
CHAPTER FOUR

Tools for Re-enchantment



T he distortions and delusions, the stresses and exhaustions I have
been describing need to be counteracted if we are to be free from

restlessness, agitation and overwork. The pursuit of contentment, cre-
ativity and refreshment of spirit should be our objective.

Refreshment is of key importance in lives so often burdened with
pressures and responsibilities, whose demands shut down imagination
and creative energy. Many of us enjoy leisure, comfort and affluence,
but have yet to find a way of discovering a life characterised by deep-
seated well-being. Instead our lives are marked by a void at their centres.

Perhaps, then, some of the following suggestions addressed to those
in search of greater fulfilment might be of value.

THE ART OF THE COMMONPLACE

I have learned from long experience that there is nothing that is not marvel-

lous and that the saying of Aristotle is true—that in every natural phenome-

non there is something wonderful, nay, in truth, many wonders. We are born

and placed among wonders and surrounded by them, so that to whatever

object the eye first turns, the same is wonderful and full of wonders, if only

we will examine it for a while.

John de Dondis

Fine dancing, I believe, like virtue, must be its own reward.

Jane Austen

The ordinary moments of our daily life may appear commonplace, but
in reality they are not so; they carry enormous significance. To polish a
pair of shoes, to serve a helping of apple pie, to break bread, to chop
firewood—these can be lordly activities. Any action performed with a
sense of reverence, of care and of pleasure, can become what I would
call a sacrament.

Zen, in particular, lays emphasis on 'everyday life' as the real path to
the great mystery. One of its Masters, Joshu, replied to a question about
the true nature of the Great Way, the Tao, by saying, "Our everyday
life, that is the Tao." It is the worship of the moment's duration, invio-
late, detached, and passionate. It is the observation of the sunlight on a
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blade of grass, the sight of a beetle crawling across u leaf; the worship of
the day's most commonplace events:

I draw water,

I carry wood,

This is my magic.

In a religious culture, one in which God's name has real significance
and is regularly invoked, every action, however humble, is offered for
His sake and His alone. The poet George Herbert gives expression to
this invocation in his beautiful poem, 'The Elixir':

Teach me, my God and King,

In all things thee to see,

And what I do in any thing,

To do it as for thee . . .

A man that looks on glasse,

On it may stay his eye;

Or if he pleaseth, through it passe,

And then the heav'n espie . . .

A servant with this clause

Makes drudgerie divine:

Who sweeps a room, as for thy laws,

Makes that and th'action fine.

This is the famous stone

That turneth all to gold:

For that which God doth touch and own

Cannot for lesse be told.

The Indian sage and social reformer Vinoba Bhave (1895—1982), no less
imbued by a sense of the divine, also recorded his conviction that an
action dedicated to the Lord—in his case the Lord Krishna—was its own
reward. "If a farmer serves his cattle with this noble bhavana (deep feeling
of reverence), even this ordinary work of his becomes worship of the Lord.
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In the same way, if the mistress of the household tries to feed and please
the family by keeping the kitchen clean, lighting the fire and preparing
pure and wholesome food, all these acts of hers are yajna, sacrificial
action."

But of course in the UK we no longer live in a culture where work is
undertaken in a spirit of service that moves towards the kind of timeless-
ness implicit in his words; farmers in the West do not 'serve' their ani-
mals, nor do homemakers maintain their houses as a sacrificial action.
The majority see work as an unpalatable but necessary chore. With this
dispiriting notion most people live their lives. Nonetheless, it is not
impossible to perform every kind of act, however commonplace, in a
manner conducive to the reverential spirit described by George Herbert
and Vinoba Bhave. But to do so we need to make a simple but revolu-
tionary shift of viewpoint: to replace all those lingering angers, all those
choking resentments, all that restlessness, with a calm acceptance of our
prospects for the future, a sense of gratitude for life's varied and manifold
gifts, and a determination to fulfil our work to the best of our ability.

There are certain calming activities whose pursuit is more con-
ducive to bhavana than others. These include the nation's most popular
and widespread leisure activity, gardening. Other equally calming pur-
suits include needlework and flower arranging, making and listening to
music, and baking. Another especially rewarding activity is the con-
scious creation of a lovely environment: a home can be a continuous
refreshment, a harvest of delight and creativity.

One who experienced his home in terms of such delight was the
painter Pierre Bonnard (1867-1947), whose subject matter was that
which lay immediately to hand. In 1926 he purchased a modest late
19th-century dwelling, the Villa du Bosquet above Le Cannet on the
French Cote d'Azur; the house and its immediate environment sup-
plied the painter with the subject matter he required.

By choice Bonnard lived simply with few luxuries, apart from a
modern bathroom and a car. Visitors to Le Bosquet were invariably
struck by the simplicity of the furnishings and by the small 'impractical
and uncomfortable workroom' that was his studio. His nephew Charles
Terrace once likened the painter's bedroom to a monastic cell.

The silence of these rooms evokes the anonymous self-portrait he once
gave a French journal: "The artist who paints the emotions creates an
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enclosed world—the picture—which, like a hook, has the same interest
no matter where it happens to be. Such an artist, we may imagine, spends
a great deal of time doing nothing but look, both around and inside him."

Bonnard never ceased to look—and celebrate what he saw. He took
daily walks with his pet dachshund, Pouchette, in the villa's garden and
the surrounding country with its pine, almond and mimosa trees and
vineyards. "Art will never be able to exist without nature," he said. But
it was the house that claimed his most affectionate attention. He made
paintings of almost every one of its rooms, joyously celebrating their
small, rather bare spaces: 59 pictures of the dining room; 21 of the
small sitting room; 15 of the tiny bathroom; 11 of the studio; and of
the garden, yet 19 more. The Villa's commonplace contents—its cup-
boards, bathtub, face flannel, radiators, table and chairs—were painted
with no less affection. Yet Bonnard's visions, unlike those of Odilon
Redon or William Blake, did not come to him as apparitions—he saw
them all around him. His sitting room, his garden, some bowls of fruit,
some vases of flowers, blaze with transfiguring insight, for Bonnard
experienced the ecstatic vision of the ordinary which mescaline eaters
are said to achieve.

According to the Gnostic Gospel of Thomas, Jesus was asked when
the Kingdom would come. "It will not come by waiting for it. ...
Rather, the kingdom of the Father is spread out upon the earth, and
men do not see it." Bonnard did.

So did Gerard Manley Hopkins, who regretted that although "there
lives the dearest freshness deep down things," few experienced it for
themselves. "I thought how sadly beauty of inscape was unknown and
buried away from simple people and yet how near at hand it was if they
had eyes to see it and it could be called out everywhere again," he wrote.

But if you are of a mind to discover this "beauty of inscape" for
yourself, consider reading some of Hopkins s exultant verses: for exam-
ple 'The May Magnificat', 'Pied Beauty' and 'Hurrahing in Harvest'.
Here is the first stanza of his poem celebrating the miracle of spring.

Nothing is so beautiful as spring—

When weeds, in wheels, shoot long and lovely and lush;

Thrush's eggs look like little low heavens, and thrush

Through the echoing timber docs so rinse and wring
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The car, it striken like lightnings to hear him sing;

The glassy pcartrce leaves and blooms, they brush

The descending blue; that blue is all in a rush

With richness; the racing lambs too have fair their fling

Alternatively, you might have a mind to look at other celebrations of
the festival of life that are to be found in paintings. I love Rembrandt's
etching of 1650, with the mottled shell resting in a pool of its own
shadow; I love Chardin's Basket of Wild Strawberries, with its lustrous
blood-red pyramid of fruit and, no less powerful and beautiful, I love
van Gogh's famous painting of a pair of old shoes. I also love the land-
scapes of Caspar David Friedrich and the interiors by Gwen John, no
less imbued with an atmosphere of silence. "Solitude is essential to my
conversation with nature," said Friedrich, and John, a recluse, would
have said no less.

The beginning of seeing lies with the rapt observation of unpreten-
tious, everyday things; things ignored, mundane, unexceptional, com-
monplace; things lying about in rooms, things like the wrinkled sheets
on an unmade bed, the refracted stems of a bunch of tulips in a glass
pot, the rust on a sheet of corrugated iron, the pattern of porridge left
at the bottom of an unwashed pan. Looking requires no dogmas,
demands no set faith. It stipulates only one thing—a sensual commit-
ment to each passing moment, without reserve or calculation.

Van Gogh's contemporary, the painter Claude Monet (1840-1926),
was as much in love with the natural world as his friend Bonnard.
Perhaps he was an even greater celebrant—the greatest seer of all time.

Monet delighted in the glory of being alive—the incredible chance
of it! He took delight in the quivering and shivering leaves of a row of
poplars along the banks of the River Epte, the reflection of clouds in
the water of his garden at Giverny, the fa$ade of Rouen cathedral lit by
the red light of the setting sun, and the cool, white, early morning mists
rising from the still waters of the River Seine. He saw dawns and dusks,
sunrises and twilights, spring and winter, ice flows and flowering mead-
ows with an unprejudiced eye that can startle by the truth of its veracity
to the spectacle of precarious life. In nature he saw the glory of the
earth. There his culture had the greatest flowering and continuity, and
there he was inspired to offer praise for the miracle of sight.



As far as I know, Monet held no religious beliefs—he may have
been an atheist—yet the corpus of his work is one long song of exulta-
tion for the mystery upon mystery of creation, a Henedicite, such as that
sung in both East and West in the Office of Laud, a comprehensive
liturgy of the universe: "O ye Winter and Summer, bless ye the Lord:
praise him and magnify him for ever. O ye Dews and Frosts, bless ye
the Lord: praise him and magnify him for ever."

Monet wished, he told Lilla Cabot Perry, "that he had been born
blind and then had suddenly gained his sight so that he could have
begun to paint. . . without knowing what the objects were that he saw
before him."

To see the visible world in all its grandeur with his lyrical intensity
we too have to escape from the petty preoccupations of our immediate
surroundings and enjoy our own poetic vision. The power of imagina-
tion is to see things in their eternal aspect; it is to know the timeless as
it 'moves through time', the eternal presence that is both in and outside
time.

CREATIVITY

Mental health is characterised by the ability to love and to create.

Erich Fromm

The passion for form is a way of trying to find and constitute meaning in life.

And this is what genuine creativity is. Imagination, broadly defined, seems to

me to be a principle of human life underlying even reason, for the rational

functions . . . can participate in the constituting of reality—only as they are

creative. Creativity is thus involved in our every experience as we try to make

meaning of our self—world relationship.

Rollo May

To create presupposes delight—an exhilaration—in making as the
expression of our deepest nature, the part of us with the most intrinsic
value. To live the self-expressive life, the creative life, is to tread a path
towards the deepest personal fulfilment. It is to realise dreams, to be
alert to the imagination. It is to partake of the healing power unknown

by those who do not have the courage to create. As Rollo May observes,
"In human beings courage is necessary to make &«'«gand becoming
possible. An assertion of the self, a commitment, is essential if the self is
to have any reality."

However, the opposite can be calamitous: to work at something in
which one has little or no belief, no commitment, no delight—'it's just
a job. I do it for the money—is to bring about an incorrigible paralysis
of one's personal well-being, an inner death, a throttling of life's most
vivid aspirations. In the powerful words of Charles Dickens, it is to
make "a coffin of the heart".

To live creatively is to touch everything with joyful, unexpected
magic. It is to nourish the children's bedtime stories with fresh inven-
tion; to delight visitors with an astonishing dish served on a carefully
laid table; to enrich the garden with unheard of combinations of
plants; to enchant a room with decoration and colour; to paint pic-
tures, make music, write poems, to play with life. The playful life is
one intoxicated by spirit, at once unselfconscious and spontaneous,
yet disciplined.

We should reject the mass taste of those who imitate rather than
invent. Living is an art, in fact the most important and at the same time
the most difficult and complex art to be practised by anybody. To give
expression to something personal, however modest, is one of its
supreme satisfactions.

GRATITUDE AND PRAISE

Without a sense of wonder one has lost not only the spoor of life but the

power of true increase.

Laurens van der Post

The great work of the solitary life is gratitude.

Thomas Merton

The further I advance into solitude the more clearly I see the goodness of

things.

Thomas Merton
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The great Christian societies were always characterised by a culture of
gratitude and praise. Such at least is the evidence from the Hebridean
islands of Scotland which stretch out into the Atlantic, immense
expanses of barren, treeless and rocky terrain. Their inhabitants,
crofters and fishers by day, spent their evenings "telling tales and histo-
ries, invocations and prayers, singing hymns and songs, runes and lays,
sweet, beautiful and soft." These are the words of the Celtic scholar
Alexander Carmichael (1832-1912), who spent a lifetime collecting
their prayers, songs and poetry. The fruit of his work, the six-volume
Carmina Gadelica, is an unrivalled treasury of the generosity of Celtic
spirituality.

As Carmichael found, the inhabitants of these remote isles lived in a
natural state of innocent prayer — prayers from birth to death, from
dawn to dusk, from the start of the year until its close — prayer
informed by gratitude to their Creator. It was a praying, says Esther de
Waal, which responded to, and grew out of, their way of life:

What they said and sung — for these prayers were also hymns and poetry, the

two cannot be separated — grew out of their sense of the presence of God as

the most immediate reality in their lives. Religion permeated everything they

did. They made no distinction between the secular and the sacred. . . . They

felt totally at home with God.

On going into their houses, Carmichael was struck to hear how they
addressed the "great God of life, Father of all living". Catherine
Maclennan told him:

My mother would be asking us to sing our morning song to God down in the

back-house, as Mary's lark was singing it up in the clouds and as Christ's

mavis was singing it yonder in the tree, giving glory to the God of the crea-

tures for the repose of the night, for the light of the day, and for the joy of life.

She would tell us that every creature on the earth here below and in the ocean

beneath and in the air above was giving glory to the great God of the crea-

tures and the worlds, of the virtues and the blessings, and would we be dumb.

Such gratitude comes from the heart; it is a song of delight in the won-
ders of existence; an outpouring of appreciation for the gifts of food,
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shelter, sunlight, other people, life itself. But since the Education Act
of 1880, the development of industrialism and the lessening of
Christian faith, that sense of gratitude, once so widespread, has largely
atrophied. We hear it when an audience registers its appreciation for a
great performance, and in the voice of a patient thanking the nurse for
her caring, but it is no longer a commonly felt thing. We are more
knowing, greedier and less grateful, taking wealth and privilege for
granted.

Yet when the heart melts in love it becomes a habit of mind to
praise the workings of nature: the rain, the worms in the soil, the trees
which give us shade and beauty, the squirrels which damage them but
give us back their acrobatics; the good works of our friends and those
we do not know.

It can become a simple habit of mind to express our gratitude for
every aspect of life—something which found its loving expression in
the exultant praise, offering adoration, of St Francis's great Canticle of
1220:

Thank you, my God, for the moon and the stars;

You have formed them in the sky, clear, precious and beautiful.

Thank you, my Lord, for Brother Wind

And for the air, cloudy and serene, and all weather,

By which you give your children sustenance.

Thank you, my God, for Sister Water,

Who is very useful and soothing and precious and pure.

I am writing this book in my mid-seventieth year, and am conscious
that my stay on Earth must sooner or later come to its end. How many
more times will I see the swallows returning, will I hear thunder over
the hills, will I walk along the margin of the incoming sea, or taste the
flavour of cheddar cheese? How many more times will I encounter my
four sons, three grandsons and wife of almost fifty years? When I was
much younger I took living all for granted. I was too busy with my own
affairs. Now I feel differently. I have discovered an obligation to each
fleeting moment. I recognise that life is a miracle and my appreciation
grows with my diminishing opportunities to experience it. This is the
gift of age.



78 THE SPIRIT OP SII.KNCI'.

THE HEALING POWER OF NATURE

If you wish to advance into the infinite, explore the finite in all directions.

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

We need the tonic of wildness,—to wade sometimes in marches where the

bittern and the meadow-hen lurk, and hear the booming of the snipe; to

smell the whispering sedge where only some wilder and more solitary fowl

builds her nest, and the mink crawls widi its belly close to the ground. At the

same time that we are earnest to explore and learn all things, we require that

all things be mysterious and unexplorable, the land and sea be infinitely wild,

unsurveyed and unfathomed by us because unfathomable. We can never have

enough of Nature. We must be refreshed by the sight of the inexhaustible

vigour, vast and Titanic features, the sea-coast with its wrecks, the wilderness

with its living and decaying trees, the thunder cloud, and the rain which lasts

three weeks and produces freshets. We need to see our own limits trans-

gressed, and some life pasturing freely where we never wander.

Henry David Thoreau

Another powerful antidote to consumerism's lure is to be found in
nature—to which, it has been said, one can attach fifty-two different
meanings! Here I mean by nature those parts of the visible world which
were not humanly created, and are perceived through the senses: the
breeze on our face, the weed in the edge of the pavement, the Ruisdael-
like clouds behind a grove of wintry trees, the vermilion-red geranium
on the window sill, the ice flowers on a window, no less than moun-
tains, oceans and the open spaces of the countryside—anything that is
organic and unselfconscious.

Yet assuredly, although we may be living in a built environment
without trees and fields, we may yet be closer to nature than we at first
suppose. There is the glow of the afternoon's sun on the neighbour's
chimney pot, the sound of birds twittering in sheltered squares, and the
presence of inquisitive, bright-eyed children playing their complicated
games with complete absorption. Then perhaps the sunrise. Draw back
the bedroom curtains and wonder at the morning's gift of the newly
born sun bubbling over the horizon—this morning a gleaming phos-
phorescent carmine, yesterday a hot bulb of iridciccnt light, and the
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day before, a cloudscapc of thickly curdled brass. How great is this gift,
the first of the day's sensations! The sunrise and clouds can be seen over
town and country alike.

To escape the bias of modernity, make a point of seeking refresh-
ment in nature, wherever you live. I can gaze across the Atlantic ocean
from the Cornish cliffs, or walk through the woods beside the river
Torridge. If they are carpeted with wild flowers, if they are chiming
with the songs of birds, if they are ancient, mossy and verdant, so much
the better, but the sight of the river gleaming in soft sunlight will be
sufficient; one glimpse of it will be enough. But if I now lived (as I once
lived) in the red brick streets of a northern town—it was Wakefield—
there are still sights to be enjoyed, scents to be relished, sounds to be
heard and cherished. The song of a thrush will be enough. And as
Monet knew, one tree, one cloud or reflection will be enough to slake
one's thirst for the beauty of the wild.

Here, the diarist James Lees-Milne glories in the beauty of a single
dandelion flower:

I lay on the grass and peered closely in the head of one. It was like looking

into the inmost recesses of the sun, a swirl with petal flames alive and licking

each other. To think that each of the billion dandelions in Buckinghanuhire,

which are taken for granted or ignored, is in fact a marvellous star of golden

beauty. How blind human beings are to the best around them, and perceptive

of the worst.

James Lees-Milne

THE IMPORTANCE OF RELATIONSHIP

Omnia vincitAmor: etnos cedamus Amori

(Love conquers all things: let us too give in to love)

Virgil

Countless surveys reach a similar conclusion: that the key consideration
in the avoidance of wretchedness, of a sense of futility, even depravity,
involves the quality and meaning of human relationships. Those people
who care about others, the surveys inform us, are on average happier
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than those who are more preoccupied with themselves. The truth of
this observation cannot be doubted.

Love is the key to the doors of tenderness, relationship and unity.
And by love I don't solely mean that of the Romeo and Juliet variety—
a more or less short-lived romantic or sexual attachment—but also,
and more particularly, a life-long attachment to somebody else. To be
loved and to love in return is possibly the greatest source of happiness
that most of us can ever know. The experience of sharing, of intimacy,
of communion, encourages the uninhibited unfolding of one's inner
life.

Nonetheless, our culture's insistence on supportive and rewarding
human attachments, especially sexual fulfilment, continues to obscure
the importance of love and reverence for non-human creatures, such as
animals. It may also obscure the fact that there is nothing perverse
about getting away from others. Some people—and there are lots of
them—find enjoyment in living on their own.

But in extending our love to animals we need, I suggest, not only to
consider our dogs, budgerigars or hamsters, but those whom we cur-
rently regard as our slaves and regularly slaughter to eat—cows, sheep,
chickens and fish.

LIVING IN THE MOMENT

If by eternity is understood not endless temporal duration but timelessness,

then he lives eternally who lives in the present.

Ludwig Wittgenstein

Give me nothing fixed, set, static. Don't give me the infinite or the eternal:

nothing of infinity, nothing of eternity. Give me the still, white seething, the

incandescence and coldness of the incarnate moment: . . . the immediate pre-

sent, the Now.

D. H. Lawrence

How is it that those who are alive can never realise their chance beyond all

chances, how is it that even the wisest of us are such fools chat we take our
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hour of exemption from nothingness for granted; giving to the moments that

race past at bent bin :\s attention!

Llewelyn I'ourys

Being successful in life does not necessarily consist of acquiring posses-
sions, but of the employment of the free, healthy life of the senses and
the imagination. "It is," says the novelist John Cowper Powys, "to use
your will to force the passing moment to become a medium for the
eternal. It is to get hold of the moment by its throat. . . . Rape the
moment as it passes," he advises. "It can never pass again; and for all
you know its very drab ness may prove a loophole into the eternal if you
press against it hard enough."

Like others, I spend the greater part of my days in a kind of never-
never land of semi-conscious awareness. Yes, I can see it's a fine day,
that the sun is shining and, when I look, I can see bright clouds in the
sky. The cat's black fur is glistening and the flowering cherry is splen-
did. But—but—in truth I have not been paying attention to the reality
of this room and the view beyond its window. I'm not really experienc-
z'wgwhat is right here in front of me and doing so without interpreta-
tion, comment and judgement. I'm not really in contact with what has
been happening in these present moments. I'm not really accepting this
room, this space, this light, this cat, and allowing them just to be, to be
themselves. Just being. I've let these precious, unrepeatable moments
pass by without attention. "One lives so badly," observed the poet
Rainer Maria Rilke, "because one always comes into the present unfin-
ished, unable, distracted."

It seems easier, more comfortable, to live in a state of somnambu-
lism, to take the fleeting experience for granted, to lose oneself in the
past or in the future, than to follow the path of what Buddhists describe
as 'mindfulness'. Yet the alternative to such thoughtless living is not a
difficult one: it is to take conscious delight in moments of contempla-
tive ecstasy. It is to pay alert attention to every moment; so that plant-
ing these brassicas is as good a moment for wonder as entering Santa
Sophia.

The exiled Vietnamese monk Thich Nhat Hanh reiterates a similar
theme: "Life," he writes, "can be found only in the present moment
because 'the past no longer is' and the future has 'not yet come.'
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Buddhahood, liberation, awakening, peace, joy, und happiness can be
found in the present moment. The place of our appointment is right
here, in this very place."

In Our Appointment with Life, Thich Nhat Hanh makes the sug-
gestion that we might undertake certain everyday activities such as
drinking a cup of tea in a 'mindful' state of mind. "When our mind
and our body are fully in the present moment, then the tea appears
clearly to us. We know it is a wonderful aspect of existence. At that
time we are really in contact with the cup of tea. It is only at times like
this that life is really present." Of course, this mindful attentiveness
does not need to be restricted to the drinking of a cup of tea; anything
rooted in the immediacy of experience can be undertaken in such a
way that we become aware and alert to the moment of life itself.
"Observe deeply what is happening in the present moment," said the
Buddha, "but do not become attached to it."

The American writer John Daniel expresses this well:

The point is here and now. I look out on these trees, this landscape ridged

and furrowed by time, and I see not intent but accomplishment, not disarray

but order, not insensate matter but spirited meaning. I see such fullness of

meaning that my heart aches with it. This is the gift, the given world. To

accept it, to bear the privilege of being, is to belong to a majesty we can't

comprehend. In the end, we can only be grateful.

To be conscious of the wonders of the 'really' present, we need to
become aware of where we are; the space around us, the light which fills
it, the colours and textures of the surrounding environment, the shape
of the bright gold sun patch on the wall, the way the light illuminates
each chrome bar of the gas heater or the curvature of the arms of this
upholstered chair. Being in contact with life in this awakened state, you
can be alone and fully alive even in a crowd. This is a centred stillness
from which 'oneself can be extracted from all attachments and distrac-
tions. This is where I am, and glad I am to be here.

To achieve such concentration is not an easy task; the mind has its
compulsions to wander. It has its own circuitous, unpredictable, unruly
paths—to become impatient, irritable, confused. But to avoid this
snare, retrace your steps calmly, attentively and without haste. Come
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back to the present; accept the meander as a diversion and pick up the
path at the point where it was left behind. Then experience the present
emptied of thoughts; experience it without confusion—in itself. Float
on the experience, the sensation itself. Annie Dillard suggests how this
can be:

This is it, I think, this is it, right now, the present, this empty gas station,

here, this western wind, this tang of coffee on the tongue, and I am patting

the puppy, I am watching the mountain. And the second I verbalise this

awareness in my brain, I cease to see the mountain or feel the puppy. I am

opaque, so much black asphalt.

The delight in life she describes can be experienced when we give life its
space, its focused contemplation—it is an experience that can never be
rushed, that cannot be snatched, that is never forgotten.

As Thich Nhat Hanh says, "People usually consider walking on water
or in thin air a miracle. But I think the real miracle is not to walk on
water or thin air, but to walk on earth. Every day we are engaged in a mir-
acle which we don't even recognise: a blue sky, white clouds, green leaves,
the black, curious eyes of a child—our own two eyes. All is miracle."

LOOKING FOR THE BEAUTIFUL

The soul is nurtured by beauty. What food is to the body, arresting, complex,

and pleasing images are to the soul.

Thomas Moore

Xerxes, I read, "halted his unwieldy army for days that he might contemplate

to his satisfaction" the beauty of a single sycamore.

Annie Dillard

The greatest thing a human soul ever does in this world is to see something,

and tell what it saw in a plain way. Hundreds of people can talk for one who

can think, but thousands can think for one who can see. To see clearly is

poetry, prophesy, and religion—all in one.

John Ruskin
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It tells us a lot about our culture that the idea of the 'beautiful' is so
often perceived to be an embarrassment; not perhaps when it is used as a
description of an attractive girl, but one to be avoided in more utilitarian
contexts such as the architecture of a hospital or the headquarters of a
bank. Nor would it be appropriate to use it in connection with the
typography of a tax form or the design of a shop fascia. A newly built
housing estate may be advertised as 'prestigious', 'luxurious', 'exclusive',
but never in my experience as 'beautiful'. It's a small but revealing
demonstration of the priorities which underlie our values, because the
beautiful was not only once highly esteemed, but continues to remain
one of life's most glorious refreshments.

Aesthetic discernment was as important among the Japanese of the
Heian period (794-1185) as was good grammar in the eighteenth cen-
tury in this country. Writing as late as 1931, George B. Sansom went so
far as to state that the Japanese "habit of finding pleasure in common
things, their quick appreciation of form and colour, their feeling for
simple elegance, are gifts which may well be envied by us who depend
so much for our pleasures upon quantities of possessions and complex-
ity of apparatus." Is the same true of contemporary Japan? I have to say
that I doubt it.

Nonetheless, however unrecorded, the 'beautiful' has never ceased
to be; its existence is universal and only waiting to be revealed. Van
Gogh saw heaven in an uninterrupted patch of grasses (Meadow with
Butterflies, in the National Gallery), and Stanley Spencer found it in a
pile of rusting scrap metal (The Scrapheap) as well as in dozens of other
insignificant scenes—rubble and dilapidated garden sheds, unrecorded
rubbish and so forth. These he painted with a compelling intensity,
believing that every material thing, however insignificant, would ulti-
mately be redeemed.

Why ignore this gift of life? Why spend our days with eyes and
heart closed to the world? Why not pursue the beautiful with the cun-
ning and determination of a hunter stalking game? To do so, one has
only to cease to look with a practical or utilitarian intent and learn to
look disinterestedly. Act unhurriedly; slow down to gaze; stop and con-
template. And then relish the sighting.

The beautiful is the daily face of things lurking behind their common-
place exterior. This journey of empathy is also one of re-enchantment.
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Another way of familiarising oneself with the beauty of the material
world is to look at the work of certain painters—Vermeer, Corot and
Winifred Nicholson come to mind, but there are many others—and
study how they saw the beautiful in commonplace things.

A different kind of beauty is to be discovered in the realm of music,
which offers, as the composer James MacMillan says, "a counter-cul-
tural challenge to the values of our modern age". He continues, "At a
time when we find it impossible to make time for any sort of real con-
centration and reflection, I see music making—whether creating some-
thing new, or preserving something past—as a beacon in a de-sensitised
and desacralised world. We need to discover a sense of the sacred in the
world in order to experience life in its fullness."

I have discovered this in many pieces of music, but for the moment
two in particular come to mind, little known but of transcendent
purity: Arvo Part's exquisitely serene Spiegel im Spiegel for piano and
violin, and A Gate into Infinity by the Japanese Somei Satoh, no less
powerful, mysterious and slow-tempoed.

There is nothing I can say about these pieces except that they jour-
neyed with me along the path of silence into regions of the heart I had
never previously encountered. They revealed, in the words of composer
Einojuhani Rautavaara, "glimpses of eternity through the window of
time".

THE MEDITATIVE APPROACH

All worldly pursuits have but one unavoidable and inevitable end, which is

sorrow: acquisitions end in dispersion; buildings in destruction; meetings in

separation; births in death. Knowing this, one should from the very first

renounce acquisition and heaping-up. . . . Life is short, and the time of death

is uncertain; so apply yourself to meditation . . .

Milarepa

Another method of lightening the burden of a rampant commercialism
lies in the practice of meditation, or if not literally that, the practice of a
meditative attitude to life. To find the reality of oneself, as Emily
Dickinson and Henry David Thoreau did, it is helpful to live a life



unbounded by desire; one that is calm, unhurried, reflective and imagi-
native. Minimise distractions and restlessness; concentrate on the pur-
suit and mastery of a particular mental and emotional goal, a goal
whose realisation could become the fulfilment of one's life. In other
words, seek to live a life of quality rather than one based on quantity.

A meditative approach is an attitude of mind rather than a method,
a path rather than a procedure. In consequence, it's more likely that the
work of a gardener, a calligrapher or angler, a musician or a masseur,
will be conducive to the spirit of the meditative life than, say, a Stock
Exchange trader, a racing driver or a US Marine in action in the field.
However, it does not necessarily follow that the life of a nun is more
soulful than that of an explorer, or the life of a priest more spiritual
than that of a poet. When you are truly absorbed in an action, when
you are forgetting the self in the act of uniting with something else,
when you are forgetting hang-ups, delusions and compulsive attach-
ments, you are already on the way to living the contemplative life. In
his book Zen Mind, Beginner's Mind, Shunryu Suzuki evokes the atti-
tude which is the usual prelude to the enjoyment of peace of mind. "In
activity there should be calmness, and in calmness there should be
activity. Calmness and activity are not different."

Meditation is non-credal; it has nothing to do with a religion of any
kind. It can be learnt and practised by anyone without distinction of
colour, country and belief. Nor has it to do with any particular goal,
and certainly not the contemplation of eternal questions. It has nothing
to do with thought of any kind—with anything at all, in fact, but intu-
iting the true nature of existence.

The daily practice of meditation can bring significant emotional,
mental and spiritual benefits. It is the perfect antidote to the wages of a
world captivated by materialism. And it is, of course, silent.

NEGATIVE CAPABILITY

I discovered that it is necessary, absolutely necessary, to believe in nothing. . . .

No matter what god or doctrine you believe in, if you become attached to it,

your belief will be based more or less on a self-centred idea.

D. T. Suzuki

A Poet in the mont unpoctical of any thing in existence; because he has no

Identity — he in cont inua l ly informing and filling some other Body — The

Sun, the Moon, the Sea and Men and Women who arc creatures of impulse

are poetical and have about them an unchangeable attribute — the Poet has

none; no identity . . .

John Keats

The poet John Keats (1795-1821) famously claimed to be able to feel
complete affinity with a billiard ball. He could conceive its "delight
from its own roundness". When it was raining, he had "the sense of
being drowned and rooted like a grain of wheat". According to
Christopher Bamford, "He sought no happiness beyond the present
mystery." Like a chameleon, without an 'ego', his identity was continu-
ally "informing and filling some other body." "Nothing startles me
beyond the Moment," he wrote, "The setting sun will always set me to
rights — or if a sparrow come before my window, I take part in its exis-
tence as it picks about the gravel."

In a letter to his brother, Keats wrote that the poet was no one
because he took on the point of view of everyone and everything. That
capacity for ambiguity, he declared, is necessary for all greatness. He
called this state of Zen-like unknowing "Negative Capability". As the
poet tells it, he was walking home from a Christmas pantomime with
two friends. One of these, Dilke, Keats characterised as one who never
felt he had a personal identity unless "he had made up his mind about
everything." He describes Dilke as one who "will never come at a truth
as long as he lives, because he is always at it." Listening to him, Keats
writes:

several things dovetailed in my mind, and at once it struck me what quality

went to form a Man of Achievement. . . . — I mean Negative Capability, that

is, when a man is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, with-

out any irritable reaching after fact & reason.

Elsewhere, Keats argues, "Let us not therefore go hurrying about and
collecting honey, bee-like buzzing here and there; but let us open our
leaves like a flower and be passive and receptive." He came to believe
that the world was a place for "soul making"; this hard life the only way
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for us to become A realised identity.
Christopher Bamford concludes his c,s,say: "Hard though it may be

to achieve, there is more to Negative Capability than the mere ability to
divest one's consciousness of judgements, desires, and purposes so as to
live with mystery. For Keats, Negative Capability is apophatic—a via
negativa—only with regard to what we know. . . . It is not that Keats
does not want to know; he wants to know in a different, purer way. He
aspires to a more direct access to reality."

REVERENCE

Reverential thinking is not a luxury, but a condition of our sanity and grace.

Those who cannot think reverentially impoverish their own existence.

Thinking as calculation is one thing; thinking objectively according to the

requirements of science is another thing. Thinking reverentially when we

behold the universe in its intimate aspects, infuse it with our love and feel

unity with it, is yet another thing. And what joy it is!

Henryk Skolimowski

In truth we live in the midst of wonders and immensities for which
reverence is the only appropriate response. We can but revere the exis-
tence of the three hundred billion stars of the Milky Way Galaxy; that
the slightly larger Andromeda Galaxy comes to our eyes from 2.5 mil-
lion light-years away; that the beech tree at the corner of our garden is
alive each morning with fluttering birds; and that the veined wings of
a dragonfly are miracles of delicate life. To be out of touch with these
and similar miracles is to live within a shrunken version of reality.

Reverential living assumes reverence for life, reverence for all living
creatures, reverence for the cosmos itself. It is a mysticism based on
wonder; one of joyful simplicity and praise.

Let Gerard Manley Hopkins give voice to his reverence for the glory
of dappled things in his poem 'Pied Beauty', of 1877.

Glory be to God for dappled things—

For skies of couple-colour as a brindcd cow;

For rose-moles all in stipple upon trout (hut «wim!
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Preih-flrri'iml ihcst nut-falls; finches' wings;

Landscape plotted and pieced—fold, fallow, and plough;

And all trades, their gear and tackle and trim.

All things counter, original, spare, strange;

Whatever is fickle, freckled (who knows how?)

With swift, slow; sweet, sour; adazzle, dim;

He fathers-forth whose beauty is past change:

Praise him.
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SEEING

Other animals do not need a purpose in life. A contradiction to itself, the

human animal cannot do without one. Can we not think the aim of life as

being simply to see?

John Gray

The whole of life lies in the verb seeing.

Pierre Teilhard de Chardin

The real journey of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes, but in

having new eyes.

Marcel Proust

Active looking and seeing implies experiencing life with care, concen-
tration and enjoyment. That means living deliberately: slow gazing,
sustained attention, careful analysis and reverence towards everything
that lies around us.

I am walking along a path, a familiar path. The same landscape—
the same hills, fields, and woods—I see whenever I choose to pass this
way. Suddenly, I am startled by the whirr of an unexpected sound—a
great flock of fieldfares (or are they starlings?) flying across my course
and settling in the bare branches of a tree. There is a cacophonous twit-
tering and the tree seems to have turned into leaf. My heart is full. It
was empty and now it is full. It has discovered the intoxication inherent
in such simple, everyday things as a flight of birds crossing my path.
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Now as I continue walking, 1 start to see und hear things of which I
was previously unconscious—the sounds of the landscape: traffic mov-
ing on a distant road, my footsteps splashing through the puddles and a
skylark trilling somewhere in the blue. I see, too, the subtle creams,
greys and browns of the clouds. I see the slightly yellowish grass before
it turns into the most pungent of greens. I see the dandelion flower at
my feet—what amazing construction, and how wonderful is the way its
shadow curves across an adjacent bramble branch! If I say, "I see" it is
because that is what I do, but I'm not simply a viewer of the landscape;
I'm in the landscape and as much a part of it as the skylark.

On one occasion Gerard Manley Hopkins evoked the contour of a
distant hill in terms of "slow music", and speaking of a bluebell, he
said: "I know the beauty of our Lord by it." Just now I hear the music
and know the beauty of this dandelion.

In seeking to see and hear, Hopkins was entering the material world
in that state of virgin apprehension that the greatest visionary painters
experienced more or less on a daily basis. The poetry of life was their
reality, their worship. Perhaps this is how Christ knew that the lilies of
the field ("which toil not neither do they spin") were so beautiful "that
even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these", and
how, too, Blake saw "Heaven in a wild flower". It is certainly how in
1506 Leonardo da Vinci experienced a Star of Bethlehem plant among
swirling grasses, a branch of blackberry and the head of a bear, which
he drew with passionate empathy.

Another example of trembling amazement when face to face with
the mysterious beauty of the natural world is to be found in the sky
paintings of John Constable. Between October 1820 and October
1822, the period of his life known as his 'skying period', Constable
painted no less than 54 studies of cloud formations. A further 68 sky
studies attributed to the painter exist, although undated.

Of course, Constable's exceptional interest in skies and cloud forma-
tions can be partially explained by the fact that he had worked for at
least a year at his father's windmill on East Bergholt Common in
Suffolk. He had then a professional's interest in the weather: the ability
to forecast the wind speed and the direction and the movement of thun-
derstorms. In this sense Constable's cloud studies are exceptional on
account of the accuracy of their depiction. To take an example: on
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September 27th I K 2 1 , he made three different cloud studies at different
times, all of which refer to previous rain:

September 27th 1821—10 morning, fine morning after Rainy night.
Noon, 27th Septr very bright after rain/ wind West

4, 27 Septr 1821 wood bank of Vale (?warm) & bright after rain

We can learn from this painter's rapt observation of the sky; we can
learn to look and record for ourselves, if only mentally, what we have
seen. Only this morning I lay in bed startled by a pool of purest cobalt
and in the same sky a luminous strip of light cerulean; the clouds, shift-
ing, moving forwards, moving backwards, inconstant. A ribbon of light
roseate pink colour above the horizon. Amazing rapture.

But painting and drawing are not the only way we can be helped to
see and record what we have observed; a written description can be as
effective as a visual record. In fact the two approaches have a great deal
in common; both are based on close observation; both are dependent
on analysis and memory, both require a passionate empathy. What is
the colour of this sea as it approaches the horizon? How can I describe
the sound of this crowd? What are the sportsmen wearing? Look; look
again, remember, and give expression.

D. H. Lawrence was one who could find words for his incompara-
ble observations of place, the atmosphere of the non-human world.
Whatever his arrogance on other subjects (love, literature, politics), in
his travel writing (for example Sea and Sardinia, Mornings in Mexico,
Twilight in Italy) he became the submissive instrument of an almost
superhuman attentiveness. Read, for example, the following descrip-
tion of a scene only momentarily observed from the window of a pass-
ing train. It comes from an early novel, The Trespasser.

Up towards Arundel the cornfields of red wheat were heavy with gold. It was

evening when the green of the trees went out, leaving dark shapes upon the

sky; but the red wheat was forged in the sunset, hot and magnificent.

Siegmund almost gloated as he smelled the ripe corn, and opened his eyes to

its powerful radiation. For a moment he forgot everything, amid the forging

of red fields of gold in the smithy of the sunset. Like sparks, poppies blew

along the railway banks, a crimson train. Siegmund waited, through the



meadows, for the next wheat-field. It came like llir l i l t i n g of yellow-hot metal

out of the gloom of darkened grass-land*.

The second passage had a different origin. It is a lengthy and contem-
plative account of an experience recollected in tranquillity some thirty
or forty years after the event. It is by Marcel Proust and comes from the
first volume of his novel, Remembrance of Things Past: Swann's Way,
written and published before the 1914-18 war.

. . . I remember having first fallen in love with hawthorns. Not only were they

in the church, where, holy ground as it was, we had all of us a right of entry,

but arranged upon the altar itself, inseparable from the mysteries in whose cel-

ebration they participated, thrusting in among the tapers and sacred vessels

their serried branches, tied to one another horizontally in a stiff, festal scheme

of decoration still further embellished by the festoons of leaves, over which

were scattered in profusion, as over a bridal train, little clusters of buds of a

dazzling whiteness. Though I dared not look at it save through my fingers, I

could sense that this formal scheme was composed of living things, and diat it

was Nature herself who, by trimming the shape of the foliage and by adding

the crowning ornament of those snowy buds, had made a decoration worthy

of what was at once a public rejoicing and a solemn mystery. Higher up on die

altar, a flower had opened here and there with a careless grace, holding so

unconcernedly, like a final, almost vapourous adornment, its bunch of sta-

mens, slender as gossamer and entirely veiling its corolla, that in following, in

trying to mimic to myself the action of their efflorescence, I imagined it as a

swift and thoughtless movement of the head, with a provocative glance from
her contracted pupils, by a young girl in white, insouciant and vivacious.

In our lifetime we experience countless different scenes, but how many
of them can we remember? How many are even seen at the time,
glimpsed perhaps—but seen? If you open your eyes and look with won-
der, even the detritus in the gutter and the mould on an old wall can be
beautiful. Let us give these our gratitude, our joy and wonder, above all
our love.

Marcel Proust took particular delight in food, its taste, texture and
smell; his novel contains numerous descriptions of it, including the
most famous taste in all literature, that of the French cake called the
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petite matdeletnf which his Aunt Leonie used to give him on Sunday
mornings, dipping it first in her own tea.

Without the outlay of a single coin, we can discover some touch of
wonder, even ecstasy, in the world around us—the purest gnosis of "just
this". Hence Christ's statement, "Except ye be converted, and become as
little children, ye shall not enter the kingdom of heaven." Or Hakuin
Zenji's, "Nirvana is right here, before our eyes,"—and, I'll add, our ears
and noses. How important to relish and enjoy the glow, the glory of
being alive, the incredible chance of it!

SIMPLICITY

Always bear in mind that very little indeed is necessary for living a happy life.

Marcus Aurelius

The attraction of simplicity is mysterious because it draws us in a completely

opposite direction from where most of the world seems to be going: away

from conspicuous display, accumulation, egoism and public visibility—

toward a life more silent, humble, transparent, than anything known to the

extroverted culture of consumption.

Mark A. Birch

A life of simplicity is always relative; friends who have chosen to grow
most of their own food and live a frugal existence are affluent in com-
parison with the austerities of, say, a landless Indian peasant or a medi-
aeval Celtic saint. They own furniture and books, suffer no shortage of
food, and may even go on holidays. So in proposing the importance of
simple living I am not referring to a life of penury but one that has
turned its back on the wasteful consumer lifestyle, one that seeks to
avoid the sense of dissatisfaction and unrealised potential inherent in a
life of purely material excess, one that takes the middle way between
self-indulgent opulence and a distressing material poverty. "Voluntary
simplicity," I wrote in Timeless Simplicity, "is a pathway towards the
maintenance of a life that is comfortable but not luxurious, frugal but
not pinching, decent but not boring: one that seeks to discard the spe-
cialist's divisions between work and life, art and everyday activity."



I argued then as I do now that there arc two inescapable reasons for
choosing to live a life of relative simplicity; first because it is the royal
road to unencumbered contentment. The good life need not be depen-
dent on indulgence; indeed that very indulgence can—and does—pro-
hibit serious personal fulfilment. And secondly because in the long run
our present Western way of life will prove to be completely unsustain-
able. Sooner or later a more frugal lifestyle will be not only desirable—
it will be an imperative. Drastic downscaling won't be an issue of
conscience or choice, it will be an issue of survival.

WALKING

In the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve walked in the cool of the
evening. From archaic times through prehistory, from the Neolithic
through antiquity, through the mediaeval period and the Age of Reason
and right until the early years of the twentieth century, men and women
walked—walked to their fields (as they are still doing in many other
parts of the world), walked to their places of worship and for their water
and recreation. Walking was as commonplace as breathing and eating.

Throughout the nineteenth century they continued to do so.
William Blake's principal boyhood memory was of solitary walking. He
walked to Peckham Rye, walked among the haymakers on the outskirts
of London. In his late sixties, Blake was still walking to Hampstead
from the Strand every Sunday to visit his friends, the Linnells.

He was not alone. The novels of Jane Austen, Charles Dickens,
George Eliot and Thomas Hardy are filled with characters who walk
long distances. Blake's contemporaries, Wordsworth and Coleridge,
thought nothing of walking up to 20 miles each way for visits to each
other's houses in the Lake District. The latter s enjoyment of climbing
hills and scaling mountain peaks—evident during his Welsh tour, in
the Quantocks and the Hertz mountains—is another instance of his
passion for this form of meditative recreation. On one occasion he is
reported to have completed a ninety-mile round trip in two consecutive
days.

But walking was not only a recreational activity. I have been told of
farm workers who daily walked to work from Torrington to Hartland,
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a distance of some twenty miles by road but shorter as the crow flies.
How different that experience would have been to those travelling the
same journey by car today! Each sight, each temperature, each smell,
with its share of wonder—the tea-coloured waters of the river
Torridge, the cool shoals of scented garlic, the foaming cow parsley in
the hedges, the skylarks burbling in the sky, the first sight of Lundy on
the horizon—inviting the traveller to experience a deeply contempla-
tive mood.

Long contact with the earth, with nature, not as a sightseer but as a
pedestrian, induces a mood of the profoundest reverie. There is the
foot's contact with the ground, the movement of the torso and the
swing of the arms; there is the stimulation of things seen, some near,
some far, all varied; the wind on the face, the tired feet. The mind
becomes contained in its rhythm—I am as I move. Walking, like
breathing, connects you to the Earth; it also provides you with a sense
of your own reality.

Of course as I speed along on this road, the A39, in my boxed-in
automobile, all this is eliminated. No sights, no smells, no changes of
temperature; no rhymthic movement of the body either. We travel by
car in order to arrive and not to savour the journey. Walking can be a
soul-calming experience, but car driving is unrelaxing, especially so as
roads become busier.

Nevertheless, walking as a meditative therapy can sometimes be as
enjoyable in a town as in the country, especially in the early summer
and in the morning: parks and pavements empty, the new sun glinting
in the window panes, the air fresh, the streets without traffic, few peo-
ple in sight, save maybe a road sweeper in the middle distance.

THE VIRTUES OF SILENCE AND SOLITUDE

Silence reveals itself in a thousand inexpressible forms: in the quiet of dawn,

in the noiseless aspiration of trees towards the sky, in the stealthy descent of

night, in the silent changing of the seasons, in the falling moonlight, trickling

down into the night like a rain of silence, but above all in the silence of the

inward soul—all these forms of silence are nameless.

Max Picard
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In actual fact, society depend)! for ltd exUtcme on the inviolable personal soli-

tude of its members. Society, to merit it* nunic, muse be made up, not of

numbers, or mechanical units, but of persons, 'Ib be a person implies respon-

sibility and freedom, and both these imply a certain interior solitude, a sense

of personal integrity, a sense of one's own reality and of one's ability to give
oneself to society—or to refuse that gift.

When men are merely submerged in a mass of impersonal human beings

pushed around by automatic forces, they lose their true humanity, their

integrity, their ability to love, their capacity for self-determination. When

society is made up of men who know no interior solitude it can no longer be

held together by love: and consequently it is held together by violent and
abusive authority.

Thomas Merton

A Bishop who had trained as a psychologist, noticed as a chaplain in the

Second World War that although he had come across many fine soldiers, few

struck him as spiritual men—he had encountered many more in the navy

and airforce. When he questioned them about this the sailors, and particu-

larly the airmen, said they were conscious that the long spells they spent alone

scanning the uncluttered spaces of sea and sky, free from the scramble which

crowded their day on the ground, gave them a unique chance to contemplate
their lives calmly in a wider perspective.

Adrian House

What, then, is the value of silence beyond its obvious calming effect—
its gift of tranquillity? I would say it can be described as something that
brings us into living contact with the mysterious depths of ourselves,
the creative spirit, the mysteries of love. I would say that silence is the
foundation of love, for love requires clarity, reflection and a focused
awareness.

In silence I have a sense of becoming aware of the ground of my
being and the ground of life. In silence I sense my own reality. There is
a realisation that you are what you are.

I first experienced something of this kind over forty years ago on
night walks in the Surrey countryside and subsequently in the
Botswanian and Australian bush, but perhaps never more intensely
than in the oasis town of Tabas in the middle of the Iranian desert.

Here was an utter silence, a dizzying solitude, an car-ringing stillness
welling into the black, star-studded night. Here I sensed the heartbeat
of the world. It was an experience that so permeated my being that I
feel it lies within me, ever present, whenever, as Wordsworth knew, one
opens one's heart and mind to it.

But, of course, the quest for solitude and tranquillity is not limited
to an experience in the Iranian desert; for millions of meditators it can
be discovered in their own rooms. Silent contemplation can be prac-
tised almost anywhere; it remains an important feature of contempo-
rary Quaker practice, and is also a central part of the Buddhist
tradition. Here, again, the teaching emphasises the need for attentive
stillness of mind so that, free of distraction, we come to see things as
they really are. The most common form of Buddhist meditation is
Mindfulness of Breathing, in which the inflows and outflows of breath
are the focus of attention, stilling the mind of its restless chatter, its
rush of thoughts and emotions, its uninterrupted mental activity, so
that that which is can be fully experienced, unhindered by ignorance,
craving or prejudice.

But does it matter if we live continuously surrounded by noise?
Does the loss of silence really matter? Are we better, happier people in a
quiet place, or morally improved by solitude? Are we lessened by the
fact that solitude, silence and slowness are so frequently out of our nor-
mal reach? There must be several answers to these questions, but the
one I'd choose is probably the simplest: silence can teach us who we arc.
It can nurture our souls and renew our vision. Humans are diminished,
their humanity degraded, when they lose contact with their own inte-
rior freedom or when it is taken away from them, voluntarily relin-
quished or stolen by agitation.

So, in my view, our lives are enhanced by a space for tranquillity;
like the seventh day in the Book of Genesis, our souls are re-energised
by periods of rest.

But solitude and silence have virtues other than their role as a
respite from a too-active life; they can be the gates through which we
receive the nourishment of 'otherness'. They can provide us with a
direct experience of the palpable materiality of our surroundings.

Thus however gregarious we may be, most of us yearn at times for
silence; there will always be moments when we want to be alone, to



reflect, to pray, to gaze and work uninterruptedly. This was the case in
the past: the Christian hermits of the desert, the Trappists with their
rule of silence, the wandering solitaries like Basho with his bamboo hat,
his cane stick and cotton bag, all give confirmation of our occasional
need to escape the hurly-burly of the everyday world: the stressful
office, the crowded streets, the queue at the supermarket and the petrol
pump.

And certainly this compulsion for a pause, for space, within our
otherwise crowded schedule, is to be found not only amongst monks
and scholars, but amongst those engaged in serious creative work.
There is the blind Milton in his cottage in Chalfont St Giles where he
finished Paradise Lost, there is Jane Austen in the cottage in Chawton
where she wrote Emma, there is Emily Bronte in the parsonage at
Haworth where she wrote Wuthering Heights, there is Yeats in his tower,
Thor Ballylee in Galway, and Dylan Thomas in the Boat House at
Laugharne. There is also Thomas Carlyle, who erected a sound-proof
room in his house in Cheyne Walk. More recently and especially there
is Marcel Proust, who wrote his 1,250,000-word novel, Remembrance of
Things Past, in the absolute seclusion of a cork-lined room. All
demanded, and found, quiet.

Many of the greatest works of thought and art have been born in
silence and solitude, the necessary accompaniments of imagination and
vision. However gregarious we may be, we cannot know ourselves with-
out the solitude and silence demanded by the soul. There is no need to
escape from the world, but to enjoy it better we should leave some
space for periods of reflective peace.


