‘Into the Desert’ – a Pilgrimage of Prayer
Notes on James’ Sabbatical Retreat with the Community of the Resurrection at Mirfield, West Yorkshire, 27th April- 21st May 2009
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The time I have had on retreat at Mirfield (with the Community of the Resurrection) has been so  rich and rewarding that I would like to share a little in writing with my friends in Birstall & Wanlip Parish and beyond. This was the first part of my sabbatical, the second being a walking pilgrimage to Holy Island, in the footsteps of the Northern Saints.
I arrived at the Monastery in Mirfield on 27th April, 2 weeks after Easter. My 4 weeks there were, in every sense, a deep experience of resurrection, of walking with Christ. I finished my time at Mirfield on 21st May, Ascension Day, filled with the joy of Christ’s ascension and the inspiration of the Community’s liturgy. In this festival I felt very happy to be celebrating, with the brethren, Christ’s glory and, at the conclusion of my retreat, of committing to his ministry in the future – as his ‘hands and feet’ in the world. How can I begin to share the journey that consumed me in this special time between Easter and the Ascension, walking my own Emmaus Road?
In some ways coming to Mirfield felt like a homecoming. I had not known the Anglican Community of the Resurrection (CR) personally before, except through our Parish Retreat with Father Simon Houlden CR last year at Launde Abbey. But I had been spiritually formed in a place much influenced by CR and the reforming Oxford Movement, my secondary school, Radley College in Oxfordshire, over 20 years ago. The CR, founded by the Bishop of Oxford, Charles Gore, actually began its life in Radley Vicarage in 1892, before moving to the industrial north in 1898. At my school we had a small chapel called the Chapel of the Resurrection, named after the Community, a place in which God first drew me into a deeper life of faith and towards ordination. For many years I have enjoyed a close association with the monastic life in the Church of England, particularly the Franciscans (the Society of St Francis). Whilst not called to be a monk, I have always felt my spirituality to be rooted in the monastic life and called to live out such a life of contemplation-in-action ‘in the world’.
After a busy first 10 years of ordained life, at times losing the memory (or first love) of my original vocation, I really believe that God himself called me to spend a month in the quiet and prayerful life of Mirfield. The work to be done there was not primarily my work but God’s. The clearing away of all the distractions in order to listen to God and to what he wanted to say to me. 
There is an Irish saying, “It is not by your feet alone you can come to God… your feet will bring you to where your heart is.” It is for this reason that I am glad I began my journey not by travelling (that comes later) but by ‘being’ in one place, in order to find God in one place, within the heart. And in order to do this, to really be with God and listen deeply to him, how much I was helped by the discipline and prayerful rhythm of the monastery.
Let me give you an insight into a typical day at Mirfield in order to share something of the silence and grace into which I was immersed for those 4 weeks:
The day began with Mattins at 6.45am, then half an hour of silent prayer (for me, before the reserved sacrament; the Community Church as a whole has a unique atmosphere of prayer). Then breakfast in silence in the Refectory. The morning was free to study and reflect and meditate further. At noon we returned to Church for the Midday Office and a very simple Eucharist (Mass), gathered around a simple stone altar. Lunch was the only meal in which conversation was normally allowed. In the afternoon I would continue to study and work on my retreat, as well as usually enjoying a good walk in the beautiful monastic grounds or nearby hills. At 6.30pm was Evensong joined by students from the theological College of the Resurrection (20 of them, all preparing for ordination & parish ministry), followed by supper in silence, with one of the brethren reading a book aloud. Then at 9.15pm there was Compline (with a short reading from the Rule of St Benedict, the guide for this Community) following by a ‘greater silence’ until 9am the next morning. On Sundays there was a special Sung Mass in addition.
There is something remarkable, for modern people living in a world of noise and distraction, about spending so much of the day in silence... Far from being difficult of awkward, it is a great blessing. It leads to a deep awareness of oneself, of others in community, of God, of creation and of the world around us. In this context I felt drawn into what one of my spiritual guides calls ‘a living conversation with God through his word’. Having the silence to really listen, reflect and pray in a disciplined way, the ‘word’ was experienced in the daily liturgy with remarkable clarity. Mirfield’s cycle of daily offices is very simple and unrushed, but also beautified by the singing of traditional Plainsong. Hearing the repetition of the Psalms, together with readings from the Old and New Testaments provided a special context of openness to all that God was saying. How many times the word spoken or chanted spoke directly into my own experience! How often we forget that the Psalms, ancient Israel’s prayer book, contains almost everything that is needed for a rich personal life of prayer, of conversation with God. How rich are the fruits waiting to be born, by those with the patience to look for them! Psalm 84, among many others, expresses so well my experience of prayer at Mirfield – 
“How dear to me is your dwelling, O Lord of hosts! 

My soul has a desire and a longing for the courts of the Lord; 
my heart and my flesh rejoice in the living God.
Happy are those whose strength is in you! 
whose hearts are set on the pilgrims’ way. 

Those who go through the desolate valley will find it a place of springs, 

for the early rains have covered it with pools of water.” (Psalm 84)
Realising the importance of such silence and of the daily context of monastic prayer, as well as of life living in community – there are around 20 monastic brethren on site, either retired or engaged in many different kinds of ‘work’ at Mirfield and beyond – I sensed my time to be at heart a ‘Desert’ experience. Jesus spent 40 days in the ‘Desert’ at the start of his ministry, in order to be tempted and to be strengthened in his faith. On a larger canvass, the Israelites spent 40 years in the Desert, in order to be led to a deeper understanding of God’s purposes for them, having come out of Egypt. 40 is a special Biblical number. I believe that God was calling me into the Desert also, with 20 days of solitude at Mirfield and a further 20 days during my pilgrimage, along the St Cuthbert’s and St Oswald’s Way. So what have I made of my ‘Desert’ experience so far?
I am sure the ‘Desert’ conjures up different kinds of images… There is the sense of barrenness and hardship, stripped bear of all the usual daily luxuries or distractions. There can be a sense of deep thirst. There can be anguish and the encounter with ‘demons’. There can be loneliness. 
But there can also be a profound sense of encounter with the living God, who is Lord of all, as well as of being fed and watered from the oases that he provides, and of being re-directed and re-created for the future. Without over-stating it, I experienced all of these things. I was therefore very glad of my weekly meetings with one of the monks, for spiritual direction, because my experience - patiently waiting on God - was at times painful, as well as (overall) deeply refreshing and illuminating. Within this ‘Desert’ experience on Retreat I was led to follow several different spiritual journeys:
First, using the Spiritual Exercises of St Ignatius of Loyola, I meditated widely on the scriptures, especially reflecting on the themes of ‘what are we here for?’ (“to praise, reverence and serve God… in order that everything we do may arise out of a deep daily commitment to make our lives, choices and actions reflect an abiding love for God”); ‘the reality of sin and blessing’; and ‘following the life of Christ’. There is so much to learn, in terms of our discipleship, from the great themes of the Bible and in the life of Christ. 

Second, I was led to reflect and pray with those Biblical texts that are concerned with the ‘Desert’ and the ‘Sabbath’, out of which came (over time) the beginnings of a deep personal spiritual transformation. I am unable to put this into words, other than to say that God showed me that we don’t need to earn our salvation or justify ourselves, because we are already (each one of us) deeply loved by God, who delights in us. And this means we need, at heart, to find our rest in God, allowing God to transform all of our lives (the good and the less good) into avenues of blessing. Our lives are best lived in response to God. So often our society, including the church, acts as if there were no God, when in reality he is the more real thing of all. The prophet Isaiah puts it like this, “In returning and rest you shall be saved; in quietness and trust shall be your strength… The Lord waits to be gracious to you, Blessed are those who wait for him.” (Isaiah 30.15,18). At Mirfield I was led to realise once again that in God we have everything, the challenge is trusting God and allowing him to lead us, putting down deep roots where we are.

Third, I continued my studies on the theme of the pilgrim journey of the people of God in the Old and New Testaments, aided by the scholarship of Brother John of Taizé and his writings, which have been profoundly illuminating, and will no doubt enrich my Biblical study from now on.

Fourth, it was natural that I reflected deeply about my own experiences in life and faith and ministry, the good and the less good. My explorations reminded me that whilst we are all responsible for our own thoughts and actions, there is much in life that is shaped by our childhood and personality, so we need to be generous towards ourselves. I was led to explore, from a Christian perspective, the Enneagram, which is an ancient wisdom for understanding human personality and spiritual growth. This process, engaged with prayerfully, was at times painful, but also ultimately liberating. I believe we all need to be more open to the God who dwells in us, as well as honest about patterns of sin which distort God’s presence in us. Christ is crucified afresh every time we fail to recognise his face within us or in other people around us.
Fifth, I returned to someone I have always been drawn to, and have read widely in the past, and that is the American Trappist monk Thomas Merton. In his lifetime and especially through his writings, he became probably the best known Catholic writer in the US in the 20th Century. I re-read Merton’s ‘Seven Storey Mountain’, which describes his spiritual journey from being a typical ‘20th Century man’ (with all the problems we experience) to coming home to God, in his case to the Cistercian Abbey of Gethsemani in Kentucky; a journey which he defines as gradually recovering his freedom and liberty, life belonging to fully to God. As with all spiritual biographies there is so much to be learnt, chiming in with one’s own experience and that of the wisdom of the scriptures. In many ways Merton’s experience can be seen as a pattern of religious conversion for modern people.
I have also prayed and reflected much about the worshipping life and mission of our parish, in Birstall & Wanlip, which I look forward to re-engaging with when I return from my pilgrimage. This was not the primary focus of my retreat – I was definitely on ‘sabbatical’ – but certain new insights were brought into my awareness, which I give thanks for and look forward to sharing with my friends and colleagues, as I return to ministry and as we all continue to journey together with our various gifts.
Lastly, lest I give the impression that my retreat at Mirfield – which has been transformational – was all ‘inward’, there was (equally) a wonderful ‘outward’ dimension to my experience, which I have very much rejoiced in. The spiritual life is as much about life in humanity, nature and culture, as it is about what lies within the heart. 

There was the beauty of worship, in Mirfield’s case in the catholic tradition of the Church of England. 
There was the joy of building good friendships within the monastic community, and being graciously received as a sabbatical guest by the brethren. 
There was the excitement of meeting many others guests, passing through (Mirfield is not enclosed, but a busy monastery, much engaged with the world), including for example a young student spending a gap year in the Community, who splits his time between Mirfield and working with young orphans in Zimbabwe (part of CR’s ongoing commitment to Southern Africa). 

There was the beauty of creation, the monastery’s grounds, including lots of bluebells, vegetable gardens, forests and lawns, surrounding the monastery and college precints! There was the joy and invigoration of walking everyday, getting in training for my imminent pilgrimage long walk - in the grounds, over nearby hills, and into the wider Pennines. 
There was, lastly, the joy of a few trips out to visit old friends in the north of the country, in Manchester (where I used to live), in rural Lancashire and in Wakefield. I also visited York, which was a special experience, and where I met an angel! There is so much to enjoy, love, celebrate and praise God in, through the lovely world that he has made for us to walk in. Above all, I rejoiced to be able to be, relax, rest and pray, in such a beautiful and holy place.
I would like to thank God for all that he has shown me during my pilgrimage of prayer ‘in the Desert’, as well as my family, and my friends back in the Parish, for their loyal support. 
Let us all love and trust God, for he cares for us - as well as seeking to love one another, for “everyone who loves is born of God and knows God” (1 John 4.7). And what is more, let us not forget (at heart) to keep ‘silence’ and let God do his work, for so often we get in the way of what God – in his infinite grace – longs to fulfil in our hearts. For as Jesus says, “Those who love me will keep my word, and my Father will love them and we will come to them and make our home with them.” (John’s Gospel 14.23). If we really believe it, the faith we share has the power to renew, refresh and heal all things in him, as we become bearers of the God who tabernacles (makes his home) with us. To him be glory forever.
James Shakespeare, June 2009
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