
  [image: image]


  From the Bottom of the Pond is a profound, lucid and accessible book, full of wisdom and compassion.

  Timothy Freke, author of Lucid Living, (with Peter Gandy) of The Jesus Mysteries, Jesus and the Goddess; The Laughing Jesus.

  Don’t just pick this book up, read it and read it again. It’s the best Christian book I have read in years. This is a book that will inform, delight, and teach.It needs to be heard. It has the potential to light up Christianity. This is what happens when God is happening. It’s a brave book, expressing what it feels like to feel God. It shines a light on God in the midst of life, in the detail and the dirt, and it should be on every Christian’s reading list.

  Revd Peter Owen-Jones, Anglican Priest, author and BBC TV presenter of The Lost Gospels and The Battle for Britain’s Soul.

  Simon Small offers in a very accessible form a way into the spiritual quest that takes seriously the Christian contemplative tradition, as well as the explosion of interest in spiritualities of so many kinds in our time. His own experience is at the heart of the book, yet never imposed on the reader. It is a book by which, as you read it, you feel yourself nourished at the same time as you find yourself and your questions appearing on its pages.

  Rt Revd Dr Peter Selby, former Bishop of Worcester and Bishop to HM Prisons.

  There is an important distinction between the outer, institutional, side of religion and its inner spiritual-experiential side. The latter is the living heart of religion. This book is a very helpful account of this in its Christian form, with practical advice about the art of immediate awareness of the divine presence, and of the effects of this in life as a whole. I commend it both to church people and to the large number of non-church people who are concerned about their own contact with the Ultimate.

  John Hick, Emeritus Professor of the Philosophy of Religion, Claremont Graduate University, California; philosopher, theologian and author.

  A heart-warming and inspiring reminder of the essence of Christian spiritual development.

  William Bloom, leading holistic teacher and writer. Author of Soulution; The Endorphin Effect and many other books.

  This is an important book. And it is coming out at the moment when it is needed. It is written in a language that we can all understand, mainly in short sentences, each of which adds something to build up a whole as we explore a mystery that is beyond words. Some good stories help us on the way. This short and profound book is a joy to read.

  Rt Revd Stephen Verney, former Bishop of Repton
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  “That all may awaken to the deepest beauty,

  the deepest truth and the deepest love”


  
PROLOGUE


  From the bottom of the pond

  

  



  I rest at the center of space. Unimaginably vast space everywhere I look, disappearing into the distance, seemingly without end.

  I look into the night sky, aware of countless nebulae, stars and galaxies, seen and unseen. I am also aware of the darkness in which they have their being. I marvel that the light that enters my eye from each will have taken years, if not eons to complete its journey. I am seeing the universe as it was. With the farthest objects, I see the universe before the Earth was. Now and the past, present in the same moment.

  I feel very small, a pinprick of consciousness filled with awe. I become very aware of the tiny lump of rock on which I stand, orbiting an insignificant sun, on the edge of a galaxy of millions of suns. As I look up, I stand at the bottom of a shallow pond – a pond not of liquid, but of gas, without which this pinprick of consciousness would within seconds be no more. My fragility is terrifying and inspiring. My life, utterly mysterious.

  As outer space fills and stills the mind, a deep intuition of inner space also begins to grow. The body that watches, itself a transient composite of star-stuff, seems flea-like when set against the glories of the cosmos. Yet as it is brought into awareness, it becomes a limitless universe in itself. Unseen yet known, billions of cells, living and dying, comprise the orchestra of embodied existence, unaware of the wholeness to which they are essential. Further out into the inner universe from where I stand at the bottom of the pond, molecules break down into atoms, which in turn open to reveal a sea of space in which is set the dance of infinitesimal particles. A dance in which the dancers never touch, are separated by vast distances, yet are bound together by a force far stronger than gravity. And the dance and the dancers exist in a world where my rules do not apply. They wink in and out of existence and can be in two places at the same time. My rules do not apply, yet the dancers respond to my attention. They dance for me when I watch, but are something else when I turn away. They hint at yet more worlds and universes of which I know nothing.

  I stand at the bottom of the pond as the fulcrum of limitless space, within and without. A gateway to both, an icon that joins the two. But who am I, so small and insignificant yet at the heart of existence?

  As I ponder this question, infinite space reveals itself once more. For as hard as I look, I cannot find myself. I can only find thoughts, memories, fears, beliefs and concepts that constantly arise and cease. But whoever I am does not arise or cease. I am who I have always been. Different thoughts and a new body, but I am who I am. And as my mind stills, consciousness expands without limit. There is a deep sense that, indeed, it has no limit. It, too, is infinite, vibrantly alive space.

  As I stand at the bottom of the pond, I am the still center of awesome space. But so is every other human being. And, in its own way, so is every animal, plant, virus, bacteria and living cell. And in some far distant galaxy, on another insignificant lump of rock, at the bottom of another pond, stands another still center of space staring upwards and inwards, filled and humbled by the Mystery of Existence.

  Two thousand years ago a man came to awaken us to the Mystery of Existence. He was the mystery made flesh, the mystery fully aware of itself. He taught awakening in different ways to different people, for reasons only he understood. In some he nurtured the seed of contemplation that it might grow and fill their minds. He has continued to teach this down the centuries and continues to teach it today. In our age, many are ready to listen.
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  Contemplative prayer

  

  



  “Be still, and know that I am God”

  (PSALM 46 VERSE 10)

  Contemplative prayer is the art of paying attention to what is.

  To pay profound attention to reality is prayer, because to enter the depths of this moment is to encounter God. There is always only now. It is the only place that God can be found.

  Our minds find paying full attention to now very difficult. This is because our minds live in time. Our thoughts are preoccupied with past and future, and the present moment is missed. This means that the reality of God is missed. We live in a dream; contemplation is waking up.

  There are many forms of contemplative prayer, but they all involve bringing the mind into the present moment. It is the only goal, but not the only fruit. In the practice of contemplative prayer we wait attentively for the now to express itself. The form this takes will always be unique and sometimes hidden. The moment when the depths of now are revealed is when contemplative prayer becomes contemplation. It is a blurred and fuzzy boundary. Often it is only in looking back that it is apparent that the boundary has been crossed. We practice contemplative prayer; contemplation is a gift from God. It is Grace and cannot be controlled.

  Because our minds are addicted to thinking, they have to be trained to pay attention to reality. This is not an indictment of thinking. Thinking is necessary and good and as much a gift from God as contemplation. Both are an expression of what it is to be human. But contemplation is the root of all that is holy.

  It is impossible to stop thinking through an act of will. It has the opposite effect to that desired. We know this from our own experience. Thoughts are like rubber balls; the harder we throw them away, the harder they bounce back at us. The only way is to gently lay the ball down. In contemplative prayer we do this, not by resisting thought, but by focussing it gently and with compassion. As thought becomes focussed, one-pointed, the usual chaos of the mind subsides and the present moment is experienced ever-more deeply. Sometimes, eventually, mysteriously, even the focussed experience of thought drops away and the Now of God is experienced with all its unfathomable richness.

  At other times this never happens and focussing the mind seems to be impossible. Yet even this is a gift if we are prepared to explore the deep currents of thought that are keeping us out of the present moment.

  There are many methods to focus thought. Repeating a word or phrase in the mind, slowly and rhythmically; holding a visualization of an image; watching the breath; or bringing awareness to different parts of the body are some of the methods used. There are others. Over time an individual may find different methods useful, but they all seek to evoke the same experience.
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