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A Word from Pat Johnson in Colorado
Beloveds,

When Niamh asked me to write something for the newsletter, she suggested that perhaps it could 
be about my experience of the pandemic.  This has been an ongoing process for me for five months, 
producing a roller coaster ride of emotions for me to ponder, recognize, examine, and accept.  I’ve 
discovered rage that escalates into outrage at the complete lack of leadership in the USA that 
allows Americans to die and when questioned about it states “It is what it is.”  When I ponder and 
reflect on all that is happening here, I recognize that the flip side of this pandemic is that it has 
shed bright light on all that has been broken in this country for decades. All the inequalities of 
income, health care, dignity and education for our black and brown skinned humans.  The police 
brutality against these same people has gone on for decades.  The light shines brightly on what 
can no longer be accepted as “normal”. 

I have been blessed with the grace of sitting three times a day with two different groups on Zoom 
and a longer sit with my beloved hubby.  This prayer time keeps taking me to where I need to go 
which is to the heart of the beloved rather than to despair and hopelessness.  It’s a place where 
hope and trust in the process reside.  It’s a place where alert attention resides.  It’s a place where 
transformative healing resides. 

Thank you God for this community of prayers all over the world that become a part of my universe.  

Thank you God.

Pat Johnson

A Welcome Message from the Core Team
This is a year like no other. A tiny invisible virus has turned our world upside down. What would 
have seemed inconceivable a year ago has happened and continues to affect us. Some have lost 
loved ones or seen their health deteriorate. Others have lost their jobs or are watching businesses 
they have built up being threatened with closure. We are separated from loved ones, some grieving 
without the comfort of a community to help. Vital support systems are suspended, leaving people 
to struggle to care at home for loved ones with high dependency needs. Our churches and schools, 
shops, restaurants, pubs and hairdressers have all been closed. And as they reopen, it is amidst an 
atmosphere of fear and uncertainty. The virus is still here. 

Where is God in all this? We know the answer – closer to us than our breath, closer than our 
thoughts, loving each of us unconditionally. It has never been any other way, nor can it be. This 
is not a threat or a punishment by an avenging God. The fear and uncertainty that we in rich 
countries are experiencing now has long been the norm for impoverished people around our 
world in refugee camps and countries ravaged by war and famine. 

“Christ’s love for us is not sentimental. It is the most powerful force in the world. Paul prays that 
we might understand its length and height and breadth and depth (Eph.13). It is this love that 
we access in contemplative prayer.....Suffering is never an end in itself but a stepping stone to 
transformation. In this view it may be a necessary step to force us to let go of what we overly 
depend on for the fulfilment of our idea of happiness” (Thomas Keating – Transformation of 
Suffering). 

Each of us has the tremendous power to change the world by allowing God to work through 
us. If we could only know the difference we make by sitting still in God’s presence twice a day 
surrendering in silent prayer.

Thank you to all who sent articles and poems for the newsletter, thank you to all who support 
others through prayer groups, virtual and otherwise. Thank you to all who pray sincerely – you are 
helping each one of us in ways you can’t imagine.

May we all know the love of God which is beyond all understanding.

Alan, Eileen, John, Kathleen, John, Michele, Niamh and Tom.
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“Centering prayer is a world in which God can do anything. To move 
into that realm is the greatest adventure.” Thomas Keating, Open Mind 
Open Heart

I have never experienced the truth of these words more deeply 
than in the past few months of being hired and now serving as your 
new administrator. As I wrote in my application letter to the search 
committee, “I would consider it the highest privilege of my career to be 
able to support your organization in the role of administrator.” Seeing 
this dream come true certainly reminded me that the impossible can 
happen in this everyday life of Centering Prayer! 

The sense of living a great adventure has certainly continued during my first four months on 
the job. I would love to tell you a bit of my experience so far, and see if you agree with me that 
perhaps we truly are living in times when our private self-made worlds are coming to an end; 
a new world is appearing within and around us, and the impossible is becoming an everyday 
experience. (Keating, Open Mind, Open Heart, pg 11)

First, as part of my orientation, I had the privilege of spending three wonderful days with 
our beloved Pat Johnson (now retired interim Administrator and current Board member), 
Julie Saad, Jenny Adamson (both Board members) and Kathleen Gilgannon, our Financial 
Administrator and sister staff person. This was the first time I had travelled to Carbondale, 
Colorado, USA and being so close to our spiritual home at Snowmass in the company of these 
deeply wise and loving women was a gift beyond words. Spending time with them not only 
grounded me in the tasks I would need to do as part of my position but also in the way of 
being and interacting that is becoming the norm in this remarkable and evolving organism. 
Thank you Jenny, Julie, Kathleen and Pat for arranging this gift of welcome just in time before 
some of the Covid-19 travel restrictions were put in place!

In the months since I was in Carbondale, I have continued to experience an incredible 
outpouring of love and grace from our Contemplative Outreach family, especially during this 
challenging time of fear, “social distancing” and pandemic response. This grace has appeared 
through the explosion of online prayer groups and Zoom meetings that have enabled us to 
continue and even enhance our work to make the prayer accessible to everyone during these 
difficult times. It has shown up in the gentle wisdom and commitment of Contemplative 
Outreach staff and board members who continue to meet weekly for prayer and support, and 
in the warmth of welcome I have felt from so many volunteers worldwide. Another sign of a 
“new world appearing” is in the enthusiastic response I received from young contemplatives 
from sister contemplative organisms interested to gather for reflection and sharing on how to 
further support each other during these precarious and transformative times. It has also shown 
up in the compassion and willingness of volunteers with Prison Contemplative Fellowship to 
ensure that this newsletter is delivered to anyone who wishes to receive it. 

The stories could go on about how I have seen the “impossible” unfold through my work 
with Contemplative Outreach just these past few months. I hope that you too have been 
experiencing this adventure in your daily life and that we can continue to explore this new 
world together for many years to come!

(Mary Jane Yates is the new administrator of Contemplative Outreach. She comes to us from Edmonton, 
Alberta, Canada. She has been a part of Contemplative Outreach for 12 years, serving our organism as a 
prayer group facilitator, Introductory Workshop presenter and retreat leader.)

The Greatest Adventure    

Welcome to Mary Jane,
our new Administrator of Contemplative Outreach

Mary Jane Yeats
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At the end of winter-grey,
spring-yellow, summer-blue

and autumn-orange days

I close the front door,
go to my inner room

light a fire and sit

with a lover
who doesn’t buy flowers

or chocolates or write Valentines.

I breathe in peat-smoke,
feel heat in my bones.

I exhale the greys, yellows,
blues and sit

with a lover
who makes no sound,
has no form or scent.

In fact, I have no evidence
of lovers existence.

I just sit

with lovers unknowable vastness.

Anne Walsh Donnelly

Crossing the Threshold

 Ballyvaloo waves, 
  the flat sands, 
   the chill wind .... 
    there’s no use in dropping a pin -
     silences here ring too loud in the ear 
      but how lovely they are to soak in.

 Tim Fannon

Ballyvaloo
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Letting Go of the Self-Made Self
Thomas Keating (from Contemplative Outreach News, December 2019)

Without thinking or feeling some emotion, there is just awareness. 
There is then no desire for bliss, enlightenment,or to teach others. 
Things are just as they are. In that so called emptiness, enjoyment 
arises of itself. As soon as we try to enjoy, the enjoyment ceases. 
Somehow at the bottom of emptiness (openness, pure awareness), 
there is the Divine Presence and the peace that surpasses all 
understanding.

 If you bring the same emptiness and freedom to each moment 
and its content, you will be happy even in the midst of suffering. Accept everything and 
everyone just as they are, where they are, and try to act as lovingly as possible in every 
situation. Be ready to be led you know not where or when. Hush the discriminating mind 
dividing things into good or evil for me.

 Fear draws us to the center we have created, the ego self. Divine Love expands from our 
real center, the true self. 

One feels the pain of others and must reach out to help them even when they are unaware 
of their pain. But one is content and at peace because one does not discriminate. 

The true self is all the colors of the rainbow and must expand to experience the whole of 
one’s being. One is not limited to one or two colors. One need not reject any color, but is 
to become all of them. The more colors one manifests, the more one manifests the Light 
that we are and the Light that we share. 

Ladders and stages suggest leaving behind the previous rung or stage. Actually one adds 
new dimensions to what one is, like a tree adds rings. 

Take and accept yourself just as you are, where you are. If you are aggressive, lustful, 
fearful, or shy and withdrawn, notice your feelings before, during, and after each incident, 
without emotional reactions of blame, shame, anger or discouragement.

 Let God work with your faults and limitations. Just recognize them and be with them, 
without trying to correct them. As you watch them, feel them, accept them, their force 
and exaggeration will gradually diminish. Keep moving to the center of your being where 
Divine Love is and welcome whatever bodily feeling or emotion that is happening. The 
present moment contains all we need to be happy. Only our attitudes have to change.
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The Burning Bush
“And Moses said, I will turn aside and see this great sight, why the bush is not burnt. 

When the Lord saw that he had turned aside to see, God called to him out of the 

bush.” (Exod. 3:3-4)

Reflection on this passage in Lectio Divina highlighted for me the phrase ‘Moses turned 

aside’. In the biblical tradition this implies a shift of mind and heart, a change from one 

thing to another. For Moses this was a shift from his work a day world to become aware 

of the mystery of God’s Presence. It was this intentional turning aside that brought about 

a grace filled relationship which opened up a deeper communing with God and led to 

the Exodus and Moses beginning the work of liberating God’s people from slavery and 

oppression in Egypt.

We live  in a world today that is enslaved  and oppressed  in so many ways. We can 

individually be enslaved and oppressed by our addictions, our hunger for power, prestige 

and possessions.  It is sad that we live now in a pandemic world, obsessed with social media 

attention, and yet fed on-line with so much rubbish. For me the discipline of Centering 

Prayer has been a godsend helping my spiritual, mental and physical well being.

Initially, Centering Prayer was for me a kind of individual salvation project, a kind of DIY 

spiritual tool kit. I didn’t really see the connection between the practice and everyday 

life. It was in some ways an unconscious escapism. But somehow with the grace of God, 

pondering on God’s Word and with continuing practice, individually and in a  group,  I 

realised that this prayer was pointing me to the connection between inner work and outer 

action , that essentially this spiritual journey, if it was at all to be authentic,  would always 

lead to actions of mercy. It was about the bringing together the inner God experience 

and the outer work for justice and truth, a turning aside from an individualistic mindset 

to become aware that ‘I am because we are’ (Ubuntu). A turning aside to oneness with all 

living beings.

Moses’ turning aside at the Burning Bush echoes for me the intentional turning aside I 

do every day when I begin my Centering Prayer. The method of letting go of thoughts, 

images and emotions during the practice helps instil a strong spiritual backbone, much 

needed in today’s world. This practice has helped me over the years to turn aside from 

and let go of areas in my life that have been resistant and incompatible to growth in 

relationship with God and others. This turning aside has enabled me to live a more god 

-centred, fully human life in humble service to others. Truly a blessed practice.

Kevin Cassidy
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Nature’s Transformation
I looked at the flower

It was a yellow daffodil

When I saw through my eyes

I sensed she smiled at me

She drew me closer

And kissed me with her scent.

And the birds dropped softly

Like stones through the warm air

Heavy with the love of Being

Their silver voices

Ringing through living Silence

And arrows of light

Passed through the trees

Shade soothed my eyes

And detailed form

The secret darkness cradled me

And the air breathed

Like silk upon my skin

And my heart shouted

As God walked naked

Within His garden.

Lynn Turtle
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The current global pandemic situation has led to a lot of enforced solitude these 
days which has led me into my previously neglected garden. I’ve been busying myself 
with planting vegetables and flowers to help put in the time at home. But of course, 
despite this busyness, nature operates to her own rhythm and I still end up doing a 
lot of waiting. 

I prepared a new vegetable plot back in April by rotavating and composting the soil 
in preparation for planting potatoes, carrots, onions and lettuce. I watered the seeds 

every evening during the beautiful dry 
sunny weather we had. And each day, like an 
expectant child, I would look to see if there 
was any sign of them sprouting. Days went 
by until eventually one of them popped 
through the soil. And it was a reminder 
to me that despite all of my own efforts I 
still have to leave it to the slow work of the 
Creator. I can work the soil, provide feed, 
and water diligently, but I cannot make the 
vegetables grow. 

Isn’t this a bit like life, especially during these days and weeks of lockdown? We can 
be busying ourselves with all kinds of activities – some leisurely, some wholesome, 
some maybe not so wholesome – but we just don’t feel we’re getting anywhere. It 
can feel like we are stuck with no progress being made. A sort of “Groundhog Day” 
repeating over and over again. But all the while, the seed is growing silently in the 
dark, deep down in the soil of our inner self. Are we providing good soil for the seed 
to grow? Jesus tells us that the seed that fell on good soil brought forth grain up to 
one hundred-fold (see Matthew chapter 13). In our physical world, soil is the medium 
for growth of the seed. In the spiritual Kingdom, does our “soul soil” consent to God’s 
presence and action within, yielding a spiritual crop. 

Something else I planted during this time of solitude was a wildflower meadow – 
partly to add a splash of colour to our garden and help the bees but also, a little lazily, 
to reduce the amount of grass I have to cut! Again, for weeks I had a big swathe of bare 
earth with nothing to show for all my effort, but eventually the little seedlings started 
to pop through. But so too did the weeds – lots of them! And I was reminded of the 
parable of The Wheat and the Weeds (Matthew 13:24-30). I believe it’s no accident 
that Jesus used so many examples of gardening and farming in His teaching. Most of 
you will be familiar with the story, the wheat was planted by a landowner but, during 
the night, an enemy sowed weeds amongst the wheat. When this was discovered, 
rather than pull the weeds and risk uprooting the wheat, the owner says to leave 
them grow together, the separation will be done at harvest time. In the same way, I 
couldn’t remove all the tiny weeds as they blended in with the little flower seedlings; I 
had to leave them grow together, hoping that the wildflowers will eventually outgrow 

Sower at Sunset, 1888 by Vincent Van Gogh,
Courtesy of www.VincentVanGogh.org

Soul Soil
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the weeds and bloom. As the old saying goes, “we must bloom where we are planted.” 

As impenetrable as some of the weed patches appear to be, I still see little wildflowers 
pushing through and blooming. Like those little flowers striving to grow, do we persist 
towards the Light? Or do we get swamped by the weeds – the idle distractions, the 
media negativity, our fears and anxieties, even periods of despair? I would encourage 
you to use this strange in-between time to focus on the one thing necessary (see Luke 
10:38-42) and remember to: 

 slow down… 

  breathe deeply… 

   pray slowly… 

    grow in patience and grace… 

     persist in your centering practice… 

While it is up to us to provide good soil, only He can bring forth the glorious harvest. 
And in the end, He tells us: “I will… gather the wheat into my barn” (Matthew 13:30).

Neil Foley

Another day of nothingness

No family, no friends for cups of tea,

No little ones to hug.

No footsteps on the paths,

No traffic on the roads,

Empty buses gliding by.

People worry all day long,

Their friends are ill, some gone forever.

But skies are blue, and leaves are green,

The sun shines bright and people smile

As they sidestep one another.

And now a little flower of hope

Springs up among the weeds of worry,

And now we thank the Lord on high

And our wonderful front-line heroes.

Helen Finn

Cocooning
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In June 2019 I attended a Quaker Research Studies Conference at Woodbrooke, Birmingham. David 
Pocta, presented a paper about an American Quaker and Mystic, Thomas Kelly. I hadn’t heard of him 
before and I was enthralled. Afterwards I went to the library at Woodbrooke and borrowed Thomas 
Kelly’s book “a testament of devotion”.  I felt a connection as I read his words on The Presence. 

  “ There is a Divine Centre into which your life can slip, a new and absolute orientation in God, 
a Centre where you live with Him and out of which you see all of life, through new and radiant 
vision, tinged with new sorrows and pangs, new joys unspeakable and full of glory”.

That I connected to Thomas Kelly’s work is not a surprise. My deep attraction to the Christian 
contemplative method of Centering Prayer is the key. Thomas Kelly’s words resonate with the writings 
of our beloved Thomas Keating. 

  “The chief thing that separates us from God is the thought that we are separated from Him…. 
We fail to believe that we are always with God and that He is part of every reality. The present 
moment, every object we see, our inmost nature are all rooted in Him. But we hesitate to believe 
this until personal experience gives us the confidence to believe in it. This involves the gradual 
development of intimacy with God. God constantly speaks to us through each other as well as 
from within. The interior experience of God’s presence activates our capacity to perceive Him in 
everything else- in people, in events, in Nature.” (Open Mind Open Heart, p.44)

In their unique lives both Thomases experienced “sad pangs” and painful rejection. Both found the 
transforming Presence which brought them from Head to Heart to an intimate relationship with God 
which manifested in everything about them. And always, always there was fellowship…with other 
faith traditions and in the Silence.

Such was my immediate connection to Thomas Kelly’s writing I began to wonder if our Thomas knew 
him. At the International Conference in Denver last September I got my answer. When I arrived I was 
given a copy of that lovely Contemplative Outreach Program “Discipline of Prayer”. As I opened the 
book it revealed a quote from “A testament of Devotion”, Thomas Kelly’s seminal work. What a gift for 
me to realise the relationship between the words of the two Thomases. Later a lovely conversation with 
Mary Anne Best confirmed our Thomas’s regard for Kelly’s work.

After Thomas Kelly’s early death in 1941 Gerald Heard wrote:

“I know it is an outward sense of loss to us-though even directly we may gain more than we lose by 
their joining the more active side of the communion of saints.”

In October 2018, Thomas Keating followed Thomas Kelly to  join the Communion of saints and I like 
to think of them there with other Thomases, perhaps Aquinas or Merton, still encouraging us to live 
from our Divine Centre. As Thomas Kelly put it: “Have I discovered God as a sweet Presence and a stirring 
life-renovating power within me”.

Lesley O’Connor

Serendipity
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Soft steps on the carpet, breathing, swallowing saliva, birds chirping, rain knocking on the window – I 
hear it when I sit down in meditation. My thoughts flow like boats on a rough ocean. Silence slowly 
measure an existence.

In my hut this spring,

There is nothing –  

There is everything!

Recently I participated in the Centering Prayer Silent Retreat which was at Esker Monastery, near 
Athenry, a small town in County Galway in Ireland. This monastery is located in the country side among 
forests and hills. Despite directions of google maps, it was hard to get there first time. Fortunately, as 
usually in Ireland, we met people who decided to lead us down straight to the gate.

Thirty people participated in this retreat. There were people from different places in Ireland. Several 
times a day we sat next to each other in contemplation, ate meals together, rested in armchairs, passed 
each other in the corridors, or on a walk in the garden. All the time we were in silence, just sometimes 
sending little smiles.

It was not easy to have so much free time in silence, away from the glowing phone screens. Heavy rain 
was coming outside, so it was not always possible to sit in the garden. Although short walks even in the 
rain seemed really beautiful. However, you had to find a place inside yourself.

“I used to find silence awkward. Here I found that silence is me”– so said one of the participants.

Our common contemplation lasted even eighty minutes. The sound of the singing bowl started each 
session. Then we sat down for twenty minutes with eyes closed. Later the bowl called us again and we 
started walking around with tiny steps, contemplating almost every movement and whisper. Next we 
sat down again for twenty minutes.

Each time you are a beginner.

Though a year ago I was meditating quite regularly it was not easy for me to return. Because when you 
sit down for meditation or contemplation or prayer in deep silence, in your existence, in God, in the 
present each time you learn again.

Sitting in silence without movement is one of the most difficult things in life.  You can sit on a chair or 
on a cushion with your back straight and try to breathe steadily. More than once you will like to finally 
break this ubiquitous silence around and talkative thoughts in your head. But you are saved by a sacred 
word that you bring back to your mind. It can be a word related to your religion like for example: Kyrie, 
Maranatha, Amen or something completely different: joy, peace, yes, river. Coming back to the sacred 
word will give you a focus between thousand thoughts. But it is also important not to think about a 
word, which you choose, but treat it like an anchor, which won’t let you flow far behind thoughts. 

Centering Prayer and meditation in the silence can connect people from different religions or people, 
who don’t believe in God. Because you exist side by side in the ordinary present.

I liked to be in silence from my childhood, actually. I never wonder why.

I started my adventure with meditation at the Dominican monastery in Wrocław, Poland. When I moved 
to Galway I was regretful to leave those meetings. Although that time it seemed that I was losing it I 
found it again, where I live. I met groups of people who feel the same.

Thanks to meditation I get to know my darkness better and I start to look with more tolerance at others 

Sound of Silence
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and everything around me. It is a continuous process that brings me closer to myself but also to God, 
who speaks by silence. This is always walk away and return.

When I came to Esker I was tired after the everyday run through life. And this “Silent Retreat” stopped 
me and refreshed my memory.  Since I came back I try to sit down in the silence every morning and 
sometimes evening, again and it is still not easy. My cat sits on my knees as well, so I can’t move. I 
meditate.

Outside the window, the whirr of cars mixes with the whistling of the wind. And I try to not be in a rush.

In my hut this spring,

There is nothing –

There is everything!

(Haiku by Yamaguchi Sodo)

Małgorzata Doczyk

Covid 19 has brought us lots of time for quiet prayer. Like many people “advanced in years” I no longer 
look for special graces. Most of my time is spent in the dark.
I often think it is my work to find YOU, 
And in the tangle of my life,
I stumble into brambles of doubt and pits of uncertainties,
And wonder where you are hiding,
and then I remember:
   YOU SEEK and I Am Found....

+
My longing is to be awake and present to this unbelievable moment for our humanity (Covid 19). To be 
attentive to what it might be calling us to do, even in its very horror.

+
You darkness,of whom I am born,

I love you more than the flame
That limits the world,

To the circles it illumines
And excludes all the rest.

But the dark embraces everything
Shapes and shadows, centuries and me,

People, nations - just as they are,

It lets me imagine
A great presence stirring beside me

I believe in the night.

R.M.Rilke

Reflections from Sr. Marie Dolores at this time of Pandemic
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On the weekend of 20th April – 2nd May last, Cynthia Bourgeault 
presented a very memorable online conference in which she unpacked 
the poems written by Thomas Keating in the final years of his life. These 
poems, Thomas’ final gift to the world are presented in his beautiful book 
“The Secret Embrace” illustrating his final vision of Oneness. This Zoom-
video conference included Centering Prayer, Lectio Divina and teachings 
by Cynthia. The conference was recorded and can be viewed on YouTube. 
Simply search: Oneness, The Secret Embrace.

The following is Shelagh Norton’s experience of the conference.

“This Spring I have had the double limitation of a health problem and the Covid 19 cocooning and 
so I have explored using IT more. Of necessity I have had to ‘be’ rather than ‘do’ and so followed 
Contemplative Outreach online. I was very pleased to encounter the three day conference when 
Cynthia Bourgeault spoke on Thomas Keating’s book ‘The Secret Embrace’ – the conference being 
organised from South Africa – and due to Covid 19 restrictions being put online and gradually 
extended all around the world. I had met Cynthia at two events in Norwich, England, and like her 
so I signed on and had rewarding and mind-stretching afternoons following her talks. They were 
wonderful and very timely for me on my spiritual journey and I hope to be able to watch them again 
on video. But the icing on the cake, and what has prompted me to write this item, was that the 
conference, originally aimed for 200 people in South Africa, was watched by over 4,000 people all 
around the world! Worldwide outreach! A completely unexpected and good outcome of Covid 19.”

Here we present three of Thomas’ poems from The Secret Embrace.

Our true nature is stillness,
The Source from which we come.

It manifests itself within us
As a rising tide of silence,

A flowing stream of peacefulness,
A limitless ocean of calm,

Or just sheer stillness.

The deep listening of pure contemplation
Is the path to stillness.

All words disappear into It,
And all creation awakens to the delight of

Just Being.

Thomas Keating

Oneness:  The Secret Embrace, Thomas Keating’s final Gift to the World
April 30 – May 2, 2020, Conference with Cynthia Bourgeault

Stillness
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To be nothing

Is to consent to being a simple creature.

This is the place of encounter with

“I AM that I Am.”

When there is no more “me, myself or mine,”

Only “I AM” remains.

Then the “I” may fall away,

Leaving just the AM.

God empowers our powerlessness

So that we never despair

Of unconditional forgiveness and infinite mercy.

Such is the grace of inner resurrection,

And the reward of seeking no reward.

Thomas Keating

Out of Nothing 
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Before being born into the world of time,

The silence of pre-existence was all absorbing.

The transition from eternity to time

Is full of sufferings, fears, and little deaths.

But in the transition from death

To eternal life,

The silence of pre-existence

Bursts into boundless joy.

All that can be manifested emerges

From the endless creativity of

That Which Is.

But

The Secret Embrace

Of

The Source of all creation

With

Infinite Transcendence

Can

Never be revealed.

Thomas Keating

The Secret Embrace 
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