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INTRODUCTION

All around us today we see a passion to touch the roots of contern-
plation or mysticism in our history as a people, to hear a muted desire
that has existed often only as a subterranean force and to bring it above
ground into the public forum in order to understand its power for trans-
formation in our post-modern world.! Eyen if it Is unrecognized and
therefore uninterpreted, the desire for God is apparent everywhere in so
many different forms. If we are able to reclaim this muted desire that
runs through our history and make available centuries of contemplative
tradition, Carmelite in this case, the dominant paradigms of this tradi-
tion may offer some guidance to our nation, North America, the
Western world, called as it is by history and so-called “develbpment” toa
contemplative time, challenged to mature beyond being first, beyond
being the Center of the world. T often feel that only if we are prepared
for transformation by contemplation’ and thereby given a new kind of
consciousness and imagination will humanity and the earth, with it
various eco-systems, survive.

What the Carmelite contemplative tradition reveals is women and
men searching for God, desiring God together. Contemplation cannot be
understood except within the context of desire, that is, divine desire
coming to meet human desire and igniting in human hearts an

' The ideas in this essay were first presented in the keynote address at Carmzel
200: Contemplation and the Rediscovery of the American Soul, held at Loyola
College, Baltimore, August 12-18, 1990, to celebrate the bicentennial of
Baltimore Carmel and Carmel in the US. This Symposium was seen as an
enterprise of imagination. It sought to retrieve the personal, relational, and
social past of the desire for God, particularly in the 800 year old Carmelite
tradition, in order to bring the too often marginalized mystical tradition
into conversation with our present reality as North Americans and write a
new “text” indicative of the future horizons of contemplation.

Contemplation has various meanings. In the Carmelite tradition it is under-
stood as a love experience which is also a deep knowing: Hence, John of the
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Theology, which seeks to be reflection and talk abo}llt1 Goci;;n:agx—
not but be moved and permeated thr.oug.ho_ut its whole fx ol z
the flame of desire. At a particula.r p91nt inits the'ologllca il ttlct h(;

tion, reason, science and systematic rigor have their ro e},l 1;1 ivm}é
can never suffocate the greater desire, never tamedtbe vine
pathos, which, from all eternity, .has pl'qken sﬂen.ce aﬁ hzzits :
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humankind an irresistible and méat.lal.)le desire... dorn o denin ,
theology exists as theology only if it 1s'u.pheld an dsypy}x; riZOny
desire, in the direction of the desire that is its goal and its h .

ing the-
Bingemer maintains, furthermore, that the future of women doing

ology is inseparably linked with desire:

A woman finds it unthinkable to divide her own being into w.ater-l
i rationa

tight compartments and treat theological work as a purely 1at110

activity. Moved by desire, a totalizing force, she does theology

Cross speaks of a secret, loving knowledge or the loving inflow of God ot

i %Y k night is an
dark contemplation or dark night. When John says the dark .n;g o
: ‘ W isely in ter ret Wisdom, w
inflow of God, this inflow is very precisely in terms of secret Wisdom,
in ,

is Jesus Christ.
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with her body, her heart and hands, as much as with her head, and

the ripe fruit she begins to make available is the result of slow and
patient pondering of experiences lived deeply and intensely [in dia-
logue with the tradition]... When we talk about desire we are talk-
ing about human beings at their deepest level, in their deepest and
ultimate truth, in their vital force, and therefore in their most
authentic and legitimate aspirations. We are talking about what
makes our bodies quiver and tremble with pleasure, about our

noble and threatened vulnerability, our greatness, which depends
on our fragility...}

Bingemer concludes by suggesting that the challenge to women doing
theology today is to restore the primacy of desire within theological dis-
course,' and her challenge suggests a threefold intersection of contempo-
rary feminist theology, the effort to reclaim and reinterpret the mystics,
and the experience of the desire for God that

pervades this country
often unbidden and unseen.

* Maria Clara Bingemer, “Women in the Fature of the The

ation,” in Marc H. Ellis and Otto Maduro ed., The Furu
Theology, Essays in Honor of Gustavo Gutierrez,
Orbis Books, 1989), 478-79

Margaret Brennan is an example of a woman theologian who has under-
stood this challenge in her life and scholarship. In 1969, she entered the
world of contemplative nuns by attending the Seminar for Contemplative
Sisters held at Woodstock, Maryland, the former theologate of the Jesuits
of the Maryland Province. At that time, as leader of her congregation, she
was beginning the House of Prayer movement and came with deep appreci-
ation for the life of prayer and the mystical tradition. She supported the
fledgling efforts of the Association of Contemplative Sisters founded at

Woodstock and continued as President of the Leadership Conference of
Women Religious to assist Contempl

ology of Liber-
re of Liberation
(Maryknoll, New York:

ative Communities in both finding
their voice in the Church and renewing their way of life. This was not a

comfortable position to assume since, at that time, the Congregation for
Religious was discouraging apostolic religious from assisting contempla-
tives even though the latter had no corporate channel of communication
with the Holy See. Outstanding amon
tions on their behalf was the address given to the Canon Law Society of
America on October 7 1975, It was fitting that she should close the Carmel
200 symposium with a presentation entitled “Contemplation Finding Its
Prophetic Voice in the Cultural Context of North America.” When the his-
tory of these years is fully told, Margaret Brennan's contribution to the

g and typical of her many interven-
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WHERE HAVE YOU HIDDEN My BELOVED?

In 1984 an article appeared interpreting John of the Cross’ teaching
on desire and dark night in relation to contemporary experience.’ This
present essay reflects further on the societal aspect of the Dark Night
because I sense that our consciousness has changed and as persons and
as a nation we are in a different place than we were in the early eighties.

For one thing, signs of death seem even more pronounced than they
were then, while signs of new life, new vision, and a new voice, unavail-
able then, are apparent now. Let us look at the situation in which we
live. It is ironic that at the close of 2 millennium of unprecedented
change and “development” which has brought us into the far depths of
the heavens as well as into the inner spaces of the atom, we have such a
vivid consciousness of mortality and death, and above all, the death of
God.

While T hesitate to use words reminiscent of such a short-lived the-
ology, still they express a vivid reality. In a very deep way asa people we
are alone. One of the results of the Enlightenment and of the incredible
achievements of science and technology is that we are alone in the
world. Our own power, accomplishments, and sophistication have made
us feel we are on our own. For us, success is not necessarily the blessing
of God, nor are years of drought or disaster the anger or displeasure of a
god. Unlike ancient or simpler civilizations, or even earlier generations,
we are not sure for what we can turn to God. Good weather? The suc-
cess of a meeting? Healing in illness? The miracle of a cancer cure? The
protection and liberation of the oppressed? Safety for our children?
Direction in life? An end to violence and drugs? Peace in the world?

renewal of Contemplative Life in the US. and the retrieval of the Christian
mystical tradition will not be small.
See Constance FitzGerald, “Impasse and Dark Night,” in Living With
Apocalypse, ed. Tilden Edwards (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1984). This
is presently available with a companion essay, which develops the Dark
Night further, «The Transformative Influence of Wisdom in John of the
Cross,” in Women’s Spirituality, ed. Joann Wolski Conn (New York: Paulist
Press, 1996). A more extensive study, “Transformation in Wisdom: the
Subversive Character and Fducative Power of Sophia in Contemplation,”
will appear in a collection of articles written by the members of the
Carmelite Forum to be published by the Institute of Carmelite Studies,
‘Washington, DC.

—*—
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We see the destructive effects of modernity’s “flight from the
world” all around us. Numerous species become extinct every day; the
rain forests are being destroyed along with the ozone layer that shields
us from the rays of the sun. The air, the water, and the land are polluted.
We recognize today the real possibility of the death of the earth as we
bnow it. We have failed for a long time to understand our own place in
the earth community and the absolutely essential connections between
ourselves as the human species and all other species of life. In conse-
quence, for the first time in the history of the cosmos, we face the possi-
bility of the death of humanity as a species and the death of the earth
as our home.

“Where have you hidden, Beloved, and left me to my moaning?”
cries John of the Cross in the first lines of his beautiful, classic poem,
The Spiritual Canticle. While this is the mystic’s cry sounding through
the ages, it is our cry, the muted cry of our nation. This is the cry of desire
known by every person who has ever earnestly sought God. The desire
for God is everywhere crying out! The miracle is that the contemplative
cry of the people, of the whole earth community, is no longer silent and
invisible, but rather prophetic and revolutionary. It rings through the
universe and we must “not lose the thread of desire that from the depths
of a disfigured world, groans with unspeakable groans to proclaim the
birth of the new creation.”®

‘Today the whole world cries out with the desire of the mystics,
“Where have you hidden and left me to my moaning?” We hear on the
one hand, the abandoned, the poor, the homeless, the dying, the elderly,
the oppressed, the tortured, the martyred, the refugees, the rejected, the
starving, the marginalized, and the abused, and on the other hand, we
hear our nation, our people, the pleasure-sated and consumer-burdened,
the addicts, those wracked by doubt, those disillusioned by government,

those committed to justice and equality. All cry out. Even the scarred
carth itself cries out and rages against its devastation. Creation groans
with its desire and its dream.

All this has become a great cry of desire for life, freedom, and res-
urrection, a cry to the God of life who brings liberation out of every
type of death, a cry for a new vision, a contemplative vision. This cry
reaches beyond the collective of the dying communist systems and
equally beyond the possessive individualism of capitalism. It is a cry for

8 Bingemer, 479

9

———
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Where have you hidden?..

Reveal your presencel...

Extinguish these miseries...

Who has the power to heal me? SC 1, 6, 10, 11y

Most refer: i
st references to John of the Cross are inserted in the text. A=Ascent of

e m—
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No gentle nor consoling cry is this as we sometimes imagine when we
read John of the Cross’ words of yearning and envision him swept away
by a love far beyond our reach. Neither does this kind of yearning come
at the beginning of the journey, but to those experienced and seasoned
by life, often to those who have been generous and creative in using the
resources available to them. For John, the mystic’s cry of desire isnot a
disembodied experience, but always has a real life context in which there
is a profound relationship between interiority and everyday existence.

REFASHIONING OUR VISION AND REFASHIONING THE WORLD

This explains why the mystics’ painful cry for God in dark contem-
plation suggests a way of understanding our experience as North
Americans. It offers some guidance for our future and some way of redi-
recting the movement of human desire toward God and refashioning
our vision. Today we experience darkness in two distinct though related
ways, like two sides of the same coin, that is, in our indissoluble connec-
tion or solidarity with the poor and marginalized, and in our own per-
sonal and societal failures.

First, the poor and the marginalized are our darkness, the darkness
of humanity which is back-lighted for us today. In “the poor” our vio-
lence is unveiled, to use Gil Bailie’s dramatic words. We know God’s
presence precisely because we sce SO clearly and so painfully the bat-
tered people and the scarred earth, an image of the Crucified One who
is through time and space the darkness of humanity. In fact, in the poor
people and the poor earth we recognize the way the image of Christ has
been defaced by human desire.

Second, all around us the failures and limitations of our technologi- |
cal world and our philosophy are illuminated. We have rejoiced in the
countless wonders of our technological age, in the magnificent explo-
ration of the universe, the incredible life-saving medical discoveries, and
the whole evolution of computers and cyberspace, but we seriously ques
tion our national ethos of unlimited development. We are proud of the

Mount Carmel, DIN=Dark Night, SC=Spiritual Canticle, LF=Living Flam
of Love. Quotations are from Kieran Kavanaugh and Otilio Rodriguez, The
GCollected Works of St. Jobn of the Cross (Washington, DC.: ICS Publications
1991). ‘

e — |
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sputter. And this is what the flame does to the imperfect soul (LF
1.22).

It is not gentle but afflictive... Neither is the flame refreshing and
peaceful but it is consuming and contentious, making a person

faint and suffer with self-knowledge (LF 1.19).

This is actually a hopeful time, when theological faith,
the gifts of God, are being accessed. We are forced, as it

hope and love,
the alternative vision of faith, hope and love

were, to aceept

» and so pass over into the
perspective of God. The question is this: can we receive the darkness of

this empty time and barven space, personally and collectively, as the love
and care of God in our lives desiring to purify our desire as persons and
our national dream as a people? Can we hear God calling us to a more
contemplative time when we will be able to see and appreciate a new
vision, hear within ourselves a new voice, experience a new faith and
love capable of creating new paradigms for living as a part of all life on
carth and in the universe? We are challenged by the dead-

endedness
around us to mature to a different level of existence. The call for open-
ness to God is radical!

THE NEED FOR A QUANTUM LEAP

Ornstein and Erhlich believe that our species cannot evolve quickly

enough biologically or even culturally to do this naturally. The human
mind is failing to comprehend the world it has created.

Human inventiveness has created problems because human judg-
ment and humanity’s ability to deal with the consequences of its
creations lags behind its ability to create. There is now a mismatch
between the human mind and the world people inhabit. The mis-

match interferes with the relationships of human beings with each
other and with their environment [and with all other species on
the earth]... The serious and dangerous mismatch is this: civiliza-

tion is threatened by changes taking place over decades, but
changes occurring over decades are too slow for us to perceive
readily... At the same time, the changes are much too rapid to allow

the biological or cultural evolutionary processes to adapt people to
them. W are out of joint with the times, our times.”?

Orstein and Ehrlich, 10-11. T am completely dependent on their thought in
the following paragraph.
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Biologically we are still programmed for instant response and instant
remedies. These are some of the default positions lodged in the human
mind which Ornstein and Ehrlich say cannot be transformed or refash-
ioned completely and certainly cannot be genuinely changed in our life-
time. Although we are evolving, our mental machinery will not change
biologically in time to help us solve our problems. We cannot wait for
the necessary tens of thousands of years until natural selection does its
job in order to solve problems such as runaway population growth, the
collapse of ecological systems and the approach of thermonuclear
Armageddon. We must therefore find ways of replacing our old minds
with new ones by means other than the evolutionary process. Orstein
and Fhrlich suggest a new kind of education, namely, the creation of a
process of conscious evolution. They insist we need to be literate in
completely new disciplines.

1 would like to suggest contemplative interiority as one of these
“disciplines” and education for contemplation as essential to the new
kind of education required, and I suggest it with profound seriousness to
educators on every level. We do, indeed, need new minds, as well as new
intuitions, new wills, and passionate new desires, since many of our
highest achievements, Ornstein and Ehrlich explain, represent only a
refinement of the old mind, not a new kind of perception.

Reflection on the sphere of the mind, according to Thomas Berry,
the self-styled geologian, is imperative because the other powers of the
earth seem now to have given over to the “mindsphere” the major share
of steering the course of carth development. The carth ‘that directed
itself instinctively in its former phases seems now to be entering a phase
of conscious decision through its human expression. This is the ultimate
daring venture for the carth, Berry claims, this confiding its destiny to
human decision, the bestowal upon the human community of the power
of life and death over its basic systems."”

When Vaclav Havel some years ago addressed a joint meeting of
the US. Congress, he, too, called for “a global revolution in the sphere of
human consciousness.” He proposed that the salvation of the human
world lies nowhere else than in the human heart, in human meekness

1 See Thomas Berry, Dreant of the Earth San Francisco: Sierra Club Books,
1988), 19 Berry enumerates five major components of the earths function-
ing: the geosphere, the hydrosphere, the atmosphere, the biosphere and the

mindsphere.
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and .lluxnaxl.respc?nsibility. This belief in the importance of the transfor
gatm’n of 1n$11V1.dua1 consciousness for global change reinfor;ed b
avel’s very life, is supported also in Megatrends 2000. ’ ’

It is the.individual who changes himself or herself first bef

attempting to change society. Individuals today can leverore
change far more effectively than most institutions.... movemearie
(peace., el.lv.lronment, etc.) were built one consciousness at a tirnS
by an individual persuaded of the possibility of a new realicy.” i

{)sr Eil;er glrlltilelcz)f naiiional ja;kness and national truth (dark contemplation
ght), evidenced by the breakdown of str
ness of .national limitation by many, truly a port;rllltcf)lgrtifeal?iutihefaviratr)ei
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out of his own long dark night under Communism? e
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:;1; ;;t con;e.mplat.we prayer and the transformation it really can effecz
pest dimension of the human person and of humanity itself li
forever dor?nant and beyond our reach. But even more, without it lles
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We need to understand and to speak, therefore, of the unleashed
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their ability to pass beyond the limits by which both person and human-
ity are confined, the boundaries within which human consciousness,
desire, culture, evolution and religion are now enclosed. Contemplation
can bring within the realm of possibility the purified imagination able
to create not only a global economy and wor/d community that make a
human life more possible for the poor, oppressed and marginalized of
the world, but even the paradigm shifts and transformations required to
invent a new kind of e#rth community where we reinhabit the earth in a
truly human manner.

John of the Cross seems to imply that if we are to continue to grow
and if the desire which constitutes our being is to reach fulfillment, the
time will come when God’s light will invade our lives and show us every-
thing we have avoided seeing Then will be manifest the confinement of
our carefully constructed meanings, the limitations of our life projects,
the fragility of the support systems or infrastructure on which we
depend, the boundaries through which we shall never break, the dreams
that will never reach fulfillment, the darkness in our own heart. Initially,
this is a very dark time but it is also a contemplative experience when
God’s loving light embraces us with a power that is staggering both in
its seeming destructiveness and in its potential for new vision, deeper
love, radical transformation. The irony of the situation is that we experi-
ence this light as darkness, the nearness of God as unreachable and
frightening transcendence, as no experience, in fact. The light is so
excessive that we are blinded, we see and believe “nothing.”

But this time of dark contemplation is, as has been indicated, an
omen of radical revolution. For the poor and oppressed it indicates the
process of liberation taking place as they become conscious of the desire
so long repressed within themselves, let it emerge, release it as a cry of
pain, and yet fee] it at the same time to be energy for the struggle
toward new life. For North Americans it marks a call by history and
“development” to a contemplative or wisdom moment, a time of interi:
ority, prayer and waiting upon God in a precisely theological faith and
hope, that is, in a radical righting of the relationship with God and with
one another. This means the cry indicates a time of painful knowledge
and deep purification of national desire and resolve. It promises, however,
the possibility of true liberation and transformation, a whole new view
of what it means to be the burman species on the planet earth.

All this is meant to show that the mystical tradition interpreted for

and fidelity thereby bearing witness to peace an
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where so many live isolated, lonely, disconnected and uncommitted. We
see signs of life and vision in the dedication to financial, economic and
social responsibility against staggering odds, in the dialogue among
world religions, and in the growing awareness of the condition of the
carth. Lastly, we perceive signs of hope in theology’s recognition of the
ill effects of having ignored as integral to the Christian faith the mystical
dimension, and the confinement of contemplation to an airtight compart-
ment of the Churchs life for centuries. We see signs of life in human
awareness and life-giving service on so many levels.

The price for this new insight and compassionate love, however,
seems to be darkness, suffering and even death. Our gods have to die
before we reach for the God who is beyond all our human images and
projections and who waits over the brink of the known in the darkness.
The signs of new life appearing among us are somehow the other side of
an emptiness that paradoxically is not only bringing us closer to God
but also purifying our desire and imagination and moving them toward
transcendence of what has been.

John of the Cross holds out to us the promise of union with a God
beyond all our inadequate images and finite gods, a union on the other
side of this dark and empty time. In fact, the dark emptiness is already
the beginning of this communion. The same light and love that cause
the painful self-knowledge and empty questioning effect the transfor-
mation. Love will, if we accept it, answer the world’s cry of desire and
overtake our lives with tender communion, mutuality and an entirely
different perspective which we of ourselves cannot produce by sheer
determination and reason. The time of this Dark Night is in the end a
hermeneutic of not only our immature or long-lost images of God but
also of the Enlightenment’s autonomous self!

In the very last stanza of The Living Flame of Love, John of the
Cross sings of this transformation as the awakening of God: ‘

How gently and tenderly

You wake in my beart

Where in secret you dwell alone

And in your sweet breathing,

Filled with good and glory

How tenderly you swell my heart with love (LF III).

This awakening of God within the human heart is, of course, burt
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'The contemplative person stands, as it were, with the Creator of the
Universe who awaits us in the future and calls us to completion by the
desire, the dream, implanted not only within human being, but also
within the earth and all its species as an organic whole.

If we Americans admit to an experience of God at all, we usually
experience God through earthly realities, through the beauty of creation
and the wonder of human love. A child, for example, is able to believe in
God’s love when she has been loved by her mother. The desire for God
grows and develops imperceptibly in the ordinary experiences of life.
This is the way it is meant to be. But in the contemplative experience of
God “awakening” and filling human desire, the whole of created reality,
the whole cosmic organism, is experienced as a part of Infinite Being.
One’s basic perspective changes. One “has God’s view of things” (LF
1.32). The contemplative truly knows and sees everyone, everything, the
whole earth, from the divine perspective and with the love of God and,
therefore, with the desire of God for the world (LF 4.2-9).

John writes at length in many places of this transformation of all
the powers of the person. The mind no longer understands with the
vigor of its own natural light, but with the divine light. This is, in
effect, the transformation of the mind through a new kind of knowl-
edge, Holy Wisdom. The human capacity to love is changed because
the mystic is so transformed by the unitive experience of God’s love
that she actually loves with the very love God has for us. Even the mem-
ory is changed in this union by the sure hope of a beckoning Future.
John says the mind is God’s mind, the will is God’s will, the memory is
God’s memory and the person's delight and desire is God’s delight and
desire (LF IL34). All the powers and energies of the person move in love
(SC 28.2-3,8).

What is particularly significant is that for the contemplative person
the old way of knowing and loving is gone. The process of transforma-
tion and conversion is really an irreversible evolution which amounts to a
very radical re-education and transformation of consciousness and
human desire that cannot be controlled by short-sighted human govern-
ments or fearful Church authorities (SC 26.13-17). This is the reason
contemplation is so subversive and why, prior to the re-emergence of
both popular and theological interest in it in the latter part of this centu-
ry, it was so decisively muted for nearly three hundred years following
the condemnation of quietism, as Joseph Chinnici so persuasively
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vades every facet of our lives and whose image can be found etched in the
length and breadth of the world.

The call is before us in both signs of death and signs of new life.
We are summoned to recognize the shape of the desire for God assert-
ing itself among us with more and more urgency. As North Americans
we are greatly to be pitied if we cannot grasp our post-modern, post-
enlightenment experience as an invitation to reliance on the God who
truly is the mystery and energy pervading all things and who dwells
darkly and secretly, as Karl Rahner writes, “in [the] nameless and path-
less expanse of our consciousness” exposing to us the false visions of the
present which afflict us while slowly revealing visions of hope for our

future.
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