Chapter 6



What is the significance of the ‘living’ spiritual ideas of 

Tom Merton and others to my action enquiry about 

how I relate to myself and others?





Summary		Merton’s writings’ help me in my coming to know my own spirituality, a spirituality like his which privileges experience over theology. A spirituality which opens my eyes to my own humanity and helps me to be passionate about preserving my own identity and integrity. A contemplative spirituality in which I see my relationship with God as being inseparable from that with others. 



Among the others is Larry. His death in 1995 convinced me of my need to concentrate on the "time-left-to-live." In the second of two meetings with Professor Judi Marshall in the School of Management, University of Bath, I learn that "unworthiness" is merely a step on the way to my growing self-worth, my becoming responsible for my own life. My "failure" at Bexham School becomes transformed at a University of Bath action research meeting into "explaining myself to myself" in how I am living out my spiritual values in my life. My impending reentry and reaffiliation to my religious congregation is causing me to see a coincidence between my personal search for meaning and my religious congregation’s search for a new corporate identity.  



Macmurray’s writings remind me that forming community is about learning to live in personal relations with others whom I need in order to become more myself. It involves practising the values of freedom and of equality (the latter for me meaning love). But Vanier (1993) reminds me that forming community is not free of struggle. A struggle that may very well involve making choices between my personal freedom and conscience on the one hand, and loneliness and separation on the other. Despite that, however, I accept the responsibility of keeping "human purposes" at the centre of all that I do. I aim to bring about education as transformative community. An education that is "profoundly personal .... infused with hope for humanity’ and that is ‘ultimately about being and becoming" (Fielding, 1998: 12).      



For me, I am best able to bring about education as transformative community by using my vows as gifts to be put at the disposal of others. Though gifts, according to Bonhoeffer (1976 in Vanier, 1993: 52), are linked to the value of love, I also link them to the value of freedom. In offering my vows then as gifts, I am bringing together my practise of the values, especially of love and freedom. I practise my values of freedom and love through a vow of chastity that is now for me, after O Murchu (1995: 102, 11, 114), a vow for relatedness, through a vow of poverty that is now for me a vow for stewardship and hospitality, and through the vow of obedience that is now for me a vow for partnership. And I offer my living out of these vows as signs of my relationship with my God and others.





�How this chapter was constructed



This chapter was written in an improvisatory way but, in retrospect, seems to me to fall into three sections as follows:



The first, entitled, Understanding myself through the eyes of Merton, deals with my efforts to understand myself through the eyes of Merton, examining issues to do with finding my 'true' identity and preserving my integrity as a person. It helps me to endorse my view of myself as an enquirer for whom nothing is closed as a question.  



The second, or middle section of the chapter, is entitled, Achieving self-realisation: learning from others, and they from me. It offers ostensive meanings about my integrity and authenticity that point to my growing understanding of how I am becoming self-realised, as I am creating my own living educational theory.



The third and final section, entitled, My spiritual journey is moving me towards helping to create community, deals with the need to create community, meaning "personal relations" and "what it is to be and become," as I live out my vows for relatedness, hospitality and partnership.





1. Understanding myself through the eyes of Merton



The writings of Thomas Merton and his depiction of his life through his writings have greatly influenced me. Because who Merton was and what he wrote about were inextricably interwoven for me, I need to give the reader some inkling of who he was. So I start this chapter with a brief biography before I move on to consider ideas from some of his writings and how they have influenced me in my life and work. I will alternate sections to do with Merton and with me, offering and explaining parallel themes in each section. This is how I have chosen to highlight the significance to my educational and spiritual development of my relationship with Merton and his "living spiritual ideas."





Brief biography of Thomas Merton  



Thomas Merton was born in France in 1915. His parents were both artists, his father a New Zealander and his mother an American. He variously lived in the United States, Bermuda, France and England before settling in the United States, where he lived for the rest of his life. He received his early schooling in the United States, France and England. When he was only five years old his mother died of cancer. During her long hospitalisation young Tom was not allowed to see her and on her death her farewell consisted of a letter brought home to him by his father! When he was fifteen his father, too, died. After a somewhat dissolute year at Cambridge, during which he was alleged to have fathered an illegitimate child, Merton returned to the United States and continued his studies at New York’s Columbia University where he graduated M.A. in 1939, his dissertation entitled Nature and Art in William Blake: An Essay in Interpretation.



A year prior to graduation, in 1938, Thomas Merton was baptised a Roman Catholic. Three years later, in December 1941, after a considerable internal struggle over his future vocation, he entered the Trappist Abbey of Gethsemani in Kentucky. On December 10, 1968, at the age of fifty-three, he died of accidental electrocution in Bangkok after speaking to an assembled group of Western Catholic and Eastern Buddhist monks and nuns. But I am getting ahead of myself. Let me start with Merton’s early writing, his autobiography (1948), which had a huge worldwide circulation among Christians of all denominations - and non-Christian too. Padovano (1984: 5) says of Merton's autobiography (1948) that: "For many Americans the spiritual quest for worth becomes a secular need for achievement or excitement." Padovano believes that Merton in this work follows the conventions of Puritan autobiography. That is, there is a description of wanton youthfulness, an adolescent conversion that does not endure, a mature commitment to faith, and a need to give witness by a written account that is part journal, part confession and part didactic. And like Puritan autobiography also, Merton's autobiography (1948) works to dissipate illusion and to describe worldly life in stern and hostile terms. 



Merton shows that he is frightened of his own capacity for anarchy and self-indulgence and that he needs the constraint and discipline of an ordered life. While he eventually chafed under the restrictions he had originally accepted and did something to change them, perhaps the tension within him between anarchy and discipline led to him being immensely creative throughout his life. After his autobiography (1948), Merton tended to use his own experiences rather than theology and its speculations as the wellspring for his writing (Shannon, 1993: 164). In fact, he alerted us to this in the prologue to one of his books (1953: 8-9), when he says that:



I found in writing ‘The Ascent to Truth’ that technical language, though it is universal and certain and accepted by theologians, does not reach the average man and does not convey what is most personal and most vital in religious experience. Since my focus is not on dogmas as such, but only on their repercussions in the life of a soul in which they begin to find a concrete realisation, I may be pardoned for using my own words to talk about my own soul.   



In the rest of Merton's’ writings then, I see his preference for "experience" over "speculation," of "poetry and intuition" over "technical language." I am attracted to the idea that my writing would privilege "experience" over "speculation," "poetry and intuition" over "technical language." I believe I have indeed privileged experience over speculation, both in my revelation of my interior life and of relationships with others. I have also privileged the poetic and intuitive over technical language to a large extent, particularly in chapter 4. I have used a free-flowing style throughout my text, a style that attempts to try and tell how I see from the inside out, as it were, that also attempts to be invitatory to the reader. An over-use of technical language - enabling me to see from the outside, as it were - would have, I feel, inhibited me from highlighting the importance of my spiritual journey of self-discovery, a journey undertaken at least partially in order to help me to improve my relationships, both personal and professional, with others.



Merton himself had been pushing the importance of his own experiences for quite some time. He added in the Preface to one of his books (1949: xii) these words: 



The author is talking about spiritual things from the point of view of experience rather than in the concise terms of dogmatic theology or metaphysics. 



As a teacher educator, Merton’s emphasis on the importance of experience sits comfortably with me as I am reminded of Russell’s and Munby’s insistence on the authority of my own experience (Russell, 1994 a&b; Munby & Russell, 1994).  



Although a cloistered monk, bidden to silence for the rest of his life, Merton gradually became involved in the issues of his day. For example, in the 60's the Catholic Church held the Second Vatican Council to let in the fresh air of change and renewal. Merton involved himself in writing and talking about his view of desirable changes in the Church. On the wider stage in the 60's too, the world lived in the shadow of the atomic bomb (King, 1995: 12). Again, Merton had a view on it - one of outright opposition. It was Martin Luther King Jr’s time too, a time when the civil rights movement received fresh impetus from his leadership. In that, too, Merton was involved. And finally there was the Vietnam War and the counterculture that evolved in reaction to it, in both of which Merton was a participant. However, I will not, in this chapter and thesis, be discussing Merton’s involvement in either of these topics because they do not impinge on my life of spirituality, either interior or exterior. 



In 1941, with unquestioned enthusiasm, Merton entered the Cistercians (Trappists), a religious order cut off from the world. Gradually his eyes were opened to his own humanity, and by the late 1950's and into the 60's, he had rediscovered that as a monk he was also a member of the human race. In a scene beautifully described in one his journals, Merton (1966: 156-157) sees his unity with the entire human family thus:



In Louisville, at the corner of Fourth and Walnut, in the center of the shopping district, I was suddenly overwhelmed with the realisation that I love all these people, that they were mine and I theirs, that we could not be alien to one another even though we were total strangers .... This sense of liberation from the illusory difference was such a relief and such a joy to me that I am like other men, that I am only a man among others.   



Throughout all these changes in Merton’s life, however, he continued, until the end of his life, his preoccupation with the process of finding his true identity. He is concerned also with preserving his own individuality, a necessity if he is to preserve his own integrity. Padovano (1984: 170-171) puts it this way:



Merton was passionate about preserving his own individuality .... nothing is ultimately more sacred than the integrity of one’s own spirit .... He would make his life a pawn in no system and yet would show, paradoxically, that he belonged to the world that could not own him and to the Church that could not possess him.   



I too am concerned with my identity and integrity and try to achieve them through practising the values of freedom and love in my relationships with God and others. And for me, as for Merton, my spirituality has silence as its core. For him as for me, silence is the ‘place’ where I achieve my own enlightenment. It is there, too, that I discover the darkness of my own mystery and where I struggle with that darkness and finally feel my mystery merging into the mystery of the God I believe in. It is there that I discover the paradox of my inner self: it is perhaps most my inner self when, even though alone, it is with and not separate from others. Like Merton too, my spirituality of silence helps me to keep intact the ‘element of inner transcendent freedom, "as I grow ‘toward .... full maturity ...." (1975:317). This spirituality, encompassing "an inner transcendent freedom," only gradually came about for Merton - and for me too - when he, and I too, moved away from what I would now call a "spirituality of devotion" towards a "contemplative spirituality," from a "spirituality of devotion" that privileges community recitation of rote prayers and liturgy over "contemplative spirituality." 



Perhaps a Zen saying will help put the change for Merton, and for me too, in context. It is this: "When the pupil is ready, the teacher will come" (in Shannon, 1993: 8). By that I mean that I have to wait for change to happen and change won’t come about until I am ready for it. For me, the changes were on two levels at least: at the level of a gradual abandonment of a ‘spirituality of devotion’ in favour of a ‘spirituality of contemplation’ and, parallel with that, a temporary geographical change of location away from my religious community in Ireland to living on my own in Bath, England. But before I deal with these aspects of my life I want to explain first what I mean by contemplation as I understand it in the context of Merton’s life and in its deep resonance with my own life. 





Contemplation



Contemplation is about reality - the reality of myself, of the world, and of God. It is about seeing things as they really are, rather than as I have made them or wish them to be. As for Merton, so with me: the root of contemplation is my awareness that my God and the world are inseparable. 



My contemplation is my perspective on the world, a perspective that tries to treat each person I meet as unique. It is a perspective too that tries to see the presence of God in my approach to and communication with the people with whom I relate. It is something I worked hard at showing in my chapter about my educative relationship with John (chapter 3). Contemplation for me too, as for Merton (King, 1995: 9), is about my exploring and becoming the unique human being I am meant to be. It is passive in that I am receptive to what happens as I work out of my perceived rhythm of life, which includes silence (as discussed in chapter 5). But this mode is active too. I can’t come to an appreciation of my own reality, that of others, and of God, without change and transformation. And change and transformation can’t come about without an active commitment on my part. In other words my passive, interior contemplation only begins to bear fruit in my relationships with others. In this sense then, contemplation helps me to create myself so that I can enable others. 



One way Merton describes contemplation I find especially attractive. It is a description that resonates with my view of dialectics as a form of question and answer as I construct my living educational theory (Whitehead, 1993) - and spiritual theory, too. Here is how Merton (1961: 4) puts it:



The life of contemplation implies two levels of awareness: first, awareness of the question, and second, awareness of the answer. Though these are two distinct and enormously different levels, yet they are in fact an awareness of the same thing. The question is, itself, the answer. And we ourselves are both. We awaken, not to find an answer absolutely distinct from the question, but to realise that the question is its own answer. And all is summed up in one awareness - not a proposition, but an experience: 'I Am.'  



But I agree with King (1995: 10) when  he says that: "contemplation defies formulation and description. It remains elusive and open, awaiting a specific human life in a particular context to give it context." I cannot clearly conceptually define contemplation. Only by pointing ostensively to its practice in my life can I show it in its ‘living’ dimension. In case I get carried away by romantic notions about contemplation enabling me to be wafted along on clouds far above the earth, Merton warns me thus (1961: 12):



Let no one hope to find in contemplation an escape from conflict, from anguish, or from doubt. On the contrary, the deep inexpressible certitude of the contemplative experience awakens a tragic anguish and opens many questions in the depth of the heart like wounds that cannot stop bleeding.



But now to my move from Ireland to England, from a religious community to life in a flat without a religious community. Below I talk about my experiences of that change to Bath in the period, 1995 to 1998.      





Living in Bath apart from my religious community  



As for Merton in the 60's, so for me, in the 90's, changes came about in my life. First, there was my transition from monastery life in Ireland to life in a flat in Bath, England without my religious community. This transition for me began when, on 14th March, 1995, I told Jack in a fax that my religious congregation was releasing me to go and live in Bath in order to finish my Ph.D. thesis and that I felt relieved and happy. Sad, too though, that I had lost meaningful work, but glad to be away from a work situation that had become increasingly difficult for me. I had difficulty relating to those in authority in my workplace and had, in fact, experienced increasing difficulty over two years (1993-1995), had stayed with it in spite of tension but was now relieved that it was at an end (chapter 5). 



In other ways, too, this change was strange for me. For the first time in my life I was living on my own. I had lived in a religious community since 1957. I wondered now how I would cope with loneliness and with solitude. Would it be life-giving for me? In the event though, when I arrived in Bath on 5th May, 1995 to live on my own, I felt a sense of exhilaration, of freedom. I could now use this opportunity of being on my own, like Merton, to begin to work on my sense of self-worth. I had no blueprint, however, for bringing this to consciousness and to then dealing with it. The Zen saying I quoted already, "When the pupil is ready, the teacher will come" (Shannon, 1993: 8) is helpful to me now. I have to wait for change to happen and change won’t come about until I am ready for it. That happened I believe when I met with Judi Marshall and Jack Whitehead on 3rd July, 1996 to discuss what I then called my "unworthiness," which I will talk about shortly.   



The tensions and opposites that I continue to meet within myself, Merton also met. He wasn’t concerned, though, with resolving the tensions and paradoxes that resided within him (Padovano, 1984: 62). What apparently mattered more to him was to get them to converge. He wanted to bring apparently impossible combinations together, for example, masculine and feminine, eastern and western religions and spiritualities, objective and subjective. And so for him, his spirituality was built on paradox and contrast, ambivalence and perplexity; contradictions that converged rather than found once-off resolutions. As I have shown in my various chapters, there are 'living contradictions' in my life and work, too. I show myself being happy to discover and recognise what they are and to work, like Merton, towards a dialectic of convergence, rather than solution. For me, 'solution' doesn't happen. Why not? I see myself often repeating the same contradictions, not out of malice, but simply because I am human. So I am repeatedly faced with attempting, again and again, to try and negate my contradictions. 





My spirituality is about being responsible for my own life



Merton, in his "Author’s Note" to one of his books (1955: xii), tells me that I have to struggle to find meaning, and to have this as a purpose in my life, a task that is difficult because it is different for everybody. He says:



each individual .... has to work out his own personal salvation for himself in fear and trembling. We can help one another to find out the meaning of life, no doubt. But in the last analysis the individual person is responsible for living his own life and for 'finding himself.' 



Merton’s reference to ‘fear and trembling’ alerts me to the work of Kierkegaard (with whom he was familiar) and his reference to the importance of the effort of the individual in pursuit of an individual spiritual life. According to Kierkegaard, the crucial question for me is: am I or am I not in a God-relationship? (Vardy, 1996: 30), a question addressed to me as an individual! I can’t live out my spirituality, my life of relationship, by being a part of a crowd or group. But like Kierkegaard, I strongly believe that genuine community can be found only among people who have first become individuals (Vardy, 1996: 72) in the sense of both discovering and creating their own sense of identity and integrity. While knowing that I must come to my own form of spirituality on my own, Merton (1964: 58-59) also talks about the need for the support and community of others: "we ought to stand on our own feet - but one cannot learn to do this until he has first recognised to what extent he requires the support of others."  



If I am certain and never ask questions, I can’t move forward, improve, be transformed. And so Merton (1964: xiii) feels, as I do, that a certain amount of uncertainty is necessary if I am to come to a meaning in my life, a meaning that leads to me discovering my own form of spirituality. If I feel uncertain, anxious, it is a sign that I have further questions to answer, but to answer them I must first ask them even if asking them brings me fear of no answer:



anxiety is the mark of spiritual insecurity. It is the fruit of unanswered questions. But questions cannot go unanswered unless they first be asked. And there is a far worse anxiety, a far worse insecurity, which comes from being afraid to ask the right questions - because they might turn out to have no answer. One of the moral diseases we communicate to one another in society comes from huddling together in the pale light of an insufficient answer to a question we are afraid to ask.





Joy and being individual helps me create community



I call Thomas Merton my spiritual father because of the joy he exuded. Seitz (1993: 42-43), an American poet-friend of Merton, imaginatively constructs what he concludes the Abbott said in his valedictory at Merton’s funeral: "a younger brother, even a boyish brother, who could have lived a hundred years without growing old .... we laughed at him, and with him, as we would a younger brother, still we respected him as the spiritual father of our souls." It is this joy, this youthfulness I too want to live and feel that I often indeed do live. On the other hand, because I know I have had, like Merton, at least in the past, a tendency for self-indulgence, being in a religious community suits me in that I am able to dialectically live with the tension between my inclination towards self-indulgence and the self-discipline the religious life enables me to have. I have been overjoyed, however, to discover between 1995 and 1998, that I have a capacity for living a self-disciplined life that doesn’t perhaps now need the ‘rules’ of religious life. I discovered that being in religious life has a more important meaning for me than discipline, even self-discipline. It consists of two related values: my care for others and my free belief in a God of my own understanding who is most to be found for me in my relationships with others. Regarding my care for others, like Merton (1966: 156-157), I have for many years now been "overwhelmed with the realisation that I love all .... people." I believe, too, my studies of singularity show this at least to some extent.    



But Merton (1966: xiv), while wishing to adhere to the Catholic tradition, doesn’t wish to accept that tradition blindly. It’s another mark of his desire to search for and find an individual spirituality that suits him. He says:



I do not intend to divorce myself at any point from Catholic tradition. But neither do I intend to accept points of that tradition blindly, and without understanding, and without making them really my own. For it seems to me that the first responsibility of a (person) of faith is to make his faith really part of his own life, not by rationalising it but by living it. 



And it isn’t only by conceptually analysing it, and by rationalising it, that I come to a knowledge of my own spirituality. No, I must live it. Among my tentative efforts to understand my need for my own individual independence has been my search for my spirituality. Some of it matured for me as a result of my last encounter before his death with a friend of mine, Larry. I wrote up what I learned in a paper, Valuing the Spiritual, which I presented at the CARN Conference, Nottingham Trent University, 10th September, 1995. I will summarise below the main values I saw in Larry’s life which I believe are influencing me in my life as I am constantly endeavouring to evolve a spirituality which is discernibly my own, but is also Christian.  





2. Achieving self-realisation: learning from others, and they from me 



Below is a summary of my last conversation with Larry who died in Dublin in September, 1995, some months after I went to live in Bath. I went to visit him on Monday, 28th August, 1995 and the following short extract is part of our conversation:



Larry	Yes, I have cancer. I have been given three months to live but I may die sooner. Funny, it wasn't until a past pupil commented that I had lost a lot of weight that I 	found out. 



Ben	And how are you now?



Larry	Well, I have accepted it. The way I see it is that I am 	lucky to have had fifty-one years; many others don't. So I feel I haven't done too badly at all.



Ben	And when you look back what do you feel about your life?



Larry	I enjoyed it. And I did what I was asked to do in school and I'm happy to think I did it well. What more could you ask?



Ben	And what is it like for you at the moment?



Larry	Well, I eat a little at 8.00 a.m. and get up at 10.00 a.m. It's good to be able to look after myself still. I take a rest at 1.30 p.m. in the afternoon. You see, I have to be at my best when many people call to see from about 4.00 p.m. onwards.  



Larry’s death some two weeks later caused me also to think about death and its meaning for me. I wondered about Larry’s last nights as he prepared for death. Were they like those Merton spoke about in his journal (Burton [Ed] 1988: 109) when he said (December 5, 1964):



the quality of one’s nights depends on the sanity of the day. I bring there the sins of the day into the light and darkness of truth .... then I want to fly back to disguises .... One can pretend in the solitude of an afternoon walk, but the night alone destroys all pretences. One is reduced to nothing and is compelled to begin laboriously the long return to truth.  



I have no way of knowing this, of course, but I believe Larry’s living out of each day was such that the night did not at the end hold any terrors for him. His nights were perhaps a personal recognition of the peace that had perhaps ‘come dropping slow’ throughout his life, but that he now possessed in great measure as death faced him. I believe Larry would also recognise without fear Merton’s (In Burton [Ed] 1988: 108) further thoughts about death on December 4, 1964, when he said: 



How often in the last years I have thought of death. It has been present to me and I have 'understood' and known that I must die. Yet last night, only for a moment, in passing and so to speak without grimness or drama, I momentarily experienced the fact that I, this body, this self, will simply not exist. A flash of the 'not-thereness' of being dead. Without fear or grief, without anything. Just not there. And this, I suppose, is one of the first tastes of the fruits of solitude. As if the Angel of Death passed along, thinking aloud to himself, doing his business and barely taking notice of me, but taking note of me nevertheless. So we recognised one another.



Larry’s life drawing to its close and Merton’s thoughts on death reminded me of the inevitability of my own death, but not a death announcing that all is over. I believe in an afterlife but it is a life that I neither know nor can know until after my death. I cannot, therefore, linger on its possible meaning. No, the ‘inevitability’ of my own death means that I have an opportunity to live existentially a good and productive life (Fromm, 1991: 18). I live then with issues of life and death and, in fact, it is often in the event of the death of somebody close to me that issues to do with "intimacy, generativity, and integrity .... are confronted" (E. A. Whitehead & J.D. Whitehead, 1982: 34). I believe then that Larry’s death death accentuated that movement for me. So, often in my form of contemplative spirituality, I contemplate death without fear or morbidity but with a certainty that it will come. A desire wells up within me to use well existentially the time left to me to work for others and, in the process, to increase my sense of my own self-worth, a self-worth that includes a strong sense of my identity and integrity. Larry’s death reminded me for the first time that my thinking had to let go of "time-since-birth" and that I now needed to move to "time-left-to-live" (ibid, p. 129). 

 

Larry, it seemed to me, was satisfied with how he had led his life; that he had accomplished what he had set out to do. His main worry at the end was that he would be in a fit state to receive his friends. His mind was on others rather than on himself. I was so struck by what he had accomplished: profound simplicity; enormous freedom, freedom from sadness and from terror; there was peace - from whence did it come? And courage! Thinking back to when we first met I realised that he seemed to be mostly at peace. No ambition other than to teach, and to do it well. No ambition to climb promotional ladders. He didn’t allow his life to be guided by "technical rationality" nor competition, nor over-consumption, nor ambition. Rather, he had an over-riding purpose in his life to do with his transformation. As I understand it, throughout his life, Larry grew in self-knowledge and self-understanding, values that Au and Cannon (1995: 3) refer to as "spiritual transformation."  



It seems to me that I observed in Larry, Merton’s strong view that our form of spirituality has to be individual, has to be ours alone and lived alone interiorly. Because Merton is preoccupied, as I am, with the need for a strong sense of my own identity, I find what he said (1964: 22) about being solitary involving aloneness and identity particularly helpful:



it is the solitary person .... who does mankind the inestimable favour of reminding it of its true capacity for maturity, liberty and peace.



As Merton said in 1953 (in Furlong, 1995: 167): 



Solitude is not found so much by looking outside the boundaries of your dwelling, as by staying within. Solitude is not something you must hope for in the future. Rather, it is a deepening of the present, and unless you look for it in the present you will never find it.   



I believe that Larry’s life as with Merton’s, showed me how the interior life, the life of solitude, could be lived, but also, the exterior practical spiritual life; how each could enliven, quicken the other. Merton warns me, however, of the danger of becoming consumed by activism, even if done as fulfilment of my vow of obedience. In his journal (1st May, 1947 [1953], in Furlong, 1995: 167), he says:



Is it an act of virtue for a contemplative to sit down and let himself be snowed under by activities? .... Does the fact that all of this is obedience make it really pleasing to God? I wonder. I do not ask these questions in a spirit of rebellion. I would really like to know the answers. 





Merton and his writing ‘problems’



The question of writing posed problems for Merton. Padovano (1984: 33) puts it this way:



Writing was the most central of his (Merton’s) many vocations. He need not have become a Catholic or a Trappist. But writing was a need over which he had no control. It complicated his life immeasurably, but he had no alternative.   



During this period in the 50's Merton couldn’t entirely make up his mind whether his writing or his desire to live a more intense monastic life was more important. Writing might take away his concentration on what he felt was his primary goal, his religious vocation (1953: 17). Despite the help of his friends outside the monastery, the monks in the monastery, and the success of his work with the novices (he was appointed Novice Master in 1955), Merton became depressed. Partly then, in the need to understand more about the psychology of his novices, but also in attempt to resolve his own depression, he began to take an interest in psychology. This interest was to have unforeseen consequences!  



At a private meeting with Gregory Zilboorg, a psychoanalyst and convert from Judaism to Catholicism at which Dom James Fox (Merton’s Abbott) was present, Zilboorg confronted Merton (Furlong, 1995: 213), suggesting that Merton’s desire to be a hermit was pathological and that what he really wanted was a hermitage on Times Square, New York, with a big sign saying “Hermit lives here.” He described Merton’s writing as being incoherent, being little more than babble; his vocation was to exhibitionism that included his yearning to become a hermit and his commitment to writing. Merton never knew that the meeting was set up to dissuade him from writing. In any case he was stunned. However, the most important result from his point of view was that he had resolved that his writing was at least as critical to his identity as any other commitment in his life. And Dr. James Wygal, a psychologist friend to Merton, confirmed to Abbott Fox that Merton struck him as being the least neurotic personality he had met; that he had a tremendous capacity for relating to others.  



Merton accepted the way he had been treated by Zilboorg, but he began changing in how he viewed religious life and the church from the 50's onwards. As Furlong (1995: 225) points out: "He was no longer dutiful, no longer worried about being a 'good monk' or even a 'good Catholic,' and no longer 'pious' in the old priggish sense." He began to criticise authority - his old blind trust in it was gone forever. He saw that enormous changes were afoot in the Church and that everything previously accepted would be called into question. And he began to believe in disturbance. Speaking to a monk who was going to South America he said, citing two of his friends: “See, if Dan Berrigan (a well-known opponent of the Vietnam War) or Dan Walsh (a local academic) comes down here and says something that disturbs you, see that’s good." Much of his concern was now focused on the problems of the world in an attempt to clarify them for himself. And if that meant causing disturbance in others’ minds about these issues, so be it.



I don't need to be immortalised on Times Square, New York. I don't need any caption to be erected there extolling me or my virtues. However, like Merton, I am concerned that my integrity and my sense of my identity be considered sacred. I am often quite apprehensive when I notice my existence being taken for granted. Because I am a member of a religious congregation that is governed by rules and regulations, I am constantly concerned that these rules and regulations not over-rule my need for my separateness to be recognised, and my individuality to be cherished. These concerns about recognition of integrity, identity, separateness and individuality are some of those I have been researching in my relationships with others in my earlier chapters.      





I meet a crisis: I am unable to write



Like Merton, writing has become increasingly important to me. It helps me to clarify who I am becoming. Through enquiry, writing is helping me to improve what I am doing in questions of the kind, "How do I improve what I am doing?" However, between Christmas and June, 1996, I got completely blocked as regards my writing. I could write nothing. I became paralysed with indecision. I seemed to be unable to go forward or back. In the midst of this crisis of indecision and some desperation I asked Jack if I might seek the help of Professor Judi Marshall, School of Management, University of Bath. Jack agreed with alacrity. I paid one visit to Judi on 11th June, 1996 and a second with Jack on 3rd July, 1996. It is with this latter visit I wish to deal.



Both Judi and Jack were naturally concerned that I find ‘form’, the form I would use to write the thesis. So did I, but I also knew that there were a number of things that needed to surface, before I would be ready to write again. Judi suggested that I write on a chart whatever came into my head. The first word I wrote in block letters was UNWORTHINESS followed by  AUTHORITY. Of authority I said: 



Actually, sometimes when I hear the word I get locked. It dilutes my energy completely .... when a person tells me they're in charge of something, internally I freeze and it takes me quite a while to find the person within the authority. And for me the antithesis of it is liberation. 



I don’t think I needed Merton’s psychoanalyst, Zilboorg nor even Dr. Wygal, to indicate that I hadn’t then worked through the experiences I had at the college (1993-1995) nor in my religious life situation (1990-1995) at that point. 



In my previous chapter, chapter 5, I have discussed my use of authority of position when considering "doing my leadership differently." Perhaps the interior tumult I was experiencing during my writing block, which I was eventually to explain to Judi Marshall, wasn’t unlike that of Merton’s, though he was grappling with something different: which had priority, his religious vocation or his writing?, not then knowing that both could co-exist for him! For me, I needed to accept myself as I was. I needed to accept that my leadership of my religious community and my leadership of an action research project was lived out of my desire to bring together the contemplative, passive side of me with the active side. Both interior and exterior ways of being were constantly contending in my life. Regarding ‘authority’ though, I am only now applying it to myself as leader of my religious community (I was leader from 1990 to 1995). How was I as leader of the religious community? Was I, for example, ‘controlling’? I needed also to take on board the next phrase I used with Judi and Jack: "I started letting go of these words, dogma and ritual, they seemed to me to be controlling mechanisms as well."



In my journal (29th October, 1993) I had written:



As regards superiorship (religious leadership of the community of 13 brothers) I feel it now has no clearly defined role. I do not know how I am supposed to lead this community. The rule book is no help. Our community, it seems to me, is unsure of the role of the brother in today's world .... Yet I .... sense that whatever we offer collectively at the college comes out of whatever we are as brothers. How to find that something is the problem! 



I wanted to persuade the community of which I was religious leader to move from a "spirituality of devotion" to a "spirituality of contemplation." It seemed to me that a ‘spirituality of devotion’ was more in tune with a world of certainty which we no longer had. Merton (Furlong, 1995: 234) believed, as I do, that we have to move away from "the disease of absolutes." It seems to me, as it was to him, that a life ‘full of uncertainties’ with only ‘a few plausible possibilities’ needs the question and answer type approach of a 'spirituality of contemplation.' I felt we as religious community needed to experience the absence of absolutes, of certainty. It was for this reason that I needed to say to my fellow monks: 



Look, could we suspend our formal prayer, our saying of the Divine Office (consisting mainly of psalms), at least temporarily? Why? Because I sincerely believe that we need to explore and research what we are about. Maybe we need to see what our prayer life is contributing to who we are and perhaps we could best do it by its absence!



I wrote in my journal (4th November, 1993) what ‘saying prayers’ as a member of community felt like to me:



Why have the public prayers we say as religious so lost their savour for me? .... Do they (the brothers) really believe in what they are doing and saying? I'd really love to know because I can make very little sense of what's going on! I often feel like a marionette which has been wound up and let go. I mouth words which do not seem to belong to me. I pause. Others pause. Are we all marionettes? .... Sometimes, I'd love to bark but then marionettes don't do that! What a shock it would cause if I could do it. The thought fascinates me .... We are all so solemn. If I were God I'd laugh at us!     



I wasn’t surprised to find Merton also had problems with prayer when in church surrounded by the monks. It made him feel "stifled, crushed, claustrophobically trapped in a situation that he was powerless to change" (Furlong, 1995: 176). Prayer in the woods, in fact anywhere where he was alone was a deep and tranquil experience for him, "one that had grown in him to an often wordless stillness." The tranquillity of aloneness and stillness is also now one of my chosen fora for prayer. The other is when I’m with people. 



But to return to my desire for prayer experimentation with my previous religious community, I wasn’t at all surprised when one of our province leaders eventually asked me to allow the community to return to formal prayers. "The brothers want it," he told me. "They want life to run smoothly." In hindsight, I believe I had the right to experiment for myself, but not to so prescribe for others. 

 

In the conversation with Judi I also mentioned my ambivalence about my personal God. I put it as follows: "I felt I had to consciously lay aside whatever notions I had of God when I arrived in Bath." Judi was surprised and intrigued. She said: 



Leaving God aside, feeling the need to leave God aside - that sounds like an incredible moment in one's life .... if I were doing it, it would be turning my frame around and living in another way. I'd be very interested in the process that made you do that. Explore it gently and what the consequences are of that. 



In subsequently exploring it ‘gently’, I decided that the question for me no longer was, "Do I believe in God?" but rather, "Do I live out God?"  (Solle, 1990: 186). I concluded that I do it in my I-Thou (Buber, 1975) relationships. God is a meaning to be lived by me and not a distant truth formula to which I pay lip-service. That is the form of Christianity I wish to live out. For me this form of Christianity is more important than doctrine, or dogma, or sacramentality, or liturgy. In saying this I am aware that I am in fact changing from religion to faith. In doing so I am leaving behind what Varrone (in Gallagher, 1995: 64) calls: "False God pleased-by-duty and by fear, the facile and useful God of efficacious rites." 



Prayer in my Christian life now means my communication, verbal or non-verbal, in my relationship with God and others. Some of it consists in my contemplation, meditation on my own when I am bearing others in mind even though they are not physically present to me. It is in there that I consolidate my notion of God as relationship and the idea that he needs me - a reversal of what I had been taught as a Christian. But in order to come to these views I had to ‘forget’ God for an appreciable amount of time after I arrived in Bath. Moira Laidlaw ‘worried’ about my stance (13th August, 1996):



I don't think you should shunt God aside because of your sensitivity towards others. After all, your love of God is one of the things that distinguishes you. It was one of the things I remember you taIking about in an audio taped conversation with Jack, yourself and me in 1993. Your belief in your God made a great impression on me. 



She was right, of course. Indeed, I wasn’t ‘shunting’ God aside. I was just allowing myself time in order to extract the God I cared for from being possessed and dominated by the church to which I belonged. I researched that very theme in chapters 2 and 3.



Jack commented that I hadn’t used the words ’spiritual’ or ‘spirituality’ regarding my relationships and said: "when I'm in contexts with (Ben) .... I see others come alive because of his presence." My attribution of unworthiness to myself means that I have to engage in the spiritual quest for worth. I don’t possess it automatically. I have to work to achieve it. In my search for worth I had to deal with my feeling of ‘failure’. I had tried out new ideas and experimented with an alternative way of being a leader and had felt rebuffed. To overcome it I needed perhaps to "visit every room in myself" as I said to Judi, and to share what I was discovering. Judi advised me: "not to use the word 'spiritual' until you're good and ready and until it is right."



Like Merton (in Padovano, 1984: 170-171), I needed to learn to become "passionate about preserving (my) own individuality," that "nothing is ultimately more sacred than the integrity of (my) own spirit." I should become "a pawn in no system." Like Merton, neither the world, nor the religious life, nor the Church should own or possess me. The process "of living, of growing up, and becoming a person of worth, is," for Merton as for me, "precisely the gradually increasing awareness of what (the meaning to life) is" (Furlong, 1995: 200-201).  





Merton as teacher



I want to consider Merton as teacher. According to Furlong (1995: 224):



Merton’s gifts as a teacher of novices and scholastics were as great as his gifts as a writer. He enjoyed teaching and found that he enjoyed talking to his students and novices one by one about their spiritual and other problems. 



For him (1953: 336-337), it was much more interesting than writing a book, besides being less fatiguing. Though he now had all the students to care for, he said that it was sometimes like the blind leading the blind. He added that:



The more I get to know my (students) the more reverence I have for their individuality and the more I meet them in my own solitude .... Their calmness will finally silence all that remains of my own turbulence.              



Though Merton gently uncovered difficulties and problems, he didn’t say very much in these sessions. This didn’t always go down well. Many of the students expected to be questioned as they had been just a few years before that in high school. Nevertheless they found that Merton acted as a catalyst in their lives and in these sessions with him "they often found out surprising things about themselves" (Furlong, 1995: 179). 



Merton's’ (Furlong, 1995: 180) greatest emphasis, however, was on authenticity and honesty. As one student put it:



He was very hard on any form of dishonesty, whether conscious or unconscious, and it was mostly unconscious, because we were trying to be as good as we could be. He wouldn’t let you do things because they might be expected of you, or because they were the pious thing to do.



As a teacher educator I am not concerned with the honesty, or lack of it, of others, but of being honest with myself. I try, however, to enable those I meet in educative relationships to move from their taken-for-granted ways of acting to more creative ways of acting, so that their freedom may be liberated. Perhaps that, too, is a form of honesty. It is part of persuading others to face something within themselves or their practices that needs changing. This movement towards creativity and freedom has been part of my intention in my action enquiries with Marion,Valerie and Rose in chapter 2, with John in chapter 3 and with David in chapter 4. In chapter 5 I had to deal with my perception that my own freedom to think and act was being eroded. I feel my creativity asserted itself in the conflict which I faced, and I ended up retaining my honesty, integrity and my freedom to be. 





Teaching spirituality, experiencing ‘failure’



I went to ‘Bexham’ school near Bath on 3rd November, 1995. Like Merton, in my approach to the deputy head, ‘Mark’, I wanted to live out my spirituality by showing the quality of my ‘reverence’ towards his ‘individuality.’ In his office, Mark read out the following from his recent Ofsted report: "Now, number 2 is what I’m concerned about: 'to improve the provision for pupils' spiritual development.”’ 



Mark wanted a policy on what constituted spiritual development. However, because as a teacher like Merton I wished to be authentic and honest (Furlong, 1995: 180), I decided to try and speak from the heart with Mark’s staff on 1st November, 1995. I wanted to show the staff the necessity for authenticity and honesty by living and acting it out with them. I felt that that was the best way, like Merton, to be myself rather than perhaps doing a conceptual, intellectual exercise consisting of classifications that the teachers may have expected. I decided to tell two stories - one of them about Larry’s death - and putting myself and my sense of who I am into them. 



In the course of my short exposition, Mark interrupted me many times seeking ‘clarifications’. He then ignored me and spoke for the next thirty minutes to his staff, starting with: "I think that what we have to do now is to get definitions of what spiritual development is ...." I persisted, however, in putting my point of view: "Don’t forget to consider your own and your pupils' experiences of spirituality .... We need evidence, don’t we?" And this despite Mark’s retort: "Personally, I don’t see any need for it (evidence)." 



Two days later in my journal (3rd November, 1995) I wrote:



During the day I don't think much about the fiasco that was last Wednesday .... At night, however, it occasionally returns to mock me - and my sense of myself. 





Can I communicate to you the meaning of my spiritual qualities in how I live and know in my work in education?



When speaking to Jack Whitehead and Moira Laidlaw (fellow Bath action researcher) afterwards about my ‘failure’ at Bexham School, I wondered was "there something to do with my presentational skills that I might think about." Out of that consideration arose a question that Jack suggested in order to move my research forward: "Can I communicate to you the meaning of my spiritual qualities in how I live and know in my work in education?" I was to investigate this question with a group of action researchers on 27th November, 1995 at Bath University while being videotaped. And like Merton’s desire to be authentic, to communicate himself, Jack said to me: "I just feel the need to test out whether it’s possible for you to communicate as you .... it’s you and your life that you are actually giving to us. It’s your sense of being that you are actually sharing with us."



Out of meetings I had with Jack Whitehead (16th and 22nd November) emerged four themes I would present to my audience on 27th November. They were:



(a)	How are we creating community at the University of Bath?

(b)	Is there a place for God in my life?

(c)	Can I explain my national or is it, my cultural identity? 

(d)	A Spiritual Vision - what else is there beside market forces, inflation, balance of payment deficits, materialism and so on?



Below I will offer only the briefest of synopses of each theme.





(a)	How are we creating community at the University of Bath?



Referring to our community group of action researchers I said that: 



I found that people listen and not only listen but I’m very conscious that they hear what I‘m trying to say. And I think that’s true of all of us. We try very hard I think to do that .... (As for myself) I try to be authentic and sincere. And I think there’s a quality of empathy there too, that people have told me that I do help them .... I not only engage with people face-to-face but I’m delighted to be engaging with people also through correspondence. 



I went on to link my notions of affirmation of others with what I offered in my mentoring to ‘John’ (chapter 3) and what I learned from Larry and his death and I finished this section of my input with my articulation of: 



a desire within myself to be at peace, not principally for my own sake, even though it would be good for myself as well, but to be at peace for the sake of others .... And I think it’s connected with wisdom as well .... I have to meet a lot more people and I have to offer an awful lot more to a lot of people and for them to offer it to me and then I think maybe I will arrive at that little bit of wisdom. 

       

   

(b)	Is there a place for God in my life?



Though I hadn’t clearly thought out my articulation about what I now believe about God (chapter 3), I was trying to open up and shake off some of my previous views which I felt were too linked to ‘church’, but most of all, how could my belief in God be linked to my educative and other relationships with people? Some of what I said then on 27th November I expressed as follows:



I felt a need to look within to see could I get some notion of who this God is that I believe in .... and (in) solitude .... I am beginning to like myself and I’m beginning to love myself .... there’s a God whose presence is around that somehow or other I feel is affirming me. And then when I go out and meet other people or I meet the Bath AR community, I can both affirm and be affirmed. There’s a kind of a double affirmation going on. 



I believe it was my desire to be responsive to those who do not accept Christianity that caused me to insert the phrase ‘my God’ in the sub-heading to chapter 3 as follows: "What do I mean by my authentic engagement with my God and with ‘John’?" Because I believe in God doesn’t mean I expect anybody else to do so. It doesn’t mean either that by using ‘my’ as a prefix in front of the word ‘God’ that I am intending to ‘own’ God just for myself. 





(c)	Can I explain my national or is it, my cultural identity?



Remembrance Sunday in Bath in November, 1995 reminded me of the strands of Irish nationalism but also of fighting against Hitler in my own family; of how our two cultures, Irish and British are intertwined creatively too. Of Remembrance Sunday, I said:



And I saw these veterans with their medals. And the word heroism stood out in my mind very powerfully. There was the music of the band and the drums. And I watched and I looked particularly at the young people, I watched their eyes. And I felt there was a great openness and an effort to try and understand what this was about .... Later in the evening I watched the ritual at the Cenotaph in London on the television. And I was a bit overwhelmed really by the solemnity and the beauty of the ritual. And this is just a little bit that I wrote at the time: ‘Solemn. Beautiful. Created by genius knowledge of human nature. Remembrance ritual signifying life bestowed by the dead.' 



 

(d)	A Spiritual Vision - What else is there beside market forces, inflation, balance of payment deficits, materialism and so on?



I said I had a problem with using the phrase ‘market economy’ or even  ‘social market economy’ and with the use of the phrase ‘individual competition’ because, as I said: 



I’ve come across people but who definitely are weak, wounded and frail. And I’m not sure to what extent they’ll ever be able to be closely involved in some kind of competition .... And so I do feel .... a bit disappointed that politicians will only speak about things like economics and market forces .... 



I then tried to localise my spiritual vision as one to do with neighbourliness, with relationship:



And when I was up in Jack’s house recently, on Jack’s window beside the door there was this little sticker which said, 'neighbourhood watch'. And I said, yeah. That’s part of it. It doesn’t mean just surveillance in that my next-door neighbour is going to keep my goods and property safe for me. There’s a direct connection, I think, between wanting to be available to my neighbour, to look after my neighbour and not just my neighbour’s goods.      





Discussion at the meeting



In the discussion, then, that followed my presentation, the participants responded variously from it feeling like, as Paul said, "a celebration" to Colin, who felt my "message came over very powerfully," although I hadn’t managed to bring the parts of it together yet. Moira felt moved by the "authority of your own experience" and my "enthusiasm" and she felt that "there were the intimations of a synthesis." For Steve, what was of the essence was my care for others that: 



what really comes out .... when you start talking about other people, like your remembrances, your experiences, it’s all there, it’s living. It’s just amazing, sort of the care and the empathy, call it what you will, that you actually show to other people. I mean I’ve experienced that when talking to you. When you start talking about other people and what they’ve meant to you, I mean your care really comes out. When you talk about disembodied things like economics and stuff like that, it isn’t really you. 



Steve continued:  



I know he does live his values. The first time I met him he sat there and gave up of his very valuable time and .... listened and talked. Right. And that’s incredibly rare. People don’t do that. And he does it all the time to people who he’s never met. He lives out those values .... it’s there. And we’re all witness to that.



Paul was very right to sound a note of warning, even if humorous: "If we’re not careful this is going to degenerate into a Ben Appreciation Society ...." (laughter). At Jack's request I repeated my opening question: "Can I communicate to you the meaning of my spiritual qualities in how I live and know in my work in education?" Jack felt that: "it’s that second part to do with 'knowing' .... that needed working with." He wondered too about: 



poetic forms of communication, I’m asking whether or not there have been moments or episodes, just times this evening when there was something about the way he (Ben) was communicating which really captivated your imagination in that poetic sense .... there were moments when Ben’s face lit up, there was an increased passion in his voice and I was very conscious at those moments of having my imagination gripped. 



Paul felt these moments occurred when "he (Ben) was talking with his heart rather than thinking with his head." But Paul also wanted to know what "the purpose of the presentation" was? Beth echoed it when she asked: "Why do you want to communicate your values which is what you’re saying, isn’t it?"



My answer was this: 



I suppose a part of me wanted to communicate who I am .... and I now believe I succeeded to some extent this evening .... I wanted to explain myself to myself, actually. 



Jack took up my phrase, saying, 



the last phrase that Ben used, ‘I’m explaining myself to myself.' Now why I do think this was important to Ben is that it is, as he said, the first time that he’s actually, I think, KNOWN what he’s been doing, in other words KNOWING. And he has lived this tonight. And he’s also shown I think and the video I believe will confirm this, that he can also have some confidence in his knowing. So when he explains himself to himself in terms of a fundamental part of his research he will make public, in a way which is communicable, these spiritual qualities which are in fact very important to  human existence.





I move from alienation from my religious congregation to reaffiliation



Now I come to another moment in my life in Bath where I knew that to augment my sense of worth I needed to attempt to resolve my feeling of alienation from my religious congregation. It arose mainly because of the bureaucratisation and hierarchy I experienced at the college run by my congregation. Was my sense of alienation similar to that of Merton? He had (1973, in Padovano, 1984: 170-171) defined alienation as the end result of a life lived according to conditions someone else determines. He observed that "alienation is an experience of the self kept as prisoner by another. A prisoner is locked into a system that allows no participation." I did, indeed, often"experience (my)self kept as prisoner by another," and by the system, too. And it was a system that allowed little ‘participation,' as I experienced it in chapter 5. But now I needed to move towards reaffiliation with my congregation because I was excited that my search for personal identity coincided with my religious congregation’s search for a new corporate identity. This it expressed in a short booklet called New Beginnings (1996), which was the outcome of discussion and argument at its six-yearly general meeting in Africa. 



The congregation booklet, New Beginnings (1996), had a section called ‘Strategies’ and ‘Action’ which read: 



Each Province and Region Leadership Team will establish means of assisting brothers to attend more fully to the requirements of personal growth especially in the affective aspects of their lives (and that) Province and Region leaders will use the occasion of Leadership Meetings to exchange experiences and resources on matters relating to holistic human development and male spirituality. 



The booklet (p. 14) also said that: 



The Core Renewal Team in the organisation of the congregational programmes, will ensure that the affective elements of the participants' experiences are integrated in the overall renewal processes. 



On reading it, Jack felt that: 



you've already attended 'to the requirements of personal growth especially in the affective aspects of (your life).' I think your thesis and the way in which you'll be able to construct that thesis will show that. And more than that, your thesis, as a form of expression and meaning and communication, will be about the exchange of: 'experiences and resources on matters relating to holistic human development ....' 



I noted that the third of ‘Four Directions’ in the booklet talks of ‘Growth Through Fragility.’ I agree with the description the booklet (p. 12) gives of this fragility when it says that:



There are signs of that death in our congregational story. Such signs include severity of discipline, harshness in community life, child abuse, an addiction to success, canonising work to the neglect of our basic human needs for intimacy, leisure and love. Today we have been made painfully aware of these aspects of our sinful history. 



It seems to me that being weak and fragile predisposes me to understanding how to be intimate in relationship with others. I can’t easily rationalise that connection. I feel I know it only because of my experience. At our action research group at Bath University on 12th May, 1997 I explained how I understood intimacy. Practising it would, I believed, help myself and others to improve both personally and professionally. Bochen (1998: 29) characterises intimacy as "that sense of being known and knowing another and sensing that one is accepted as one is in a relationship."   



Prior to the meeting (12th May, 1997), I had spent some weeks preparing a series of ‘imaginary dialogues’ which helped me to express the connection between the sacred and the intimate in my life. I decided to test out these hypotheses at my action research group meeting at the University of Bath on 12th May, 1997. Firstly, I prepared for this meeting a then summary draft of my thesis from chapters 1 to 7. Secondly, I composed a creative question to the group as follows: "How do I accept and reveal myself to you so that you can accept and open yourself to others?" Thirdly, I chose an imaginary dialogue I had composed to offer to the group. Below is a summary of that dialogue:





My living with loneliness and sadness is actually positive



I give an example of when I last felt deep loneliness and sadness and how my belief in my God helped me. Both loneliness and sadness teach me too that I am needy and being needy teaches me why I behave the way I do. And so being fragile helps me to be and remain humble which is necessary to my well-being. 



You	Tell me .... about loneliness and sadness.!



I		.... The last time I entered deeply into that experience of loneliness was when I got a phone call from 'Joe' at HQ in Dublin in January, 1996. He was worried about me and suggested I come back to Ireland to 'explain' myself, as it were.... Deep within myself I experienced a	feeling of utter desolation. It was even physical - a well of pain in my stomach. I wished I could cry out but I couldn't. There I was, full of pain, some of it so physical that I couldn't soften sufficiently to cry! .... Strangely enough, I felt that if I voiced my desolation to any of them I would have got protestations of: 'Whatever do you mean?' Or, 'Do you think we would have suggested 	you go to Bath if we had been worried about how you would cope?' 



		I also realised that most of what I do, any work I do, I do to gain approval. Yes, I need the approval of those who are important to me .... My mind told me that I wanted to be the person my HQ approved of, respected, perhaps even appreciated .... Gradually, though, I came to know also that the God I have often said I believed in actually accepted me in my neediness. He had all along been waiting for me. He had been and is a presence here in my flat.  



You	What about sadness? What's its basis?



I		.... For me, it is a stage on the way to being lonely. And the deeper I get into loneliness the deeper I get into sadness .... It helps, too, to put my actions and behaviours into a context where I can recognise that they are not the most important things in my life. When this illumination comes my outer and my inner self become reconciled.





Discussion



In the summary I offered the group of my writing of my thesis, Robyn wondered why, I had, as she put it, "looked outside yourself for definitions of spirituality .... ?." I said:



I hadn’t looked into myself initially because of my low self-worth .... but that is shifting now. My opinion of myself is considerably .... strengthened. I now know I have something to offer, but it took me a long time to get to that point. So that's why I couldn't really look inside. And I think a person is right not to look inside until they feel they're strong enough to do it. 



Robyn then wanted to know if I had "a definition of spirituality?" Jack, referring to the Hockerill Lecture on Spirituality in the Curriculum by Jack Priestley (1997), read: 



How then are we to proceed? To start with it is, I suggest, by refusing to define what we mean by the spiritual, not as a way of escape, but as a matter of principle. Cupitt's warning is very real. To fall to the temptation to define is itself to throw in the towel, to acknowledge the superiority of a rationality, which is based on a denial of the spiritual .... To arrest the spiritual in order to define it is to murder it on the spot. The spirit can no more be defined than a human being can and for much the same reason. But it can be described and that description can be a disciplined description.



By "disciplined description" Jack said he meant what Pam Lomax calls "a double dialectic." Basically, it means that I am involved in the discipline of revealing my inner voice, what Pam Lomax calls the intradialectic, the 'intra' meaning ‘within’. It includes also the interdialectic, the 'inter' meaning 'with others.' Below is Lomax's (1999: 14) latest and clearest explanation of the double or interdialectic which, she says is:



the outcome of a dialectical process that leads to change. I think there are two aspects to this - (a) the way we learn through representing our meanings to ourselves (an intra-subjective dialectic) and (b) the way we learn by representing our meanings to others (an inter-subjective dialectic).



According to Jack, I am offering in my thesis a disciplined description that integrates both the 'intra' and the 'inter'- dialectic, which involves question and answer, contradictions and tensions, which helps to move me forward through my imagined possibilities, my actions and evaluation of them, and through the action research enquiry cycles, too. All of these are the qualities in my thesis that Jack calls ‘disciplined’.



After the group had read my two imaginary dialogues, one of which I summarised above, Jack asked the group: 



Could I ask - this is important regarding the validity of an account - how the language is being used? You could also say something about your authentic response, you know, how are you feeling, if it is meditative, anything, so that Ben gets an appropriate feeling himself about how this writing is being received. What does it do to you as you read it? 



When Moira had read all of my 12 dialogues (in my data archive) the previous week, she replied to me, saying: 



I had a very strong sense of you talking to yourself. And I hadn't understood before how powerful that could be .... it is real dialogue .... I find it very touching, very moving. 



At the meeting itself, Pat felt "that you're conducting with yourself .... a dialogue between your two selves .... which are then part of your self."



For Jane, her feelings about my intimacy dialogue 



(are) absolutely overwhelming. I find this quite, quite beautiful .... why this is so wonderful (is) because .... you have questioned yourself here .... how often do we have discussions like this with other human beings in our lives, I think it's quite rare, isn't it?



Pam C felt that it "speaks exactly the same way to me as to you. And everybody is taking out of it a little part of themselves."

 

Jack thought that it was 



important to look at my question where I said, ‘How do I accept and reveal myself to you - and that is what people are saying Ben does. And now the second part is 'so that you (the audience present) can accept and open yourself to others?' Now, we've got the first part it seems in our responses, so we recognise that that is what Ben is doing. And I would imagine, in our terms, that has been successful. But what about the second part? -  so that you can accept and open yourself to others?



Robyn explained the second part thus: 



it began to explain to me a little bit about why I had the nerve to have some of the conversations with you (Ben) that I've had .... talking to you about what my prejudices about religion were. Why did I choose you to be telling these things to - because you somehow allowed me to do this. What I received back was that it was OK and so I could go on doing it. I just found myself open to you (laughs). 



Robyn had applied the second part, accepting and opening herself to others, to me! She was able to open herself to me.  



Chris, referring to me and the second part of my question, thought 



that there are a whole series of experiences you've gone through that you are trying to put into some sort of context in your mind so that you can actually offer some advice and listening to people in the future .... the thing you are touching on here, loneliness and sadness in its various forms, if you talk to anybody around the table, they've all got their own sort of sadnesses .... And the question is whether somebody is able to talk to you about it in a sort of listening, non-threatening way?



Jack said that if the group looked 



at the second part of Ben's question (being) able to talk about and explain how that has been helpful in dealing with (Chris’s) sense of grief (and loneliness and sadness) in another does seem to me to be exactly what Ben is questioning here in accepting (the idea of) opening yourself to others.  



Pat takes up Jack’s reference to ‘questioning’ and says that: 



It's not exactly a new revelation to say that being a good listener is a very good important quality. 



Jack responds to Pat thus: 



Now, if you ask what does it mean to be a 'good', a 'good' listener?, there's a complete shift of emphasis and meaning .... That seems to me to be very related to why Robyn would feel that immediate rapport in the sense of Ben being not just a good listener in those terms of listening well, but a good person who is listening well. 





How do I accept and reveal myself to you so that you can accept and open yourself to others?



I am repeating my question here so that I can consider Moira Laidlaw’s  individual answer to it in a letter she sent to me (5th May, 1997). I also want to consider the views of people other than our action research group whom I also consulted. But first, Moira’s answer. Having read all of my imaginary dialogues the previous week, Moira in writing to me, refers to my view that perhaps religious brothers "may be seen these days by the wider society as irrelevant but that you are not irrelevant." She also felt that: 



You’re doing something .... that is quite unique, I think. You are binding the secular and the sacred in a seamless mantle. Binding them through your personal relationship to God. Your (writing) lays great stress on your right to your own silences and times for contemplation. 



She went on to say that: 



It is fascinating to me that you write about intimacy with others and show how you are achieving that and what it means in relation to your three vows of chastity, poverty and obedience .... and yet somehow the greatest achievement I have seen is your own acceptance of yourself and the intimacy - tolerance, lack of moralistic judgment - about yourself.



She summarised the themes of my intimacy imaginary dialogues thus: 



(What) I find so impressive is the kind of questions (you) appear to be supporting .... without safety-nets: 



*	'How do I deal with loneliness and sadness?' 

*	'How can I have intimate relationships within my vows of chastity, poverty and obedience?' 

*	'How can I help to form and maintain intimate relationships with myself and others?' 

*	'How do I nurture my relationships with God?' and from the latter two: 

*	'How can I spiritually grow in such a way that the former two 	questions are not contradictory?'



Moira also says that "At the heart of human existence, it seems to me that there is mystery" and "what I love about (your writing) is that this sense of wonder and awe which you clearly experience as part of your life’s development is harnessed to give you strength and courage to face the truth for you." She finished by saying: 



I think this (writing) is a testament to your developing spirituality (of which courage and humility, being and becoming, reflection and action [to name but a few] are ‘presenting symptoms’ if you like). Your (writing) inspires me.



Zoe Parker (lecturer at Kingston University), writing to me on 20th May, 1997 about my intimacy imaginary dialogues, among other things said: 



I address this letter to you as ‘dearer’ because I feel that you become more dear to me as I learn more about who you are .... The notion of intimacy appeals to me on a very profound level of my being .... I think that your ideas are offering me a way of looking at the distance between human beings as perhaps the necessary space for contemplation and reflection. 



Frank, one of my religious congregation leaders, speaking to me (10th July, 1997) said that: 



Yes, I can see where you are at .... I like that idea you said somewhere of spirituality as a continual wrestling with questions and answers and doubts, which the answer to one informs the next question and so on. 



I’m amused when Frank wonders about Jack Whitehead (my Ph.D. supervisor) being so sure that I am 



looking at the affective dimensions of life and holistic human development .... and so forth. You're already doing it' .... that word, 'know' I picked up on .... a part of me was thinking: 'How does Ben bloody well, know?' .... Another part of me was saying: 'No, Ben has come to a sense of this. It's real. He's stating something that is come from within.' 



Frank also felt that I had achieved a goodly amount of freedom: 



I like (the) 'I claim the right to be guided by the promptings of my own inner nature and to attend to my own and not others’ perceptions' .... I mean that’s freedom!



George, another of my religious congregation leaders, felt (11th July 1997) that: 



Here was a search .... the honesty struck me very strongly .... your fragility comes out that you’re very sensitive to your own feelings; inhibited by them (but) rejoice in them at times. 



But George also wondered, "Is he digging too deep?."  He added, however, "that’s me talking!" He refers to my 



hearing a lot of inner calls. You’re saying: 'I want to be in touch with my values, my feelings, my anger, my frustrations .... get a hold of them, look at them and really get to know them. And in doing so I’ll know myself and so I’ll get to know God.' You’re right .... I got the impression that 99% of getting to know God was getting to know yourself. 



George also spoke about his experience of having me to stay at his monastery in England occasionally. He said about it that: 



If I was in a small community .... you're the kind of guy I'd like in the community, Who'll talk at table and enjoy the story you tell. You kind of chuckle as you go along .... which makes everybody else more aware. That's something you too should be well aware of, delighted with.



Finally, there’s Jim, an old friend. He felt, after a conversation (6th June, 1997) with me that: 



spirituality is being able to be yourself .... You’re being real, you’re being real .... that there was no part of your journey, internally or externally that you weren’t prepared to to examine and share and challenge. I loved it.



Regarding my desire to live in an ‘experimental’ community, Jim said: "Ben, I hear you being well motivated very strongly, you know. There’s a vibrancy about you, there’s an up-and-doing thing about you which is marvellous." Regarding our actual conversation, Jim is appreciative of the effect on him of my presence:



Jim		I just want to say to you that I know when we part I know that I'll have got strength from the conversation.

 

Ben	It's the same for me, you know.



Jim		Because I know that I'm not alone in my search.



Ben	It is very consoling actually.



Jim		Consoling and at the same time, challenging .... and 	also that I'm able to manage life. 



 

What have I learnt?



It seems to me that the anguish of my professional conflict at the college of education where I worked between 1990 and 1995 is now over, is laid to rest (chapter 5). On my spiritual journey since then (1995-1998), I have been attending to "inner change and preparation" (Friedman, 1976: 43) for re-entering my religious community and also the community of teachers I will be working with during the coming years. My preparation for this double reentry has involved my growth in self-knowledge and self-understanding (Au and Cannon, 1995: 3), a knowledge and understanding which has been enhanced by the intrapersonal and interpersonal dialogues I have represented in this thesis. 



Intrapersonally, I have learnt and come to know what's going on inside myself: who I am, why I chose what I have chosen, what my feelings and desires were and are. I have become more self-reflective in my understanding of my life. I believe that I have gradually changed from being ego-centred to being other-centred.





3. My spiritual journey is moving me towards helping to create community 



Interpersonally, I have learnt from my reflections in this chapter on my relationships with those in the Bath action research community and with some of my fellow religious. And I learnt from Merton. With my learning from others, including Merton, I now want to concentrate on the issue of integrating within it their views on the ‘personal’ and ‘community’ of Fielding (1998), and Fielding on Macmurray (1998), and also some of the views of Jean Vanier (1993). One of the aims of my attempt at integration is to see, at least in embryonic conceptual form, what creating community anew might look as I face reentry to my religious community and to the community of teachers with whom I will be working during the years ahead. 





Reflecting anew on the meaning of community



Helping me to reflect anew on the meaning of community is a heartfelt visionary statement below by Macmurray (in Fielding, 1998: 18) which resonates deeply within me:



The first priority in education - if by education we mean learning to be human - is learning to live in personal relation to other people. Let us call it learning to live in community. I call this the first priority because failure in this is fundamental failure, which cannot be compensated for by success in other fields; because our ability to enter into fully personal relations with others is the measure of our humanity. For inhumanity is precisely the perversion of human relations.





The centrality of community



For Macmurray, community isn’t about a thing, place or group. It is about "what it is to be and become human" (1993: 211). I can’t talk about community without talking about being and becoming human. He puts it like this:



We need one another to be ourselves. This complete and unlimited dependence of each of us upon the other is the central and crucial fact of personal existence .... Here is the basic fact of our human condition.    



Macmurray insists "that we are not primarily social beings; rather, we are, first and foremost, communal beings." And ‘communal’ is more fundamental than ‘social’ (Fielding, 1998: 2). In terms of social relations, my encounters with others tend to be functional in which I get something done, in order to achieve a particular purpose. In contrast, "personal relations of community are not aspectival, task specific or role defined; rather they are expressive of who we are as persons" (Fielding: 1998: 3). An example of the difference between functional and personal relations is friendship. In a friendship the common purposes arise from caring for one another and delighting in one another’s company.





A friend is one who is in the light 



According to Ferder (1988: 171) "friendship comes from the heart, not (from) sharing information." And she adds that: 



Genuine friendship does not develop when there are real or perceived inequalities among people. It does not develop when there is informational disclosure but no self-disclosure. 



She feels that a friend is one who is in the light - who has listened to my ideas, heard my growing convictions, shared my moments of excitement, walked through the darkness of my feelings of discouragement, celebrated my questions and my joys, my insights and my breakthroughs! Who has experienced my core and has come to know some of the real essence within. Who, hearing my disclosures, has changed from an acquaintance to a friend! For Vanier (1993:13), being within friendship, within community helps me to become "earthed and (to) find (my) identity." 



Community is not about what Fielding (ibid) calls, "the residual, but unsatisfactory, core of belonging and significance," which Vanier (ibid, p. 14) echoes when he says that: 



We want to belong to a group, but we fear a certain death .... because we may not be seen as unique .... we fear being used, manipulated, smothered and spoiled. 



What then is community about? It is about "the principle of freedom and the principle of equality." Each of which "have a mutually reinforcing relation with one another," as Macmurray (1950: 74) puts it when he says that: 



equality and freedom, as constitutive principles of fellowship, condition one another reciprocally. Equality is a condition of freedom in human relations. For if we do not treat one another as equals, we exclude freedom from the relationship. Freedom, too, conditions equality. For if there is constraint between us there is fear; and to counter the fear we must seek control over its object, and attempt to subordinate the other person to our own power. Any attempt to achieve freedom without equality, or to achieve equality without freedom, must, therefore be self-defeating.    





Freedom within community may involve conflict



According to Macmurray (In Fielding, 1998) freedom is to do with being ourselves, which we can only achieve in and through relationships with others, and only in certain kinds of relations, by which Macmurray meant that they are "constituted and maintained by mutual affection" (Macmurray, 1993: 158). Friendship or community 



reveals the positive nature of freedom. It provides the only condition which releases the whole self into activity and so enables a man to be himself totally without constraint (ibid.  



Vanier (1993: 22) too comments on freedom, but in the context of contradiction within community when conflict arises, when he says:



If community is for growth of the personal consciousness and freedom .... there will be times when some people find themselves in conflict with their community. Some out of fear of this conflict and of loneliness will refuse to follow their personal freedom and inner conscience; they choose not to ‘rock the boat’. Others will choose to grow personally but the price they will have to pay will be a certain anguish and loneliness as they feel separated from the group .... This happens particularly when someone is called to personal growth and is in a group which has become lukewarm, mediocre and closed in on itself.  



Of course, I found myself in conflict with my work community (1993-1995) at the college where I worked. It seemed to me then and now, too, that the community had difficulty in accepting that I, as leader, should be allowed to do things differently so that I could continue to be myself. The same happened me in the religious community of which, again, I was leader. In order to preserve my freedom, I wished to live a different form of life from that of the vast bulk of my community so that I could grow and develop as a person. Because I separated myself at least mentally from my community, I experienced a certain amount of anguish and loneliness. I now feel, however, that I needed to experience more openness than the community could grant. The feelings of anguish and loneliness which I experienced as a result of the closed nature of the community were, I now feel, necessary in order for me to develop as a person.

 



With mutual affection in friendship/community there is also struggle



My experience tells me that, while genuinely holding "mutual affection," "love, care, concern for the other," as I try hard to do with Marion, Valerie, John, David and others in my studies of singularity, nevertheless there is, as Vanier (1993: 28) puts it, 



always warfare in our hearts; there is always the struggle between pride and humility, hatred and love, forgiveness and the refusal to forgive, truth and the concealment of truth, openness and closedness. 



Like Vanier (1993: 28), I have always wanted to walk 



in that passage towards liberation, growing on the journey towards wholeness and healing.  



My intrapersonal and interpersonal dialogues show me, I believe, attempting to be liberated, to become whole, when, for example, I examine - at least to some extent - what Peck (1983: 260-263) calls the 



source of (my) prejudices, hidden hostilities, irrational fears, perceptual blind spots, mental ruts, and resistance to growth. 



In chapter 2, Marion, for example, reminded me of my possible prejudices, perceptual blind spots, and so on, when, on one occasion, I gave her inappropriate advice regarding what her colleague, Valerie, should do! Perhaps, also, my preconceived opinions, my biases were on display in part of my educative relationship with John in chapter 3. He was intent on improving learning and teaching within his classrooms so that among other things, his students could achieve worthwhile examination results in the State Examinations. My concern was based on my strong views from my past when I was a secondary teacher, that my students needed and deserved to be involved in their own learning. John's students ‘were ‘incurious’, I told him. "Knowledge," I felt, "should be a tool for them to enable them to understand their own world and make informed judgments on it!" I added, though, that: "Neither John nor I were wrong" - but I could have perhaps put my views with more finesse, with more sensitivity. My passion for my own values, buried in my biases, perhaps blinkered me for a few moments! 



With David in chapter 4, I found myself constantly moving dialectically between warm regard and respect for him with impatience that he couldn’t see what I saw - the necessity for freedom for his students - and more reflection on his part! Then being taken aback when I realised he had offered democracy and freedom to his students. Not only that, but being astonished when he told me that I, too, had offered him the freedom he personally needed. As he said: 



By opening every door and by not being doctrinaire about issues, you made me feel that I could say anything that comes into my head and that it would be viewed constructively. 



Maybe my "perceptual blind spots" were sometimes about not recognising when I was myself practising what I recommended to others - freedom. So, in attempting to help others attain freedom, I have had to attend to how I was myself attaining it too. 



Earlier in this chapter, I talked about the work I had to do in order to get rid of my "mental ruts, and resistance to growth" when I had difficulty recognising what Jack saw in me: "when I'm in contexts with (Ben) .... I see others come alive because of his presence." Opening up publicly about why I got stuck in my writing liberated me not only to get back to writing but also to putting my feelings of unworthiness to rest. So, I ended up genuinely holding affection, love, care, concern for myself as well as the other - a part of my new learning on my way to forming community anew with teachers and others.  

 



The personal is more important than the functional



There is a differential between the functional and the personal. The personal is prior to and more important than the functional, but neither can do without the other. They are, in fact, necessary to each other, but both of them are in constant tension making it very difficult to establish "a right and satisfactory relation between them" (Macmurray, 1941a: 1) either in society or at the level of individual living. My experience at the college of education where I worked amply bore out Macmurray’s view that the personal and the functional are in constant tension making it difficult to establish "a right and satisfactory relation between them." This was particularly true for me between 1993 and 1995 when I was leader of an action research project (chapter 5). 





Human purposes are at the centre of our educational concerns



Macmurray (1941d: 822) declares that: 



The personal is primary and the functional is secondary .... The meaning of the functional lies in the personal and not the other way around .... The functional life is for the personal life. 



Regarding education, Macmurray says that: "human purposes are at the centre of our professional concerns." 



I am now all too conscious that I have to play my part in ensuring with others that the religious community life I return to prioritises friendship and community over how it ‘should’ be run and ‘organised.' Similarly, I wish to work towards the same ideals of community over organisation with the teachers with whom I will be working. 





How the personal is both transformed and transformative    



According to Fielding (1998: 7), just as the functional life is for the personal life, so "the personal life is through the functional life." If community is to be a lived reality it must express itself in action "when in our daily work we provide for one another’s needs and rejoice that we are doing so" (Macmurray, 1941e: 856). According to Fielding, then, (ibid), the functional is necessary because it is through it that the personal, the standpoint of the community, becomes real and authentic. The personal is therefore foundational, but it is particularly important to reveal the personal in the functional. When the functional comes under the aegis of the personal, that is, when the functional is expressive of the personal, it is both transformed and transformative.





The personal as transformational



In summarising his argument, Fielding (1998: 9) says that: 



not only is the personal foundational, the functional for the sake of the personal, and the personal articulated through the functional, but the functional within the personal is transformed. 



Fielding (1998: 12) argues for "education as transformative community," which is a context that informs what we do, "an aspiration, a means of proceeding, and an increasingly encountered reality." He goes on to say that: 



education is at once a profoundly personal undertaking, that is to say one that is ultimately about human being and becoming, and also an undertaking that is, if not utopian, then infused with hope. It is a shared sense that education is expressive of positive human agency and shared hope in the future of human kind. It is about education as transformative community.





Education as Transformative community



How have I moved forward Fielding’s view of "Education as Transformative Community"? I’ll point to two examples, one in chapter 2 and the other in terms of my future work. Valerie in chapter 2 was able, in my view, to offer worthwhile freedom to her student, Rose, by encouraging her to write about her concerns and come to her own conclusions. That surely was an expression of egalitarianism, perhaps not in its fullest form but certainly, I would suggest, in a form suitable for a student. Rose availed of it to express her freedom. According to Macmurray (1950: 74), freedom and egalitarianism are the "two fundamental principles of community." I would therefore suggest that Rose’s education was transformative in that it was "at once a profoundly personal undertaking," "ultimately about being and becoming" and one "infused with hope" (Fielding, 1998: 12). But overall in my thesis I believe I have shown how I have striven with the teachers I worked with to bring about egalitarianism and freedom, and succeeded at least to some extent. It was educational work in which I believe I kept "human purposes" at the centre. I believe that I have shown in the thesis, too, how I am myself becoming more free and am achieving equality with those with whom I deal. A development for teachers and for myself that is both personal and transformative.





I am committed to creating community



I want to look again at Fielding’s (1998: 12) view of education as transformative community, this time through the lens of a professed member of a religious congregation. Being in community of whatever kind is about personal relations, about being in relationship with others. That is my hope for the future. It is my hope as a member of a religious congregation. I want 'community' to be more and more about personal relations, about being in relationship with others. 



But what does being in religious community life offer me? It offers me  a context in which my life decision to be available to others in educative and personal relationship is grounded. It offers me a stable setting. It creates for me a stimulus to action. It sets out a place where I may help to bring about necessary compromise. My need to hold on to my own individuality, for example, is constantly and dialectically challenged by being a member of two communities, my religious community and my community at work. This dialectic between my individuality and my membership of community is necessary for me, I believe, if I am to move ever closer to personal integration. 



When I entered a religious congregation or community and became a brother in 1957 I saw myself, like Merton (1948: 372), "enclosed in the four walls of my new freedom." The four walls represented my willingness to accept limitations on my freedom for a greater ‘good’; the greater good being my need to offer a sacrifice of self-abnegation to my God, as current Catholic theology then understood it. Later in life I began to realise that these ‘four walls’ needed to come down if I were to achieve maturity and integration. I now knew I needed sufficient freedom in order to begin to reveal and discover my true self. My growing understanding of that freedom, enabling me  to become my true self, has taken concrete shape over the years in relationship with others through freedom and love. And the vows that I have taken over all these years are no longer bonds, they are gifts enabling me to become more free, enabling me to love more. And the names of the vows have changed, too, to mirror that new meaning.   



The vow of chastity has, for example, become "a vow for relatedness" O Murchu (1995: 102). Jane, Chris, Robyn, Moira and others earlier in this chapter above noticed my gift for relatedness. The vow of poverty has, for example, become "a vow for stewardship" (O Murchu (1995: 111). And I link this vow with hospitality. The vow of obedience has become "a vow for partnership" (O Murchu, 1995: 114). My exercise of my vowed life in my religious community life and in my life of community with others in education is, for me, not unlike what Macmurray (1991:14-15) means when he says that: "All meaningful knowledge is for the sake of action, and all meaningful action for the sake of friendship." 





A summary of the significance for me of the 'living' spiritual ideas of others



This chapter was written in an improvisatory way but, in retrospect, seems to me to fall into three sections as follows: 1.  Understanding myself as a person through the eyes of Merton; 2.  Achieving self-realisation: learning from others, and they from me; 3.  My spiritual journey is moving me towards helping to create community 

 



1.   Understanding myself as a person through the eyes of Merton



My encounter with the life and writings of Thomas Merton has, I believe, enriched both my interior life and my life in my religious community, my work life and my life in relationship with others. For example, I have learnt to value "experience" over "speculation," and "poetry and intuition" over "technical language." 

 

Like Merton, my eyes have been opened over the years to my own humanity. I have engaged in the process of finding my own 'true' identity and in preserving my individuality in order to be a person of integrity. My prose poem at the end of chapter 5 points in the same direction. In practice, I am committed to finding my identity and preserving my integrity through my exercise of freedom and love towards others in my educative relationships. In my efforts to become contemplative I realise that what I have been doing is to see things as they really are; a perspective that causes me to want to treat each person I meet as being unique. 



My relationship with Merton causes me also to wish to take responsibility for my own life which will be a sign of my growing spirituality. As Merton (1955: xii) puts it: "in the last analysis the individual person is responsible for living his own life and for 'finding himself'." 



In order to pursue my personal goals, my values, I have to become an enquirer; like Merton, I have to ask questions. I have to come to realise that some uncertainty is necessary in order for me to continue as an enquirer who has an open mind. Whenever I become anxious it is a sign to me that I have further questions to ask. Over the years, too, following Merton, I have come to deny tradition its hold over me, realising that it isn't healthy for me to accept tradition blindly. I learn from Merton that "causing disturbance in others' mind" is no bad thing. It leads me to holding "a dialectic of care and challenge" in my relationships with others.  





2.  Achieving self-realisation: learning from others, and they from me 



Along the way I meet my friend, Larry. I meet him again just before his death. The inevitability of my own death now stares me in the face, causing me to concentrate on the "time-left-to-live."  I do so, holding in mind the memory of Larry's profound simplicity, enormous freedom from sadness and terror, and his peacefulness and courage as values I, too, can embody in my life.



However, in my journey towards my self-realisation, I meet an unresolved crisis from my past. It revolves around my "UNWORTHINESS" and around the notion of "AUTHORITY." It prevents me from writing for some months. With Judi Marshall's help "I started letting go of these words .... (that) seemed to be controlling mechanisms." And I begin to write again. Like Merton (Padovano, 1984: 170-171), I believe that the resolution of this crisis has to do with becoming "passionate about preserving (my) own individuality;" that "nothing is ultimately more sacred than the integrity of (my) own spirit," and that I should become "a pawn in no system." If I am to offer freedom and love to others I first have to offer freedom to myself, to love myself.



My experience in Bexham School helps me to accept 'failure', but it is a 'failure' that I insist in explaining for myself! After this experience of failure, I give a seminar at the University of Bath on "Can I communicate to you the meaning of my spiritual qualities in how I live and know in my work in education?" It is literally the first occasion in my life when I hear others telling me the qualities I have to offer others. I am astonished and very moved at quotations such as the following: "It's just amazing, sort of the care and the empathy ... that you actually show to other people"; "I know he does live his values"; that I use "poetic forms of communication" - these moments, as Paul says, are where "he (Ben) was talking with his heart rather than thinking with his head."



My explanation of my thesis and of my "intimacy" imaginary dialogues at another meeting at the University of Bath confirms for me the positive effect I am having educatively on other people. I am attempting to summarise it here in two quotations: 



How often do we have discussions like this with other human beings in our lives. I think it's quite rare, isn't it? 



And, 



Now, if you ask what does it mean to be a 'good' listener, there's a complete shift of emphasis and meaning .... That seems to me to be very related to why Robyn would feel that immediate rapport in the sense of Ben being not just a good listener in those terms of listening well, but a good person who is listening well.



My gradual understanding of what I have to offer others educatively enables me to move from alienation from my own religious community to reaffiliation.





3.  My spiritual journey is moving me towards helping to create community



My later engagement in this chapter with Fielding (1998) and his views on Macmurray's notion of "community" are, I believe, the lexical meanings of what I have already described and explained ostensively earlier in the middle part of the chapter. Fielding and Macmurray (in Fielding, 1998: 18) emphasise the importance of community, meaning "personal relations," that is, "what it is to be and become human" (Macmurray, 1993: 211). In these "personal relations", the values of freedom and love play an increasingly important part. By the end of the chapter I come to realise, by virtue of my membership of religious community life and by my profession of vows for relatedness, hospitality and partnership, that I have publicly promised to embody the values of freedom and love in how I connect the personal with the professional in my life of relationship with others - and that I am actually doing so.
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