
Christian Meditation: A Hermit Priest's Reflections
Whde do€8 contemptatlon lad one? Sinc€ it finds the Grcuncl ol Love ln all te,,llty, it l*ds to one's steterc and brcthers:

it cra€laa a soclal conaclouena€,s; it las,da to a deepq unlty aml bve with ancl lot tha €6,rth
My hermitAge is located in the heart of the

ancient temperate rainforest, mid-Vancouver Is -
liand, Briflsh Columbia. The forest borders on the
OSrster River which sings througlrout ttre day arrd
night. Now in late summer, it is all but inaudible.
In ttre winter months the sound becomes more
vibrant. But aluays it is music to my heart. It was
this rtver ttrat attracted me to ttris forest. Its sound
ls like a marrtra. It reminds me ofanottrer river, ttre
river of love that flows between Jesus and the
Father which carries us on our journey. As a
monk, as a hermit-monk, I seek H'. But that is
what we all do, search for God. We aII have the
archetype Monk writ deep within our being. God
is the beginning and end of our journey.

The search led me here. I carr't tellyou when the
search began. The New England Ttanscendental-
ists athacted me quite earl5r. Emerson arrd Parker
and Henry David Thoreau, and a friend of theirs,
V.'alt Wbitman and hi:s Song oJ the Open Road. I
wanted to go, like Henry, to tlre woods to see wtrat
Itfe was all about, even in my early teens. And
there was St. Faul who admoni,shed me to "Pray
always. Fray without ceasing." Was there a link
hetween the two, between the fnrest and the
meditattve life?

And so the journey and search continued. It
included teaching natural history subjects at
Osceola Boys Scout Camp in the Ozarks of Mis-
souri during my high school years, and the ini-
tiation into the honorary Tribe of Mic-O-Soy and
coming to krrow and respect the culture and deep
religious spirit of the native peoples. They knew
the Spirit filled the whole earth. It included service
in ttre Air Force as a navigator; studying ornithol-
oS/ at Cornell University; studying theologr pnd
scripture for the Anglican priesthood at Nashotah
House, Wisconsin and as a deacon travelling to
England to e4plore the contempliative dimerrsion
of the Church of EngJand; entering the Commu-
nity of the Resurrection, Mirfield, Yorkshire, arrd
being ordained to the Anglican priesthood. I re-
turned to the U.S. to Iive as an Angiican hermit
near Kent School, Connecticut. And then I re-
turned to what I had begun earlier, a long and
p::ayerful study of tlre Cattrohc Church.

Througlrreading Dom Bede Griffith's TtwHden
String I was given the courage and grace to enter
the Catholic Church, after a year's study of the
faith at St. Gregory's Abbey, Shawnee, Oklahoma"
Easter of that year I spent at Gethsemani Abbey
where I met Thomas Merton and spoke at length
with him. He said, "Dont come here. We can rrake
you a good monk, but not necessarily a good
contemplative."

And the search continued. In 1956 I entered
New Mellary Abbey, a Cistercian Monastery in
Dubuque, Iowa, where for eigfrtyears I prayed the
office, studied for tl.e priesthood and meditated
arrd bound the books for the monks in the monas-
tic bindery. It was the 'rne of Vatican II and as
monks we were studyirqg our roots. We saw that
the hermits were the flrst monks, ttre monks of ttre
Esaptian desert, where John Cassian went in tlre
4th century, seeking someone who would teach
him to pray. I was given permission to travel to
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DOM JOHN MAIN, OSB (1926 - 1982) 'We lind Christ in our
hearts and then we find ourselves in him, and with him, in all
creation.' poftrait by Brenda Bury

What does the hermit life have to do with the
practice of Christian Mediation and with John
Main and his teachingp John Main learned to
meditate in the East and later found the same
teaching embedded in our own Catholic tradition.
He came to read seriously the Conferences of
Cassian. Cassian was the teacher of prayer of St'
Beneflt who, in tris RuIe, admonishes his monks
to read the Conferences of Cassian. Cassian
Iearned marrtric prayer fromAbbot Isaac, a hermit
of the Egrptian desert who passed on a tradition
that he belie\ied werrt back to apostolic times. And so
our tradibn ad teaching of Chrtsttrn Medirtbn has
come down fum ttre early hermits of the desert.

I first heard of John Main while listening to
some tapes of Earnest E. Larkin, O.Carm., on
prayer. Ttre name John Main came up. Tlrere was
a comparison of his teaching with others. The
thing I recall is that Father Larkin liked John
Main's insistence on the continuing recitation of
the mantra, a teaching that goes back to Abbot

Saturday mornings. h.r 1988, I spent a month at
the Benedictirre Priory in Montr6al to make sure
ttrat I was tear36ng it correcfly. That same year I
spent two mcynlSs at Saccidandanda Ashram,
Father Bede's Ashram in Tamil Nadu, India. The
experience c(>nfirmed me in the practice and
teaching of C:hristian Mediation. While at the
Ashram I recal once Father Elede announcing at
noon prayers that he had out on loan some ten
books by Dom Jotrn IMain, and please would some
of them be retr:rned so he coull rer'listribute them
to others. He felt that John Main was the best
spiritual guidr3 in the world today.

The point that I stress in teaching Christian
Meditation irs "tohn Mains thmlcgy of prayer or his
Christology: we enter into silence and stillness via
the mantra, e;rposing our hurnan consciousness
to the glorifiect, human, infinitely expanded con-
sciousness oll Ctrrist, and through him we are
carried to the Father.

This leads to trarrsformation of our conscior-rs,
ness. A monk takes a mysterious vow, conuers[o
fffirum, conversion of life. This should lead to a
total inner trernsfor:rration. And that is why we
meditate, to leave ourselves (otrr false self or ego)
behind, tr: fall .into the earth and die so as to bring
forth fi:uit, to Lrecome Cht'lst, find our true seif.
And since we all have the archetype of rrronir
within us, we are all called to ttris same tramsfor-
mation, an evr-ar deepening surrender to the love
and grace of Ciod within our hearts.

A final note: Where does contemplation (Chris-
tian Meditation) Iead one? Since it finds the
Ground of Lcrve in all reality, it leads to one's
sisters and bn:ttrers: it creates a social conscious-
ness; it leads to a deeper unity and love with and
for the earth.

In the Christian Meditation Retreats that I
facilitate, I ahssys link meditation with the envi-
ronment. As .Iohn Main says, "We find Christ irr
our hearts ancl then we find ourselves in hirn, and
with him, in irll creation." The natural world is
here primanl.y for us to comrnune with, not to
exploit. We crrn, of course. make use of it. tsut
prinaarily it is there to comrnune with. If we cau
enter into thisi communion with all beings of the
earth, both Iiving and non-iiving, we will come to
realize that we: are part of tlre earth and the earth
is part of us. This qrpe r:f ceirnmunion is not a
rational disctrrsive process, but a way of love.
Perhaps there: is no other way to enter into tleis
cornmunion other tfran contemplation. We come
to experience the earth and the universe as our
larger setr We c:cme to care fur it deep$, passicnately"

As a society, we are closing down our life
support systems. This is terrifying. But there ls
hope tltat this czur be turned arourrd. As Thomas
Berry points <:ut, it is necessary for the human
cornrnunity a:nd the earttr commrrnity to go into
the future as ,a single sacred communit5r., And I
think it ls imgortant to recognize that while we are
distinct from the Ground of Love, we are not
sepalate. Therr ure realize our unity arrd cornmun-
ion with everlr human being, with the earth and



Vancouver Island, to the banks of the Tsolum
River, to vtsit a new colony of hermits founded by
Dom Jacques Windany, OSB, and welcomed by
the Bishop. My search took me there and this
seemed to be my true home. Bishop Remi De Roo
of the Diocese of Victoria, ordained me to the
Catholic priesttrood with a written mandate to be
a herinit, the first such ordination in 2OO years.
Later we were gftren permission to find a more sol-
itary existence and hence the move to the Oyster
River, eig[t mibs north of the Tsolum River site.

Isaac. John Main's teaching reminded me of that
of Dom John Chapman, OSB, a teaching that I
had subscribed to for manyyears, even from my
Anglican seminary days in the early ffiies when
we meditated one half hour every morning.

Here at the hermitage on the Oyster River, I
teach ChristianMediationto a groupwho come on

E-.6t

wittr ttre unive:rse. kt us not underrialue our great
work, the woik of meditation..
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