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Good morning 

Well, it’s my privilege to be here.  It happened in a sort of serendipitous but 

grace-filled way. I had written to someone in the office, or maybe it was the 

Bishop, that we wanted to come here to learn from you.  It just so happened I had 

been invited to a conference in Melbourne, this July, and I said is there any 

chance we can drop by and learn from your schools, what you are teaching your 

own young people about meditation, contemplation, and they told me, it just so 

happened that this conference was on. So I thank you, that your name, whether 

you know it or not, (I must admit, forgive me, I had never heard of Townsville), 

your name has reached other shores.  And I’ve even quoted it in various places, 

that there is actually a place in northern Australia where they teach meditation in 

schools, and everybody’s eyes widen and they want to hear more about this 

place.  So I hope I will allow you to teach me in my 48 hours here.  We are very 

eager, I am accompanied by Steven the director of our centre, to bring back some 

of the wisdom that you clearly have cultivated and developed.  

That has everything, it seems to me, to do with this theme of lay spirituality.  I’m 

grateful for being given this theme.  It really has been in a way, the work of much 

of my life. The New Jerusalem Community in Cincinnati was an entirely lay 

community, in fact I was the only clergyman there and I was there for 15 years 

and it really became a school of the spirit and a school of helping people to live a 

life that was very much a lay spirituality in the midst of the world, but still I hope, 



nevertheless, a spirituality.  Then, in 1986, I moved to the other side of the 

country, New Mexico, where I have been ever since, to try specifically to help 

people who are working for social change, working with the poor, those on the 

edge, working for nuclear disarmament, peacemaking, many of the social issues, 

but to give them some kind of in-depth spirituality, so they wouldn’t just do this 

from a place of reaction or anger but from a place of real integration and peace.  I 

hope it’s from that context that I can speak today.   

When I read this morning the wonderful address that Brother Michael gave to you 

yesterday, I said, well why are they wasting time having me talk. It seems like he 

covered the field beautifully.  So many things that I might have tried to say, it 

seems to me he said much better.  Beginning with that very point, that in many 

ways, the term laity is a strange word, in many ways an artificial word. It really 

isn’t biblical, it really isn’t what Jesus was about, creating a class system of 

different levels of Christians and you of course are called the lowest level.  What a 

waste.  Because it lost us so much empowerment, so much enrichment and so 

much dedication in the life of the church.  I believe whatever spirituality is going 

to develop in the future, it has to be a lay spirituality.  It has to be, in other words, 

something that is accessible, democratically across the board, it doesn’t take a 

PhD, it doesn’t take a high education, and that’s why the word enlightenment or 

transformation is a different word to education.  That’s what we are about in the 

life of the church.   

I’d like, if you allow me, to begin with a poem, and hopefully end with the 

scripture.  The poem is from probably the poet I quote most often.  She’s a 

woman, still alive, lives in Provincetown, Massachusetts, perhaps you’ve 



discovered her, Mary Oliver.  And Mary Oliver has this amazing ability to teach 

you how to see.  How to see what is right in front of us all, moment by moment, 

but for some reason we don’t see it, and without oversimplifying it, I think it’s fair 

to say that spirituality is about seeing, and when you see broadly and when you 

see deeply, there is no integration between matter and spirit anymore.  There is 

no separation between profane and spiritual.  It’s one world. It’s God’s world and 

God uses everything, and I mean everything, in fact, the good news of the Gospel 

is that God uses sin and failure and humiliation, most especially to bring us to 

God.  Anyway, Mary Oliver in this particular poem is describing the snow geese 

that fly from Canada across several routes of North America.  We’re lucky enough 

to see them in New Mexico where I live.  They are quite a beautiful sight in the fall 

and in the spring as they go back and forth between Canada and South America.  

They often fly in a beautiful V formation and it’s often an epiphany, if you’ve 

learnt how to see.  And I want to point out that I’m quite convinced, that she uses 

the term the wild goose, or the snow geese, because that is the Celtic image of 

God.  That God was wild and God was always faithful to the soul, as the goose 

apparently was always faithful to its partner. But let her speak for herself.   

Oh, to love what is lovely, and will not last!  

 

Now let me stop after the first line.  I won’t stop after every line but that first line 

is a good first line of a poem, because in one line, she’s already talked about the 

two biggies – Love and Death.  Which all literature, all opera, the best poetry is 

always about, and even the best music.   

 

Oh, to love what is lovely, and will not last!  
What a task 



to ask  
of anything, or anyone,  
yet it is ours,  
and not by the century or by the year, but by the hours.  
One fall day I heard 
above me, and above the sting of the wind, a sound 
I did not know, and my look shot upward; it was  
a flock of snow geese, winging it 
faster than the ones we usually see,  
and, being the color of snow, catching the sun  
so they were, in part at least, golden. I  
held my breath 
as we do 
sometimes 
to stop time 
when something wonderful 
has just touched us  
as with a match,  
which is lit, and bright,  
but does not hurt 
in the common way,  
but delightfully,  
as if delight 
were the most serious thing 
you ever felt.  
The geese 
flew on,  
I have never seen them again.  
Maybe I will, someday, somewhere. 
Maybe I won't. 
It doesn't matter. 
What matters 
is that, when I saw them,  
I saw them 
as through a veil, secretly, joyfully, clearly. 

 

That is contemplative seeing.  I want to say I believe the highest function of 

religion is to teach human beings how to see in that way, through a veil, secretly, 

joyfully, clearly.  And when you see in that way, you will see God. I don’t need to 

prove God, who can?  No one needs to; it’s all a matter of seeing.  When we can 

again teach people how to see, they will see for themselves. When we can teach 



people how to see, what is given to them is the most amazing gift of presence.  

And when you are present, truly present, all of you is here, none of you resisting 

the moment, you will experience the presence.  It’s honestly just about that 

simple.  We Catholics always believe rightfully in our doctrine of the real presence 

of Jesus and the bread and the wine and yet, you know, what we didn’t do very 

well and very often, we didn’t teach people to be present to the presence, and 

you see, presence is a relationship term.  There can be all the real presence you 

want, but if you don’t know how to be present to the presence, there is no real 

presence to you.  And there is no transformation and there is no enlightenment 

and there is no breaking though the veil – secretly, joyfully and clearly.   

It really is a matter of teaching our people how to see and when we heard that in 

Townsville Australia, you were already teaching your children how to be quiet and 

grounded and see, we had to come.  Because, especially, like never before, in this 

age of a media obsessed society, which isn’t going to go away.  No point in railing 

against it.  But where we see our young people and your young people with ipods 

in their ears and texting, and almost incapable of being present to themselves, 

much less to anything  around them or in front of them, I can predict the future of 

religion rather easily.  It’s going to be more and more secular, as you’ve 

experienced and we too, or it’s simply going to be very fundamentalist, dogmatic, 

more holistic where you can sense that there has not really been any inner 

transformation.  It’s about having answers for everything but not really awareness 

of anything, and that kind of religion is not going to save the world. In fact, it 

tends to create rather violent, what we call dualistic people who see everything in 

terms of either/or, us and them, you are either with me or against me, you are 

either like me or you are dangerous, and that kind of religion we’ve had in too 



many continents in too many religions in too many centuries and we can’t be 

content with that anymore, frankly because, it is not spirituality.    

It’s not a transformed set of eyes or mind or ears or heart.  But simply a whole 

bunch of new ideas about which people become very opinionated, but being 

opinionated is not really a transformation, in fact it tends to be the way the ego 

defends itself from transformation by being convinced that it has the whole truth, 

already, now.  No journey is necessary, nothing new is necessary, because I can 

have it all in first grade.  I remember I was a good little Catholic boy in Kansas.  I 

grew up in the middle of the United States, that’s a little flat farm state, and 

forgive me, we Americans, I suppose you’ve suffered from this, we were 

convinced we were the centre of the world.  You see, when you haven’t faced 

your own ego, that ego just extends itself to your country or your group, 

whatever it might be.  And we were the best country, and I was born right in the 

centre of the best country, talk about being special. Then I found out that I was 

One Holy Catholic and Apostolic and I was the best religion in the world. In fact, 

we were the only ones that God seemed to care too much about; all the rest of 

creation was largely accidental, or of no interest to God. Just those Catholics.  He 

really liked Catholics.  It felt good.  It gave me what I call my narcissistic fix, that I 

was important, and to add to that, I was male.  Well, in the 1940s and 50s, there 

wasn’t too much enlightenment or transformation about such issues, and we 

males, I’m sorry to admit it, we thought we were also a few steps above the girls 

and our sisters.  Even though our mothers produced us and loved us, they still 

were in second place even to their sons.  It was sort of an upside down world, but 

it gave the ego, the male American Catholic ego, in this case, a great deal of 



comfort, a great deal of self assurance, and I always say it was a great way to 

start, really.   

The Jewish people had the same narcissistic fix.  “We’re the chosen people, we’re 

the centre of the world, God likes us best”.  It’s the best way to start, and good 

parents and good teachers give that to children early on in life, in fact, if you don’t 

have it, it’s a real shame.  But if it’s a good place to start, it isn’t a good place to 

continue.  And I’m 66 now, and it’s certainly not a great place to end.  I don’t think 

I would have seen much or learnt much in my 66 years, it’s only how to start. But 

a good start is a good start.  And that’s why a lot of our men’s work is involved 

with the initiation of males, to give them a good beginning, the assumption being 

if you get the beginning right, the end will take care of itself.  I think, in great part, 

that’s true.   

In that same wonderful 1940/1950s when I was growing up, we were raised on 

the Baltimore catechism; I still have my dog eared copy of the green Baltimore 

catechism.  That’s what all good Catholics were raised on at that time, even 

though we have since found out it was written by some fine Monsignor from New 

Jersey who didn’t have any major theological education.  And if you remember, 

probably you don’t, question 16, we had to memorise in those days, question 16 

was “Where is God?” and it was answered very well. One line answer, “God is 

everywhere”.    But you know what?  After that wonderful answer to question 16, 

“God is everywhere”, without much exaggeration the entire next 236 questions 

were trying to go out of their way to show “Well, we didn’t really mean that, God 

isn’t really everywhere, God is really only in Catholic churches, probably mostly in 

America, and only in the tabernacle, and only if you are in a state of grace”.   



So the presence, the universal gift of God, God’s accessibility to what God has 

created had been highly, highly limited, and that more than anything else was the 

loss of spirituality.  And the movement into, and I have to say, in many cases to 

know that there needs to be a total distinction, into religion as a substitute for 

spirituality.  They can work together.  In many people’s lives they do. But after 40 

years as a priest, I’ve certainly seen enough cases where in fact religion inoculates 

you just enough to keep you from the real thing.  It gives you just enough 

structure, morality, self assurance, opinions, that you don’t really go on any 

journey, you don’t really learn how to see through the veil – secretly, clearly, and 

joyfully.  That seems to me the gift of contemplation, which more than anything 

else, (and I’d like to spend a few minutes on this), is a different mind.  It’s not 

something you do, because you are prayerful or introverted or pious or churchy.   

In fact you can be all those things and be totally dualistic in your thinking.   

I have a book coming out called “Learning to See as the Mystics See” and I was 

looking for a way to describe this to people, so they don’t think it’s just something 

highfalutin and beyond them and only capable or available to priests and nuns 

and contemplative monks.  And the best way I can describe what’s happening in 

this new way of seeing, this new pair of glasses, is that the mystic and this is why 

they can be forgiving and compassionate and merciful and even love their 

enemies, is non-dual thinking.  Now I bet for many of you, that’s a new word, 

maybe even sounds like an Eastern or dangerous word.  It wasn’t the phrase as 

such, was not used in the west very much, although it was by a few in the 11th and 

12th centuries, but then we lost this consciousness, for some reason.   



Let me give you a personal story that might give you a hint of how we might have 

lost it and how in your time it’s being regained, and what I think is going to be at 

the foundation of the rediscovery of a strong lay spirituality or spirituality for the 

church at all levels.  In 1985, I had been invited to give a retreat to the monks of 

Gethsemane in Kentucky, where the famous monk Thomas Merton had lived his 

life.  In 1985, I still had hair and looked young and I thought “My goodness, who 

am I to give an 8 day retreat to this broad, holy community of older venerable 

men?” And so when you don’t have a lot of inner authority, you know what you 

do is quote outer authority.  You say “scripture says” or “the pope says” or “some 

saint says”, because you’re not sure what to say yet yourself. You can’t speak out 

of inner experience.  So I thought in this context, certainly the man to quote 

would be the man himself, Thomas Merton, who many say will go down as the 

most significant American Catholic of the last century.  At any rate, about 3 days 

into the retreat, I’m quoting Merton  “As Merton said…, As Merton said…” 

thinking this will gain me a lot of credits with the monks and I began to notice a 

pattern, that when I said “As Merton said” there would be scowls.  In fact some 

monks would look away.  This is a male pattern of passive aggressive behaviour.  

When they don’t want to hear something, they pretend there is something very 

interesting happening outside the window.  Maybe your students do the same 

thing.  They’ll look anywhere except at you.   Well, even these holy monks 

appeared to be doing that.  So, I asked Brother Bruno who was a friend, “Am I 

doing myself any favour by quoting Thomas Merton here” and he said “Well, not 

really” and I thought, “Oh, I know what’s happened, it’s a classic case of a prophet 

not being honoured in his own country, or maybe in-house jealousy”.  But he told 

me, “Merton said we weren’t contemplatives, he said we were just introverts”.   



Now maybe that gives a way where I’m going.  You see, this new set of glasses, 

this broader set of eyes, which is a different way of seeing reality, has almost 

nothing to do with an introverted personality.  And I hope that’s good news. 

Australia strikes me as a quite extroverted culture. You seem to be out there and 

connecting with the outer world, which is, I’m told is the majority of the human 

race.  So if you need to be an introvert to love God, if you need to like and love 

hours of solitude and silence each day to know God, much of humanity is in 

trouble.  And it was Thomas Merton, who almost singlehandedly, pulled back the 

veil, like the wizard of oz and said “You know what, the west has lost the older 

contemplative tradition, we no longer teach it, in fact he said, it’s largely been 

downhill since the 13th century.  There we moved into the reformation, which had 

to happen, so we’d have at least a two-party system of Christianity in the west, 

but we became, you see, when  a reformation needs to prove that it’s right and 

the other group that it’s just left is totally wrong, you move into dualistic thinking.  

You can’t think dualistically anymore. You have to spend all your time in 

apologetics proving why your group totally knows God, why your group is going to 

heaven, and why that previous group is totally wrong.   

Do you know in the world, there are 30000 Christian denominations?  Many of 

them are store front churches, small regional churches, but each group at one 

point breaking from a previous group, convinced and having to prove for the next 

30 years, that previous group was all wrong and my group is totally right, which 

only ensconces you more inside your own egocentricity, your own defensiveness, 

your own resistance to seeing what is.  You have to be a non-dual thinker.  Then 

right on the heels of the reformation, comes this phenomenon in the west we call 

the enlightenment.  A strangely named phenomenon, which tended to think that 



all truth could be found in what we call the left brain, a rational thinking.  And in 

our need to protect ourselves or to fight against the enlightenment, we had to 

become rather rational ourselves and also rather dualistic. We were totally right, 

they were totally wrong.   

Even though many of the gifts of the enlightenment were truly gifts for 

civilization, and for the world, there was no way to believe or to see that 

everything belongs. That all of it is a part of the mystery, and all of it needs to be 

listened to, so what non-dual thinking does, what the contemplative mind does, 

what you are doing when you teach your children meditation, whether you know 

it or not, you are teaching them not to divide the field of the moment, it is what it 

is.  That’s what pure silence does.  You don’t eliminate the problematic, the 

negative, the mysterious, that which threatens you, or that which you don’t yet 

understand.  Brothers and sisters, you got to know this, most people do.  That’s 

what we call thinking in the west.  That which immediately you don’t agree with, 

you don’t yet understand, you have not been exposed to, is mysterious, 

problematic, dangerous or threatening, you immediately eliminate as not true. 

Without the contemplative mind, there is no seeing through any veil, whatsoever.  

It’s no surprise that atheism is uniquely a phenomenon, or secularism, of the 

Christian west, because we didn’t teach our people to see spiritually, how to see 

the moment for what it is, warts and all, in fact we didn’t even teach you to see 

yourself that way, which is why we have this massive problem with self esteem, 

and seeing ourselves as the image of God, the image and likeness of God, as 

Genesis tells us.  This was impossible.  Why? Because we had so much contrary 

evidence.  You just look at yourself everyday and you know, there are some good 



things about me, but there are some things I don’t like very much either.  They 

coexist.  And I have to forewarn you, those that are younger, it doesn’t change.  I 

was sure when I was a young Franciscan novice at 19, that by the time I was 66 it 

would be clear sailing, and in many ways the mystery only becomes more 

mysterious and the paradox of life, and the contradictions of life and yourself and 

America and the church and everything else becomes all the more overwhelming, 

and if you don’t learn how to hold paradoxes, how to live with mystery, how to 

love contradictions, and not need to resolve them, I don’t know how faith see ing 

is possible because you keep eliminating anything that you haven’t yet 

experienced.   

I remember when I was first giving a retreat in India to missionaries, and a 

wonderful missionary picked me up at the Mumbai airport and said “Richard, 

welcome to India,” and after a few moments he said “You won’t meet any 

atheists here in India,” and I said, “Oh really”, and he said, “Well, that really isn’t 

correct, you will meet a few, but they all went to Catholic schools”.  This is a good 

Catholic priest himself, but his point was precisely that even Catholic schools can 

be training in dualistic thinking.  It can be training in eliminating mystery, in 

eliminating the problematic, that which I have not yet experienced, and 

immediately because I haven’t yet experienced it, calling it wrong or untrue or 

heretical or sinful.  And it might be, but it might well not be.  So the 

contemplative, the true seer, is the one who does not divide the field of the 

moment, you let it be.   

You know when you write a book, people think you have total control over it.  I 

gave them one title, “The Third Eye”, because that’s what Richard of St Victor 



called it in the 12th century.  Seeing not through dualistic two eyes, but through 

this third eye which was wisdom seeing, but they said, “All the Catholics are going 

to think Richard’s gone Buddhist or something so you better not use that”, and 

they said, I think it was at Steven’s recommendation, to use instead a phrase I use 

in the book quite a few times in the book – “The Naked Now”.  That 

contemplative seeing simply lives in the “naked now”.  That’s much harder to do 

than it might seem, but that’s what you are teaching your children to do already 

in your schools.  And to my knowledge, I don’t know of any school system in the 

world that’s taken it on at such a broad level as you have here in Townsville, 

Australia.   

So what am I saying spirituality is?  I’m saying that if it’s accessing the mystery, if 

spirituality is that which helps us access truth, God, ‘what is’, than more than 

anything else spirituality, lay spirituality, any spirituality, has to be a way of seeing 

not blocking, of allowing not resisting, of opening not closing, and that is spiritual 

work.  I told you I would end with the scripture, though this isn’t quite the end 

yet.   

I was drawn to this scripture in thinking about this talk and it’s from the 4th 

chapter of Acts of the Apostles.  Peter has just cured a lame or wounded man and 

then Peter gets up to explain what’s just happened to the crowd, and he says, 

“Rulers of the people, and elders of Israel, if we this day are judged for a good 

deed done to a helpless man, by what means does this happen.  Let it be known it 

has happened by the power and love of Jesus Christ who is the stone that was 

rejected by most builders and yet is the chief corner stone”.  Then it says the most 

interesting thing, “When the crowd saw the boldness of Peter and John, and 



perceived that they were uneducated laymen”, if the word exists anywhere it 

might be there in Acts 4:13, “They were uneducated laymen.  They marvelled.  

And all they could reaslise that somehow these two men had been with Jesus”, so 

their credential for this healing, this transformative power, maybe for this scene 

that I’m talking about, was not any kind of major education, at least the way they 

perceived it, but it was quite simply that these men had been with Jesus.   

Basically I’m saying this, what you are going to be able to hand on to your young 

people is who you are.  Transformed people transform people, just by being who 

they are.  St Francis told us, indirectly at least, that we should preach the gospel 

at all times, and when absolutely necessary use words.  Because he knew it wasn’t 

largely a verbal message, it was an energetic message, when you are around alive 

people, people who are not blocked, people who allow the love to flow, you feel 

healed, you feel transformed, you feel enlightened, you feel invited and when you 

are around people who are blocked, negative, cynical, sarcastic, closed down, no 

energy flows, no life, no healing takes place.  I want to say that to you who have 

taken a few days to come away, this is not a selfish venture.  One of the best 

things you can do for you marriages, your children, your schools, your teaching 

education, is to just keep growing up yourselves, keep doing your own inner work, 

keep trying to see more broadly and more deeply and when you see more broadly 

and more deeply, you will see.  And you see that, when God can be found in all 

things. Just as answer 16 said, you can’t divide the world up anymore. God is 

present, God is given, God is available, and God is accessible.   

What I would like to do, by giving you something that I believe, of all the things 

I’ve been saying, is the best thing. And I don’t want to come to Townsville and not 



give you my best, although it’s not mine at all.  But I want to give you a practice.  I 

believe that if we are going to have a lay spirituality, it’s going to depend not on 

giving them new doctrines to believe or new dogmas to believe which ask almost 

nothing of you in terms of real transformation or enlightenment.  We have to 

move from a belief base to a practice base.  We don’t believe things because Fr 

said, or the Bishop said, or even the Pope said it.  You believe things because you 

have walked a journey and you know it to be true for yourself.  That’s what 

spiritual practice is. That’s what lay spirituality needs to be.  And I’m going to give 

you a practice and without exaggeration, could, and for some of you, I have no 

doubt, will change your life.  Because I get probably two letters or emails a week 

telling me that is exactly the case.   

About six years ago, I went to a conference in Santa Fe, that’s the capital of New 

Mexico, and every year, the last weekend in April there is a national conference 

on the convergence of science and religion.  Any of you who come from a 

scientific background you know this is surely one of the most exciting things 

happening. After the enlightenment, for some reason, we considered science the 

enemy of religion.  And now in many cases we find your great scientists to be 

open to mystery, to non-dual thinking, to living with relativity to mystery, to both.  

Light being a particle and a wave, for example.  They can live with hypothesis.  It 

seems much easier than we clergy can. We can’t live with hypothesis, we have to 

have an answer for everything that settles the dust.  So I went to such a 

conference, where these brilliant gathering of PhDs.  It was so expensive I wasn’t 

going to go, but a doctor paid my way and said, “Richard, you’ve got to hear these 

guys”.  Well, there were four lectures a day, and usually after the second lecture I 

was so brain-dead from excitement and stretching of my awareness of the 



cosmos and universe we live in, that I just had to go back to my hotel room and 

journalise.   

On the second day, the speaker was a Jewish Rabbi, and a scientist too.  And he 

said amongst other things, “You know, you Christians, never really understood the 

meaning of the commandment to not take the name of God in vain,  you seem to 

think that it means you shouldn’t say ‘God Damn you’.  It isn’t very nice to say and 

I hope you don’t say it to anyone, but it doesn’t even come close to the meaning 

of the commandment.  Vannas(?), or emptiness, to speak in vain, to speak with 

emptiness, is in fact to speak the name at all.”  When you use the name God, 

don’t use, don’t speak it, because you think you will know what you are talking 

about and you don’t.   It’s always mystery. It’s always beyond, beyond, beyond, 

and any box you build will be too small of a box.  Wow.   

Now I knew, and I’m sure you’ve been told, but we don’t know for how many 

centuries this was strictly followed.  But we do know for a certain amount of time 

it was followed and that is, we never spoke with our lips the sacred name Yahweh 

and it was during that period that the word elohim and adoni because the sacred 

name was never to be spoken.  Then he went on and he said if any of you studied 

Hebrew, you know this is true, but when you write Hebrew, all you write are the 

consonants and what it means to be an educated Jew, is that your eye 

automatically fills in the appropriate vowels and there are four consonants in the 

sacred name Yahweh, and he said, “Did you know that those consonants if 

correctly pronounced do not allow you to close your lips or use your tongue”.  In 

fact the reason the name could not be spoken is it could only be breathed, in fact 

the sacred name Yahweh was an attempt to imitate and replicate the sound of 



inhalation and exhalation.   (Fr Richard slowly breathes in and out several times 

with a whispering sound.)  He did it about 30 times in this crowd of PhDs and I’m 

not exaggerating.  But at the end of it I heard sobbing in the room, that people 

got it.  God is as available as the breath, the air, the wind and the words are the 

same in many languages.   

Ironically, paradoxically, truthfully, was there some intuition here?  The one thing 

you have done since you came out of your mother’s body is take in that breath 

and put it out, and you are doing it now.  It’s the only constant, along with the 

beating of the heart.  The beating of the heart starts even before.  Breathing is 

uniquely the phenomenon of this world and of course that moment comes, and 

we’ll all be there one day, and we’ll take in that breath for the last time.  This 

could change your life, it can certainly change your prayer life.  Because now you 

know that prayer is not something so much you do it’s something that’s done to 

you.  You allow it. You say yes to it. You bring it to consciousness.  You bring it to 

awareness.  You awaken to the mystery and the miracle that is happening around 

you, within you and through you, all the time.   

And then I finally understood why Paul says in two of his letters, “Pray always”.  I 

tried and I couldn’t say Our Fathers or Hail Mary’s all day.  It just didn’t work.  

Because we have defined prayer largely in a verbal way – in saying words to God. 

Then I realized, as I try to do this practice myself, and found it allowing me to live 

in the “naked now”, without my opinions, my judgements, my fears, my angers 

and my agenda.  To simply live in the moment and to be present to  the moment 

in all that it offers.  I realise and I hope you already have, that there isn’t a 

Catholic or protestant way of breathing.  There’s not an Australian or an American 



way of breathing. There’s not a Chinese or an Iraqi way of breathing.  There’s not 

a gay or a straight way of breathing.  This just becomes too big a world, too big a 

truth, maybe we don’t even want it.  Maybe we don’t want a God who is that 

good a news, who is that giving, who is that accessible, who can really change us 

that much, on whose life we, moment by moment, second by second, depend.   

I give you this gift. Some of you will forget it as you walk out the door, but a 

handful of you will try it.  Maybe, I hope, even more than a handful.  It works for 

me, like last night waking up with jetlag all night, and I just go back to my breath, 

and I’m out of my racing mind into my body, where God it seems has chosen to 

dwell as a tabernacle.  And there I can rest, there I can be grounded, there I can 

trust. There love comes much more easily.  See, the mind space is always closing 

down, but the heart space just desires to be open.  It desires to receive what is, as 

it is, moment by moment.  This I offer to you, surely, possibly, I think, the most 

solid and most universal foundation for a lay spirituality.  If the Christian church is 

to continue on its path of renewal, if it is to continue to discover its own depth 

and its own breadth and its own beauty and its own possibility for the world it’s 

going to come from such transformed people.  Not people who just have right 

ideas, but people who live inside of the world in a new way, that is much bigger 

and much broader than just ideas.  

As Jesus puts it, “Loving with your whole heart, your whole soul, your whole 

mind, your whole body and with your whole strength”.  When all of that can 

come together, and it doesn’t come together naturally, usually we are eliminating 

one part of our self, but whenever all of you is there, you’re praying.  Where all of 

you is there, whatever you are doing is giving glory to God. That is the work of 



much spirituality.  Because what we tend to do is eliminate the body, we 

eliminate the mind, eliminate the heart. We can never allow them all to live 

together in one gracious symphony.  That is the work of your whole life.  It 

doesn’t happen by 15, it doesn’t happen by 25, and I guess I have to say it doesn’t 

happen by 66, except now and then.  All it needs to happen is once in a while, just 

enough so you know it’s true, and hence forward God is not out there, which is 

innocuous religion when God is no longer out there, and not just in here but in all 

creation, in everything that lives.  What you experience is what the same Thomas 

Merton said so well, “When you finally know, what you will know is that the gate 

of heaven is everywhere”.  It was both St Francis and St Ignatius who told both of 

their communities and became the motto of both of our communities, “To see 

God in all things”.  My God and everything else.  When you can see that broadly 

and that deeply, when you can see through that veil, secretly joyfully and clearly, 

you will have seen, and you will have seen indeed.   


