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PERSONAL PREFACE
Dear reader, first I wish to say thank you for your courtesy in showing an
interest in what I am writing. Although I may well not know you personally
you have been in my prayers whilst I have been producing this paper.
Consequently I would be very grateful if from time to time whilst reading it you
remember me in your prayers if you are a member of a faith group; or think
of me positively if you hold no particular religious views. In this way we can
become fellow travellers, not only for this journey, but our journey through
life.

GENERAL PREFACE: NOT ANOTHER BIBLE STUDY!!!
There is the famous story of the great theologian of the Church, St Augustine
of Hippo who one day was walking along the North African seashore thinking
about how he would set out his next book on The Trinity. He came across a
small boy using a spoon to put seawater into a small hole in the sand. He
asked the boy what he was doing. The Christ child (who else) replied that he
was emptying the sea into the hole. “That’s a bit silly” was the bishop’s
response, “No more so than you trying to condense the reality of God into a
book” the boy retorted.
Here we are in the middle of a pandemic. However, being slightly irreverent,
the reaction of the Church when faced with a serious problem or crisis is often
to do yet another Bible study!
The title of this paper, ‘The Beyond in our Midst’ was coined by the German
theologian, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who was executed towards the end of the
Second World War for his opposition to Hitler. He was a theologian who had
to confront, on both a national and personal level, the reality of darkness.

The God whom we experience and worship is infinitely more than the Bible, He
is infinitely more than Christianity. He is God. Anything else is less than God.
Hopefully one thing that the present pandemic may have given us is a bit more
time to think, perceive and consider in ways that we were not normally
accustomed to. This helps us to open ourselves more to the infinite reality of
the God who (cf, Ephesians 3:20), “‘By the power that is at work within us is
able to accomplish abundantly far more than we can ask or imagine.” The
problem for us is that the reality we are facing is taking all of us out of our
‘comfort zones’ and into the ‘darkness of unknowing’.
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Instead of examining in smaller and smaller detail in this first of three papers,
we will look at the ‘Big Picture’ and think about what we do not know about
God, and how important that is in calling us out of our comfort zone. In the
second paper we will then need to look beyond the limitations of the thought
patterns of western society and churches to see something of the contribution
of the Orthodox Churches of the east; and in the third paper we will open our
gaze beyond Christianity to see something of how God moves in the hearts
and minds of those of other faiths, and of none.
These three subjects will not give us a full understanding of the divine but they
will, hopefully, give us some insights into ways of penetrating something of the
deep, hidden reality of God, the rest of creation and ourselves. We will open
ourselves to ‘the beyond in our midst’.
As I write, I am consciously trying not to use technical theological words, but
just occasionally they will be necessary, although I will always explain them
and then use alternative words which carry something of their meaning.
I would add at this point that I do not wish to be rude about the Bible. It is,
after all one of the most precious gifts given to us through the Church, by God
our Father. However we do need to occasionally reflect on the way we use it.
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As it was once said, “some people use the Bible like a drunk uses a lamppost;
more for support than illumination!” No, these papers are not going to be
another Bible study, but along with many other insights the Bible will be used
from time to time to introduce, illustrate or illuminate points which will help us
on our way as we journey ever deeper into the ‘infinite variety’ of the Divine
Reality; never forgetting that this is God our Father’s dearest desire for each
one of us.
First I would appreciate you humouring me and have a go at the following
famous puzzle. When you have finished (or given up) please turn to the
appendix at the end of this paper for the solution, and also the explanation as
to why I have used it. If you have worked it out, or come across it before just
repeat the exercise and then read the appendix anyway:
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.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

Starting from one of the points draw only four lines, WITHOUT LIFTING THE
PENCIL FROM THE PAPER, so that they:
A Touch every point in the square at least once
B

Do not draw back along a line that has already been made.

C

Only cross a line once.

When you have finished (or have given up) see the solution in the appendix, if
necessary, but also read the comments following the solution which explain
the point of the exercise.
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WHAT IS SPIRITUALITY?
At the time of writing it is over a year since the start of the first lockdown,
although our awareness of Covid 19 predates March 23rd 2020. One element
that has emerged clearly in our general understanding so far over this period
has been a deeper acceptance of the importance of our corporate and
individual mental health. This deepening awareness, along with a parallel
sensitivity towards our physical health, is obviously a good thing, much to be
encouraged. But, you can definitely hear a “but”, there appears to be
something missing.

THE MISSING LEG!
The principle we need to apply here to find what is missing is the principle of
the milking stool! Have you ever wondered why a milking stool has three legs?
The answer is that with three legs no matter how uneven the farmyard is all
three legs will rest equally on the ground, thus giving stability.

For many, many centuries our understanding of the total human personality
has rested on the three ‘legs’ of body, mind and spirit. Certainly the boundaries
between the three are, at times, somewhat blurred and alternative names can
be found for the ‘legs’ but for the present we can accept in broad terms these
three categories. Unfortunately, listening to Covid related discussions one ‘leg’
is conspicuously absent; that is the leg of the spirit.
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It is at this point we have to be very clear about how we understand the word
‘spiritual’ .The trouble is today we tend to use words very loosely, and going
by popular meanings of the word we could well find ourselves in a situation
rather like trying to pick up jelly with our bare hands. As a result of this it
would help us to concentrate on what spirituality is, rather than what it isn’t.
So what is the idea of spirituality that I am going to use? I don’t know where
I got it from, but it has stood me in good stead over many decades:
Spirituality is what we perceive about, and how we behave towards:

1 God (as we do or don’t understand Him.)
2 The world and other people (ie, creation)
3 Ourselves.
The words, ‘what we perceive about (ie, belief) and how we behave towards
(ie, faith)’, show, on the one hand belief is an affirmation of what is known
and/or experienced, together with an awareness that some of these elements
may have to adapt because of developing knowledge, (compare the flat/round
earth debate); whilst on the other hand faith is a statement of how and with
whom we are going to proceed into the unknown future. Thus belief is about
perception, faith is about commitment, and together they form spirituality
which is then applied to God (as we understand Him), the creation and
ourselves. This idea of spirituality applies to everybody, no matter who we are.
This is also why it is important to move beyond the limitations of the box we
call our spirituality to grasp something of the great reality which lies beyond
our personal understanding. When you think about it the three categories
which make up the definition of spirituality which I have suggested, namely
God (as we understand Him), the whole of creation, and ourselves, all of them
are subjects about which ultimately we cannot have a complete understanding.
This does not and should not prevent us from exploring all three subjects and
widening our knowledge of them, always bearing in mind that ultimately we
cannot know everything there is to know about any of them.
It is worth noting at this point that there are at least two main reasons why
the third (spiritual) leg of our milking stool is missing; the first is a highly
prevalent functional ignorance in today’s society about the nature, origins and
content of our spiritual tradition, and second there is a natural human aversion
to the pain involved in venturing out into the darkness beyond the comfort
zone of our ‘knowledge’ of what we call God.
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A SHORT DIGRESSION
At this point I would draw your attention to Appendix 2, a prayer by Sir Francis
Drake which presents both an illustration in ‘spiritual’ terms of what I have
been talking about, and also forms a suggested basis for meditation I used
frequent (daily?) for a while after all three papers. Now, back to business.

TWO FILM REFERENCES
I would now like to enlist those two great modern theologians, Bridget Jones,
and Buzz Lightyear, to help us understand something of why we in our society
and the western churches have difficulties with moving outside our individual
spiritual box.

THE EDGE OF REASON
The Bridget Jones saga is a very good example at a domestic level of the fact
that often human perceptions and understanding of events and situations are
misunderstood or even fundamentally and hilariously got wrong. Good
entertainment, but also something that we can all recognize in ourselves.( Note
to self, don’t believe everything you think!) Putting it baldly there is a limit to
human reason. This realization is sometimes painful.
Look carefully at the following diagrams:
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In the above diagram inside the circle (A) is represented the total of an
individual’s or humanity’s knowledge. Outside the circle is represented
everything we don’t know (B).
Now look at the next diagram.

Circle A is a copy of figure 1. Circle C represents what happens when new
knowledge is acquired. Circle C is bigger than circle A, representing the fact
that we know more.
What the picture also shows is that the boundary between what we know and
do not know is also bigger, B, illustrating the fact that although our
understanding or knowledge has increased, so also our awareness of what we
don’t know, B, has also increased. This is a simple illustration of what Donald
Rumsfeld was talking about when he referred to the fact that central to our
understanding of life are things that we know; ie millions of people are
suffering from Covid-19 (known knowns). Beyond them are possibilities which
we are aware of but do not yet know what they are; ie, how many more people
will suffer from the virus (known unknowns). What other pandemics will hit
us in the future, and when (unknown knowns), what else could adversely affect
us in the future (unknown unknowns). All this indicates that although
knowledge is important, it ultimately has its limitations for each of us, and for
all of us. In other words there is an edge to reason.
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The fact that beyond the scope of our knowledge there is an ultimate infinity
of reality beyond which we will not be able to penetrate is something that can
cause us some significant discomfort. Earlier on I was somewhat critical of the
Church’s reaction to new problems by holding yet another Bible study.
Although these sessions do have some value, their limitation lies in the fact
that they often tend to send us back into areas that we already know about
rather than confronting the vast reality of God who is beyond our
understanding. What you could call the ‘beyond in our midst’.

TO INFINITY AND BEYOND
So, to Buzz Lightyear and his famous catchphrase.

The ‘Black Square’ is an iconic painting by Kazimir Malevich.
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Spend a little time looking at this picture which I promise you is a real, very
well-known painting. What are your reactions?
I guess if we had to produce an image which symbolizes the reality of that
infinite vastness which we discovered lies beyond the edges of our knowledge
and reason, Malevich’s picture would take a lot of beating. It certainly carries
perceptions of darkness, limitlessness, possibly coldness and in spiritual terms
genuine ‘unknowing’.
Psychologically we are prone to react against the idea of all that is conveyed
by this picture because it is something we cannot control. As individuals and
together in our society one thing we seriously don’t like is not being able to
control things, almost to the extent that we spend a lot of our time living as if
we effectively do control the circumstances of our lives.
Nevertheless in his positive, yet sometimes unthinking way, Buzz
enthusiastically embraces the idea of penetrating the realm beyond our
perception. Look again at that picture and ask yourself, irrespective of what
you think is your spirituality, are you prepared to leave your comfort zone,
literally to think outside your ‘box’, and to enter this ‘cloud of unknowing’.
Sooner or later for all of us if we take this exercise seriously it becomes very
uncomfortable. Why?

THE INWARD PATH
When confronted by a serious issue, either in our personal lives or in wider
society we tend to do some serious thinking. So Let’s look at the way that we
do this serious thinking. Look at the following illustration:
Space

Silence
Seeing
Feeling
Pain
Resolution or retreat?
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Space
At the point when we recognize a problem we tend to go away and make a
quiet space for ourselves either by going into another room or by going out for
a walk, or by some other means we create space and keep unnecessary
physical distractions from invading our thoughts. This is what we mean by
making space to give us literally room to think.
Silence
Another way that we avoid distractions while we attempt to sort out the
problem that faces us is by creating silence, both internally and externally. In
this way we keep unwanted thoughts out of our minds; sounds from radio or
television that prevent us from concentrating; or unhelpful comments by other
people distracting us.
Seeing
When we enter these places of space and silence we are then able to see more
clearly the individual elements of the problem we are facing. This, to a certain
extent, can be understood as the practical contribution to understanding the
problem that confronts us.
Feeling
Problems very often are problems, not just because of the physical and
practical issues, but because of the emotional factors involved. Sometimes
these can be very profound. It could involve for instance: hurting somebody,
destroying something important which is adversely affecting us, or losing
something or someone very precious.
Pain

The more complicated a problem is, or the more profound the issues involved,
we are brought, by finding an uninterrupted space, silencing internal and
external distractions, seeing and feeling issues more deeply, to a place where
we experience significant mental and emotional discomfort or even pain; and
possibly creating physical distress and significant agitation. It is at this point
we have to choose either to stay with the pain, work through it, and come to
a resolution, or retreat from the position we are in by ignoring the problem or
try to deaden the pain with food, alcohol, sleeping or overworking.
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In general terms this process is something that we have all, to a greater or
less extent, gone through. Sometimes we have stayed with the pain and
worked through to a resolution, other times we have backed away from the
problem.
This process is not only the pattern for wrestling with serious issues in our
lives, it is also the process through which we attempt to confront bad habits
we may have developed; and remarkably it is the process by which we move
into the deeper realities of prayer.
Our experience reminds us that in the past when we have tried to escape from
the pain of the problems confronting us it does not go away, but eventually
comes back to ‘haunt us’. This indicates one of the profound reasons why we
find the deep realization of the unknowable reality of God so uncomfortable.
If we bear in mind both the picture of the inward path together with the model
demonstrated earlier of how when we increase our knowledge of anything we
paradoxically widen our awareness of how much we don’t know, then to
seriously open ourselves to the divine mystery we cannot avoid entering what
so many Christian teaches have called the ‘cloud of unknowing’. As an exercise
go back to the picture by Malevich and by looking at it over a period of time
balance what you know (or think you know) about the reality of God with what
this picture shows us.
Unfortunately, as already indicated we have all experienced at some time that,
if we choose to retreat from this uncomfortable time of pain we find that sooner
or later we have to go and confront it again, and we find ourselves in a situation
where we have to either face the reality that confronts us, or else be
condemned to a perpetual cycle of retreat and then the inevitable return to the
problem. The most obvious example of this behaviour in other aspects of
human life is, of course, people who are wrestling with the problems of
addiction in one form or another.
Resolution or Retreat?
Thus the challenge of all our contemplation is to ask ourselves are we going to
retreat from the time of pain, anxiety and/or discomfort or are we going to
face it and through the grace of God come to a resolution, either temporary or
permanent?
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OUT OF THE BOX, INTO THE DARKNESS
So, we may reasonably ask ourselves, how do we approach the darkness of
our unknowing having been brought up in the apparent light of human
knowledge and reason?
The first thing to realize is that this is not a new problem but one that goes
back in one form or another for millennia. For those of us in the western
church it is possibly more of a problem than for those of the Orthodox
churches. To illustrate this point I am going to rely primarily on the work of
Orthodox writers and spiritual directors for most of the rest of this paper;
should there be sufficient interest I am happy to explore the distinctions
between eastern and western spirituality in a further paper.
In over simple terms (allowing for notable exceptions) the western mindset
has been primarily concerned with an analytical approach to theology, as
contrasted with the eastern emphasis on experience. In other words ‘how do
you understand God?’; contrasted with ‘what is God like?’
Theologians and great exponents of prayer, (not always the same thing) use
two words; ‘kataphatic’ ie ‘talking about God from what we know about Him’
and ‘apophatic’ which means ‘only talking about God in terms of what we know
He is not’. I doubt if it will come as any great surprise to any reader if I were
to say that in the western church, partially because of our theological
tendencies, and partially because our society, especially since the onset of the
enlightenment, has been obsessed by the dominance of the empirical (ie,
things we can touch or measure) sciences, the path of ‘what we know about
God’ is preferred.
However, following the principle described earlier in this paper that the more
we learn the more we become aware of how much we don’t know, every
voyage of discovery is a voyage into the unknown, and every addition to our
understanding in any field of human knowledge adds to our awareness of what
we don’t know. We begin to realize how vast is the sea of reality that, like
the Christ child in the earlier story, we try to empty into the small hole of
human comprehension with the aid of our teaspoon of human reason.
Now we come to a key question. How do we begin to penetrate the darkness
that we saw in the picture earlier in this paper which represents the darkness
of our unknowing? How do we journey beyond the limitations of our finite
awareness of the infinite reality which is God; or perhaps it is the other way
round; how do we open ourselves to the God who both dwells in ‘thick
darkness’ yet earnestly desires eternal, personal union with each of us?
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I cannot, of course, chart an exact path for each one of us, but there are
perhaps three general elements which allow us to enter more deeply the divine
reality.
1. For the first element it is profoundly important that we realize as deeply as
we possibly can the fundamental fact that God who created us loves us totally.
If we do not accept this as fully as we possibly can the darkness that lies ahead
of us is foreboding and frightening. If we do accept God’s love then the lines
from William Cowper’s famous hymn becomes profoundly true.
‘Ye fearful saints fresh courage take, the clouds ye so much dread,
are big with mercy and will break in blessings on your head.’

2. The second is the realization that we were created by God our Father and
that he is fully aware (certainly more than we are) of our limitations, and yet
he calls us into ever closer union with Him; even in the darkness of our
unknowing. This is summed up in the famous words of St. Augustine (the
same one who discussed hydraulics by the sea with the Christ child .)
‘You O God have made us for yourself and our hearts are restless
‘till they rest in you.’
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3. The third element could be classified as the ‘point of entry’ into the darkness
of unknowing. To assist us I would like enlist the help of Metropolitan Anthony
Bloom, (died 2003) who through the last part of the 20th century looked after
the Orthodox Church in Western Europe and was Orthodox Bishop of London.
A well-known author and broadcaster. (I highly recommend his six books on
prayer; details on suitable internet sites.)
I am going to use two quotes and a paraphrase of a story from Anthony Bloom
to be read carefully and taken deep into our hearts:
"I met Christ as a Person at a moment when I needed him in order to live, and
at a moment when I was not in search of him. I was found; I did not find him".
"The day when God is absent, when He is silent - that is the beginning of
prayer."
A lady asked Anthony Bloom about the experience of God in prayer. They
talked and a few days later she recounted her experience to him.
‘ I went into my living room, sat quietly in my favourite chair and began to knit.
I noticed with contentment the sound of the needles knocking gently on the
arms of the chair; the steady ticking of the mantle clock; the occasional
birdsong audible through the window and in the distance the background
humming of passing traffic. I slowly became aware of the silence behind
everything. Both the silence outside of me and the silence inside me. As time
passed the silence outside me joined with the silence inside me. However it
was not an empty silence, at the heart of the silence was a presence.’
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There comes a time when all good priests should be silent. Perhaps we have,
for the time being, reached such a point. Consequently I will now withdraw
and leave you with God’s blessing and His silence so that He may speak His
word to you, and you are free to enter the great divine reality which is beyond
all knowing and yet in our midst.
ooOoo
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APPENDIX 1
Pictorially the solution to the problem I set is as follows:
Thus using only four lines our pencil passes through all the dots in the square
without leaving the paper or doubling back on itself.
Line A passes through points 1,2 & 3 on to point X
Line B passes through points 6 & 8 and on to point Y
Line C passes through points 7 & 4 to point 1

Line D then passes through points 5 & 9.

The point of this classic puzzle is to show that it can ONLY be solved by
extending the lines outside the initial given 9 points. In other words it can
ONLY be solved by thinking outside the box.
Before reading the rest of the paper please spend a while noticing how much
time you spent trying to solve the puzzle by drawing the lines within the
confines of the nine points, realizing how difficult it is for us to really think
outside the box.
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APPENDIX 2
The following is a prayer it is thought by, of all people, Sir Francis Drake. It is
a prayer which in everyday terms illustrates the challenge of the ‘Cloud of
Unknowing’, the beyond in our midst, that we have been thinking about. May
I suggest that you read it very slowly over a long period of time possibly just
using one ‘verse’ per day, allowing it to both remind you of what God our
Father has said to you in this paper, and to open your heart to the possibilities
of where he might be leading you in this life.
Disturb us, Lord, when
We are too well pleased with ourselves,
When our dreams have come true
Because we have dreamed too little,
When we arrived safely
Because we sailed too close to the shore.
Disturb us, Lord, when
With the abundance of things we possess
We have lost our thirst
For the waters of life;
Having fallen in love with life,
We have ceased to dream of eternity
And in our efforts to build a new earth,
We have allowed our vision
Of the new Heaven to dim.
Disturb us, Lord, to dare more boldly,
To venture on wider seas
Where storms will show your mastery;
Where losing sight of land,
We shall find the stars.
We ask You to push back
The horizons of our hopes;
And to push us into the future
In strength, courage, hope, and love.
May God bless you ‘till we meet again.
ooOoo
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