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The business of the spiritual life is to remember and return to iden-
tifying with our natural face. This can be done, the Epistle of St.
James says, by looking into the perfect law of liberty. Then, re-
stored to identity with our natural face, we will be able to be doers
of the word and not hearers only. If we are hearers only, it is be-
cause we identify our ultimate selfhood with the finitude of the ar-
tificial faces, their contingency and fragility and our consequent
anxiety about them or passivity with respect to the powers that do
maintain them.

m

1. If we are to follow up on the teaching that the work of the spiritual
life is.the recovery of our natural face as preparation for the doing
of the word, then a quite different type of prayer must be prac-
ticed. All the modes of prayer which 1 described earlier accepted
the notion that the descriptive self is the true self, and they pro-
ceeded to operate in prayer on this basis. Now we are entertaining
the suggestion that the real work of prayer is just to get rid of the
very assumption that was the foundation of all these other modes
of prayer.

It is a matter of shifting the location of the sense of identity. We
have to accept the idea that the word 1 does not have a fixed and
clear and obvious referent. This is where the transformation that
we undergo becomes more and more radical with each break-
through or illumination. What happens at each stage is that the
meaning of the word T changes. At least, this is one way of putting
it.

It is instructive, I believe, in this connection to notice the various
utterances attributed to Jesus in the Gospels, ranging them in a
spectrum from “Why do you call me good? No one is good but
God,” through “I do nothing of myself, but the Father dwelling in
me performs his works,” and “1 do as the Father commands me,”
or ‘1 do what I see the Father doing,” up to the final “The Father
and I are one; whoever sees me sees the Father.” The referents of
the word T in these speeches are not the same. This is the point
we have to grasp and to apply to ourselves.

This is a difficult point to grasp, probably because we are so
accustorned to the notion of a fixed meaning for the word T and
also because our whole language system is set up on the assump-
tion that the world is composed of a multitude of separate sub-
wﬂﬂbnmm\ hard bounded beings, different and distinct from one an-
other.

o O iintmmmranlndilaan Dansdns.s

" I have suggested the image of a mnmnu.E? at one end of which the

self says ‘I am very different from God.” In the middle the self
says, ‘1 do nothing but God is in me, doing.” A little later it says,
1] also do things, but only by obeying God, or by imitating what
God does.” Only at the other extreme of the spectrum does the self
say “God and I are not different; it doesn't make sense to ask to see
God as distinct from seeing me; we can't be separated that way.” In
this image we may suppose the spectrum itself to remain steady,

laid out like a slide rule on a desk. But then the little magnifying

lens, through which one focuses on the reading, moves from one
end of the scale to the other. This moving lens is the sense of
identity.

[ want to be clear that the positions on the rule itself do not
change. The level of reality that cannot claim goodness for itself
is still there, and still unable to claim goodness for itself. The level

* that is an instrument for divine activity remains, and remains an
-, instrument. The level that acts, but acts under obedience or under
" guidance from above, is also in place and maintains its own way

of acting. None of these changes as the lens slips along the rule

!, and goes up to the affirmation “The Father and [ are one.”

What changes is the referent of the word 1," that is, the level at
which the self locates its ultimate identity. If at any time the
sense of identity slips down the scale to the level of obedience
or instrumentality, then the statements made at those levels are
again correct. If that is where your ‘" is, then those are the proper
things for it to say.

The mistake that we want to avoid —according to the argument
that I am making —is to assume that T refers to just one referent
and then to debate which of the above statements is the correct
one: Should we say “I do nothing of myself” or say “Who sees me
sees the Father?” This debate drops out of the picture as soon as we
give up the assumption that the sense of identity is fixed, that 1
always means the same.

In order to explain this more clearly and to try to describe a pos:
sible alternative to the static “I" model, let us now go back to the
recommendation in the text from St. James that we “look into” the
“perfect law. . .of liberty.” In “The Living One”* I tried to convey
a sense of the self as a present-into-future living being, as a kind o
energy or creative process. It is not to be restricted to its past

.Hrmrmi:mO:n“%B:mnm:&mZTm&OBﬂBE@ :,_nmE:RIQ&man:ME&S<m
XVI1I-1983, p. 42-58. .
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which is its descriptions; all that is ~dead.” As living, it is in the act
of creating the future from moment to moment. But if this living
one is not to be identified with the descriptions of its past, then it
must be a self that transcends all these descriptions, and that comes
to a realization of itself as transcending all the descriptions by prac-
ticing the via negativa of denying its identification with these
limited selves. I take this to be the metaphysical / mystical meaning
of “self-denial.” . .
As it looses itself from identification with each of these bonds —
the attachments of the body and its passions, the cravings and
griefs of the emotional nature, the localization of the self by its
relations, roles, and history, its memberships and allegiances, even
its taxonomic position according to biology and various schemes
of metaphysics —as it “loses” each of these “selves,” the praying con-
sciousness ‘finds itself” more and more at liberty. The more you
take off bondage, the freer you become; the more you lose restric-
tions, the vaster you become. The more you empty yourself of
- predicates, the more you become full of Being.

When you are perfectly empty of all predicates —including the
description of yourself as a “receiver” —then you are intensely full
of pure “l am”; and just as this point is reached, it explodes into the
creative outpouring energy, “May all of you be and be abundant-
- lyI" I do not say this as a theoretical theological or philosophical
thesis. I report it as an experience of discovery, and I believe that
if you will follow the same path of interior seeking, you will ex-
perience it in the same way. You simply persevere in the act of
“ooking into” the law or principle that makes for perfect liberty,
until this creative energy bursts forth at the point where all the
lines going back into the center of the self converge.

This is the point at which God is closer to you than “you” —mean-
ing your descriptions —are to yourself, as St. Augustine said. God
irrupts in the center of your being, as that fountain of living water
that makes you to be. But since God cannot be objectified, cannot
be experienced as an object, you have to experience this from the
subject side, as if it is your own self-being.

~In “The Living One” and other places I have called this energy
irruption spondic, because it pours out like a sacred libation, and
this perfect liberty 1 have called “creative freedom” because it
creates what it loves instead of merely responding to it. Just as the
transcendent self does not identify itself with its past, so it does
not love other beings for their pasts —whether attractive to it or
the reverse. The spondic energy that pours out in creative freedom
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is agape, the love that moves to the next moment of .. beloved's
life, with the will that all shall be good for nrﬁgocﬁm It pours
itself as living energy into the beloved as a will to good and abun-
dant being for the beloved, and takes up its residence there. This
living self identifies itself not by its descriptions, which are all ways
of saying ‘I am I by virtue of being unlike you,” but it identifies
itself by saying to the beloved, “l am in you and you are in me.”

. This living self says to all other selves, who are beloveds to it,

“Take my life as your food; nourish yourselves by my energies;
assimilate my very selfhood so that we may be intermingled.” In

" fact, it says to the beloved, “You and I are one; whoever sees me,
- sees you and whoever sees you, sees me. Whatever anyone does

to you, they do to me; what they do to me, they do to you; what

\ you do, I do; and what I do, you do.” (Cf. John 14:9, Matthew
' 25:40, John 15:20, Matthew 18:18-20, John 14:12). This, in my
 view, is the metaphysical and mystical meaning of Holy Com-

munion and the central teaching of the sacramental events and
Discourse at the Last Supper. It is the casting, like fire on the
\ Earth, of the agape which Christian teaching says is the nature of

|

'God, and which is the Source that creates the world.

v

Since the purpose of the spiritual life, according to most traditions,
is that we are to enter into union with the Divine Source and Crea-
tive Act, or to realize our eternal union with it, we can understand
why the work of prayer could be said to be a matter of learning
that our “natural face” is this transcendent self that exercises crea-
tive freedom by radiating love to all beings. It is the progress to-
ward the realization of this “natural face” in ourselves, and the
finding of it as transcendent and radiant and mutually indwelt by
and indwelling the Divine Transcendence and Creative Radiance,
that marks out the series of ever more radical transformations
in our sense of identity that we undergo in the life of prayer.

/i The first task, clearly, is to detach the sense of identity from the

descriptions, from the artificial faces. This does not mean to find
another description of yourself which would be the correct one. It
means (o realize that there is no description of you. That which is
called by your name —your body, your history, your personglity,
your feelings —none of that is ultimately “you.” Whatever is cap-
able of being described and distinguished from other descriptions,
all that is to be stripped off, so that the remaining selfhood may be
called “naked,” as it often is called in mystical literature.
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All the ascetical practices recommended to us by the various tradi-
tions are designed to produce this effect, that we will stop identi-

fying with our descriptions. This is the meaning of “detachment.”

Notice that this sense of identity is an internal sense of location or
perspective, not a way of standing outside ourselves and looking
back on ourselves. It is like knowing where you are by your sense
of gravity or sense of posture, or the point of view from which you
see. You are to coincide with the subjective act of being conscious,
not to reflect on the fact of your being or of your being conscious.

You learn it by a kind of practice, as you learn to balance yourself
in walking or bicycle riding or swimming. You learn it as you learn
to move one muscle without moving the one next to it, as in
dancing or playing a musical instrument. You learn it as you learn,
under biofeedback training, to produce alpha waves in your brain
or to lower your blood pressure. It is a certain subtle sense of
where you are or how you are, inside. You may “get the hang of

it” suddentyorgradually————

.~ One Emnnnm that may be mmﬁmDN:% ::ﬁonm:: to mention is that

all the “pairs of opposites” are to be recognized and treated as
polarities of the same limited levels of being. Both pleasure and
pain are to be regarded with the same detachment, because they
are polarities of the identity sense, “I am the body.” Both elation at
being praised or being successful and dejection at failure or being
reproached or insulted are to be regarded with the same detach-
ment, because they are polarities of the identity sense, “l am my
feelings and my personality.”

Therefore, in' prayer, we are not to blame and berate ourselves,

“we are not to indulge in feeling guilty, any more than we are to

commend ourselves and indulge in feeling complacent, because
both indulgences are the same mistake. The mistake is not in our
judgment, that we accounted ourselves virtuous when we should
have acknowledged some deeper deficiency. The mistake is in
identifying ourselves with a level of selthood on which these
feelings make any sense at all, either way.

Now, go back and notice something so as not to misunderstand.
The body will continue to experience pleasure and pain and we
will continue to try to keep it in neutral as far as we can. The
emotional personality will probably continue to vibrate to kind or
unkind words and actions, and we will try to pacify it. We will
most likely continue to make mistakes and maybe occasionally

.~ commit moral wrongs until we have thoroughly learned the new

way. And obviously we must exert ourselves to correct and try to
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seriously: therefore the desires and the sufferings attached to ther
will diminish; and when we do not so much identify with ot
descriptive selves, we will not have the perceptions and motiv«
that otherwise lead us into moral faults, so they will disappea

“But we should not count the improvement on these levels as tt
- achievement of our spiritual goal. From one point of view the:

improvements are preliminaries to real spiritual attainment, ar
from another point of view, they are byproducts of it. But the
are not the main focus. Therefore, the work of prayer is not |
seek these improvements directly but to seek to shift our sense .
identity away from the whole type of self-concept that underli
both the undesirable and the desirable experiences —since they a
always polarities of the same level of being. And this self-conce
is the descriptive self. The descriptive being will still be there;
is not unreal. And we lose none of our responsibility for keepi
it in right order. But we do not believe that we are it, we do n
experience ourselves as being located there; we do not percei
life as if we are looking out from that point of view. And ju
because we do not identify ourselves with the descriptive bein
we will be in a much better position to regulate it, to bring
into the natural harmony in which it should operate.

/-, How do we go about trying to shift our sense of identity? The

are two ways: prayer or meditation or contemplation, and the ¢
tions of everyday life. I have already mentioned the ascetical pre
tices, which are supposed to help us to see through our mistak
identification of ourselves with the levels of bodily and emotior
experience. And | have mentioned that prayer should not be
matter of moral evaluation of our lives. Moral reflection is a go:
thing and should be done, but it is not per se a spiritual practic
and should not be confused with the proper work of prayer. T
proper work of prayer is an effort to experience ourselves bei
“I” without being any of the descriptions.

There are, of course, many ways of approaching prayer in pr:
tice. I will describe only two. One is a way I think I will call t
“hodos method.” In the Gospel according to John, Jesus says,
am the way, the truth, and the life.” The word for “way” is “hodc
‘road.” As | have experienced it, it means that Jesus himself
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~ comes a road or a passage. It seems to work like this: One begins
with an ordinary meditation on almost any gospel event. You can
watch it as an outsider until it becomes vivid, then enter into it
as one of the characters in the scene. It is especially helpful to
enter into the role of someone who is interacting with Jesus. In
this practice, the prayer gradually shifts from discursive to non-
discursive as one finally settles on the chief focus of the event and
holds that bit steadily before one. :

I like to use as an example of this prayer the story of the leper who
presented himself before Jesus with the declaration “You only have
to will it and you can make me clean.” Jesus touched him and said,
“ do will it: Be clean.” (Matthew 8:2-3.) The one who meditates on
this event becomes the leper and experiences the interaction with
Jesus. You first experience the conviction of the leper that the will
of Jesus can heal, then you feel the touch of Jesus' hand and hear
his words. At this point the scene holds, and the words are re-
peated again and again.

Then, what may happen is that you will find that by repeating the
words over and over, you have slipped out of being the leper and
are being Jesus. This is a startling and powerful experience, be-
cause now you look out on the world through his eyes, see the
leper before you, and feel the enormous power of Jesus' will to heal
flowing through you, out to that person.

In this experience you may begin to realize that what you had
thought of as different identities have all telescoped, but can be
traced back, as if you are tracking a stream to its source. There
is the human personality of Jesus and his natural concern for a
fellow being. But inside this is the vast will of the Incarnate Divine
Word through whom all creation takes place. This will seems to
”mwi through, or shine through, or pour through, or beam
ough the human personality like a giant laser. And even inside
or behind this is the absolutely invisible Source of being itself.
In the meditator’s position of identification with Jesus in this scene,
all these experiences have to pass through the one who prays.
They have to be experienced from the inside, not regarded, how-
ever worshipfully, from the outside. As the layers of identity in
Jesus reveal themselves, deeper and deeper, the meditator's sense of
identity has to shift with them, carried by the prayer. The
reality of Jesus thus acts as a passage or a road from the phenome-
nal world of descriptive being back into the heart of the Godhead.
~ The meditator can begin with any experience in the life of Jesus,
" and by entering into Jesus' sense of his own identity, beginning
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from his action or his words and passing to his intenuon and his

feeling, and so back into his sense of selfhood,, come into the

experience of union with God. - O R Y
Another way of praying that is being talked about now is called
“centering.” There are variations on this, too, so I will give you
my version. One attempts in this prayer to situate one’s sense of
spiritual gravity at the very center of one’s being, at the point
which cannot be described by any predicates, which therefore
literally cannot be conceived because no concept is adequate to it.
In this sense it cannot be “known” or be “thought.” One approaches
it rather by “unknowing.” But you can be conscious in it because
it is the source of consciousness. You do not become un-self-
conscious in the sense of becoming unconscious or unaware of
being conscious. But you stop looking at what you call “yourself”
as if it were an object, as if you could “look at” it. You can
only coincide consciously with it. All the sense of consciousness
pulls in, as it were, and concentrates itself on the focal point of
self-being at the center of the soul.

' If this is done correctly, it is something like a solar eclipse. All

the ordinary lights that we are used to are gradually blotted out
until it seems that everything that we had known to be ourself is
gone. And just as everything is disappearing into this darkness, the
crown of light, the corona, bursts forth with breathtaking beauty.
Just at the moment when we concentrate ourselves in the purity of

 the sheer zero of spiritual emptiness, it explodes into the cosmic
.. radiance of love.

In this discovery of one’s original, natural face, the true self at the
center of one’s descriptive being, one realizes union with God, who
is Original Agape. One’s being is united with God's being, which
is the eternal and continuous act of creative freedom, willing abun-
dant being to all. And thus one’s will is united with God's will, as
being the same kind of will and the same act of will, a creative
freedom that enters into all beings and dwells with them, project-
ing spiritual energies toward and into them that they also may be
creative beings.

\Y%

It may be that here a very curious thing happens. The whole sense
of what identity itself means comes into question. Not only does
the sense of identity shift from what I have called the artificial
faces, or the descriptive levels of being, to the natual face, the
transcendent self, but it is not clear how to distinguish this trans-
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cendent self from the Divine Being, for both are undescribable acts
of outpouring love, and both find their identity precisely by their
indwelling of what we—from our-descriptive point of view —
would call “other” beings. R T

St. Teresa of Avila likened her experience of the divine union to
sunlight pouring through two windows into the same room. Inside
the room it is all one light. I think this is a good image. I was going
to suggest the metaphor of “confluence.” 1 think of life, or self-
being, as a kind of flow or beam of energy. And agape, which
is in the spiritual order the means of identification, is the flowing
or beaming of one stream into another, so that the two are then
both two and one. .

This is another case of an assumption that must be abandoned. In
the light of what we understand about the Trinity we cannot ask
ourselves whether we are “the same as” God or another being, or
whether we are “different from” and “separate from” that other.
These are not the right questions; there is no satisfactory way to
answer them, in either direction. “Identity” or selthood is not such
a being that “same” and “different” can be applied to it. The peculiar
thing about it is that if we are to try to use these concepts of
“same” and “different” we shall be obliged to affirm them both and
still to say that the “sameness” and the ~differentness” do not con-
flict with one another. That is as close as we can get with the
categories and the logic derived from material experience. But it
is more helpful, in my opinion, to say strongly that these concepts
are strictly inapplicable. This alerts us to look for another level
of experience.

We are used to thinking of the self —even a self which changes
its opinion about, or its experience of, its identity-location—as a
single, somehow uniquely identifiable being. But it may not be
that simple. If the paradigm of being is the Trinitarian perichoresis,
the mutual indwelling of the Divine Persons in one another and the
production of their unity out of the intensity of their self-giving
to one another, as the Greek theology suggests, then we ourselves
must also be like this. It may therefore be that all true persons,
transcendent selves, sources of creatively free agape, are circles
whose centers are nowhere-and whase circumferences are every-
where~And thus they may all overlap and interpenetrate each
a%ﬂ?%%gv\ imagine, because we
think of intimacy and maintenance of individual personhood as in-
versely proportional. But the revelation of the Divine Being may
be precisely this, that it extends the intimacy of its interfor life

womcomcmmnmwrmnmbmmnngmmnrmon_%imu:nirwnr:mm
possible for a spiritual being to exist. This may be what the
mystery of the Trinity is meant to tellus. e

The whole question of unique “identity” at all—the identity that
is “mine,” or “yours’—may disappear because “my” identity is
“your” identity is “Christ's” identity, is God's identity. There is an
T but it is not the “I” that had formerly been meant when 1" was
said: rather, where “1” is said, one could now as well say “Christ.”
(Cf. Galatians 2:20.) And finally, God is all in all. (I Cor. 15:28.)
Some utterances in spiritual literature cannot be understood except
from the point of view of the experience that gave rise to the
utterance in the first place. Outside that experience, these saying:
appear incorrect, or arrogant, or oversimplified, as if proper ac-
count had not been taken of the structure of the world. Anc
indeed, if one says ‘I” meaning the descriptive being, then the state-
ments made by mystics are incorrect. They only become correc!
when aitributed to the realm of the transcendent self, in whict
such intermingling and corfluence of identities is possible, anc
perhaps necessary.

In conclusion, let me just point to a last idea deriving frcm tha
passage from St. James. As the prayer life reaches some degre
of realization in the course of this looking into the law or liberty
the meditator begins to be able to be a “doer of the word,” and no
merely a hearer. One begins to be able really to love all othe
beings as one's self. This is simply not possible before one remem
bers and identifies with one’s “natural face,” the central self i
which God's agape is the source of life. But the closer one ag
proaches to this realization, this transformation in the sense ¢
identity, the more one will be able actually to do the divine act
radiating being and love-energy to all beings of the world.

This is when “spiritual life” in the true sense begins. All th
work of prayer in order to reach that point was not really “spiritu
life,” although we call it that because it is concerned with th
spiritual life. It is only after we have “looked into”— gazed unc
and grasped —“the perfect law, the law of liberty,” ana after v
have “persevered,” that we become, not hearers who forget b
doers who act, and then we arzblessed incurdoing.
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