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What people are saying about


Taking Heart


It is our personal relationships that define our humanity, and the things at which we stumble, the questions with which we grapple, provide the moments of encounter, of discovery. Fiona Gardner draws upon her insights as a theologian and a psychotherapist to point us towards the God who gives shape and meaning to our inner journey.
John Moses, Dean Emeritus of St Paul’s London and author of The Art of Thomas Merton and Divine Discontent.


There is nothing more personal than one’s spiritual journey. And yet, it is precisely the particularity of our quest for transcendence that makes the lessons learned and relationships built along the way universally recognizable and relatable. Fiona Gardner shares with us the journeys of four seekers, each with their own joys and hopes, challenges and anxieties, but each illuminating a path to the spiritual through the heart. This book is more than an introduction to the spiritual life; it is a compass pointing the way for modern women and men searching for a profounder sense of spirituality and a deeper sense of self!
Daniel P. Horan, OFM and author, All God’s Creatures: A Theology of Creation, The Franciscan Heart of Thomas Merton and Dating God.


Everyone, knowingly or not, is on a life-path towards wisdom and spiritual maturity. An insightful guide for the journey, Fiona Gardner knows God dwells in our hearts and shows us reliably here how to find Him – a heart-warming read.
Larry Culliford, author of Much Ado about Something and The Big Book of Wisdom.
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For Hugh Gee









There is within each of us a secret place, the inner chamber of our hearts, a place so secret that not only is it hidden from the world outside us, it is not even fully known to ourselves ... It is the place where God hides himself ... here we can touch the hem of God’s garment. Alexander Ryrie










Preface





I know and have seen what I was obscurely looking for.1





These words are part of the description given by Thomas Merton when he stood in front of the large Buddhist statues in Polonnaruwa, in what is now Sri Lanka, and I quote them again at the end of this book. When I first read the account of Merton’s epiphany I found it electrifying. As the Quaker George Fox might have said, “it really spoke to my condition.” For many years I had been spiritually searching and by the end of the 1990s I was spiritually in limbo. I had been a Quaker, a member of The Society of Friends, for about twenty years; but had begun to feel that something was missing. At the same time, I had experimented with different Buddhist groups, was seriously involved in yoga and had traveled to India in search of “enlightenment” – but returned ill. At that point I stopped attending Quaker meeting and let go of the searching. It didn’t seem possible to find whatever it was I was looking for.


In the early 1990s, as part of my obscure looking, I had read a second-hand copy of The Seven Storey Mountain, the early autobiography written by Thomas Merton, and had felt absorbed by the narrative, identifying in many ways with Merton’s early life; but the fervor of his conversion and subsequent arrival at the Abbey of Gethsemani to become a Trappist monk had felt only something I could imagine. However, in 1999 I fell over, literally, The Other Side of the Mountain, which was volume seven, the last of the journals of Thomas Merton that ended with his death in 1968. Some copies had been stacked on the floor of the local bookshop, rather symbolically I later thought, between the religion and psychology sections (as I was then working as a psychotherapist), and as I picked myself up I also picked up one which I then bought. The cover helped, it seemed as if Thomas Merton was smiling and encouraging me to have a look inside, he also looked fun. Here was someone, a person I already knew a bit about, now writing about a journey to India, so perhaps he could help.


After reading that volume I was hooked and so read one by one, working randomly in no particular order through each of the earlier Journals and loved them. However, this was not just a literary venture: it became transformational. I now realize that this reading was a form of preparation for my own conversion, and that in some way my mind was becoming open to welcome a deeper experience of God and a sense of personal relationship with Jesus Christ. Everything changed, I got confirmed and late in 2001, I went on a day retreat about Thomas Merton, and then joined The Thomas Merton Society of Great Britain and Ireland and later the International Thomas Merton Society. The first residential conference I attended I found inspirational, a community of like-minded people. In part, as a way of expressing my gratitude for the transformation that was effected in my life through reading Merton, I have been involved in promoting his work and spiritual experiences ever since, for a while chairing the Society and later editing the Merton Journal. In 2015 I was awarded a Louie by the International Thomas Merton Society for my work on Merton. I am now a spiritual director, on the front line of spiritual searching, a searching that of course continues throughout our life.


It was Merton who said that God puts into our hands the books that we might need to read, and, so, this book is offered in that same spirit to all who might be searching and journeying to the heart of faith.










Foreword



In the last few centuries, the mind has come up in the world, the heart demoted. It’s a reordering that has not served us well. Hearts of flesh have become hearts of stone. The demotion of the heart helps explain why so many of us feel lost in the cosmos with little if any sense of ultimate meaning or the creator’s presence. As David Bentley Hart has written in The Experience of God: “Somehow, we have as a culture forgotten being: the self-evident mystery of existence … Human beings have never before lived lives so remote from nature, or been so insensible to the enigma it embodies. For late modern peoples God has become ever more a myth …”


The heart is not only a blood-pumping muscle but represents the core of our identity, the ground zero of communion with God, the center point of love, the core of compassion, the home base of the soul, the domain of prayer and conscience. If we wish to be well in soul as well as body, we need to pay more attention to our hearts.


Few of us would claim to have untroubled, unwounded hearts. At least some of the time, we’re all dealing with old resentments, unhealed wounds, bitter memories, words we wish we hadn’t said and acts we wish we hadn’t done. We all have damaged hearts.


This small book is about the healing of the heart. Its author, Fiona Gardner, could be described as a spiritual cardiologist. Her professional background is as a psychoanalytic psychotherapist. Though no longer in practice as a therapist, she has become a spiritual director. In Taking Heart, she writes not only about theory and theology, but her experiences as a guide to four of the people – Carly, Frank, Helen and Stuart – who have sought her help.


What sort of help and with what results? You are about to find out.


Jim Forest


Author of Writing Straight with Crooked Lines: A Memoir, The Root of War Is Fear: Thomas Merton’s Advice to Peacemakers, and Loving Our Enemies: Reflections on the Hardest Commandment.
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Introduction





I will give them a heart to know that I am the Lord; and they shall be my people and I will be their God, for they shall return to me with their whole heart. Jeremiah 24: 7





One of the central tenets of this book is that spiritual life is always personal, and the deeper the spiritual life is, the more personal it becomes. Religious worship and shared spiritual practices can provide an outer home, a framework and a sense of community and companionship, but the meaning and the mystery is ultimately found in a deeply private and personal meaningful relationship in our heart of hearts – sometimes with another and sometimes found alone with God. In this book the experiences of four people who are spiritually searching are explored, and their different journeys through self-doubt to self-acceptance and to the heart of faith are discussed. The four: Carly, Frank, Helen and Stuart are not especially religious or spiritual and nor are they famous – you might even use the word “ordinary” to describe them – yet all four are on an “extraordinary” search for meaning.


The meaning that they are searching for is God. God can be found on the surface and he can be denied on the surface, but it is only on the surface level of life that God can be ignored or denied. Once any of us go below the surface level we come up against the crucial questions because at some point or another, and, often when things are going badly wrong, everyone yearns to find meaning and a sense of what life is about. The questions we ask are those that ultimately lie at the heart of each person: What is the meaning of life? Can any explanations answer that? Why is there evil? What might it mean to live a good life? Who am I really? Why has this happened to me? As we search for answers and seek for truth often in the face of apparent absurdity, the commonplace, the trivial and the one-dimensional falls away, a door opens to the deeper level, and our human experience is confronted by something more than ourselves which some call God. Sometimes the events that surround us feel impossible – unbearable. After all, as has been said, we can only take so much of reality at any one time. And yet within ourselves, deep in our hearts, lies the door to the profound levels of reality that give u s the only possible approach to meaningful existence itself.


The searcher, or the searching part of our selves, appears out of the apparent randomness of all the various events and circumstances that make up each of our “ordinary” lives. This includes the good things and the not so good and the downright bad. It also includes all the mistakes and contradictions, the successes and the imperfections, the pleasures and the frustrations and anger, the criticism of others and the self-criticism, love and the loss of love and the turning of love into hate; all the connections and the separations, and the myriad of emotions and happenings are all expressions of the same life force, and contribute to the sense of who each one of us is. While it is usually difficult to accept all these different parts of ourselves, through the accounts given by the four whose spiritual journeys are described, we can see that self-acceptance lies at the heart of genuine faith. This book is then about coming to understand that it is in our heart of hearts that we find a direct experience of God. The search is for a profound and inner hope of the reality of the living God, and for an experience that deepens and feeds faith in the depths of our hearts.


The heart symbolizes the taproot of our being. It is the place where we find meaning and from which our deepest self operates. The heart is the place where our full intellect, our will and devotion, and our emotions and feelings connect and interweave; it is the center of being alive both physically and spiritually. The word “heart” both in everyday language and in the spiritual and religious contexts is one of those words which generate other words and some of these are difficult to define and often full of meaning. The word heart is highly evocative, for every one of us has a heart that keeps us alive. But the word is also powerful, and communicates a deep and complex reality because it can act as a descriptor for who we are. While it is a physical truth that each one of us has a heart, it may not mean that we are capable of love; that we are able to be warm and affectionate. Our hearts can be empty or full, soft or hardened, and it may take time for our personal identity to develop as we encounter one another in the world. As self-conscious beings, we see that the symbol of the heart acts as a container for all the diverse experiences and interactions in our lives; the locus for both integration and disintegration.


We live in a time when we differentiate between head and heart; where head is seen as the container for reason, for rational, sensible and decisive thinking. As craniological twenty-first-century beings we are tuned into current preoccupations with logic, pragmatism, science, technology and economy. Yet our beating heart is a bodily reminder of the connection between mind and body, we physically react to what we are feeling. We understand the heart as symbolizing the passionate, the intuitive and sometimes the irrational, it is seen as the feeling and emotional part of ourselves. We speak of the battle between head and heart as if one of them has to win, where the struggle seems to be between knowing what the brain and mind are telling us, or, listening to what our heart is feeling and saying. If we are described as being led by the heart, then the implication is that intellect and thinking is pushed aside for feelings; one of the ideas in this book is that both have to be held in balance, in a tension of what appears to be opposites.


The heart is also of course a universal symbol symbolizing love in a way that the brain and the mind cannot. The iconic image is of the two halves balanced and between them an indentation – and as so is aesthetically pleasing. This symbol of love implying emotion and affections can also be expanded further to authenticity, courage, kindness and goodness. It is seen as an essence of our inner self. As a container for love, the heart is also recognized as fragile and breakable; unrequited or unhappy love leads to a broken-heart. Our sincerity is seen as coming from “our heart of hearts,” where we “speak from the bottom of our heart”; and such speaking can include worry and concern so that “one’s heart goes out to someone” or “we take something to heart.” We can “take heart” or “lose heart,” “not have the heart to do something” or a “sinking heart.” Our hearts might be “a heart of gold” or “of stone”; we can be “big-hearted” or at the other extreme “we can have no heart at all,” be “warm-hearted” or “cold-hearted.” We can “learn something by heart” or have “a change of heart,” and we can “set our hearts on fire,” while the “heart of the matter” is the center or core of something.


In the context of religion and spirituality we are taken deeper beyond the more superficial interpretation of the level of feelings associated with the sentimental and the erotic, for here something more is included. In the Judeo-Christian tradition, the symbol of the heart certainly implies the depths beyond surface ritual and concerns; it points towards a turning to meaning, purpose, truth and the inner world, and a further implication is about being itself, and towards what the true self might be. It can offer a deeper and different way of thinking, beyond the merely factual or precise. It is the focal center of our personhood, the deepest psychological ground of our personality which is created in the image and likeness of God. As the monk and writer Thomas Merton puts it, the heart is “the root and source of all one’s own inner truth.”1 As a symbol, it gives us space for our imagination, and for our soul and mind to expand. As Christians, we are asked to love God with all of our heart, and to open our hearts to God who knows all the secrets that are hidden there.


Yet as with the two halves of the heart, there is also the shadow aspect of the positive characteristics of love, passion, authenticity and goodness – hate, indifference, falsity and things that are not good. As the fourth-century Orthodox mystic Makarios the Great describes it there are all things in the heart. He writes of “unfathomable depths”:




Within the heart... there are reception rooms and bedchambers in it, doors and porches, and many offices and passages. In it is the workshop of righteousness and of wickedness. In it is death; in it is life ... The heart is Christ’s palace; there Christ the King comes to take his rest, with the angels and spirits of the saints, and he dwells there, walking within it and placing his Kingdom there.2





Theophan the Recluse, an Orthodox saint, also saw the heart as the location for self-awareness and the innermost spirit of a person. He wrote that here was included conscience, the idea of God, and the nature of the relationship with God, and “all the treasures of the spiritual life.” In other words, the heart clearly represents the core of being and the soul, and part of our life journey is for us to know what we are feeling in our heart so as to create a space there for the indwelling of God. The heart is the space where we meet God, and “where transcendence and immanence meet in unity.” This means that the essence of spiritual life is to metaphorically open the heart to God, and, to try to keep it open. In a similar way, other religious traditions also point to the heart as the place to meet God. In Islamic mystical traditions Mohammed, in a central teaching, is quoted as saying that: “The heart of the believer is the place of the revelation of God ... the throne of God ... the mirror of God.” The Quran states that it is only by listening and witnessing that the spiritual heart is awakened and transformed; otherwise the heart becomes deadened, blind or hardened. Whilst the mystic Sufi poet Rumi tells us that the mirror of the heart is limitless but nevertheless that as you live deeper in the heart, the mirror gets clearer and cleaner! It is in the heart we find our self and we find God: “for the Heart is with God or rather the Heart is God.” In the Hindu and Buddhist Chakra way of envisaging, the heart-center is called the Anahata, and is the center where we can know direct connection with the divine. It is in the “cave of the heart” that the entire universe is said to be contained, alive and blazing in divine light, and is the site of ultimate divine realization.


All spiritual journeys are journeys of the heart, and like the two halves of the heart include many mixed experiences and feelings: surface and depth, the good and the bad, the person we present to the world and the shadow part of ourselves that we would prefer to keep hidden. The journey is above all about moving from a predominantly closed heart, dominated by self-love and self-doubt, and where temptations and distractions obscure the truth for us, to a heart that is predominantly accepting of all parts of ourselves, and having nothing to hide is open to God and to love – indeed to the love of God. The open heart is not one sided, but rather allows all the experiences to be held in balance, holding all opposing emotions in a state of awareness of the ground of our being.


In this book the accounts of four people participating in a journey of the heart, a journey in search of God and of themselves are described; they shared their experiences with me over many years and are happy to share them now with you. As with all journeys there is discovering, but also an uncovering and a recovering; although their experiences are contextually different, they are all connected through the divine presence. All heart journeys are an exodus that take us out of captivity in some form or other, and are also the passion story which is at the heart of the mystery of faith, a journey through the very worst and towards the very best. And throughout the spiritual journey, God is shaping and forming our inner life in the unknown depths of our heart.









Chapter 1


Hungry Hearts – Seeking God in the Wilderness




There was no direction in which I could bring the whole of me completely to bear and I felt rather lonely.”1


“For surely I know the plans I have for you,” says the Lord, “plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give you a future with hope. Then when you call upon me and come and pray to me, I will hear you. When you search for me, you will find me; if you seek me with all your heart.” Jeremiah 29:11–13





This extract from Jeremiah is part of the story of exile – a state of captivity where we are in exile from the homeland, from the truth and heart of our self and from the heart of God. Exile does not have to be physical and geographical; it can be emotional and spiritual. Harry Williams, priest and author, writes about the urge to evade the responsibility of finding out who we really are; instead we lose or forfeit ourselves – in other words, we exile our heart – the essence of who we are to a far-off place. We find ourselves in a wilderness, a wilderness of inner isolation, where there is an absence of real contact. “It’s a sense of being alone – boringly alone, or saddeningly alone, or terrifyingly alone.”2


We might push this feeling away through denial or by distracting activity, but the cut off, exiled part will always return in one form of another – perhaps in a yearning or searching for something real, something that will touch the heart. We might be someone who already goes to church but feel lost as if a part of us is still looking for something more; we might feel that we are operating under a religious disguise by going through the motions of what is expected rather than really feeling God’s presence. Or, we might be someone on the edge of thinking about the spiritual dimension of life, feeling unbalanced because we are living only on the surface. We might perhaps have a realization that our life has been reduced to just being a consumer, and that there has been a depreciation of our spiritual nature – perhaps it feels as if we have lost any sense of enchantment or mystery.


Before his conversion Thomas Merton experienced, “the futile search for satisfaction where it could not be found.” He describes his life then as a “blind-alley,” whatever he tried as a distraction didn’t meet this longing which would not go away, but that “the very anguish and helplessness of my position was something to which I rapidly succumbed. And it was my defeat that was to be the occasion for my rescue.”3 He found that an initial interest in searching for truth opened up further longing, so that his life became one of continual conversion, or we might also use the word discovery. Harry Williams puts it well when he writes, “No, it can be no easy journey, this voyage of discovery in which we set out to find ourselves. The road to the celestial city is a long road.”4 He also saw that although we may think we want to find God, underneath there may be a reluctance to open ourselves to what may be life-changing with all the disruption that that entails.




Often we shall have to allow the dynamite of life to smash up those fixed attitudes of heart and mind which lead us to make demands in their nature self-contradictory. In this sense we shall have often to lose our life in order to find it ...





In her journal, Etty Hillesum, the Dutch author who writes both about her religious awakening and the persecutions of Jewish people in Amsterdam during the German occupation, wrote how:




Everything has gone wrong again. I long for something and don’t know what it is. Inside I am totally at a loss, restless, driven, and my head feels close to bursting again ... all the questioning, the discontent, the feeling that everything was empty of meaning, the sense that life was unfulfilled, all that pointless brooding. And right now I am sunk in the mire. And even the certain knowledge that this too will pass has brought me no peace this time.5





We might try to find God using our logic or rational reason and thinking, but inside we long for the experience of God’s presence: answering the mind’s questions is not the same as responding to the heart. For authentic faith that changes our life we cannot be taught or have beliefs imposed on us, instead, and fundamentally, we have to rely on experience and we must not be afraid to trust that experience. True searching is not about the mute God of reason, but about the God of revelation who speaks to the people and to our heart – and that can often be through scripture but also through everyday events and the unexpected.6
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