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The human spirit is the lamp of the Lord,
searching every innermost part.
Proverbs 20:27
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INTRODUCTION

JESUS CAME TO BETHSAIDA. Some people brought a blind
man to him and begged him to touch him.-He took the blind
man by the hand and led him out of the village; and when
he had put saliva on bis eyes and laid hands on him, he asked
him, ‘Can you see anything?” And the man looked up and
said, ‘I can see people, but they look like trees, walking.” Then
esus laid his hands on his eyes again; and be looked intently

and he saw everything clearly.
Mark 8:22-25

story point to somethmg deep-
er about healing? After the first touch by Jesus, the blind
man finds himself in a half-way place. Neither fully blind
nor fully healed, he is living in a land of walking trees.
This little book is for those of us who find ourselves half-
alive in such a half-way place. We have been stuck here
for a long, hard time and we want to move.

How did we get here? Fifteen years of chronic illness,
chronic fatigue syndrome, brought me to this half-way
place. Perhaps a major life adjusting experience has
brought you to this place too — a heart operation, a bro-
ken marriage, a death in your family, psychological illness,
betrayal, disability, or that mysterious constellation of
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feclings and desires that some call the mid-life crisis. For
others it can simply be an inner impelling voice that says
‘enough!” about our lifestyle and relationships, a true
voice that demands a radical change in us. The experi-
ences that brought us to our personal ‘land of walking
trees’ will differ but the feelings and desires we have in
this place are surprisingly similar.

Each of us has felt the rug pulled from under our feet.
Each of us has been dismayed at the disappearance of our
old supports and the unfairness of being thrown into an
alien landscape. Like the blind man we are taken out of
our familiar surroundings. Feelings of anxiety and fear, of
humiliation and of
live, waiting, stri

Yet, paradoxi

‘Ts this book for

own experience below, then this book may support you.

. If you recognise your

Exile — the birth of inner journey

For me it all began with suffering, alienation and a sense
of profound exile. Suffering creates its own space. The
walls close in. Suffering can alienate us. Feeling alienated
is one of the hardest things we have to live with. We
become the ‘sick’ person, the ‘one who is not coping’ and
modern society alienates us. We are no longer ‘normal’.
Life-changing experiences or chronic illness exile us. We
are vulnerable in ways we never expected. Try as we

might, we cannot go back to where we were before.

We become keenly aware that our own journey, our
unique and precious story, has two sides to it: the outer
journey of the physical course of the illness or the life
changing event, and the inner journey of the spirit. This
inner journey takes us into new territory. It is a dark
birth, but a birth none the less. It is a deeply unsettling
experience. We live it daily and it changes us and those

who are close to us.

Paralysis — the father of movement
The reality of the outer journey is inescapable. After
many struggles and some little acceptance we find our-

point of no return. It feels

The outer journey just happens; the inner journecy
invites choice, faith and movement. Experience shows us
that, even though our feelings often demand it, there is
no need to run or to push our way forward. The only way
forward for us is to walk, be gentle with ourselves and rest
a lot. Our heart and its lover, Jesus, are well able to chart

their way. We can trust them both.

Suffering — the mother of desires

There is a deep connection between creativity and suffer-
ing. Survival provokes fertilicy. We feel a great need for
touch, affection, intimacy. Why? Because we seck alive-

ness in the deadness. Suffering provokes this desire for




greater life. Amid the fractured world of our suffering
there is a clearing where this ‘desiring for life’ seeds itself.
It is a small place, but in it we do have room to dream,
play and create.

For us, death and loss in its many forms are central.
We experience the death of the old person, loss of masks,
loss of face, loss of identity and loss of our place in the
world. To heal, we need to find new meaning in our life.
Wholeness always seeks a new pattern — and it is a pow-
erful drive in us when we feel shattered.

In time we learn that we have to bud from our oldest

and deepest parts.

branches and how dearly
ers in our life! intuig
grow from trunk and root again. These we can count on,
for no suffering can destroy our great and loveable, true
essential self. New branches do slowly grow back but they
grow in a new pattern because our drive for wholeness
takes us on a search for new relationships — ones to hold

the meaning of our life now.

Surrender — the brother of healing

One of the shaping truths of our journey is that there is
very little control here. When we are ill or hurt we
instinctively feel we have lost our old control and we feel
its loss keenly. We hunger for control again. In despera-

tion our heart cries out, ‘My God, what can I do to make

my life better!”

The less control we feel, the more we struggle to find
it again, and in doing so, we miss the gift that we have in
our powerlessness. This is the gift of intimacy — for Jesus
is now more deeply present to us than ever before. This is
true whether we bring ourselves to Jesus, or are carried to
him by friends or whether he comes directly to us.

Consider the story of the paralytic in Mark’s gospel
(Mark 2:1-12). His four friends carry him to Jesus. They
have to break in through the roof to lower him into Jesus’
presence. This ‘breaking in’ is a startling metaphor for our

journey towards vulnerability and intimacy. It is what we

for oursel

rough our old memories,

anxieties, ikrough old self-images and expecta-
fter the man was lowered through
foreives him. He mends the
relationship then he heals him again — this time physical-
ly. The thing to focus on here is not so much the two
kinds of healing but the reality that the man is now in
relationship with Jesus and what happens after that is
totally out of his friends’ hands. As they do for their
friend, all we can do is lower ourselves through the roof
and leave ourselves in Jesus’ presence. Then comes the
scary part for us all. At this point we have to let go the

ropes.

Vulnerability — the sister of intimacy
Consider this: When vulnerability meets vulnerability you
get intimacy. But when vulnerability meets power you get

alienation. We often experience this in our relationships.




Remember how it feels when a well-meaning friend
says: “You poor thing — how can I help’? or “You have been
ill so long I hope you soon get back to your usual self.” We
just feel further apart from them. This is also true when
we compare ourselves with others we suppose to be ‘pow-
erful’ and ‘strong.” We will always feel alienated. Contrast
this with how we feel when a friend shares his or her vul-
nerability with us and we share ours. Intimacy deepens
between us.

If this is true in our human relationships then it is true

in our relationshg

This is where h
to take the risk of meeting Jesus without any masks —
cither on him or us. Sooner or later, we are brought
before Jesus wounded and powerless on his cross. Fear
rises up in us because, strangely, many of us feel Jesus is
going to ask us to suffer more! Or to do more! Or to ‘offer
up’ our suffering up to him. Nothing could be more
grotesque — Jesus the torturer has no place in our lives.
Peter, no stranger to our journey, says, ‘unload all your
worries onto him, since he is looking after you” and ‘by his
wounds we are healed.” (1 Peter 5:6;2:24) Note that we
are healed by his wounds not his power. Jesus refused to
heal himself when tempted in the desert and emptied
himself of his divinity. Now risen, he comes to us with the

wounds still showing in his side and hands and feet and

face. Thomas would only recognise Jesus in his wounds —

a smart man. The resulting touching of each other’s

wounds is the healing braille that we learn on this journey.

Healing — the child of faith

Where there is no faith, Jesus cannot heal. Each healing
story is an invitation to faith. They have an outer and an
inner story to tell. The action of the healing miracle
always points to a deeper reality. It is wise to note that
expecting signs and miracles often renders Jesus impotent.
So what is this deeper reality?
' g now. He offers life in the

that Jesus

ce gl brokenness, fragility and even death.
ur i i lovableness do not depend
or our limitation. Identity is not
root i i are.” This much Jesus will
teach us again and again. The growth of this living rela-
tionship will be different for each of us because it will be
a unique and unconditionally loving match with the per-

son we truly are, in fact and in the heart of God.

Jesus — our friend for life

Those of us who have suffered for a long time will often
feel that God has abandoned us. In hearing that from a
fellow traveller, I used to jump in and say, ‘Oh, that is not
true.” But now 1 say, ‘If you think your God has aban-
doned you — then he probably has! We need to make
room for the God who never abandoned us.” This journey
of ours will radically change our image of God. When we
meet this new God we will begin to experience self-accep-

tance and healing, thanksgiving and offering, and the




freedom to own the whole of our life journey for the first
time.

The subheadings in this introduction point to the
importance of naming, befriending, and nurturing rela-
tionships in this journey; the relationships of self to feel-
ings, of self to others and of.self to God. If the feelings
and movements above resonate with your experience then
I invite you to relax into the mysterious reality of where
you are now and talk to Jesus as a friend. Have you ever
noticed how much of Jesus’ ministry happens in the con-
text of a conversation? In the end, it is the relationship
with Jesus that

You have just told Jesus you are now in a 1and of walking
trees. How does he feel for you when you tell him this?
Listen. Now feel him touching your eyes. His hands are
warm and gentle. It is dark. As he removes his hands the
world around you sharpens. You can see the face of Jesus
and the world around you more clearly and distinctly. It
is light. A friend is beginning to heal you.

How to use this book

All the scripture texts in this book have been taken from
the gospel of Luke, a doctor by profession. He arranged
his gospel in such a way that Jesus appears to take one
long journey to Jerusalem, from birth to death to resur-

rection. It is a pilgrim’s gospel. It invites us into the life

story of Jesus and the life stories of his disciples. We have
much in common with them — all of us find ourselves on
a journey that we never expected, and one that we were
never prepared for. .

This book is intended to be dipped into rather than to
be read cover to cover. The aim of the contemplations is
to bring you into relationship with God through the sim-
ple act of conversation. All the contemplations use the
gospel text in a prayer method taught by St Ignatius
Loyola called Imaginative Contemplation.

In your prayer choose the image of God that you feel
hout this book I speak of
uld equally pray to the Spirit, God
r with any other image of

ind, here are three ways to use this

1. The first way is to choose one of the contempla-
tions. Read it slowly. Be aware of any phrase or image that
resonates with your own experience. Stop at the words or
image that move you. This is where the spirit is prompt-
ing you. Do not worry about the rest. Put the book down
and ask the Lord to come into your presence. Then sit
with the image or the words and converse with Jesus.

2. The second way is to choose a contemplation you
find yourself returning to over time. Read the scripture
text. Put the book down and use all of your senses to imag-
ine the scene in the text. Imagine the place, the setting, the
details of the scene. Imagine the people, what they look
like, what they are doing. Hear the words spoken. Place
yourself in the scene. Take the place of the person you




most identify with. Feel, taste, see, hear and touch what
that person experiences. Meet the Lord in the scene. Let
your feelings, experience and imagination lead you. Listen
to the Lord. Imagine his response. Share your feelings.

3. The third way is to choose a contemplation that is
closest to your own experience now. Take a section and
use it as a bridge to recapture your own experience. Go
back in your imagination to the strongest memory of that
experience. Rerun that experience, but, and this is very
important, do it standing to one side as an observer. You
do not want to relive it as an actor because your feelings
will simply lock you emotionally back into past suffering.
Have the Lord join you as an observer. Imagine the Lord’s

response to the scene. Ji8
how you really Ask him for w,
Finish each co ion Y
thanks.
Be assured, th u i

be strengthened in your inner being with power through

the Father’s spirit. Christ will dwell in your heart through
faith, as you are being rooted and grounded in love

(Eph3:14-21).
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PROLOGUE

FOR THIS REASON I BOW MY knees before the Father, from
whom every family in heaven and on earth takes its name.

[ pray that, according to the riches of his glory, he may
grant that you may be strengthened in your inner being with
power through his spirit, and that Christ may dwell in your
hearts through faith, as you are being rooted and grounded
in love.

1 pray that you may have the power to comprebend, with
all the saints, what is the breadth and length and height and
depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowl-
h all the fullness of God.
e power at work within us is able to
than all we could ask or
in the church and in Christ Jesus to

men.
Ephesians 3:14-21
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Barrenness

Luke 1:36-37

THE ANGEL GABRIEL SAID TO MARY, And now, your relative
Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son; and this is
the sixth month for her who was said to be barren. For noth-
ing will be impossible with God.” '
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SAID TO BE BARREN

Nothing will be impossible with God

The Pilgrim
—

Lord, I remember vividly the day the doctor told me I

had a chronic illne ings wergadke chain ogs
suddenly let free.

It was not in my

down anxiety, th
disease. I told the doctor 1t was wonderful news.

Then came the grieving, the dark dreams, the sense of
loss and emptiness. This illness was not going to be over
in a few days, or next week, or even next year. I was not
going to be able to take a little break and return to nor-
mal life. What was I to do? What would my friends
think? How would I cope?

As the disease took hold of me I found even the small-
est things were beyond me. Then, one night, panic paid a
noisy visit and sent all my other feelings running for
cover. It stayed for weeks. It paralysed me. Finally, having
had its way, panic left me in the hands of barrenness.

Lord, I feel so useless and empty. Is there anything

14

more useless than one who is chronically ill? I am unpro-
ductive. I am unfruitful. I am barren of energy, action,
movement — even the will to see things differently. What
is left when a disease takes so much from one? I cannot
call myself a provider, a helper, or a worker. It is so hard
to drop the labels. I cannot call myself a nurturer, a lis-
tener or a supporter. I do not have the energy. What can
I call myself? ,

[ am confused, Lord. All the roles in my family have
changed. Yet I do not want to change and neither do they.
[ am a husk, an empty thing, a barren life. Lord, I pray
for acceptance. I am chronically ill and I can change

e . s i i g o be otherwise. Help
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The Lord term. I will breathe with you. I will rub your back during
the pain of giving birth. I will celebrate when you hold

A the fragile, new-born child. I will be gladdened as you
draw this part of yourself close to your heart.
Why should I? Nothing will be impossible with God. The Rejoice! You who people call barren are with child.

Lord God created life from emptiness. What makes you
think our Creator would abandon you now? Know this: 1
am the God of the living not the dead. I am the Lord of
life. I have walked the same path of helplessness. In Geth-
semane [ cried out in panic. On a cross I died helpless and
powetless. I know your panic and your grief. I too was
stripped of everything. My life was a seed that had to die.

So is yours.

I created you. In you is i .
Who told you that such 1 o per-
form? Who told you your g i
provider, a helper, a listener or any I |
to so hard?

I love you. You are much more than any of these

labels. Drop them. Your dignity is always within you.
Drop them and relish what is left — yourself.

In the end you are fragile, weak, confused, but not
useless. I did not create you barren. As you let go of the
labels, you will begin to come into the true fruitfulness of
your being. I will grace your life a hundredfold. Our
Creator is nothing but extravagant. He is a God of sur-
prises and you are already pregnant with new life. Your ill-
ness will give birth to many new possibilitics. Nothing
will be impossible with God.

I promise you this much. I will be with you for the
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Prayer

Lord help me to let go of all the labels in my life. I can-
not be the performer I was before. I cannot be the
provider, the worker, the helper I was before. You are
leading me to a new freedom. Help me to cherish this
freedom, a freedom so painfully won.

Thank you for the new possibilities of my life. I do not
know what I shall give birth to. I do know I have a new
life growing within me. Help me to be patient. Help me
to let go of the past and rest peacefully in the present.

I cangat offer r than ce

ow. | knjilv you will
you to e

I do not know how I will be tomorrow or next week.
I cannot plan for the future, but [ can live fully now and
by your grace keep hoping. I can be certain that this ill-
ness is revealing the true wonder of my being.

I am afraid of dying within myself and yet I ponder
what shall be born anew. Nothing will be impossible with
you. Tell me again, Lord, that I am not barren. Tell me

again.
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