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What is contemplation? 

Contemplation is the awareness and realization, even in some sense experience, of what each Christian 

obscurely believes: “It is now no longer that I live but Christ lives in me.” 

Hence contemplation is more than a consideration of abstract truths about God, more even than affective 

meditation on the things we believe. It is awakening, enlightenment, and the amazing intuitive grasp by 

which love gains certitude of God’s creative and dynamic intervention in our daily life. Hence contemplation 

does not simply “find” a clear idea of God and confine Him within the limits of that idea, and hold Him there 

as a prisoner to Whom is can always return. 

Hence contemplation is a sudden gift of awareness, an awakening to the Real within all that is real. A vivid 

awareness of infinite Being at the roots of our own limited being. An awareness of our contingent reality as 

received, as a present from God, as free gift of love. This is the existential contact of which we speak when 

we use the metaphor of being “touched by God.” 

Contemplation is also the response to a call: a call from Him Who has no voice, and yet Who speaks in 

everything that is, and Who, most of all, speaks in the depths of our own being: for we ourselves are word of 

His. But we are words that are meant to respond to Him, to answer to Him, to echo Him, and even in some 

way to contain Him and signify Him. Contemplation is this echo. 

(from New Seeds of Contemplation) 

 

 

What is the false self? 
 

Every one of us is shadowed by an illusory person: a false self. This is the person I want myself to be but who 

cannot exist, because God does not know anything about him/her. And to be unknown of God is altogether 

too much privacy.  

My false and private self is the one who wants to exist outside the radius of God’s will and God’s love, outside 

of reality and outside of life. And such a self cannot help but be an illusion.  

We are not very good at recognizing illusions, least of all the ones we cherish about ourselves – the ones we 

are born with and which feed the roots of sin. For most people in the world, there is no greater subjective 

reality than this false self of theirs, which cannot exist. A life devoted to the cult of this shadow is what is 

called a life of sin…. Therefore there is only one problem on which all my existence, my peace and my 

happiness depend: to discover myself in discovering God. If I find Him, I will find myself; and if I find my 

true self, I will find Him. 

To say I was born in sin is to say I came into the world with a false self. I came into existence under a sign of 

contradiction, being someone that I was never intended to be and therefore a denial of what I am supposed to 

be. 

(from Seeds of Contemplation) 

 

 

What is the problem? 
 

To anyone who has full awareness of our “exile” from God, our alienation from this inmost self, and our blind 

wandering in the “region of unlikeness,” this claim can hardly seem believable. Yet, it is nothing else but the 

message of Christ calling us to awake from sleep, to return from exile, and find our true selves within 

ourselves, in that inner sanctuary which is his temple and his heaven, and (at the end of the prodigal’s 

homecoming journey) the “Father’s house.” (from The Inner Experience: Notes on Contemplation as quoted 

in Merton’s Palace of Nowhere by Jim Finley) 

 



 

What is the path of contemplation? 
 

All prayer, reading, meditation, and all the activities of the monastic life are aimed at purity of heart, an 

unconditional and totally humble surrender to God, a total acceptance of ourselves and our situation as willed 

by him. It means the renunciation of all deluded images of ourselves, all exaggerated estimates of our own 

capacity in order to obey God's will as it comes to us in the difficult demands of life in its exacting truth. 

Purity of heart is then correlative to a new spiritual identity – the “self” as recognized in the context of 

realities willed by God…. Purity of heart is the enlightened awareness of the new man as opposed to the 

complex and perhaps rather disreputable fantasies of the old man. (from Contemplative Prayer) 

 

 

The only full and authentic purification is that which turns a man completely inside out, so that he no longer 

has a self to defend, no longer an intimate heritage to protect against...the full maturity of the spiritual life 

cannot be reached unless we first pass through the dread, anguish, trouble, and fear that necessarily 

accompany the inner crisis of “spiritual death” in which we finally abandon our attachment to our exterior self 

and surrender completely. (from Zen and the Birds of Appetite) 

 

 

What is the nature of the true self? 
 

The inner self is as secret as God and, like him, it evades every concept that tries to seize hold of it with full 

possession. It is a life that cannot be held and studied as object, because it is not “a thing.” It is not reached 

and coaxed forth from hiding by any process under the sun, including meditation. All that we can do with any 

spiritual discipline is produce within ourselves something of the silence, the humility, the detachment, the 

purity of heart and the indifference which are required if the inner self is to make some shy, unpredictable 

manifestation of his presence. (from The Inner Experience: Notes on Contemplation as quoted in Merton’s 

Palace of Nowhere by Jim Finley) 

 

 

For me to be a saint means to be myself. Therefore the problem of sanctity and salvation is in fact the problem 

of finding out who I am and of discovering my true self. (from Seeds of Contemplation) 

 

 

Since our inmost “I” is the perfect image of God, then when that “I” awakens, he finds within himself the 

Presence of Him Whose image he is.  And, by a paradox beyond all human expression, God and the soul 

seem to have but one single “I.” They are (by divine grace) as though one single person. They breathe and 

live and act as one. (from Contemplative Prayer) 

 

 

How do we access the true self? 
 

There are three doors. (from The Asian Journal) 

1. The door of EMPTINESS. Of no-where. Of no place for a self, which cannot be entered by a self.  

2. The door WITHOUT A SIGN, without indicator, without information. Not particularized.  

3. The door WITHOUT WISH. The undesired. The unplanned door. The door never expected. Never 

wanted.  

 

 


