


Concemplacive Prayer: Shaping Spiricualicy [.rom Love o Juscice
by Eugene Taylor Sutton

| was reared in black Baptist congregations in rural North Carolina and in Washington, D.C., which is to
say that | sang, cried, clapped and shouted my way into faith. Bold, bluesy, and vibrant, African-American
culture values self-expression in its religion as well as in its art, music, and everyday conversation. One is no
encouraged to sit still, quiet, and motionless in the company of others, and if this is done while the communit
is “having church,” then prayers and exhortations are offered for the Spirit to visit that place more powerfully.
Exuberant bursts of noise and speech often signify the presence of God in black church spirituality, much as
they did in the Book of Acts’ account of the birth of the Christian movement at Pentecost.

How is it, then, that someone nurtured as a child on the milk of revivalist spirituality finds himself
nourished by contemplative worship in his adult years? And how is it that this longtime social justice warrior,
a son of the Sixties with its movements against racism, war, and poverty, now struggles to insert periods of
Centering Prayémnd meditation into his daily round of activities? What is there in the African-American
spiritual tradition that lays the groundwork for a contemplative who is also committed to working for justice?

As it happens, mystic and prophetic religion has many roots in both the African soul and the rich African
soil. By the rivers of the Gambia, by the rivers of the Niger, by the rivers of the Roanoke, by the rivers of the
Savannah, by the rivers of the Mississippi — there my forebears sat down and wept when they remembered
home and freedom. For there by the rivers of slavery their captors asked them for songs, and their tormentor
asked for mirth, saying, “Why don’t y’all dance for us and sing one of those songs that you people do so well!
But how could they sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?

Sometimes — in safe company — the Lord’s song of freedom and justice welled up within the African-
American soul and burst out with songs of ecstatic joy and deliverance. But at other times, the song played a
softer tone in the sorrowful heart, expressing itself in the Spirituals that so frequently provided needed balm f
the lamenting soul. And still at other times, there was silence: the prayerful silence whose yearning for God a
the establishment of God’s kingdom could not take the shape of words. These voiceless prayers of inviting al
acknowledging the divine presence within, growing out of the soul-stirrings of a people whose captors had
“silenced” them from voicing their true aspirations, laid the seeds for a flowering of contemplative ways of
praying in African-American spirituality.

The most well-known figure in this tradition is Howard Thurman (1900-1981), the distinguished
clergyman, writer and academic. He was raised in poverty in rural Florida, requiring financial assistance to
attend both Morehouse College and Rochester Theological Seminary, from which he graduated in 1926. Afte
pastoring a black Baptist congregation in Oberlin, Ohio, Thurman left for Haverford College to study with the
Quaker philosopher and mystical writer Rufus Jones. He was especially influenced by the writings of the
Christian mystic Meister Eckhart, and later St. Francis of Assisi. His career would lead him to a preaching an
teaching ministry at Morehouse College, Howard University, the Church for the Fellowship of All Peoples in
San Francisco, and Boston University.

Thurman authored over twenty books, numerous articles, and many interviews, addresses, and sermons.
The titles of his books reflect his contemplative leanings, su¢h@a£entering Moment, Deep is the Hunger,
Disciplines of the Spirit, The Inward Journey, The Luminous Darkaad#/editations of the Heart.

(N

The Rev. Canon Eugene Taylor Sutton is the Director of the Washington National Cathedral’'s Center for
Prayer and Pilgrimage. An Episcopal priest, he is a frequent leader of retreats and conferences on
contemplative prayer and spirituality. This talk was originally presented at the Spiritual Formation/
National Black Presbyterian Caucus Dinner in Denver, Colorado, on May 28, 2003.
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The starting point for authentic living, Thurman believed, was to “center down” enough to hear God'’s voice
in the midst of the busyness of dalily life:

How good it is to center down!

To sit quietly and see one’s self pass by!

The streets of our minds seethe with endless traffic;

Our spirits resound with clashings, with noisy silences,

While something deep within hungers and thirsts for the still moment and the resting lull.

With full intensity we seek, ere the quiet passes, a fresh sense of order in our living;

A direction, a strong sure purpose that will structure our confusion and bring meaning in our chaos.
We look at ourselves in this waiting moment — the kinds of people we are.

The questions persist: what are we doing with our lives? — what are the motives that order our days?
What is the end of our doings? Where are we trying to go?

Where do we put the emphasis and where are our values focused?

For what end do we make sacrifices? Where is my treasure and what do | love most in life?

What do | hate most in life and to what am | true?

Over and over the questions beat in upon the waiting moment.

As we listen, floating up through all the jangling echoes of our turbulence, there is a sound of another kind —
A deeper note which only the stillness of the heart makes clear.

It moves directly to the core of our being. Our questions are answered,

Our spirits refreshed, and we move back into the traffic of our daily round

With the peace of the Eternal in our step.

How good it is to center down!?

The “centering moment” that Thurman illuminates also serves to describe the inner movements of
Centering Prayer, the method of praying beyond thoughts, words and emotions that prepares the heart to receive
the gift of contemplation, or “resting in God.” The aim of Centering Prayer is to enable the follower of Christ to
consent to God’s presence and action within, to pray the prayer of our Lord “...thy will be done” in us, among
us, and throughout the earth, as in heaven.

Thurman describes the activity of God that one consents to in prayer as “enlarging the heart™

God is at work enlarging the boundaries of my heart.
God is making room in my heart for compassion.

There is already a vast abundance of room for pity. It is often easy to be overcome with self-pity, that sticky
substance that ruins everything it touches. My list of excuses is a long list and even as | say it, | know that
under closest scrutiny they disappear, one by one. There is pity in me — pity for others. But there is
something in it that cannot be trusted; it is mixed with pride, arrogance, cunning. | see this only when |
expose myself to the eyes of God in the quiet time. It is now that | see what my pity really is and the
sources from which it springs.

God is making room in my heart for compassion: the awareness that where my life begins is where your life
begins; the awareness that a sensitiveness to your needs cannot be separated from a sensitiveness to my
needs; the awareness that the joys of my heart are never mine alone — nor are my sorrows. | struggle against
the work of God in my heart; | want to be let alone. | want my boundaries to remain fixed, that | may be at rest.
But even now, as | turn to [God] in the quietness, [God’s] work in me is ever the same.

God is at work enlarging the boundaries of my heart. -
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Thurman was a lifelong mentor to Martin Luther King Jr., who was in his final year of study for his Ph.D. at
Boston University when Thurman began teaching there in 1953. (Martin’s father, familiarly known as “Daddy
King,” and Thurman were classmates at Morehouse, and Thurman had been a family friend ever since.) In
preaching, spirituality and in the ethics of nonviolence, Thurman had “a personal, spiritual influence on Martir
that was so lofty, and that helped him to endure. The spiritual and moral energy Thurman generated influenc
him so much.*King’s own words show the product of God “enlarging the boundaries” of the human heart
through sacrificialove

To our most bitter opponents we say: “We shall match your capacity to inflict
suffering by our capacity to endure suffering. We shall meet your physical force
with soul force. Do to us what you will, and we shall continue to love you. We
cannot in all good conscience obey your unjust laws, because non-cooperation
with evil is as much a moral obligation as is cooperation with good. Throw us in
jail, and we shall still love you. Send your hooded perpetrators of violence into
our communities at the midnight hour and beat us and leave us half dead, and
we shall still love you. But be ye assured that we will wear you down by our
capacity to suffer. One day we shall win freedom, but not only for ourselves. We
shall so appeal to your heart and conscience that we shall win you in the
process, and our victory will be a double victory.®

All justice, which is the ordering of society to conform to the vision of God for the world, must begin in
love. And love can only grow in a human heart that has been enlarged by God through opening up to the
Divine Presence in prayer. The sons and daughters of Africa knew that the Lord God delivers those who are
oppressed to freedom, as typified by the liberation of God’s people from bondage and slavery in the Hebrew
Scriptures. But they also knew that this same Godwitdsn them as well, freeing them from personal
bondage to freedom in Christ, leading them on a spiritual journey to Divine union. The personal contemplativ
journey feeds the political journey.

Christian mysticism has its roots in the African soil and soul, from the writings of the early Desert Fathers
and Mothers, the flowering of contemplative spirituality in North Africa, to the origins of Christian
monasticism in Egypt represented by such figures as Antony and Pachomius. The Christian contemplative
heritage began in Africa, and continues to be nurtured by the descendants of Africa in diaspora around the
world today. Contemplative prayer moves spirituality from love to justice, and it is a way for African
Americans to connect again with their spiritual rd"ot%ﬁ’

Notes

! For more information on Centering Prayer, see the Summer/Fall 2001 and Spring 2003 issues of
Hungryhearts or go to theHungryheartsarchive atwww.pcusa.org/spiritualformation/hungryhearts/.

2 Howard Thurman‘How Good to Center Down.KMeditations of the HearRichmond IN: Friends United
Press, 1976: 28.

3 “Not Pity, but CompassionMeditations of the Hear#9.

4 Lewis V. Baldwin,There Is A Balm In Gilead: The Cultural Roots of Dr. Martin Luther Kinglnterview
with Dr. Philip Lenud, December 9, 1986. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991: 301.

®Martin Luther King Jr., “A Christmas Sermon on Peaé¥ecember 24, 1967, ik Testament of Hope: The
Essential Writings of Martin Luther Kingy. James M. Washington, ed.. NY: Harper & Row, 1986: 253-
258.

®See Eugene Taylor Sutton, “Oh, Freedom!’: Contemplative Dimensions of African-American Spirituality” in
The Diversity of Centering PrayeGustave Reininger, ed. NY: Continuum, 1999.
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The Long View

It helps now and then to step back and take the long view.
The Kingdom is not only beyond our efforts, it is even beyond our vision.
We accomplish in our lifetime only a tiny fraction
of the magnificent enterprise that is Godes work.
Nothing we do is complete, which is another way of saying
that the Kingdom always lies beyond us.
No statement says all that can be said.
No prayer fully expresses our faith.
No confession brings perfection.
No program accomplishes Christes mission.
No set of goals and objectives includes everything.
That is what we are about.
We plant the seeds that one day will grow.
We water the seeds that are already planted,
knowing that they hold future promise.
We lay foundations that will need further development.
We provide yeast that produces effects beyond our capabilities.
We cannot do everything,
and there is a sense of liberation in realizing that.
This enables us to do something and to do it very well.
It may be incomplete, but it is a beginning,
a step along the way,
and an opportunity for the Lordes grace to enter and do the rest.
We may never see the end results.
But that is the difference between the master-builder and the worker.
We are workers, not master builders, ministers, not messiahs.
We are prophets of a future not our own.

This prayer/poem has often been attributed to Oscar Romero, archbishop of San Salvador from 1977-1980. During
that time his eyes were opened to the violence and abuse taking place in that nation, and he was martyred because of
his defense of the poor. Although no original source can be identified, these words are certainly in the spirit of his
ministry. The Violence of Lovea collection of his sermons and writings, was published in 1988.
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Press, 1995; repr. 2002. For a more focused analysis|of Friends United Press, 1984.

asceticism and its implications with respect to under-
standing the symbolic references to ancient Egyptiang
and Ethiopians in early Christian writings, see Gay L.

Deep is the Hunger
Beacon Press, 1999.

Byron, Symbolic Blackness and Ethnic Difference in Discipli_nes of the.Spirit
Early Christian Literature London: Routledge, 2002: Friends United Press, 1977.
77-103. Footprints of a Dream:

® Kallistos Ware, “The Way of the Ascetics: Negative or The Story of the Church
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® Ware, “The Way of the Ascetics”: 12.
®Ware, “The Way of the Ascetics”: 13.
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Harper & Brothers, 1959.
For the Inward Journey:
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Press, 1996: 30-31. Harcourt, 1997.
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®Fasching, “Howard Thurman”: 198-199. Harvest Books. 1981
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Givc us a word. ..

In Search of Wisdom: Faith Formation in the Black Church
Edited by Anne E. Streaty Wimberly & Evelyn L. Parker
Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2002

In Search of Wisdoms a collection of articles by African-American Christian
educators, pastors, counselors and biblical scholars whose purpose is to identify ways
the black church can intentionally create an educational atmosphere that fosters the
formation of wisdom. Wisdom, as the editors define it, is the truths about life and
about God. By exploring both African and African-American biblical and cultural

roots of wisdom formation, the authors point to the importance of elders and sages, stories
and proverbs, and music from spirituals to hip-hop in passing on the messages about the truths of

life and God. In the words of Temba L.J. Mafico, author of the chapter, “Forming Wisdom: Biblical and
African Guides,”

Where may wisdom be found to address the challenges of the day? How may we act wisely along the
journey of life we are set upon? What do we say to our young to inspire their wisdom formation...The
pivotal pedagogical approach discovered in both the biblical and African historical contexts involves
listening to the elder’s accounts of the vicissitudes of their lives and observing natural
phenomenon...It is the experiences of real life, both favorable and challenging, and reflection on those
experiences, that are exceedingly helpful in our formation of wisdom (page 23 and following).

The book has chapters dedicated to specific populations within the African-American church community:
cross-generational connectedness, youth, female mentoring, and middle and late adulthood. Trunell Felder’s
chapter “Counsel from Wise Others: Forming Wisdom Through Male Mentoring” is particularly helpful. After
defining the need, nature and function of the mentor and mentoring program, Felder presents a very clear an
comprehensive seven-module program for mentoring young black men. He lays out the key objectives, meth

key concepts and scriptural references for each module. His outline is easy to follow and can be adapted for
church group.

| read this book as an African-American woman standing between two generations, my children who are
young adults in their twenties and my parents who are in their eighties. On one occasion my younger son wa
upset because someone had taken credit for work he had done, a situation | knew his grandfather had

encountered many times in his lifetime. After listening intently his grandfather began his response by saying,
“A rising tide lifts all boats”.

After reading this book, one will become more intentional in seeking and creating an environment where
wisdom can be heard. It gives you something to think about and something to do.

The Rev. Paula Owens Parker is the executive dire;lto-fhe great _ne_ed today _ N
of the Daughters of Zelophehad ministry in Richmor]d, 1S for Christians who are active and critical,

Virginia, where she is also a spiritual director, healilg Wh0 don’t accept situations without analyzing them
prayer minister, and adjunéaculty member for the | inwardly and deeply.
S0ZO0 School of Healing Prayer at Richmond HjiI¥Vé no longer want masses of people
an urban ecumenical retreat center (see the like those who ha\_/e bee_n '[I‘Iﬂ?d with for so long.
Summer 2003 issue Hiingryhearts We want persons like fruitful fig trees,
who can say yes to justice and no to injustice
Please note that materials reviewed in and can make use of the precious gift of life,
Hungryheartsre not available through the regardless of the circumstances.
Office of Spiritual Formation. Oscar Romero
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Scarred by Struggle, Transformed by Hope Ca\king che Long View
Joan D. Chittister
Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., The spiritual life is summed up well in the prayer/
2003. poem attributed to Oscar Romero found on page six,
“The Long View.” It means accepting that no one of
In this important book, well-known author Joan us can do it all, and except by the power of God,
Chittister addresses the twin realities of struggle ancanything at all. And at the same time, it means that we
hope, seeing them not in conflict as much as partne®o have a part to play — and a critical one at that —
in a necessary creative tension. Weaving a story froecause only we can be the persons God made us to
her younger days with the familiar biblical passage dfe. It is only over time that our true selves emerge,
Jacob’s wrestling with the angel, Chittister identifies however slowly, incrementally affecting the world
the dynamic of life as a “matrix of miracles around us. But a discerning eye will recognize that
punctuated by one interruption after another, each these small steps are just as valuable as the occasional
miracle dependent on the preceding interruption thatarger ones, if they move us along the narrow path.
threatened its very existence” (page 13).
The work of the Office of Spiritual Formation is
The challenge, as she presents it, is to neither made possible by the many financial gifts made on

assume that suffering is good for us, nor that our lacRUr behalf, mostly small contributions that allow us to

of faith is at fault. Rather, struggles naturally emergekeeIO producing and sendihingryheartsfree of

. L charge. We are grateful to those who can send just $3
as our lives enter new and uncharted territories; a

o _ a year for their subscription, as we are for the $10 or
spirituality of struggle, then, recognizes that “no $20 annual gifts, as they surely do add up.

winter lasts forever.” The short reflections that make

up each chapter do not sugar-coat painful realities by Byt in these days of tightened budgets and limited
too easily embracing an early spring, however. resources, our office would like you to consider
Chittister speaks of fear and darkness in a deep another contribution, of energy, time, and confidence.
fashion, looking at isolation, powerlessness, and  What would it mean for you to approach your session
exhaustion in a way that leaves no question that thesg presbytery to make an even larger budgeted dona-

are authentic to both her and the human condition. Bi@h to the spiritual formation of our denomination?
before these accurate descriptions can become too Even $100 from one hundred churches on an annual

oppressive, she knits them with the equally true yet Q'S would make a significant impact on the quality

too often forgotten (at least in the midst of crisis) giftgt.nOI quantlty O.f resources that can be produceq aqd
. . distributed. With new initiatives regarding seminaries,
of conversion, faith, and courage.

pastors, and racial-ethnic partnerships, there is much

excitment in the air. But it is only through your help,

~ Among the things that make this a valuable bookyq that of our churches and presbyteries, that the
is Chittister’s ability to identify the point-counterpointyecessary steps forward can be taken.
of struggle and hope in everyday life. The grand and

dramatic garner our attention and that of the media, Make checks payable to

but normal lives that know their share of quiet Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)
desperation are not given short-shrift. And in like and write

fashion, the gifts of God made available for the peopléaccount #51058886 - Spiritual Formation Fund”
of God are noted in the understated heroism of simply on the Meme line.

getting up after circumstances have led us to fall Mail to:

Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) Foundation
P.O. Box 406863
Atlanta, GA 30384-6863

down.

For all who walk the spiritual path, this is a book
that should not be missed. Small enough to read for | am like a green olive tree in the house of God.

minutes a day, you will find yourself returning to it | 1,5t in the steadfast love of God forever and ever.
again and again. Psalm 52:8
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Take Back Your Time Day

Sabbath keeping is a way of living out our belief that we are not our own;
that we belong to God.
John Calvin

Seventy years ago, the United States Senate overwhelmingly passed a bill that wou
have made the official U.S. workwe#tirty hours — anything more would have been
overtime. On April 6, 2003, the T@&nniversary of that momentous but forgotten event
in U.S. history, organizers of a new initiative to fight overwork and time poverty will

October officially launch the “Take Back Your Time” campaign, leading to a national event
24 organizers callTake Back Your Time Day,” to be held on October 24, 2003.
2003

The More Things Change...

The Senate’s goal back in 1933 was to create jobs for the unemployed, while
giving workers time for family life, education, recreation, and civic participation. Yet
in 2003, the National Sleep Foundation reports that a third of all Americans work more
thanfifty hours each week. According to the International Labor Organization, Americans now work more thg
1,978 hours annually, a full 350 hours — nine weeks — more than Western Europeans average. Juliet Scha
author ofThe Overworked Americaestimates that the average American now works 199 hours — five weeks
— more each year than he or she did thirty years ago.

www.timeday.org

“Medieval peasants worked less than we do,” says Take Back Your Time’s national coordinator John de
Graaf, editor of the recently released bdalke Back Your Tim@errett-Koehler
Publishers). “Don’t get me wrong, Take Back Your Time Day is not anti-work. But .

: : . . . Work is good,
the fact is that American life has gotten way out of balance. Americans are Work1|)n
- . . when we work all
harder than ever as they are forced to sacrifice things that really matter, like ggod,.

: . o . AN . e time work becomes a
health and a clean environment, active citizenship and social justice, and time f%rurse not a blessing
nature and the soul.” “Time is a family value,” adds Bill Doherty, a family John C;alvin
therapist at the University of Minnesota and co-author of Putting Family First. “But now
families rarely have time to eat dinner together and even our children are being pushed into schedules that
used to be reserved for CEOs. Overwork and over-scheduling are weakening the bonds that hold our familie
together.”

“Earth Day” of Time
Jerome Segal, a professor at the University of Maryland and author of
On the Sabbath, we Graceful Simplicity, hopes that on Friday, Octobef,24ousands of
cease to do OE” work SO God Americans will participate in teach-ins and other public events to begin a new
can do God's work in us. . national non-partisan dialogue about time poverty and what we can do about it
John Calvin “The date falls nine weeks before the end of the year, symbolizing the nine full
weeks more we work each year compared to our trans-Atlantic neighbors,” he adds. “We see it as being like
Earth Day, which stirred the consciousness of America about what we were doing to the environment. Take
Back Your Time Day could do for our overworked, over-scheduled, overstressed lives what Earth Day did fo
the planet.”

For more information on a faithful balance between rest and work, see the Office of Spiritual Formation’s
An Invitation to Sabbath, available through Presbyterian Distribution Services by calling 800-524-2612

(item # 70-440-00-001), or for free (without graphicsivaiw.pcusa.org/spiritualformation/sabbath.htm.

A study guide on this resource is forthcoming.
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