately.

Sometime later, I saw in the local 
Catholic newspaper that the global 
spiritual director of the WCCM, Fr 
Laurence, was coming to HK to share 
his teachings at the university from 
which I graduated. So I went and had 
my fi rst experience of group medita-
tion in a lecture hall. I was surprised 
that this could be done without any 
major disruptions. Eventually I joined 
one of the meditation groups in Hong 
Kong.

Meditation as a form of prayer from 
day one fi ts me like a glove. This does 
not mean I have no distractions. But 
I fi nd it so natural and everything 
should be as it is. I am able to practise 
it twice a day most of the time. It has 
easily integrated into my life. The fact 
that I have no expectations from it al-
lows me to remain calm and peaceful 
despite all the hustles and bustles in 
life. I have begun to be more focused 
on appreciating the things surround-
ing me instead of looking out for 
something else. Gradually I am travel-
ling inside me and there I found what 
I have been looking for. God is no 
longer somewhere else. He is always 
there. I have fi nally come home.

God, I am here. Just take me by the 
hand and lead me to where you want 
me to be.

The fact that I have 
no expectations 

from it allows me to 
remain calm and 

peaceful despite all 
the hustles and 
bustles in life.



Meditatio Newsletter July 2015y12

Resources

UK and Europe
www.goodnewsbooks.net

email: orders@goodnewsbooks.net
Tel:  +44 (0) 1582 571011

USA: www.contemplative-life.org
contemplativewisdom2@gmail.com

Tel:+1-520-882-0290

AUSTRALIA: 
jpanetta@ausgrid.com.au

Tel: +61 2 9482 3468

NEW ZEALAND:
www.christiansupplies.co.nz
email: order@pleroma.org.nz

Tel: 0508 988 988
(Within NZ Only)

To order: contact the resource center nearest to you. Our centres are listed below

e

c

CANADA: www.wccm-canada.ca
email: christianmeditation@bellnet.ca

Tel: +1-514-485-7928

ASIA 
email: enquiries@mediomedia.com

Tel: +65 6469 7671

VISIT THE CHRISTIAN MEDITATION PAGE AT AMAZON: http://astore.amazon.com/w0575-20

CDs
The Prayer that Jesus Taught 
Vol 1 – 4 (new edition)
GERRY PIERSE CSsR

The Lord’s Prayer reminds us of our 
relationship to God as his children. 
Yet we struggle with our sense of 

Audio

For the second time, John Vanier of 
L’Arche and Laurence Freeman came 
together in Trosly, France for a retreat 
called “Entering into Silent Prayer.” 
Held between June 3 and June 7, the 
audio of the talks from this retreat are 
available here: http://tiny.cc/slt_prayer

Retreats

WCCM International 
School Retreat 
December 6-13, 2015
San Damiano Retreat Center,
California, USA

A ‘School Retreat’ is a more in-
tensive retreat and provides a rare 
opportunity to benefi t from the sus-
tained silence and stillness of medi-
tation over an extended period. It is 
the fi fth stage of the WCCM School 
of Meditation; most participants 
have a regular meditation practice 
and are familiar with the Essential 
Teaching of the Community.To ap-
ply for one of the limited places 
please send  a few brief details 
about why you would like to attend, 
together with some details about 
yourself and your involvement with 
WCCM to Patrick King
patrickking50@gmail.com

Jean Vanier and 
Laurence Freeman 
led retreat together again

Meditatio Seminar
Meditation, Technoscience, 
and Humanity
30 October 2015
Barcelona, Catalonia, Spain

This seminar focuses on what ex-
periential wisdom practices such as 
meditation can off er to practitioners 
in science and technology to ensure 
that human quality shines through 
scientifi c research and technologi-
cal development, and that the fruits 
of science and technology become a 
true witness of human well-being and 
of great respect for all life forms and 
the environment. More informaton at 
http://tiny.cc/med_barcelona

unworthiness, believing the Father’s 
love must be earned. Fr Gerry Pierse 
teaches Christian meditation as a way 
to savour God’s unconditional love. 
His clarity and conviction, engaging 
stories, sense of humour, and down-
to-earth approach make his teaching 
powerfully eff ective.
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WCCM-Canada 2015 Conference: Report

The “Still, Small Voice” at Our Centre

This year’s National Conference was wonderful. We 
had Father Laurence to guide us over the weekend, and 
each of us had time for fellowship and the opportunity 
to meet meditators from all over the country.

St Mark’s Chapel at Bishop’s University is a gothic trea-
sure. We had evening prayers and morning prayers in 
this historic Anglican chapel consecrated in 1857. The 
brass lectern with the eagle is awe inspiring, and it 
truly conveys the power and the glory of the Word of 
the Lord.

Bandeen Hall is where the conference was held. This 
hall has a huge bay window that opens out to the 
common and when the drapes were opened, it felt like 
we were inviting nature into our meeting room. The 
space was intimate and airy and suited the conference 
perfectly.

On Friday Father Laurence talked about the search 
for the meaning of life. There is that sense of connec-
tion and the relationship to one’s self, one’s family 
and friends. In our cultural desert today there is the 
problem of the “loss of meaning”. Like Martha of the 
Bible, we are surrounded by too many tasks, too many 

distractions, and we get stressed out about it all. Jesus 
brings Martha back to her centre, and tells her Mary 
has chosen the better part. Mary sits quietly at the feet 
of Jesus and listens to him, while Martha laments.

Similarly the Holy Spirit calls us back to our own 
centre. Meditation impacts our personal life. We need 
it and the Spirit teaches us. We are returning each time 
we meditate, and we go deeper in our prayer of the 
heart to become simpler and share the gift of medita-
tion. It is the meditation and the mantra that connect 
us to the center.

With this practice we are open to epiphanies: seeing the 
exception in the ordinary, or a clear moment of percep-
tion. Meditation is a way of faith. Make it part of your 
day and part of your life, and it is a great grace to give 
attention to the teacher within.

This is the “returning” to the centre that we do each time 
we meditate – repeat the mantra faithfully, and thereby 
give attention to the “still small voice” within us.

Barbara Chouinard 
Ottawa
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Bishop’s University: Site of the WCCM-Canada 2015 National Conference
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FROM THE EDITOR

Transforming Ourselves 
and the World

It’s been a hot summer, but a busy one! This issue of 
your newsletter can barely cover more than a fraction 
of the changes taking place in the world of Christian 
meditation.

We have reports on local 
retreats, in Toronto and 
in the Seaway area of 
eastern Ontario. We 
have a report on the 
WCCM-Canada National 
Conference, held with 
great success on the 
campus of Bishop’s 
University in Sher-
brooke, Quebec.

Much of the Conference 
was concerned with 
catching up on the work 
of our fellow medita-
tors. Fr Laurence deliv-
ered a powerful spiri-
tual message, as you can 
read about in Barbara Chouinard’s excellent report.

Yet Laurence had much to tell us, too, about the work 
of WCCM in the world, and the steady growth of the 
practice and teaching in many corners of the globe. 
The Canadian scene is full of activity too, as attendees 
discovered.

Polly Schofield galvanized the audience by sharing her 
experiences of teaching meditation in a secular context. 
Fr Laurence encourages us, as meditators, to carry the 
teaching to new places in our communities, but secular 
attitudes are deeply engrained in this society.

Should we emphasize our Christian tradition, and risk 
alienating many whose minds are already closed to 
faith? Or should we downplay the Christian aspects of 
our practice, and risk turning into another New Age 
self-help fad? Polly’s long experience shows a way out 
of this false dilemma.

Many of us wonder as well why pop forms of medita-
tion – like “mindfulness” – seem to draw the crowds, 

while most of our Christian meditation groups are 
so small. Paul Harris offers words of deep reassur-
ance. The small group format was the way John Main 

foresaw would spread 
the teaching not merely 
wide, but also deep. 
And as Paul points out, 
it is doing just that.

The most astounding 
presentation at the Con- 
ference was certainly 
Paul Tratnyek’s, on the 
extraordinary success 
he and his colleagues 
have had in intro-
ducing Christian medi-
tation into the Catholic 
schools of southern 
Ontario.

Here we have just a 
brief but representa-
tive anecdote from Paul 

about the range of this success. But there is a wealth 
of material on our website, at wccm-canada.ca. Just 
click on the button “Meditation with Children” on the 
front page. There you’ll find news and comments on 
the great progress being made, as well as beautifully 
produced materials for enriching your understanding 
or spreading the practice in your local area.

Most of all, I urge everyone to view the short but 
powerfully inspiring video on the website, “Something 
Is Growing.” It contains interviews with teachers and 
parents, with Fr Laurence and Bishop Gerard Bergie of 
St Catharines, Ontario, as well as reflections on Chris-
tian meditation by students as young as ten years old.

I’m sure you’ll find this video a moving and joyful expe-
rience. Something is growing indeed, in our hearts and 
in the world, through the great gift we have received of 
Christian meditation.

Love & Peace,
Jeff

Meditating with Children powerpoint slide
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FROM THE NATIONAL COORDINATOR

Meet Jack Murta!
As your new national coordinator the first thing that I 
would like to do is simply say “Hello!” I do hope that 
over the next two years that we will get to know one 
another, if not personally, then through the pages of 
this newsletter.

I would like to let you know a little about myself. 
Having spent 18 years as a federal Member of Parlia-
ment from Manitoba, I now coordinate the weekly 
Parliamentary Prayer Breakfast and the yearly National 
Prayer Breakfast on Parliament Hill. I am also on the 
board of the Ottawa Mission, which is a men’s home-
less shelter. I lead two meditation groups, one at Saint 
Patrick’s Basilica and the other at the Ottawa Mission. 

It certainly goes without saying that people have a 
spiritual hunger and thirst for silence and prayer. To 
sit down in silence and stillness, to repeat the mantra 
in simple faith throughout our meditation time, to do 
so each morning and each evening is a discipline we 
must follow but it is also a way to freedom! Meditation, 
if practised regularly, teaches us to love God and our 
neighbour more than we could have ever imagined. 

In Canada meditation is practised by individuals from 
every generation. Very young children that medi-
tate at school, all the way to seniors meditating in 
senior citizen homes, are part of the larger meditation 
community. Meditation can also bring together people 
of different faiths and widely varying backgrounds.

John Main wrote a number of books. An excellent one 
is entitled The Door to Silence. In this book he quotes 
Jesus as saying in Matt. 6:24, “If anyone would be a 
follower of mine they must leave self behind.”

John Main goes on to say: “There is no doubt that 
there is something arduous and demanding about 
this journey. It requires nerve to take the attention off 
yourself, to let go of your ideas and to gaze wholeheart-
edly ahead. The person meditating is like the eye that 
can see but cannot see itself. So this is a journey that 
requires faith – that is, commitment – and the commit-
ment is to what is beyond yourself, what is greater than 
yourself. And so the journey requires humility, humility 
to stop thinking about yourself. And what this means is 
that as we advance on the journey we must continually 
let go of what we think we have achieved.”

Leaving self behind is what we do when we meditate. 
Taking the attention off ourselves is what we do when 
we meditate. Repeating our word, focusing on our 
word, saying our word is what we want to accomplish 
when we meditate. It is a wonderful life-giving way to 
connect simply and directly with our God.

Sincerely,
Jack Murta

National Coordinator
jack@murtamail.ca

Calendar of Events
Dec 6–13 2015: The World Community for Christian 
Meditation (WCCM) International School Retreat 2015, 
led by Laurence Freeman OSB, will be held in Danville, 
California. 

A School Retreat is a more intensive retreat, and 
provides a rare opportunity to benefit from the 
sustained silence and stillness of meditation over an 
extended period. A School Retreat is the fifth stage of 

the WCCM School of Meditation. Most participants in a 
School Retreat have a regular meditation practice and 
are familiar with the essential teaching of the commu-
nity. 

For more information:

http://www.wccm.org/content/wccm-international-
school-retreat-2015

http://wccm-usa.org/upcoming-events/
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I have been meditating with people in a secular envi-
ronment for the past thirty years.

After Dom John Main’s death I wanted to work in a 
hospice – to accompany the dying and do whatever was 
asked of me. Dr. Balfour Mount, one of Father John’s 
physicians, invited me to join the team on the Pallia-
tive Care Unit he had founded 
at the Royal Victoria Hospital in 
Montreal. I was to teach medita-
tion as a spiritual path, for, as 
Dr Mount said, “So much money 
is spent on our minds and on 
our bodies, and so very little – if 
anything at all – on our souls.”

All these aspects of our person-
hood – mind, body, soul – must 
be in harmony if we are to be 
whole. To become, not neces-
sarily healthy, but whole, inte-
grated persons before we die. So 
for all these years I have had the 
privilege of teaching meditation 
to the patients, their families and 
their caregivers, in an increasingly 
secular institution. 

Nothing prepares the ground for 
openness and humble acceptance 
more than sorrow and the experi-
ence of our own mortality. It is the dying who recognize 
immediately what is Real, and what is merely periph-
eral. The Teaching speaks to their hearts. No convincing 
is necessary – just the extraordinary grace of a union 
when we meditate together – as one.

The Spirit who is mind and heart and vast spaces enfolds 
the whole universe, and in silence is loving to all. This is 
the Spirit in my heart.

This teaching from an ancient Hindu Upanishad, was 
Father John’s favourite. I begin all my meditation 
sessions with it, and I teach in the spirit it expresses. 
Dom Laurence rightly pointed out in his March 2015 
newsletter, that “there is still a fear of the explicitly 
spiritual, and even more, of any associations with reli-
gious traditions in modern secular institutions.”

It was not easy in the beginning, not to mention Jesus 
or even God. But as time went on, it became more and 
more natural for me to simply say “Spirit” – the holy 
divinizing Spirit of the Universe – who “in silence is 
loving to all”, dwelling in our hearts.

WCCM-Canada 2015 Conference: POLLY SCHOFIELD

Teaching Meditation in a Secular Context
I always stress the essential simplicity of the path of 
meditation. It is practical and experiential, not some-
thing one can learn from ‘how-to’ books, passed on 
from manuals. It is not an experience, Father John so 
often said, to be had from books or lectures or courses 
on spirituality. “Do not read books about it – just say 

your mantra,” as Father John 
never tired of saying. “Do not 
complicate the teaching. One can 
learn only from the practice, the 
simple twice-daily recitation of 
the mantra.”

As a community, we must not 
squander our credibility in the 
way we pass on the teaching by 
compromising or complicating 
its absolute simplicity. It is very 
important to know what it means 
to be responsive and responsible 
in passing on the teaching, unen-
cumbered in its naked austerity. 
As Father John advised, we must 
ask the redeeming question: 
“Whom does it serve?”

By now it is not difficult for me 
to speak of the Great Reality that 
unites us as human beings, rather 
than the particular markers that 

separate us. Dom John Main spoke this way, in secular 
language, in his Death, the Inner Journey – his final 
public talk, when he addressed the delegates of the 
Palliative Congress in 1982, the year he died. 

The context of meditation is always spiritual, always 
universal. So as a community teaching meditation we 
must stay out of the religious mêlée. We must not seek 
the limelight, but remain humble, so that people who 
are truly looking for an authentic spiritual path – which 
is always hidden, always silent – may find us. 

There is no problem teaching meditation in a secular 
context – the use of language might be the only stum-
bling block, since language is inadequate always, espe-
cially when attempting to delve the spiritual. For this, 
as always, silence and simplicity is the remedy.

And remember always that the power that raised Christ 
from the dead, uniting all humanity – that power dwells 
in your heart and mine – in love.

Polly Schofield 
Montreal

Fr Laurence: “There is still a fear of the spiritual”
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WCCM-Canada 2015 Conference: Paul Harris

Grace and the Small Group
As most of you know, John Main had a deep under-
standing that his teaching on silence and stillness in 
prayer would primarily be handed down in small 
groups of men and women, meeting together on a 
weekly basis to meditate. 

John Main also realized that the teaching of Christian 
meditation is “caught”, not “taught”. And the group, we 
have discovered from experience, is where it is caught. 

The Christian meditation group has now in fact become 
the primary delivery system of the essential teaching. 
The teaching and the group are two sides of the same 
coin. 

We know that John Main had a deep interest in the 
prayer life of the early Christian desert monks. But he 
was also aware of the early Christians who gathered 
together in small groups in homes, to pray together and 
celebrate the Eucharist. 

He saw how these small groups of believers were the 
springboard for the rapid growth of Christianity in the 
Roman Empire. St Paul did most of his teaching to small 
groups of worshippers. 

So John Main fully understood that religious commu-
nities were historically rooted in the tradition of the 
small group. 

In addition, there were two other major influences that 
led to John Main’s understanding of how small groups 
would expand the teaching of Christian meditation. 

John Main spent a large part of his life in Ireland. In the 
1950s he was a law student at Trinity College in Dublin 
for four years, followed by three years teaching inter-
national law at the same university. 

Living in Ireland, John Main was certainly well aware 
of Alcoholics Anonymous, or AA, the most successful 
“small group” organization in the world. He would 
have known that the simple secret of AA’s success was 
a teaching (the 12-step program) and a weekly meeting 
which, together, changes and transforms lives. 

There was another important influence on John Main 
regarding the value of small groups, and indeed it was 
a vital influence. For he was moved and delighted by 
author Fritz Schumacher and his 1973 bestselling book, 
Small Is Beautiful. 

This book has since been called one of the 100 most 
influential books of all time. I have one copy of it at 
home, which I treasure because it has now become a 
collector’s item. 

Schumacher saw decentralization as the antidote to the 

problem of “bigness” in the world. He felt that small 
numbers of people meeting regularly, and in support 
groups, could change environments, economics, work-
places, spirituality – and in fact, change the world. 

In the light of Schumacher’s principles, John Main real-
ized at once the advantages of small groups meeting 
weekly, and offering support and encouragement to its 
members on their spiritual journey. 

John Main was so impressed by Schumacher’s philos-
ophy that he personally attended his funeral in London 
in 1977. 

So here we see three influences on John Main regarding 
groups. First, the religious teaching of spirituality, 
historically rooted in the small group. Secondly the AA 
program based on small weekly group meetings. And 
thirdly, the book Small Is Beautiful, which emphasizes 
the power of small groups to effect change gradually 
but eventually on a very large scale. 

These three influences led John Main to realize that 
the essential teaching of Christian meditation could 
and should be shared in small groups of meditators, 
meeting on a weekly basis. 

John Main called the small group a “community of 
love.” It is through these small communities of love that 
the teaching has now spread to 114 countries around 
the world. 

There is a story told by a Zen master of meditation. One 
log in a fireplace can be lighted, but by itself it will soon 
sputter out and die. But a number of logs added to the 
first one will make a stronger fire. The collective fire 
unites all the logs into one large flame, which gives its 
warmth to everyone. 

John Main said something similar about the meditation 
group: “The weekly meditation group is a real grace 
that helps us all to persevere and to continue to deepen 
our journey. When we share the silence of our medi-
tation together, each one of us is transformed, as we 
travel within and beyond ourselves. 

“It is not a mere social gathering. It is a group aware of 
its power – a power that arises from the transcendent 
reality of the presence of the Lord Jesus in their midst.” 

If you feel that meditation has been a gift to you, 
remember that gifts are meant to be given away. 

And the best way to give away the gift of meditation, in 
my experience, is by starting a new meditation group. 

Paul Harris 
Ottawa 
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I have to share an incredibly moving story I received 
yesterday from one of our educational assistants at St. 
Mary’s School where Laurence visited and where we 
did the video. The attached photo was taken at Disney-
land by the parents of two of our students who attend 
St. Mary’s in Hagersville, Ontario. It was taken in the 
evening. 

The young girl, Abby, who is 7 years old,  just wanted 
to meditate after the fireworks and asked her mother. 
Her brother, Joe who is 4, said he would like to join her. 
So they did. Abby said she just wanted to meditate for a 
couple of minutes. I was moved by this photo and story 
and was hoping we could share it through the Medi-
tatio newsletter as I believe it will touch and inspire 
others with the great gift of Christian meditation in the 
lives of children.

The other good news is that our faith formation team in 
the system were very supportive and keen on bringing 
Christian meditation to the parents of the children 
through the parish. This would help us connect home, 

Meditation with Children

Become like little children

About 20 oblates, aspiring oblates and meditators gath-
ered from various far-flung points across Canada at 
the Cistercian Monastery, Notre-Dame de Nazareth, in 
Rougemont, Quebec, on the weekend of June 5-7, 2015. 
For the last several years, Polly Schofield, the Oblate 
National Coordinator for Canada, has led a retreat 
at the monastery in Rougemont, in the apple orchard 
area of Quebec, southeast of Montreal. The sun shone 
brightly over the gardens and woods and the orchard, 
which is guarded faithfully by nine friendly Siberian 
huskies. It is a delightful place. 

As part of the retreat, we were invited to join the 
monks for Divine Office and mass – some were even 
hardy enough to rise for Vigils! And we gathered for a 
number of periods of meditation each day. 

The conferences given by Polly were inspiring, as 
they were taken from the talks that Fr. John gave on a 
weekly basis at the monastery in Montreal. She brought 
Fr. John to life by recounting her experiences with 
him – showing him to have been not only a fine spiri-
tual guide and teacher, but also a man who loved good 
food, music, children, and a good party. Most impor-
tantly, he was a man who knew that nothing whatso-
ever took precedence over the discipline of community 
prayer and meditation, and who succeeded in making 
his dying the greatest adventure of his life – one that 

inspired all who were privileged to witness it. 

Though short, the retreat was a time of true renewal 
for us all. And it was particularly meaningful for me, as 
I made my final oblation on Saturday afternoon in the 
monastery garden, surrounded by my fellow oblates 
and meditators. It was a very moving ceremony. I had 
actually expected my final oblation to take place on 
Sunday, but the Spirit knew better. 

Rather than attending mass on Saturday morning, I 
felt a need to go for a walk through the woods and the 
orchard. I didn’t know why, but I had to go. The reason 
became clear during the walk, when the Spirit gave 
me the great grace of truly knowing, understanding 
and feeling the great internal freedom that comes with 
making the commitment to the discipline and way of 
life of a Benedictine oblate. 

And then, what a surprise to learn, when I returned 
and entered the conference room, that I was actually to 
make my oblation that same afternoon! God is truly a 
surprise! I am so grateful to all those who have helped 
me along the way, especially Don Myrick (my mentor), 
Polly, and the meditation and oblate community in 
Ottawa. They say it takes a village to raise a child; it also 
takes a community to “raise” an oblate. 

Dorothy Wood 
Ottawa

Oblate Retreat in Rougemont 

school and parish and provide a rich opportunity for 
evangelization, especially having our children help 
teach parents and parishioners. I will let you know 
how this unfolds next fall as we will move slowly and 
pilot it in a couple of schools and parishes. 

Paul Tratnyek

Let the little children come to me
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WCCM-Canada 2015 Conference: News

New Benedictine Oblate, Jake Lapierre

Seaway Area May Day Retreat: “Living Waters”
On Friday, May 1, over forty meditators from the 
Seaway Area Christian meditation community met at 
St James Anglican Church for a Mini Retreat. In atten-
dance were meditators who reside in Lancaster, Corn-
wall, Morrisburg, Johnstown, Brockville, Avonmore, 
Athens and Kemptville.

For those of us who live along the St Lawrence River, 
the theme of “Living Waters” certainly resonated! 

All present would agree with the presenter – United 
Church Minister Elaine Beattie, of Manotick – that we 
were “drowned in God’s presence” and “awash in God’s 
Love”, as we were guided through a morning of reflec-
tions and meditations. 

On June 14, 2015 Jacques (Jake) Lapierre of Corn-
wall Ontario, made his final oblation as a Benedictine 
Oblate with the WCCM at the Eucharistic Celebration 
in Lennoxville Quebec in the presence of Laurence 
Freeman and the participants of the 2015 Biennial 
National Conference. Jake meditates in Lancaster 
Ontario and is affiliated with the Seaway Valley Medita-
tion Group. 

Congratulations to you, Jake! 
Cathie Jarvis 

Benedictine Oblate 

(Incidentally, water is an important theme throughout 
scriptures, with 722 mentions, from Genesis through to 
Revelation!) 

Photos of the river, streams, fountains, pools, and 
ponds, taken by Rev Elaine, enhanced our inspirational 
moments as we each examined our own soul’s thirst – 
just as a deer that “pants for streams of living water”, 
and that stream runs deep! 

After this profound presentation, I am positive that 
none of us will ever walk along the St. Lawrence again 
without once more swirling, dancing and swaying with 
the sacred “Living Waters.” 

Robin Lane 
Seaway Area Coordinator

Jake Lapierre makes his vows: Bishop’s University July 2015
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On Saturday morning, March 21, in the sacred and inti-
mate confines of the sanctuary of St. Basil’s Church in 
downtown Toronto, 50 people gathered as Rev Glenda 
Meakin led us in a day of reflection on the Lenten 
Journey, experienced in the light of Christian medita-
tion. The theme of the retreat was “Seeing through the 
Eye of the Heart.”

Glenda invited us to reflect on the words of St. Paul in 
his letter to the Ephesians: “I pray that the God of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you the 
spirit of wisdom and revelation as you come to know 
him, so that, with the eyes of your heart enlightened, 
you may know what is the hope to which he has called 
you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance 
among the saints, and what is the immeasurable great-
ness of his power for us who believe, according to the 
working of his great power.”

Glenda told us that during Lent we need a compass to 
read our location in relationship to God: “Where am 
I, in my life in Christ? Where am I on my journey into 
union with God?” 

On Ash Wednesday we remember our mortality, our 
humanity. The practices of Lent help give direction 
and depth to our life; more prayer, more fasting from 
what entraps us and more almsgiving to focus attention 
away from ourselves and more on others.  

As we become more open to God’s love during our 
Lenten journey, one of the fruits of meditation is that 
we live more fully from our center. We live from the 
inside out, rather than from the outside in. 

St. John’s Gospel tells us that as the Passover was near, 
Jesus went up to the temple and found there a market 

place full of money changers. He drove them out, for 
God does not want sacrifices from us, but rather a 
contrite heart, mercy and justice. 

To repent is to cleanse the temple of our own hearts. 
But we cannot cleanse our hearts by ourselves; only 
God can, through Christ. What we can do is make a 
space in our hearts to be open to God’s presence.  As 
we become more open to God’s love, we become aware 
that God is already there, already present. We learn 
to see ourselves as God sees us with love, mercy and 
compassion. Opening our hearts to God’s love changes 
how we see ourselves and how we see others. 

Taking us through Lent to Passion Sunday, Good Friday 
and the Resurrection, Glenda spoke of suffering, both 
in the world, in our lives. As St John reminds us, we are 
redeemed by love, not by suffering. We must look at 
suffering in the light of God’s love. We must wait, as on 
Holy Saturday, a day of silence, of mourning, without 
liturgy in the churches. 

But God is not absent. God is active in another way. 
God has descended into the depths of “human hell” to 
reclaim all who have died. No one is outside the love of 
God.  All will be reclaimed by God’s redeeming compas-
sion. 

And as we continue our journey into union with God 
with the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may know 
what is the hope to which he has called you, what are the 
riches of his grace, and what is the immeasurable great-
ness of his power for us who believe – that is, the power 
of God’s love at the heart of all creation.  

Patricia O’Grady & Elaine Mills
Toronto

One-Day Lenten Retreat with Rev Glenda Meakin
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