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One Life – a contemplation 
 
Contemplation. It’s a nice word, nice and round, multi-syllabic. Onomatopoeic in a way, 
contemplation is a word capable of emulating its own circular process. By the time we pronounce the 
‘shn’ at its end, we’re ready to return to its beginning. Likewise circumnambulating the ‘object’ of our 
contemplation like a multi-faceted crystal, we find ourselves communing with it from each and every 
side, experiencing its prismic range until, eventually, we come full circle. The next act of 
contemplation simply builds on the last, and on and on it goes, evoking a series of TS Eliot moments 
where  ‘we shall not cease from exploration, and the end of all our exploring, will be to arrive where 
we started, and know the place for the first time’ (Eliot 1944, p.43). 
 
Contemplation. A bald dictionary definition would describe it as ‘thoughtful observation’, ‘deep 
consideration’, or ‘reflection’. Its root is Latin – contemplatio – a word which began life as the 
translation of Plato’s theoria, the practice of contemplating the reality of Forms or Ideas which 
underlie our sensory experience of the world. It pre-supposed the use of one’s nous (‘mind’s eye’ or 
the ‘eye of the soul’) as the perceptive witness of said ‘object’: the result, cognitive understanding 
which harnessed both intellect and intuition (intellection).  
 
In today’s world, contemplation is as valid a secular practice as one housed in any particular religious 
or philosophic tradition, much like meditation (its sister expression) has been appropriated. In short, it 
is a human activity; to observe and to think about what we observe. It is what it is to be us … if we 
allow ourselves the space to be. When we close the door of our mind, gently but firmly, to the frenzy 
of the everyday, when we quiet the seemingly perpetual white noise of chattering thoughts both within 
and without, a space opens in which we may uplift an idea and closely examine its jewel-like 
construction. 
 
Contemplating nature requires no such uplift of ideas, per se. The ‘object’ of our contemplation is all 
around us. It simply is. And when we immerse ourselves in such is-ness, perceptively witnessing the 
pure essence of its being with our being, the input of all five senses are welcomed to the intellection 
party. The feel of the grass, the warmth of the sun, the scent on the air, the colour of trees and sky – 
each and every sense is eager 
to share what it knows, to 
participate in this holistic 
experience of embodied 
knowing. In service to nous, 
sensory perception thus gifts 
us the perfect tool to engage 
in a simultaneity of 
consciousness, a fulsome 
surround-sound awareness of 
life as it is. Like a mind-circle 
rubber-band stretched as wide 
as the universe itself, the 
‘object’ of our contemplation 
is none other than the single 
fact of the Ground of Being, 
the one life in which each of 
us has a sacred role, of which 
each of us is an integral part.  
 
With no separation of mind from body in such an encounter with reality, subject-object duality ceases 
to exist, and any perceived separation of this material world from the Otherworld fails to dull our 
understanding of the unique time-space event which is our very self within the holistic Ground no 
matter where said event manifests. The opportunity given us to perceive transcendence and 
immanence in full measure is innate within our human consciousness, set there by the spark of love. 
Once the door of the heart is flung wide, once the veils of ego-conditioning are shredded and cindered, 
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felt-sense intuits us to a truth ever-known yet uplifted fresh in each incarnation. That there is only one 
life, and one world infilled with myriad seen and unseen dimensions, all manifestable on a single 
plane, that of the Unity of Being.  
 
In Evelyn Underhill’s sweeping survey of (principally) Christian mysticism, she finds that to ‘“see 
God in nature”, to attain a radiant consciousness of the “otherness” of natural things, is the simplest 
and commonest form of illumination … (an) often overpowering apprehension of the Infinite Life 
immanent in all living things’ (Underhill 1995, p.234). In this she cites William Blake as the 
inspiration for her claim: ‘If the doors of perception were cleansed every thing would appear to man as 
it is, Infinite’ (Blake 1790). I could equally cite St Paul’s Letter to the Corinthians as the inspiration 
for mine: ‘For now we see through a glass, darkly, but then face to face: now I know in part; but then 
shall I know even as also I am known.’ (Corinthians 13:12).  
 
Yet when Blake warms to his theme – that ‘man has closed himself up, till he sees all things thro' 
narrow chinks of his cavern’ (Blake, ibid.) – I am reminded of the lesson received from Mr1300BC 
which I share in this essay. That if the door of the heart is not fully open, the light is muddy, partial. 
Not fully radiant, it always has the potential to be smothered, the connection severed. The I Ching 
renders the same wisdom thus: When the mind is open, it is aware: the original spirit is in charge of 
affairs. Our challenge is to see with eyes unclouded. If the doors of perception are cleansed (for 
Blake), or the glass darkly restored to the light (for St Paul) or the door of the heart always fully open 
(for me), we have one and the same result – a single divine world infilled with the radiance of a single 
divine life. 
 
While knowing this, deep-knowing this, my direct experiences of All-is-One reality are far from 
regular occurrences. Huxley’s definition – that ‘the divine Ground of all existence is a spiritual 
Absolute, ineffable in terms of discursive thought, but (in certain circumstances) susceptible of being 
directly experienced and realised by the human being’ (Huxley 2009, p.21) – is a valid assessment of 
the situation. ‘Certain circumstances’ depend as much on our mode of being as the opportunities for a 
space to be opened in the script of everyday busyness. That the very act of contemplating nature is the 
‘simplest and commonest form of illumination’ for Underhill is easily understandable. Founder of the 
Sierra Club, John Muir, was ever of the opinion that ‘going out was really going in’ (Muir 1938). 
 
A November fog tutorial 
 
In this essay, I discuss the phenomenon of November fog – its thick pea soup consistency a perpetual 
reminder of how close the worlds are, that they do indeed form one world whose various elements 
fade in and out of focus depending on our acceptance of, attunement to, and appreciation for what 
cannot be perceived with the naked eye. Much like the intertidal zone, the visual metaphor of 
November fog quickens the passage to the Otherworld. But one actual grey-toned November day, 
there was no need for me to ‘make the crossing’ to the Malakut. The worlds had merged, seamlessly 
and unremarked, while I trekked a forest path deep in contemplation of … nothing. Emptiness filled 
me, the sound of scuffed autumn leaves shirred in my ears like a cicada choir. And I thought of … 
nothing. 
 
All of a sudden I emerged from the density of trees into an open area of fields stretching away to the 
horizon. And as I looked up to notice this change of landscape, words formed – loud, insistent, joyous 
words crowding my empty head. This is what I heard: 
 
I am the wind through the trees 
I am the mist on the breeze 
I am the carpet of colour scuffed beneath your feet. 
I am All; I am None; 
I am everywhere One. 
I am who I am. I am Love. 
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To call this a ‘Life is Satori’ moment would be an understatement, as well as an injustice to 
Mr1300BC who shared that particular wisdom with me on another occasion. Nevertheless the clarity 
of the moment did not stop me in my tracks. In fact I was not even conscious that my feet still carried 
me – everything had dropped away. There was only the voice, uplifted from the very Ground, calling 
out an eternal truth, over and over, like a muezzin’s call to prayer from atop a mosque’s minaret. A 
moment lasting many moments, I ‘re-woke’ to the sensation of tramping a still-gravel path, found 
tears coursing my cheeks, joyous laughter on my tongue and a heart seemingly expanded beyond the 
dimensions of this body. In short, I returned to myself, but now with an ‘object’ to contemplate ... 
 
Thomas Merton writes that while, in the Christian tradition in which he was schooled, contemplative 
wisdom is considered an aesthetic extrapolation of certain intellectual or dogmatic principles, from a 
mystic’s perspective it is, purely and simply, a living contact with the ‘Infinite Source’: ‘a contact not 
only of minds and hearts, not only of “I and Thou”, but a transcendent union of consciousness in 
which man and God become, according to the expression of St Paul, “one spirit”’ (Merton 2008, p.64).  
 
For me, this union – or my consciousness of this union – took place for the first time on a particular 
November fog day several years past. In those few ‘I am …’ words formed, I not only understood the 
fundamental principle of oneness (which, until then – following Merton – I had aesthetically 
extrapolated on an intellectual level), but had been enfolded into its embrace. As with any numinous 
experience, it defied language. Ineffable, anything I could say was immediately rendered redundant by 
an inability to express the 
inexpressible. No words 
could ever come close to 
the fullness of being I felt 
in that moment, an 
interpenetration with all 
creation and its flowing 
into, round and through 
me. I was porous, infilled, 
and with no hope of 
verbal fluency adequate to 
the event. That was why 
Merton’s ‘Infinite Source’ 
had formed the words. 
Because I could not. 
 
Some six months later, a 
springtime day, sun-filled, 
I trod another path, this 
time with a sniffy dog at 
my side. As any dog-
walker will attest, this involves the need for (his) frequent bladder-controlled pauses. Meanwhile, with 
(my) body and mind stilled, I had time to contemplate again the words which had formed that 
November fog day, remarking to myself (of behalf of my tutor) the beauty of creation of which I and 
sniffy dog formed part of the whole. Suddenly, once more seamlessly and unremarked, everything 
dropped away, merged into one. Fresh words formed, spilling over the top of my contemplation. 
Again loud, insistent, joyous, but now with the feeling of a chorus of whirling dervishes in attendance, 
whipping the All into a frenzy of delight.  
 
For this reason, and this reason alone, the reader will find a flurry of exclamation marks proliferating 
the text below – simply because this is how joyously the voice presented its eternal truth. That it is as it 
is, it was as it was, and it will as it ever will be: 
 
I am the laugh in your eye! 
The cockatoo’s cry! 
The burnt orange bark of Beethoven’s Goldammer! 
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The blossoming pear! 
The meal that we share! 
The flow of the stream over weirs of wood! 
 
I am you! I am he! 
I am everywhere she! 
The sentient cell in each sentient form! 
All embraced in the One!! 
The Many in the None!! 
You know who I am: I am Love!!! 
 
The words spun and danced, I spun and danced, joy spun and danced. A moment lasting many 
moments, yet my feet never left Mother Earth, sniffy dog never stopped his perennial sniffing. 
Buddha’s ‘love at the centre of all things and all things are the same thing’ was thick in the air, all 
sentience singing its joy to be, to be here – living one life in this one world of the one divine spirit, 
Love.  
 
The voice of God manifest 
 
Returning to Merton: ‘Contemplation is essentially a listening in silence … the true contemplative is 
not the one who prepares his mind for a particular message that he wants or expects to hear, but who 
remains empty because he knows that he can never expect or anticipate the word that will transform 
his darkness into light … It is by his silence itself suddenly, inexplicably revealing itself to him as a 
word of great power, full of the voice of God’ (Merton 2008, p.88-9). 
 
In this second unmediated springtime encounter with divinity, I had been contemplating His previous 
words; I had also been musing on the verse from the Qu’ran: ‘Wherever you turn, there is the face of 
God’ (2:115). Finally I had been offered the opportunity to understand it experientially, not just 
intellectually. Literally I saw now the divinity immanent in all creation. That we are each unique 
expressions of the absolute, that we are each lit by the selfsame spark of love, that no matter how each 
of us manifests in the one world – as human, angel, slug or stone – divinity rests at our core. And that 
this divinity is Love. Pure. We all have a right to be, no one expression of life is any less sacred than 
any other. Life is Love – such was the content of my contemplation while walking a sniffy dog. 
 
But then I had moved on in my thoughts. Knowing this truth, living this truth, how then could our 
world not be at peace? How could war, violence, greed or hatred ever be justified? Aeons past had 
each faith tradition brought down its universal laws for righteous living from on high. Distilled across 
times and cultures since the Axial Age, one precept continued to stand out – the fundamental virtue of 
compassion. Coupled with the simple Buddhist tenet of ‘do no harm’ – the complementary flipside of 
the ‘treat others as you would wish to be treated yourself’ coin – our one world should be a paradise of 
harmonious living.  
 
Seamless and unremarked, I had sent myself into a downward spiral of contemplative 
circumnambulation of the one truth. Beginning with joy at the depths my understanding had now 
plumbed, it morphed into seemingly primal pain and sadness that so few shared this understanding. 
And that in the name of ignorance the longer-than suffering of our beautiful world was perpetuated 
and maintained. Sniffy dog sniffed, I stood lamenting. Colour drained from the landscape. I saw a 
wasteland – the full sweep of wasteland our beautiful world would become if ignorance remained. I 
mourned for all the harm done by self-absorbed and narrowly-focussed thoughts and actions, the 
interdependence of all creation scoffed at as a fiction by many, the myth of separation alive and well 
in the prevailing worldview while Gaia’s suffering continued apace. 
 
It was into this self-made well of misery that suddenly He came. With words and images of joy, arms 
flung wide to encompass the all of His creation in a vision of beauty embracing each and every sense. 
An affirmation which sent my downward spiral swiftly coiling in the opposite direction – out of 
darkness and despair to the ecstasy of bliss, spinning, spinning, spinning up to the light, His radiance. 
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Once home, and with sniffy dog off the leash, I had the opportunity to write down the words which 
had continued to tumble-turn in my mind all that time. And despite the euphoria of exclamation marks 
that accompanied His pronouncement of it is as it is, I caught the sober reminder contained in His final 
line – You know who I am: I am Love – revealed like the hidden facet of a jewel observed by 
magnifying loupe under penetrating light. 
 
Of course He is right. Because I know, I cannot do otherwise than to live His love, here, now, be the 
peace I crave in the world. Each of us must first be at peace with ourselves, within ourselves – loving 
ourselves, being kind to 
ourselves, honouring the other 
at the heart of ourselves – 
before we can extend our 
circle of compassion without 
crippling our intent. Each and 
every relation is due the same 
care and responsibility no 
matter how stony the ground, 
no matter how seemingly 
infertile the conditions. 
Undertaken as a way of love, 
the other-centredness of 
compassion cannot help but 
flower, driven as it is by the 
innate creative energy of love 
at our core. It follows 
naturally, as a simple matter 
of course, when we recognise 
the divinity in the other, any 
other, and acknowledge that he/she/it is simply another expression of the one life of which we too are 
a splinter.  
 
This ancient wisdom is still housed in a contemporary greeting on the Indian sub-continent – namaste: 
‘I honour the God (Brahman) in you’; reciprocal recognition by another name. According to Geertz, 
thus can ‘the deeply different be deeply known without becoming any less different’ (Conquergood 
1985, p.10). It is the space where nestedfishes commune in a circle which is ever-whole, pistis and 
peace at rest in their (interdependent, interpenetrating) hearts. The meaning of life is no less than life, 
the fact of life no less than love – one to the other to the other without end. As Rumi knows, ‘lovers 
don’t finally meet somewhere; they’re in each other all along’ (Barks 2003, p.169).  
 
Once, Laleima said: There is not enough love in the world. But if we each open our hearts, let the light 
flood our vision, and let the worlds merge into the one they ever were before Blake’s man saw only 
through the ‘narrow chinks of his cavern’, then there would be enough love. Then we would know 
what it is to be whole: ‘To be acquainted with what is best and oldest in yourself, is to know yourself 
as you were, before the world was made, before you emerged into time’ (Bloom 1998, p.x). No more 
‘glass darkly’ but each of us knowing even as also we are known. May it be so. Amen. 
 
 

 


