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“THE COTEMPLATIVE WAY” 
 

THE UNEXAMINED LIFE 

 

We live in a fast-paced and noisy world.  It is also a world that is more interested in “having” and “doing” 

than “being.”  Metaphysics does not interest us.  As a result, we tend to be fairly self-absorbed and 

individualistic.  The question, “May we?” is typically replaced by the question, “Can we?”  We seem to 

have lost our roots in wonder and our appreciation for poetry, symbol, story, myth and faith, seems to 

have diminished.  In such an atmosphere it is easy to become forgetful.  We might actually forget what it 

is to be truly alive, to be a human being, to be this human being, to be in community with others.  We 

might also forget our connections with the earth, the water and the air and what all that means. 

 

In Plato’s record of Socrates’ defence of himself at his trial, we hear Socrates say: 

 
For I do nothing but go about persuading you all, old and young alike, not to take thought for your persons or 

your property, but first and chiefly to care about the greatest improvement of the soul …. and that the 
unexamined life is not worth living.  (Plato, “Apology” in The Dialogues of Plato, The Jowett Translations, 

ed Justin D Kaplan, Pocket Books, 1951, 24 and 34) 

 

Socrates points us towards the contemplative way. 

 

POOLS OF SILENCE IN THIS THIRSTY LAND 

 

One of Freud’s early disciples, a man by the name of Ferenczi, identified a problem in some of his 

patients.  He called it “Sunday neurosis.”  On Sundays, certain people would get a headache or depression 

or stomach upset or the like.  Here we need to set aside the wowser’s approach to the Sabbath that often 

burdened life in Australia.  Sunday – in 1919 Budapest – was a day of celebration, rest, festivity.  It was 

therefore a day on which the pressures and tensions and demands of the workaday week were 

relinquished for a brief time.  Ferenczi reasoned that, for some people, this actually created an inner 

conflict.  Because the workaday week held them and their inner drives in check, they could not cope 

easily with Sunday, with its invitation to relax and simply be with others and enjoy being alive.  Hence 

the symptoms. 

 

Ferenczi may or may not have been correct in his analysis.  In any case, the amount of addictive 

behaviour in our culture suggests that there is something wrong.  Are we afraid of silence?  Is stillness 

threatening?  Do we keep moving and refusing to stop and face ourselves because we are anxious about 

what might happen?  Do we think, for example, that we only exist when we are doing something, 

producing something?  James McAuley suggests such questioning when he writes in “A Letter to John 

Dryden”: 

 
Incarnate Word, in whom all nature lives, 
Cast flame upon the earth: raise up contemplatives 

Among us, men who walk within the fire 

Of ceaseless prayer, impetuous desire. 
Set pools of silence in this thirsty land …. 

 

THE HEART OF THE CONTEMPLATIVE WAY 

 

We might think of the contemplative way in terms of four ongoing movements: “Turning,” “facing,” 

“listening” and “waiting.”  These movements are all ordered towards one thing.  Karl Rahner sums that 

one thing up nicely: 

 



The ultimate and most specific thing about Christian existence consists in the fact that Christians allow 

themselves to fall into the mystery which we call God; that we are convinced in faith and in hope that in 
falling into the incomprehensible and nameless mystery of God we are really falling into a blessed and 

forgiving mystery which divinizes us. (Foundations of Christian Faith, A Crossroad Book, 1978, 430.) 
 

“Turning” is a response to the claim our very beings make on our attention.  It is our nature to be 

constantly seeking, searching and gradually and progressively turning more profoundly towards the true 

and the good.  We seek fulfilment in that.  Daily we seek to turn towards God and what God intends, even 

if that turning is only implicit.  From time to time we turn away in forgetfulness.  We must turn again and 

again.  The contemplative way is a constant turning towards the Infinite Mystery of Love. 
 

“Facing” is a response to the disquiet and dissonance that we know within us.  In the facing there is also a 

turning.  When we face what must be faced, we submit to the truth that sets us free.  And so we move or, 

more precisely, we are moved.  In the facing we make ourselves available to grace.  We allow ourselves 

to be touched, we give ourselves a chance of meeting ourselves, our true selves.  Turning and facing are 

not much encouraged by our culture.  We must deliberately choose them and set up times for them and 

work to make them part and parcel of our daily lives.  This is an essential part of the contemplative way. 
 

“Listening” is a response to the promise, “I am with you!”.  The world is a sacrament, it ultimately 

embodies promise, not threat.  We must listen with the ears of the heart (St Benedict).  In the listening 

there is also a facing and a turning.  We listen in order to hear and we hear in order to heed.  This is the 

life of obedience.  We open ourselves to be taken hold of by Love (see Philippians 3:12).  We are drawn 

into the “colloquium salutis” (“conversation of salvation”) as Pope Paul VI described it.  We are taught 

through this listening that to be is to be in love.  Listening is the very nub of the contemplative way. 
 

“Waiting” is a response to the fact that living is not about conquest but grace.  To live is to know that all 

is gift, that no matter how dark and tragic the moment, life is gracious.  We wait upon each moment as 

much as we wait for the fulfilment that is our sure inheritance.  In the waiting we continue the turning and 

the facing and the listening.  Waiting teaches us to be poor.  When we embrace the waiting we let go the 

thought of mastery.  To wait is to be vulnerable.  Those who know this experience also know an affinity 

with the poor and the dispossessed.  Waiting is both cause and result of the contemplative way. 
 

James McAuley complements Karl Rahner when he suggests where the contemplative way might take us: 
 

And when the heart is once disposed to see, 

Then reason can unlock faith’s treasury. 

To rapt astonishment is then displayed 
A cosmic map Mercator never made. 

 

SUGGESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION 

 

1.  Do you find our culture conducive to reflection and thoughtfulness?  Reflect. 

2.  How do you nourish reflection and thoughtfulness in your life? 

3.  Do you observe any addictive behaviours in yourself or those around you?  What is happening? 

4.  In what way is addictive behaviour an obstacle to reflection and thoughtfulness? 

5.  Reflect on James McAuley’s reference to “pools of silence.” 

6.  Reflect on Karl Rahner’s summary statement on “the ultimate and most specific thing.” 

7.  Drawing on your experience, put into your own words the idea of “turning” as described here. 

8.  Drawing on your experience, put into your own words the idea of “facing” as described here. 

9.  Drawing on your experience, put into your own words the idea of “listening” as described here. 

10. Drawing on your experience, put into your own words the idea of “waiting” as described here. 
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