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is amazed by the colours and beauty 
of the world but looks higher still till 
he gazes into the sun, the source of 
light. He comes back into the cave 
chamber and proclaims his discov-
ery, urging them to follow him to 
freedom. But they are scared to leave 
the cave and angrily refuse to believe 
him. The descent into the cave is the 
beginning of the journey up and be-
yond the cave. As the great teachers 
of wisdom often put it – they needed 
and loved paradox to communicate 
what they had found. The way down 
is the way up. The way forward is the 
way back. The way in is the way out.

I was pleased to discover that the 
part of France where Bonnevaux is 
situated contains a large number of 

pre-historic caves whose paintings 
helped inspire a new wave in human-
ity’s self-discovery. Bonnevaux, too, 
gathered as we are in the cave of the 
heart, is concerned with the journey 
of self-knowledge. In a sceptical age 
like ours, largely disconnected from 
common religious symbols and faith, 
distrustful of authority and institu-
tions and foremostly seeking per-
sonal experience and authenticity, 
self-knowledge seems the most au-
thentic goal to aim for. But how do 
we prioritise self-knowledge like this 
without collapsing into narcissism, 
self-fixation and the deadly boredom 

cial competition for years but have 
changed our understanding of the 
Biblical tradition and early Christian-
ity. In the Dordogne and in the Qum-
ran caves discoveries were made that 
exposed our ignorance, our compla-
cency about what we thought we 
knew and freed us for greater self-
understanding.

 *
I have always been attracted to 

caves and rather frightened of them. 
They are deep, dark, mysterious and 
offer the promise of treasure. Like 
the cave of the heart, we have to feel 
the attraction – or surrender to the 
accidental discoveries – that intro-
duce us to these sacred spaces. But 
then we have to be young at heart, 

more curious than scared, and risk 
the journey inwards, to slither down 
the slope that leads to the inner 
chambers full of the resident primal 
presence in which we find ourselves. 
And we need companions in this 
solitude.

The Cave is the symbol of the 
journey of self-knowledge. In Plato’s 
famous Allegory, humanity is en-
chained in ignorance watching flick-
ering shadows on a wall cast by a fire 
behind them that they cannot see. 
One person manages to get free and 
begins the long steep journey up and 
out of the cave into the light. There he 

A letter from Laurence Freeman, OSB 

In between the rolling shutdowns 
and isolation, I slipped away for a cou-
ple of days to visit the origins of hu-
manity. I had long yearned to visit the 
Lascaux caves which are just a couple 
of hours from Bonnevaux in the beau-
tiful Dordogne region. On 23 Septem-
ber 1940 they were discovered by 
three boys playing football. Their dog, 
called Robot, fell down a sinkhole 
and in rescuing him they slid down 
a steep slope to find themselves in 
a vast subterranean chamber. Then 
they noticed the powerful, silent im-
ages of animals, bison, horses, auroch, 
bulls, deer and a bear, on the walls of 
the cave. The boys were the first to 
see them for 20,000 years. They ran to 
tell their schoolmaster who couldn’t 
get down the hole but asked them to 
draw the images they had seen so he 
could show them to the experts. 

This event not only opened new 
horizons to Paleolithic Art but to the 
self-understanding of humanity it-
self. No longer could we think of our 
human ancestors, even up to 40,000 
years ago, as stupid or what we usu-
ally mean by ‘primitive’. Their minds 
were more complex and sensitive 
than we imagined. Studying this earli-
est, enigmatic art convinced scholars 
that the images are not random but 
intelligently and beautifully com-
posed and not merely magical but 
consciously symbolic. It changed the 
way we think about what ‘human’ 
means while intriguing us with an 
intimate, strangely familiar mystery 
that we will never be able to solve or 
prove. 

Six years later three Bedouin shep-
herd boys entered a cave in the Ju-
daean desert and discovered ancient 
Jewish scrolls as old as the third cen-
tury BCE. The Dead Sea Scrolls, as 
they are known, became the centre 
of shameful academic and finan-

“Lascaux II” by JackVersloot (licensed under CC BY 2.0)
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world with the same difference. Two 
experiences give us the same feeling 
at the same level of intense clarity - 
falling in love and dying. Normally we 
are frightened by both, while at the 
same time being drawn into them 
against our wills, more strongly than 
our fears. When resistance is over-
come, we feel free to soar.

Love and dying are messengers of 
the true self, angels of the divine, that 
we do not recognise at first because 
we do not yet know ourselves. Both 
experiences express the fundamen-
tal driving force of self-knowledge 
which is other-centredness. Even if 

we fall in love and become hopelessly 
complicated by attachment and pos-
sessiveness, at least the lesson we are 
learning is to pay attention to what 
is simply other than ourselves and to 
find ourselves in the other person. We 
are learning to accept the transform-
ing power of death. As we take the 
attention off ourselves, we learn the 
pain of detaching from who or what 
we love. Possessiveness is replaced 
by altruism and a spirit of service. The 
letting go that allows us to receive 
the gift that has found us is the death 
of the ego. The deeper the dying, the 
more we accept it, the fuller the next 
stage of life we pass into. If we fail to 
learn the lesson, there will be other 
chances until we do.

People today often relate better to 
the meaning of wholeness than to the 
idea of God. What matters most, how-
ever, is the experience rather than 
the name we give to it. Wholeness 
emerges through the process we call 
growth. To feel we are growing even 
through a painful experience helps us 

put up with a high degree of uncer-
tainty and discomfort. It gives us an 
experience of meaning, of being con-
nected to some kind of process, even 
if we can’t define what the meaning 
means or what the process is for. 

*
Perhaps this is why self-knowl-

edge is connected to our concern 
for our health. No doubt our ances-
tors painting those amazing images 
in the Lascaux caves were concerned 
with their health, too, when they felt 
a new kind of pain or saw that one of 
their group whom they felt close to 
was dying. For many millennia after 
them the medical treatments people 
were offered to cure ailments did 
no good at all and often made mat-
ters worse – such as bloodletting. 
Today, as Dr Barry White puts it, we 
live in the ‘golden age of medicine’. 
We cure many more things and ex-
tend life significantly. And thank-you 
to techno-scientific medicine, as we 
await the new Covid vaccines. But 
modern healthcare faces enormous 
problems for the caregivers and for 
the patients. People sense that health 
is delivered to them while their self-
responsibility for living healthily is 
confused because of the lifestyle we 
are conditioned to live. The question 
‘what is health’ is therefore not only 
of financial or political concern but, 
even more, an important key to open 
up a new and urgent level of human 
self-knowledge.

The WCCM Guiding Board has cho-
sen the theme of ‘Health’ for the com-
munity’s common reflection in the 
coming year. Each national communi-
ty is invited to choose an approach to 
this question that suits its best. Begin-
ning in January, Barry White and I will 
be offering a monthly online seminar 
exploring the meaning and various 
aspects of health, including practi-

of endless self-referencing – the ‘I-
me- mine’ generation? Self-fixation is 
the failure of self-knowledge. 

But when we learn – what all the 
wisdom traditions teach – that self-
knowledge paradoxically grows 
through other-centredness, then we 
are making progress. Before long we 
learn that self-knowledge leads into 
the cave of the heart. The presence 
that resides there welcomes us with 
an explosion of joy. Whatever degree 
of self-knowledge we reach – it’s a nev-
er-ending journey – is the degree to 
which we know God. And that knowl-
edge of God is hidden within our ex-
perience of being known by God.

*
Humanity is continually re-dis-

covering itself. In each person and in 
the collective experience of human-
ity, self-knowledge develops through 
the interweaving of joy and suffering. 
And, we should add, through inter-
ludes of boredom. Although handling 
boredom is not something we, with 
our craving for constant stimulation, 
peak experience and novelty, handles 
well, it has a value. One of our young 
guests, who is spending an extended 
time with us, told me how interested 
and oddly happy she felt to discover 
that the element boredom in the 
rhythm of the life, once accepted, was 
introducing her to a sense of renewal 
and peace she had never felt before. 
It reminded me of the first attraction 
I felt towards the monastic life which 
was to an apparent boredom which 
was somehow not boring.

Self-knowledge makes everyone 
feel strange at first. We might even 
feel disoriented for a while by feeling 
we are strangers to ourselves. We are 
in fact meeting ourselves again for 
the first time. We are coming home 
and recognising the place we had for-
gotten. We feel different and see the 

...self-knowledge leads 
into the cave of the heart
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cal ones such as sleep and nutrition, 
relating this to the spiritual tradition. 
We hope this will contribute to a con-
templative approach not only to this 
health crisis to what lies beyond it. 

I think most of us feel that the real 
crisis the world is facing is more than  
Covid. It is essentially a spiritual cri-
sis that Covid has exposed. The pan-
demic has made us acutely aware of 
the fragile preciousness of every hu-
man life which has the same value in 
the most vulnerable like the elderly 
in care homes, in the health-workers 
serving anyone who is sick, the mi-
grant workers of India or the great 
cities of the world. The infectiousness 
of the virus shows it is no respecter of 
persons and how equal and interde-
pendent rich and poor are in its pres-
ence. Through the past year, fragility, 
impermanence and unpredictability 
have been inescapably revealed as 
essential elements of the common 
human condition.

The question of health – what it 
really means and how to be healthy 
– helps us see the full meaning of the 
underlying crisis. Covid is one of many 
tipping-points, with others to come. For 
example, in our unhealthy relationship 
to the planetary environment which 
is sickening and increasingly show-
ing points of breakdown. Or the social 
emergency that has undermined trust 
in institutions and democracy itself. Be-
yond Covid lies a major financial crisis 
that calls for a radically new approach 
to economics and social justice. What 
does ‘getting back to normal’ at a mo-
ment like this mean? Will we remember 
what we have learned?

*
Achieving the self-knowledge we 

need on a global scale seems a moun-
tain too steep to climb. But recall the 
mind expressed in the cave paintings 
millennia ago across different conti-

nents by artists who had no contact 
with each other. The painter of the bi-
son in Lascaux or the beautiful horses 
in the Chauvet caves did not take a 
selfie in front of them and send it to his 
WhatsApp group. Yet great similarities, 
a common mind, may be perceived 
among them. What they thought we 
will never know for sure. But what they 

saw still resonates with us today.
The mysterious unity in human 

self-awareness offers us hope as we 
confront the complexity of our crisis 
today. Recognising the mistakes we 
have made is painful and discour-
aging – the harm we have done to 
that beauty of nature which saves us 
from despair; the cruelty to animals 
who are also our ancestors and life-
companions; the neglect or worse of 
the most poor and vulnerable of our 
family members; the harm we have 
allowed the mega-rich to inflict on 
themselves and others because we 
flattered and indulged them instead 
of calling them to face the reality of 
our inter-dependence; the abuse of 
the young to whom we denied spiri-
tual knowledge and training in their 
materialistically-driven education; 
the harm done to our own intelli-
gence as we became addicted to the 
technology we created. But painful as 
this first stage of self-knowledge may 
be, it will generate hope and open 
new futures.

*
If we can understand what health 

means – and Barry White articulates 
this powerfully as a meditator and 
as a doctor – perhaps we won’t miss 
what may be our last chance at self-
renewal through self-knowledge. It 
is the contemplative’s responsibility 
to highlight and insist on this hope 

against the pessimism about human-
ity itself which is increasing today. In 
this work, the Christian contempla-
tive tradition has an immense wis-
dom to contribute.

Clement of Alexandria, a 2nd cen-
tury teacher of Christian faith, saw it 
as a way of life and a natural way of 
human growth, rather than as merely 
institutional membership or doctrinal 
orthodoxy. For him, the Christian life 
began with conversion from pagan-
ism. This means a fragmented vision 
of divinity devoid of the experience 
of God’s unity and person-centred 
love which results in our being scat-
tered among many gods. Paganism 
manifests in every culture as it does 
in modern consumerism. Then, hav-
ing started this transition, we need 
support in the basic discipline and 
attention to our way of living so that 
a healing of the division between the 
inner and outer self can begin. Finally, 
in the third stage spiritual maturity 
through interior knowledge is deep-
ened and a contemplative human be-

Meditation session in nature at Bonnevaux
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ing is formed. 
What is specifically Christian about 

this? It is that Christ, whose coming 
completes all sources of wisdom, 
and does not compete with other 
traditions, guides each stage both 
as Teacher and the ‘Divine Physician’. 
Clement sees Jesus as Jesus saw 
himself: as a healer not as a judge. ‘It 
is not the healthy who need a doc-
tor’ he said. What he heals directly in 
each person and in the human fam-
ily as a whole, is every kind of sick-
ness of soul. In the early teachers of 
the faith, this sickness is sin. Clement 
(like other Christian mystical theolo-
gians) likes to tell the story of the Fall 
which describes Adam as a new crea-
ture who is sent on a mission by God. 
With youthful enthusiasm he rushes 
off to fulfil it but quickly falls into a pit 
which he cannot get out of. God does 
not blame or punish him for this but 
sends His Son to free him and restore 
humanity to its mission.

When they think of healing in re-
lation to religious faith many people 
jump straight to the idea of miracu-
lous cures. As long as we are mor-
tal, this will be an understandable 
response to pain and suffering. But, 
even though many of these miracles 
are now available on prescription, 
there will always be the sickness we 
cannot recover from. However, a 
contemplative approach to health 
weaves healing and curing together. 
Cures are desirable and often mys-
terious. Many factors apart from 
medication or treatment seem to be 
involved in making cures success-
ful. But healing is a deeper mystery 
still. We can die healed. We can live 
with disabilities or chronic condi-
tions healed. Healing is restoration 
of the whole person to a new level of 
wholeness, one they would not have 
reached without sickness. If cure 

happens as well, that is cause for cel-
ebration; but even when it does not, 
healing itself expresses the essential 
purpose of medicine.

*
As Barry White will explore in his 

monthly online sessions beginning 
in January, to understand humanity 
we need to understand what health 
means. What do we really aspire to 
when we want to be made well and 
feel better? At the core of the mys-
tery of healing and true health is the 
wondrous power of simple, pure at-
tention. Distractedness, fragmenta-
tion, interior and external division are 
all forms of sickness that attention is 
needed to heal and restore.

Meditation is the universal wisdom 
that introduces us to this truth most 
simply and immediately. Attention 
brings us to stillness and in stillness 
saving knowledge emerges. If we 
persevere the way of attention be-
comes increasingly simple until there 
is no work to do, no goal to achieve, 
no observer to watch:

Be still and know that I am God
Be still and know that I am

Be still and know
Be still

Be
I met a graduate student once who 

had been on medication for ADDH 
since grade five. She told me how 
impossible it was for her to sit physi-
cally still anywhere for more than one 
or two minutes. Longer than that and 
it felt as if an army of ants was crawl-
ing all over her. If she could make it 

to ten in a meditation session she 
was overjoyed. We can only measure 
health and wholeness by the unique 
criteria of each person. But health is 
recognisable anywhere we find it. To 
be healthy and enjoy the liberty of 
wholeness feels essentially the same 
for everyone. It is part of our common 
humanity. In their own way the paint-
ers of Lascaux must have felt essen-
tially what we feel. We are most one 
with each other in the state of health 
because then our personal divisions 
have been healed. If we are one with 
ourselves, we find oneness with all. 
The journey of humanity means grow-
ing into a common mind and unity. 

John Main understood that all 
growth is from the centre outwards. 
In the centre is the original innocence 
we can never lose, our wholeness in 
the infinite simplicity of God. To re-
turn to this centre step by step, day by 
day, is to be healed even as we grow. 

All growth needs rootedness. Our 
need for roots is critical to health and 
so we must learn how to treat the 
rootlessness of the modern world. 
Contemplation heals the world, re-
storing health where brutality, cru-
elty, greed and egoism has wounded 
us. The destination is even beyond 
this, as the mystery of the Incarnation 
reveals to the eye of the heart. Our 
common destination, our personal 
destiny is oneness, where we know 
because we are known, love because 
we are loved and where our work, 
whatever it may be, is service.

With much love

The Journey of humanity 
means growing into a 

common mind and unity

Download the audio of Fr Laurence reading 
this letter at http://tiny.cc/LFletter1120
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Five wisdoms from the John Main Seminar 2020

By Leonardo Corrêa

1- It is possible to do an 
online Seminar keeping 
the sense of community
and human connection

This year’s Seminar was proof that 
it is possible to migrate to the on-
line format without losing the spirit 
and the real sense of connection and 
community. The WCCM Mexico Coor-
dinator, Enrique Lavin, describes it as 
follows:

In the summer of 2019 I read about 
an indigenous person feeling at home 
with tribes in Finland, Australia and 
Canada because they shared the same 
principles. I began investigating and 
found out that indigenous all over the 
world share many values: care for one-
self, for the community, for the earth. 
And they look at the heart as a center of 
spiritual wisdom. 

When we were at the JMS2019, the 
plan shaped up and we had a title: One 
Heart, One Hope: Indigenous Wisdom 
and the Future of Humanity. Back in 
Mexico we spent some time looking 

for the right venue. We had everything 
ready to make a beautiful presencial 
Seminar, a wonderful array of activi-
ties around the theme. And then came 
the pandemic, the lack of certitude, the 
uncommon and forced lockdowns. We 
went back to the drawing board. And 
then the time zones! And changing the 
time allotted to the speakers, and...

So we just followed John Main’s ad-
vice and said our mantra. Eventually all 

things began to fall into place. When a 
door shut, a window opened, there has 
been grace everywhere. 

The Seminar showed that the spirit 
of John Main is alive and well no matter 
the circumstances. More than 350 peo-
ple from over 30 countries show that 
we are, a real community, a monastery 
without walls and without borders, 
built in love and present to our times 
and to each other.

2 - Theological attitude is being open to the contemplative experience
The keynote speaker, Alex Zatyr-

ka SJ delivered two profound talks 
on Indigenous Wisdom, sharing also 
out of his experience as a missionary 
in Bolivia and Mexico. It is not pos-
sible to summarize all in a few lines 
so we will pick one important point 
of his teaching, which he called 
Theological Attitude: this is an inner 

attitude that we can cultivate to per-
ceive the communication with God, 
the experience of transcendence. 
Zatyrka words:

What attitudes describe that vital 
disposition? I am going to describe 
three fundamental ones where the 
theological attitude comes from. From 
our Christian perspective, this ultimate 

reality is a person, and it is important 
to approach the encounter with this 
ultimate reality as a person. And for 
that I have to prepare myself, I have to 
cultivate a series of elements, because 
what all mystics emphasize is that 
when we want to treat God as an ob-
ject, the perception of his presence dis-
appears and we are left with an idol, 

JMS2020 Online (19-22 October) was hosted by WCCM Mexico with Alex Zatyrka SJ as the keynote 
speaker on the theme ‘One Heart, One Hope - Indigenous Wisdom and the Future of Humanity’

Alex Zatyrka and Laurence Freeman during a dialogue session



Meditatio Newsletter November 2020 7www.wccm.org

JMS 2020

The connection and respect with 
the land, with Earth, was something 
also present during the John Main 
Seminar. Hilario Chi Canul, from Mex-
ico, a linguist of Maya ethnicity, high-
lighted this in his talk:

In my village there is something very 
interesting, because people walk with 
their language and with the legacy of 
the Mayas. We are a people who walk 
with the cross, we inherit and we believe 
that the tree, the cross, speaks and that 
this cross is the one that leads us. And 
that is why around it we build all kinds 
of offerings, to call all the gods that we 
inherited from our cultures, from our 
Mayan, ancestral cultures. (...) to all the 
gods to ask their permission. To share 
the space with them. We have always 
seen that the Earth has life and it must 
be fed, and it must always be remem-
bered. And we have always kept in mind 
that to step on the face of the earth is in 
itself to step on our own face, it is to step 
on the face of our mother, that is why 
we cannot even spit on the Earth, and in 
due time the Earth also asks us to feed 
it, to feed it with smoke, to feed it with 
water, to feed it with our spirituality.

3 - The value of a profound respect and reverence for the Earth

no longer with the living and true God. 
First fundamental attitude: the cul-

tivation of solitude and silence. And 
this cultivation of solitude and silence 
to heal us from dispersion and super-
ficiality. Then solitude and silence are 
not an end in themselves but are like 
atmosphere, atmosphere, for the en-
counter that we are looking for. 

Second element: correct attention, 
learning to attend correctly and this 
implies rehabilitating our capacity to 

perceive and this in turn implies learn-
ing to free oneself from the discourses 
of the mind, which in 90% of cases 
function as prejudices a kind of au-
tomatic that filters reality and that in 
the end dissociates us from reality. So, 
whoever wants to learn the theologi-
cal attitude has to learn to distance 
himself from his thoughts, from his 
discourses, in order to be cured of this 
attitude of prejudice. 

And finally, there is the decentral-

ization that is also known as inten-
tional inversion. I intentionally invert 
my way of relating to the world with 
reality. Here’s what I mean: suspend, 
put in parentheses, stop for a while 
,my reactive and proactive tenden-
cies. I don’t try anything, but I exercise 
to take what I am given. I do not cling 
to anything. I give what goes. So, this 
attitude is also fundamental when we 
have all three, we are talking about 
the theological attitude.

Ana María LLamazares, from Ar-
gentina, spoke on “Building Bridges” 
and also mentioned the need to see 
the Earth as a living being, even with 
its own consciousness:

The sense of belonging to a cosmic 
and vital web, where the Earth is a living 
being, is fundamental in the participa-
tion of human consciousness. It is no 
longer a reservoir of exploitable raw 
materials but a living being that we 
need to honour and respect and how 
to accompany our passage as humans 
along with the passage of nature and 
the cosmos. Therefore, this idea of 
time no longer as a unilinear linearity 
but as a cyclical flow that unfolds very 
qualitatively, not metric, not mechani-
cal, and that is giving rise to a spiral 
unfolding, not necessarily in circles 
that repeat themselves, but in an evo-
lutionary spiral. This looks at the uni-
verse with consciousness, even forms 
of consciousness beyond the human, 
these would be some of the conceptu-
al bridges that are sowing the field to 
allow this dialogue between cultures, 
spirituality, religions, peoples and dif-
ferent views.

Hilario in one of the images from his pre-
sentation: Mayan culture shows respect and 
gratitude for mother Earth
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4 - The importance of Community and the idea of Ubuntu
Puleng Matsaneng, from South Af-

rica, spoke on Liturgy and African Spir-
ituality, and one of the key elements 
she mentioned was the importance of 
the community: 

Indigenous African spirituality is 
expressed differently by the variety of 
indigenous African groups. It does how-
ever share certain common aspects. One 
of these is the centrality of community. 
Unlike in many places in the north and 
west, the individual is less important 
than the community. The well-known 
proverb (Zulu) umuntu ngumuntu ng-
abantu/ motho ke motho ka batho ba 
bang (Sesotho), which means, that a 
person is a person through other peo-
ple, expresses this powerfully. Ubuntu is 
where each person is seen, each person 
is heard and each person is valued and 

loved. Their basic dignity is affirmed. 
When we are talking about ubuntu we 
are talking about agape love. The love 
Jesus talks of when he says: ‘love one 
another as I have loved you.’ In our very 
broken context it is the love which casts 
out fear. The gospels are ubuntu and we 
reach ubuntu when we practice gospel 

values. As Christians the gospels are a 
road to ubuntu.

Puleng shared some interesting vid-
eos on the important dance and music 
for African liturgy and the damaged 
caused by colonisation and Apartheid 
in South Africa.  You can watch it here: 
http://tiny.cc/pulvid

5 - Colonisation wounds and the need of healing and reconciliation 
Another point that was strongly 

present during the seminar was the re-
ality of the wounds caused by coloniza-
tion and the deep need for reparation 
and reconciliation.Tau Huirama and 
Vanessa Eldridge, from New Zealand, 
shared from the Maori perspective. An 
inspirational and spiritual indigenous 
story teller, Tau explained how the 
laws imposed by the colonizers dam-
aged the Maori culture of healing:

I’m classed as a tohunga, which is 
a Maori word for someone who’s re-
ally experienced in what they do and 
is trusted. Some of the work that I do is 
healing work. I don’t like to call myself 
a healer. I think I feel more comfortable 
with being the facilitator for the ances-
tors to come through and to be able to 

help. (...) The Tohunga Suppression Act 
(1907) had a huge impact upon Maori 
and their needs, especially their ability 
to sustain themselves through com-
plex health challenges.  As a conse-
quence of this act, we weren’t allowed 
to do any Maori natural therapy. If you 
did, you were fined or sent to jail. What 
happened was that we either lost the 
capacity to heal ourselves or it went 
underground.Vanessa Edridge also 
highlighted the impact of coloniza-
tion and the need of reparation and 
rescue of the Maiori culture:

The land was made to be like a little 
England. It was deforested,and turned 
to pastures. Health, healing and spiri-
tual beliefs and practices were forbid-
den. The centrality of family, sub-tribes, 

tribes, was broken and in a religious or 
spiritual sense we were expected to 
forget our  traditional gods and deities 
and move on to Christianity. As such, 
indigenous people throughout history 
have been “othered.” They were forced 
to become dependent minorities, ren-
dered landless and cultureless, with-
out the resources or means to earn 
or create a viable life. At worst there 
is a sense of shame as we forgot who 
we were and who we truly are. But 
here we are now: seeking to recover 
indigenous wisdom, working to save 
Papatūānuku, our mother earth, the 
place that we all call home. And I am 
confident that we have much to offer 
the world,and I am deeply grateful for 
the opportunity to be here.

African Spirituality value the wisdom of the elders
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JMS 2020

Carving reconciliation
Ron Berezan and Ivan Rosyp-

skye, from British Columbia, Canada, 
evoked some of the most moving 
moments of the Seminar. Ron is or-
dained as an “eco-deacon” within the 
Anglican Church of Canada and has 
a ministry focus on Earth Justice and 
Creation-centred spirituality. Ivan is 
an artist and a member of the Heiltsuk 
First Nation on the Northern BC coast 
of Canada.

During their presentation, Ron and 
Ivan spoke together, describing again 
how colonization damages native 
people, this time in Canada, where 
indigenous children were forced to 
attend “Indian Residential Schools.”  
A Canadian Commission of Truth 
and Reconciliation later declared 
this practice a form of cultural geno-
cide against indigenous people. Ivan 
spoke touchingly of his mother’s suf-
fering when forced to go to one of 
those schools. 

Ron met Ivan through a carving 
project on Ron’s  parish grounds seek-
ing to bring attention to indigenous 
justice issues and the call to reconcili-
ation. They described the process and 
showed images during their talk, and 
at the end they were both moved - as 
were many of the attendees online. 
They finished the presentation with a 
hug and expressed the hope that rec-

onciliation is possible. 
Ron then reminded everyone that 

action is needed more than words to 
reach this reconciliation:

Any real movement towards recon-
ciliation cannot be just about dialogue 
and feeling, it must include action. In 
Canada the process of decolonization 
involves respecting  indigenous rights 
to self-determination, according to the 
UN Declaration on the Rights of Indig-
enous Peoples. 

Patterns of exploiting Canada’s 
indigenous resources, for example, 
putting a pipeline through a territory 
where people do not want it to be, is 
an example of the same kind of play-
ing out of the Doctrine of Discovery de-
scribed previously. 

Ron and Ivan’s talk left us with a 
question:  is reconciliation possible 
without justice for indigenous people? 
(And it’s a yes or a no!) Is it fair to say 
that we are willing to  learn from indig-
enous people and to embrace indig-
enous cultures unless we join in solidar-
ity with indigenous people in working 
for justice, and for an end to coloniza-
tion, and we also  join in the culture of 
resistance that indigenous people offer 
us? 

This is our greatest hope today, and 
people like Ivan and the community 
he comes from, and many other indig-
enous peoples, are showing us the way 
forward, said Ron. Watch a video on 
the Carving Reconciliation project:
http://tiny.cc/carvrec

Ivan and his art work that became a symbol of reconciliation in Canada

Did you follow the 
JMS2020 online? 

Video recordings of the John Main Seminar 2020 
will be available on our website 

(www.wccm.org) 
at a lower price soon

Did you miss the Seminar?
A second chance to see the talks!

Tell us what lessons you learned 
and we will share your comments on 
our social media channels. Send your 

feedback to comms@wccm.org
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Bonnevaux Perspectives 2021

Meditation as a Healing Response to Trauma

What parts of the Symposium 
and Workshop struck you more?

The first thing that comes to mind 
are the guest speakers for the Sym-
posium and Workshop who shared 
how meditation has been helpful to 
them.  One of them was a refugee 
from Bhutan who journeyed to Ne-
pal as an unaccompanied minor and 
grew up in a refugee camp before 
coming to the United States.  The 
other was an asylum-seeker who 
was completing a graduate degree 
in the Democratic Republic of Con-
go when she had to flee persecution 
leaving her home and family.  Their 
inspiring stories of how daily medi-
tation and a meditation group has 
helped them to heal from trauma 
provided a context for the presenta-
tions and discussion that followed.  

For example, the meditation group 
which they both belong to consists 
of people from different cultures, 
languages, and religions.  One of 
them described how it has become 
like “a sacred family to me”.  This 
comment beautifully and succinctly 
describes two key principles of trau-
ma-informed meditation, that medi-
tation is a universal spiritual practice 
and that it creates unity out of diver-
sity. The other thing which stood out 
for me was how well the different 
speakers related to one another and 
the depth of their discussion.  Most 
of them had never met.  They were 
from various countries of origin and 
are currently living in the U.S., Eng-
land, and France.  They approached 
the topic of meditation and trauma 
from different professions includ-

ing neuroscience, psychiatry, so-
cial work, psychology, community 
health, religion, and contemplative 
prayer.  However, there were com-
mon threads throughout the pre-
sentations on the art and science of 
meditation and from the three or-
ganizations which offer meditation 
groups to various populations of ref-
ugees and asylum seekers.

What kind of fruits or next steps 
do you hope after that event?

We are planning to: 1) produce a 
special edition of the Meditatio Jour-
nal based on the presentations, 2) 
work with the organizations involved 
developing guidelines for trauma-
informed meditation support groups, 
and 3) create an international work-
ing group to share the information 
and resources on the topic.

Tim Kelly, WCCM Oblate who works with the US Government’s programme on survivors of 
torture, about the Seminar on the role of meditation in the healing process

2020 was a year of adaptation for 
Bonnevaux - and for the entire world 
- whilst facing the reality of Covid-19. 
After March nearly all of the Bon-
nevaux Programme migrated to an 
online format and during this strange 
and challenging time we learned that 
it is indeed possible to build a real 
sense of connection with the world 
- despite all interactions and conver-
sations transpiring on a flat screen; 
dialogues, webinars, online retreats, 
contemplative Eucharist, yoga class-
es - all these events created a myriad 
of opportunities for the global Com-
munity to feel present at Bonnevaux.

We are currently planning the 
2021 Programme and will continue 

to strive to build on the strengths of 
our online events. We envisage pro-
viding online-only events through to 
mid-2021, dependant upon a forth-
coming re/solution to the pandemic.

Looking ahead with hope and 
faith that the state of the world will 
improve, we can also share that reno-
vation works on the Bonnevaux Re-
treat Centre should be completed by 
June 2021, and an official opening 
day celebrating this wonderful mile-
stone could be planned for the latter 
half of 2021. Please continue to visit 
our website and to join us online for 
both our Programme and regularly-
scheduled weekly events. Please 
keep Bonnevaux in your prayers - we 

remain grateful for your support, in all 
the many generous ways in which it 
manifests. For more information visit 
www.bonnevauxwccm.org

Meditation time at the Barn in Bonnevaux
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In Focus

Meditatio Newsletter is published four 
times a year by the International Office of 
The World Community for Christian 
Meditation, St Marks, Myddelton Square
London EC1R 1XX, London, UK.  
Tel: +44 (0) 20 7278 2070

Editor:  Leonardo Corrêa  
(leonardo@wccm.org)
Graphic Design: Gerson Laureano
Would you like to contribute to the 
Meditatio Newsletter? Our next 
deadline is 10 January.

Peace with every step to you. 
Hello! I am Naomi,  and I currently 
host the International Young Peo-
ple’s Meditation Online Group. Our 
group was meeting on Zoom before 
the Covid pandemic. I feel blessed 
that we were set up and in place 
ready to be a support during lock-
down in connecting communities of 
like minded people during this time. 

I have been a part of the New 
South Wales WCCM young people’s 
meditation groups and retreats 
since I came to live in Sydney over 
10 years ago. When I saw the pam-
phlet at Cafechurch in Glebe it was a 
great relief to have found a Christian 
path of intentional silence. 

I have been drawn to meditation 
since my university days when I bor-
rowed tapes of guided meditations 

from the library. I had grown up in 
the church, but  I was seeking a mys-
tical way which I didn’t see in my 
childhood church. The tapes  were 
very helpful, and I continued on to 
Buddhist retreats and chanted Om 
Mani Padme Hum. I attended Kir-
tan with Hare Krishnas and sang 
Hare Hare Hare Rama Hare Krishna 
in a call and response style with the 
group. I read the Bhagavad Gita, 
which was a seminal text for me. 
I experienced chakra meditations 
& Reiki and attempted to raise my 
kundalini with breath work. All of 
these things were enriching and fas-
cinating for me, but  I still missed the 
regular fellowship and guidance of a 
continual teaching. 

That is when I joined, at 25, the 
School of Philosophy in Newcastle. 
For a wonderful three years, I at-
tended a weekly class that gradually 
introduced concepts and wisdom 
teachings with robust and increas-
ingly intimate discussions. I have 
never forgotten my initiation into 
the School’s  mantra in a beauti-
ful ceremony. I continued to use 
that mantra for a further four years, 
twice a day, as well as doing read-
ings and mandala drawings. I was 
very devoted. The School used the 
name of a  Hindu god  for their man-

tra. After a time the word did not sit 
well in my spirit, and I couldn’t stop 
coughing when I said it. After I left  
the School and then had a relation-
ship breakdown, someone sent me 
a CD of Father Laurence on Christian 
Meditation. His voice was so sooth-
ing and calming to me. I began a 
slow process of returning to Christ, 
and going to spiritual direction in 
Melbourne. 

When I moved to Sydney for work, 
it was very important for me to find 
a church where Christian Medita-
tion was practiced. I found one, and 
I haven’t left. I have experienced won-
derful retreats in Mittagong and Dan-
gar Island, silent retreats at St Mary’s, 
and day retreats in Lavender Bay and  
Blue Mountains.  I have  also attended 
groups in Paddington and Glebe, and 
incredible seminars and conferences 
in Sydney and  Melbourne. 

Online meditation sessions,  re-
treats, and  conferences have been 
really inspiring and supportive for 
me as I seek to recommit  to regu-
lar devotion and personal practice. I 
recently joined a committee for the 
NSW Young People’s Coordination 
team.  I look forward to moving into 
the future with this team and work-
ing to grow Young People’s Christian 
Meditation.

Naomi Downie, Australia
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Resources & Events 

UK and EUROPE
www.goodnewsbooks.co.uk

email: 
orders@goodnewsbooks.co.uk

Tel: +44 (0) 1582 571011
AUSTRALIA

jopanetta@gmail.com
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 centre nearest to you. Our centres are listed below

CANADA
www.wccm-canada.ca

christianmeditation@wccm-canada.ca
Tel: +1-514-485-7928

ASIA
email: mmi@wccm.org

Tel: +65 6469 7671

VISIT WCCM’s ONLINE BOOKSTORE: https://mediomedia.com/
USA

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

Tel: +1-520-882-0290

 Online Course - This course is 
based on five talks from the John 
Main Seminar in 2019 addressing the 
most urgent issues facing not just the 
future of the Church and Christian-
ity, but also that of the world itself. 
Sarah’s contribution to the seminar 
was described by Laurence Freeman 
OSB as “a breakthrough in the un-
derstanding of modern Christianity”   
Enroll here: https://rebrand.ly/cchoc

Book & Online Course Eternal Birth

Saturday 12 December
1.00-6.00 PM (France)/  
12 Noon - 5.00 PM (GMT)
Register: https://rebrand.ly/pxmas20

Prepare for Christmas with 
Laurence Freeman

Laurence Freeman will lead an on-
line day retreat to help prepare us for 
Christmas. There will be talks, medita-
tion and time for reflection on the true 
meaning of the feast. A special day set 
aside to spend together at the busiest 
time of the year. Some quiet and peace 
to imbue the holiday period with true 
meaning.

The teachings from the John Main Seminar 2019 on A Contemplative Chris-
tianity for Our Time are now available in two different formats: an online course 
and a book. 

Book - What is the meaning and 

point of faith, and of religious iden-

tity? Why not just meditate, leaving 

behind the weight of dogma and tra-

dition that seem to have lost their rel-

evance? This book explores the signif-

icance of a contemplative Christianity 

and offers a renewing vision of the 

connections between contemplation 

and faith, and the gifts of the contem-

plative path for a world in travail. The 

official release date is 15 December.

More information and pre-order here:  

http://tiny.cc/cchbook

Art Show in 
a Time of Crisis

An initiative by Judi and Paul Tay-
lor (WCCM Friends Coordinators), 
Art Show in a Time of Crisis is an on-
line exhibition with artworks donat-
ed by meditators. All proceeds go to 
The World Community for Christian 
Meditation’s Friends Programme.
More info here: 
https://artshowinatimeofcrisis.com

A double opportunity to reflect on 
Contemplative Christianity with Sarah Bachelard
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Please support the work of WCCM-USA. 
You can donate online at: https://wccm-usa.org/support-our-work/   

Thank You!

Reflections on Retreats and  
Group Meetings Online

by Members of the US Community

We have all needed to adjust to a new reality as the 
Covid-19 pandemic became real in each of our worlds. For 
those of us who want to gather in person in our meditation 
groups or travel to faraway places for retreats, it has been 
a challenge but indeed a blessing as you will see in the 
following reflections by members of the US Community:

Sources of Wisdom 7-Day Online Retreat:  
September 2020

Nona Lehmkuhle, MI:
When asked to participate in the week long virtual retreat 
“Sources of Wisdom” I had questions and doubts.  Mainly  
how do I manage the silence at home, what would be the 
interruptions and how would I handle them, etc.  It came 
at a time in my life when I needed to refocus and bring 
some structure to my daily life.  Needless to say I found 
the my concerns and worries to be unfounded.   The retreat 
schedule worked well for me.  There was enough time 
between sessions to rest and do the things required for daily 
living.  The talks were of a good length, not too long, and 
very thought provoking.  The quotes and questions brought 
about good discussion and sharing which I appreciated very 
much.  I believe that sharing helps us grow and become 
more contemplative.  

The retreat met my needs, inspired me to work toward a 
more structured daily spiritual life and most of all affirmed 
the beauty and blessings of the WCCM community.  It was 
a great week with no TV, radio etc. A  wonderful experience.  
I will certainly do this type of retreat again.

Thank you to Gene and those who made the week possible.

My haiku:
Questions doubts zoom schedule
attention silence sharing
meditation transformation happiness ritual

* * * * *

Linda Schmalstieg, TX:
I had attended several of our week-long silent School retreats 
before.  Each time I have a chance to do that, I truly look 
forward to the experience even though there always will 
be challenges.  I knew that this one would be different in 
some important ways due to our current pandemic situation:  
we would have to be online through whatever we shared 
during this event.  I was ready to try, but my expectations 
were tempered.  
So the week got started, and I was left to find ways to adjust 
my own hour-to-hour life to another time zone and to the 
completely scheduled day.  Yes, there were much-needed 
breaks.  Yes, I was only having to deal with a one-hour 
difference in time zones.  But yes, there were still challenges 
of the usual kind, including my Shadow Side which always 
hitches a ride to these things.  In some respects it was just 
like usual, and by the end of each day I was tired in a good 
way.  It took the customary 3-or-so days to find my internal 
rhythm and then a couple of days after we parted for me to 
come out of that special rhythm (somewhat).  The expected 
milieu of silence was slightly relaxed due to our online 
setting and the nature of the coursework.  This ended up 
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It was a good week. Thanks to Gene for having the courage 
to venture into unknown land leading an online weeklong 
silent retreat and thanks to the WCCM School staff for 
putting together the excellent material.

And, of course, there were Haiku’s.

He say say your word
Simplest thing you ever heard
Money back guarantee

Mantra please come back
I really don’t love distractions
My how the rain falls

Zoom to you today
And Zoom to you tomorrow
Not very touching

* * * * *
Frank Price, SC:

Quantum physics says
Matter, Spirit not one not two
This zoom retreat, proof

* * * * *
Mary Ann Gould, CA:

Giving shape to thoughts
Words punctuate the silence
A gift of balance

I am thankful to each of you for giving form and texture 
to our time together. Punctuated by prayer, Fr. Laurence’s 
presentations, and our subsequent discussions brought a 
new rhythm to my day. I have struggled to become more 
consistent in my recitation of the Hours. To my great 
surprise, thanks to our daily practice during our retreat, I 
have been able to continue one day at a time.

Keeping silence between our meeting on line, wasn’t easy for 
me.  Pressing personal commitments made it difficult. But, I 
didn’t let that bother me .  I did the best I could. I especially 
benefited from hearing what others had to say.  It is always 
enlightening to look at questions from another’s perspective.

I’d say the week was a blessing primarily because of 
the commitment, sincerity and years of practice of the 
participants.

* * * * *

being good.  We shared our thoughts with each other after 
the teachings through sets of guided questions and quotes, 
which stirred up a lot of important things in me.  Visiting was 
possible but in a limited fashion — just right for me to feel 
accompanied and connected without breaking the general 
sense of a school retreat’s internal silence.  Commuting time 
was great:  maybe 5 minutes at most.  I left the week feeling 
like I had done some important growing — which for me is 
the sign of a time well-spent!  I am grateful for all my co-
retreatants and for Gene, our guide through Fr. Laurence’s 
Spirit-filled course on Sources of Wisdom.  

As we make our way through these troubled times, I 
cannot cease to be amazed and so grateful for the ways our 
Community is stepping up to make available truly life-giving 
online events, whether locally with our temporary move to 
online meditation groups, nationally with exercises such as 
this week-long retreat together, or internationally through the 
stellar and tireless efforts of our people at Bonnevaux and 
London and Rome and Brazil and Mexico City and indeed 
around the world now.  My heart feels the changes stirring 
in the Community and elsewhere — transformation waiting 
to be born.  I continue to hold it and all of you in prayer.

* * * * *
Pat King, TX:
St. Augustine, Florida is one of the oldest cities in the USA 
and a place I have always wanted to visit. So when Gene 
Bebeau let me know early this year that he was planning to 
hold a school retreat there in September I said sign me up. 
I had attended the school retreat several times in the past, 
and, though challenging, always found the 7 days of silence 
both a much needed respite from the world/my day to day 
world, and an experience of metanoia, a change of heart, 
the goal of all retreats.

And then….

Instead of a retreat center in St. Augustine I spent the retreat 
in the grandkids bedroom joined by my fellow retreatants 
via zoom each morning beginning a daily schedule of 
prayer/meditation, talks, and sharing, with breaks for meals, 
exercise and afternoon naps! A very healthy routine and the 
company, as experienced at all WCCM activities, thoughtful, 
encouraging, and a blessing and joy to be with.

The material; presentations by Fr. Laurence adapted to 30 
minute portions, schedule, and discussion questions, were 
all taken from the WCCM  School website. They were 
easily accessible and delivered by Gene pretty much without 
problem throughout the week.
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Contact Us: WCCM-USA

WCCM-USA  
National Coordinator
Jay Stewart 
UScoordinator@wccm-usa.org

NEWSLETTER
For article submissions:
Sharon Nicks 
520-829-3197
sharon@wccm-usa.org

We appreciate your support of the publication of this 
newsletter. Online donations are appreciated.

www.wccm-usa.org

www.wccm.org 
A Contemplative Path Through the Crisis

www.acontemplativepath-wccm.org
www.bonnevauxwccm.org

A New Regional Coordinator
for New Jersey and Pennsylvania
I am pleased to inform you that Paul Dunn will be the new 
Regional Coordinator for 
our meditation groups 
i n  N ew  J e r s ey  a n d 
Pennsylvania.

Paul Dunn is an Oblate with 
the WCCM who lives in 
Turnersville, (South) New 
Jersey.  He has been medi-
tating twice a day, via the teachings of John Main/Laurence 
Freeman for over seven years.  Paul leads a Christian Medita-
tion group out of his local parish and has led many trainings 
on Christian Meditation throughout the Camden Diocese.  
Paul is a clinical psychologist in private practice and has 
committed his life to sharing the teachings of John Main/
Laurence Freeman.   Over the last seven years, Paul has  
attended numerous retreats led by Laurence Freeman includ-
ing three retreats on Bere Island, Ireland and a Pilgrimage 
to the Holy Land.

Please feel very comfortable reaching out to Paul via his 
cell: 856-371-6171 or email: pauledunn365@gmail.com.

God bless,

Jay Stewart
WCCM-USA National Coordinator

Meditation Group Meetings Online

Carl Villella, PA:
Meditation is a practice of letting go of thoughts, emotions 
and just being with God.  We do this by sitting still and 
quietly, interiorly, repeating a Mantra. As thoughts come 
during meditation and we realize we are off of the mantra, 
we simply go back to it. We use the mantra Fr. John 
recommended- Maranatha.   The time of meditation allows 
us to practice letting go of worries and anxieties. There have 
also been times of learning to let go of comforting, peaceful 
thoughts.  (Letting go means letting go!)

As a result of Covid-19, 2020 has been a year to put our 
practice into action. Our group had to give up the comfort of 
in person meetings, the peaceful familiarity of the room in 
our church where we met for our mediation meetings since 
our group began over 10 years ago.  We were quite literally 
venturing forward in a “Cloud of Unknowing”.

WCCM-USA provided us with a Zoom meeting room to 
hold our meeting online. Meeting online is not the same as 
in person but good enough for now.  We combined our group 
with one at the Sister’s of St. Joseph, and new friendships 
have formed in the new community that was created. 

We realized that being able to let go of one thing, the nest, 
opened a new and exciting world for our group.

“The experience of prayer is an entry into  

the eternity of God — in the now.”

JOHN MAIN OSB
Door to Silence



May the Peace of Christmas
fill your heart with joy and hope

— with love from Laurence Freeman OSB
and our Community at Bonnevaux

Please join us for Christmas at Bonnevaux 
(French Time:)

Christmas Eve 24 December  
Midnight Mass and Meditation at 22.30

Christmas Day 25 December  
Daytime Mass and Meditation at 12.15

30 December John Main Anniversary  
Mass and Meditation at 12.15

For many years, Houston area WCCM meditators have 
celebrated Christmas with a joyous dinner party. Originally 
held at a local  “English” pub, the Black Lab, the event 
eventually morphed into a relaxed potluck at our favorite 
home away from home, the Dominican Sisters Spirituality 
Center. This year, not surprisingly, was very different—but 
the same joyous spirit prevailed.

On Sunday evening, December 13, we gathered for our 
first-ever (and we hope one and only) online Christmas 
celebration. The festivities began with a video message from 
Fr. Laurence wishing us all a Merry Christmas and giving us 
some much needed and appreciated words of wisdom and 
encouragement for these troubling times. We then grabbed 
seasonal beverages and socialized in small groups. Through 
the magic of Zoom breakout rooms, we visited with old 
friends and made new ones.

Zoom magic also made it possible for Rev. Helen Appelberg, 
now living in Galveston, to lead us into meditation by 
reading the story of the birth of Christ according to St. Luke.  
Helen worked with Carla Cooper in establishing WCCM 

in Houston. She is always a joy-filled presence, and it was 
a special treat for the community to be able to see her and 
hear her moving reading.

After meditation we broke into groups again—more 
socializing during our evening meal. (Unfortunately, Zoom 
magic was not sufficient to allow us to share desserts.)  And 
then. And then we sang! We were led by the wonderful voice 
and piano of Glennie Scott, the beloved local musician who 
has caroled with us at our Christmas party for the last several 
years. The carols enkindled the Christmas spirit in our hearts 
and brought not a few tears to our eyes. 

Despite some, maybe much, skepticism about it, our virtual 
celebration worked beautifully. Thanks so much to our 
team, Anne Singley, BarbaraJoy Ayala, Linda, Schmalstieg, 
Betty Cartmell (who furnished her piano for Glennie), and 
Carole Keating, who traveled to Galveston to record Helen’s 
reading. In this season of gift giving, we thank God for the 
Gift of His Son and for the gift of our community, The World 
Community for Christian Meditation. 

—Pat King and Claudia Morgan

Zoom Christmas Party in Houston

Registration is not required to this live event. To join, use the link below
https://bonnevauxwccm.org/updates/all-programmes/christmas-eve-vigil/
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“The Nativity Thanka” gifted to the WCCM by the Dalai Lama


