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This year is the 30th anniversary of two events that might appear unrelated but which the passage of time suggests are signs of a single phenomenon. 1991 was the year when the worldwide web came into being in cyberspace and the year when the World Community for Christian Meditation (WCCM) was structured and named at the John Main Seminar, held in New Harmony, Indiana. Anniversaries are always approximations, of course. The web had its roots long before this date. The WCCM ‘s origins trace back to the early life of John Main, the Irish Benedictine monk whose reiteration of a tradition of Christian contemplative prayer became and continues to be the inspiration of the community generated both by his personal example and teaching.[endnoteRef:1] [1:  www.wccm.org] 


The Seminar at which the WCCM took shape was led by the visionary Benedictine monk, Bede Griffiths, who had said of John Main that he was ‘in my experience the best spiritual guide in the church today’. Fr Bede had chosen as his theme ‘Christian Meditation and Community’, published later as The New Creation in Christ.[endnoteRef:2] He admired Main not only for his contribution to the recovery of the lost chord of the prayer of the heart and for his universal vision but also for the revolutionary insight that ‘meditation creates community’. Once explored, this apodictic insight contains as many levels of meaning as the theology of the Body of Christ. For John Main this means the mystical reality, at the fathomless core of Christian faith, in which the practice of the two daily periods of meditation, which he encouraged morning and evening, was to be fully understood. Each day for the past thirty years – and more - this insight of John Main and the clarity of his teaching on it has been an inspiration for me and for an increasing number of ‘seekers and dwellers’ on the spiritual path, an enrichment of all aspects of our lives and Christian faith.  [2:  Bede Griffiths, (Templegate: 1994) p.55] 


In what follows, I suggest two ways in which we can see the influence of John Main - his transmission of contemplative wisdom through meditation - guiding people of all backgrounds and beliefs through the current crisis. The first is a universalist vision of humanity that flows from his faith but transcends the visible structure of the Church. The second is the high value he identified for modern people in community and his belief that a new kind of monasticism is a key to building it.

The Noosphere and the Mind of Christ

First, how does Main’s contribution to contemporary spirituality connect to a global, indeed cosmic sense of the meaning of the immense change we are passing through? 

In the early 20th century the concept of the ‘noosphere’ (from the Greek, nous, or mind) formed in the thought of a Russian scientist, Vladimir Vernansky, and of the French Jesuit, scientist and mystic, Teilhard de Chardin. For Teilhard especially, the noosphere is a third stage of planetary evolution, coming after and incorporating the stages of the geosphere and the biosphere. It is the sphere in which human consciousness collectively interacts with nature and itself, a breakthrough into boundless expansion and wonder. It is the predictable stage of an evolutionary process of increasing complexity.

For Teilhard, born and raised in Christian faith, discovering this stage of the cosmic process leading to a transcendent fullness, the pleroma of the Cosmic Christ, led him to say that, even if he had not been Christian by culture and conditioning ‘I would have been obliged to become a Christian’. His faith combined with scientific research and cosmology to identify Christ as the Omega Point into which the whole evolution is heading.

Christianity, as John Main insisted, is frequently under-estimated by those who profess and teach it. So often it is reduced to moralistic or sectarian limits; and its relation to human potential and the process of divinisation, through which all creation finds meaning through suffering and joy, death and rebirth, is pitifully missed. The enduring influence of John Main, in the very different world we know forty years after his death, can be seen in how his universalist, integrative vision of humanity and his focus on the person of Christ together offer hope before the challenges of our time.

Like Teilhard, Main’s Christ-centred vision linked the transformation of the individual meditator to the evolution of the cosmos. Teilhard saw the human being as the most dense collection of complex ‘information’ that exists in the universe. Human evolution into the noosphere is not only a Darwinian process of natural selection. It has design. It is purposeful and surprising as it plunges us towards the Omega Point of the Cosmic Christ.  For John Main - and indeed of which great teacher in the Christian mystical tradition is this not true? – the transforming journey of prayer reveals a continuity between Jesus the rabbi and the Logos of creation. Teilhard, concentrating more on the cosmological, emphasised the increasing complexity of this process. John Main, seeing it from the experience of meditation, insists on its ever-deepening simplicity.

The noosphere scientifically illustrates the doctrine of the Mind of Christ, the nous Christou:

“‘For who has known the mind of the Lord that he may instruct him?’ But we have the mind of Christ.” (1 Corinthians 2:16)

This Mind informs and integrates all spheres of human experience and knowledge. Today we see with evermore dramatic clarity how the political, legal, educational, religious, economic, scientific and medical fields overlap, often creating confusion and conflict. A seismic crisis of change has been running through them all, which Covid has highlighted and no doubt accelerated. In 2018 the John Main Seminar hosted in Bruges by the WCCM Belgian national community – called A Contemplative Approach to the Crisis of Change – brought leaders and thinkers from many fields of society to reflect on how this evolutionary rollercoaster can be better understood and managed.  They shared the contemplative insight provided by the practice of meditation which John Main taught.





Formation and Information 

However astonishing the Web, it cannot be identified with the noosphere; but it is an expression and metaphor of that stage of evolution. In the same way, neurological research on meditation fails as a reductive explanation of meditation or consciousness. John Main challenged this kind of reductionism which he saw as a trivialising of the spiritual nature of reality. Over time, his insistence on the depth dimension of the human mystery has resonated with many who have felt the aggressive encroachment of the reductive approach and its consequent depersonalising and devaluing of the human. 

Yet, for Main, science and technology are not enemies of the spiritual as long as they remain rooted in what makes us essentially human, what he calls our ‘origin’ or centre.

As modern men and women we are much influenced by the concept of progress. But we must understand that progress does not so much consist in leaving our origin but, much more, in realising all the potential in our origin, which we realise by returning to our origin. All growth in nature must be thoroughly rooted. [endnoteRef:3] [3: John Main, Moment of Christ ed Laurence Freeman, (Canterbury Press: 2010).55] 


John Main knew that the potential energy in our ‘origin’ is original love and that fulfilling our capacity for love is the way that Christ is formed in us. The mystical side of Teilhard similarly informed the scientist in him that ‘love is the most universal, formidable and mysterious of cosmic energies’. [endnoteRef:4] [4:  Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, Human Energy, trans. J. M. Cohen (Harcourt Brace Jovanovich: 1969), 32] 


For John Main meditation, rather than medication, should be the first response to this other, longer pandemic of mental confusion. He saw silence as the cure for the disease of uncontrolled mental noise. Stillness as the antidote for the rampant desire of consumerism. Simplicity as the way beyond the isolating effects of a culture of narcissism. These three elements constitute contemplation which he saw as both the work of love and the basis of civilisation. Contemplative consciousness produces and safeguards the values of compassion and other-centredness, hope and authentic happiness, in the hearts and minds of people and does so at every level of relationship.

Like all human discoveries it is a mixed blessing. Humanity has a habit of quickly turning the tools it creates into weapons of self-harm as it did with atomic energy and as it is doing with the technology of communication. John Main lived through the Second World War but died just before the digital age dawned. Yet he already saw how globalisation, environmental pollution and the commodification of education and personal relationships were undermining humanity and society. With contemplative and prophetic clarity, he saw the thickening shadow of the ego, intensifying on a greater scale the ‘eight faults’ described by the teachers of the Christian Desert. They correspond to the kleshas of Buddhist teaching that cloud and pervert the mind from its right and positive way of perception. Like all contemplatives he could expose the spiritual crisis at the root of social dysfunction. For him this was not due to an inherent darkness in human nature but to a damaged capacity for experience of love. The sign of this that needed to be addressed was distraction because the capacity for love and for attention are one.

Despite bringing many benefits, the internet intensified the dysfunction. It started an information revolution, creating a new global economy of bytes rather than things. But there is such an overload of information that it is easily hijacked in the cause of exploitation, abuse and misinformation. It generates a mental culture of chronic distraction separating us from our centre and origin. For Main, self-alienation has set us on course for self-destruction and only a return to the perennial sources of wisdom can change it.

Teilhard’s genius was to express this in cosmological terms deployed with mystical vision. John Main’s genius[endnoteRef:5] was to identify a spiritual path through the crisis and recognise the influence it could have on society. Meditation is a universal and radically simple practice, rooted in tradition, yet new each time it is entered. ‘Every time we meditate, we enter into a great tradition’, he said and in meditation he recognised how the ‘way forward is the way back’. The formation of the human person requires the transcendence of our alienated individualism. The transformation of the person who rises from the transcended individual then contributes to a transformation of society; and the medium through which this operates is the community created by meditation, by all those involved in this interior work of contemplation: a ‘community of love’.  [5:  Raimon Panikkar said ‘John Main had the genius of simplicity’] 


Not surprisingly, Main found the wisdom needed to build this kind of community in the Rule of St Benedict by which he had already lived and learned from for many years.

A Community of Love

At the end of After Virtue, his analysis of the breakdown of a common moral vision, the philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre compares the innovators of Dark Ages that followed the collapse of the Roman Empire with our present era.

What they set themselves to achieve instead—often not recognising fully what they were doing—was the construction of new forms of community within which the moral life could be sustained so that both morality and civility might survive the coming ages of barbarism and darkness. What matters at this stage is the construction of local forms of community within which civility and the intellectual and moral life can be sustained through the new dark ages which are already upon us. And if the tradition of the virtues was able to survive the horrors of the last dark ages, we are not entirely without grounds for hope. This time however the barbarians are not waiting beyond the frontiers; they have already been governing us for quite some time. And it is our lack of consciousness of this that constitutes part of our predicament. We are waiting not for a Godot, but for another—doubtless very different—St. Benedict.[endnoteRef:6]  [6:  Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue (Second Edition,University of Notre Dame Press: 1984 (1981), 263 ] 


As one of the fruits of meditation, John Main identified the raising of personal and collective consciousness from an alienated and self-fixated state. According to St Benedict, discretion – another term for this kind of consciousness - is the ‘mother of virtue’.[endnoteRef:7] The less conscious we are the more we lock into the forces of polarisation and incivility, raw nationalism, blindness to the fragile beauty of the environment on which as a species we depend for our survival and, not least, into the destabilising unfair distribution of wealth. [7:  St Benedict’s Rule for Monasteries, Chapter 64] 


Over the last forty years Main’s insight that ‘meditation creates community’ has been tested on both local and global levels. He did not live to see the WCCM take shape and spread globally as a vivid illustration of the evolving noosphere, the ongoing formation of the Mind of Christ. However, he saw the first signs. In the months before his death, he received many messages from around the world from people whom his teaching had helped to start the twice-daily practice he encouraged. Many of them were forming small weekly groups locally with friends, co-workers or fellow parishioners, open to all newcomers without exception. In the month he died he was moved to hear of a group in the jungle of Papua New Guinea started by a missionary.

Main recognised this as manifesting the community of love, an ideal that had inspired him throughout his life. It inspired me to enter monastic life after I had begun to meditate seriously during a six-month retreat that I made at his monastery in the mid 1970’s. When I heard him speak about it, I knew it was not a vague platitude but a real experience. It began with the personal – and is therefore always rooted locally. He believed in everyone discovering their own topos, what he called their ‘insertion point into reality’. This was how he understood Benedict’s precept of stabilitas, stability in the monastery, not merely in geographical terms but certainly requiring a physical connection. But then, expanding by the force of its own energy, it is taken up into the universality of Christ. He understood the church, not as a members’ club or a place of judgement but as a temple of wise and compassionate welcome for all in need of healing acceptance and illumination. The physical monastery is a microcosm of the universal church.

He saw this energy of love working in each weekly meditation group, however small, in the community they form globally and in the mystical nature of the Church as the Body of Christ.

A group of Christians who meet together to meditate, to pray, to worship is not just a mere social gathering. It is a group aware of its power: a power that arises from the transcendent reality of the presence of the Lord Jesus in their midst. The purpose of their meeting presence is, before everything else, to attend to the reality of this presence and to make it (what it already is) the supreme reality of their lives. So, the members of the group are other-centred... and the group then becomes truly a community... The Christian group, then, must always be aware of its ultimate meaning being beyond itself. [endnoteRef:8] [8:  John Main, Monastery Without Walls, ed Laurence Freeman (Canterbury Press:2006),  7] 


John Main, Contemplative Christianity and St Benedict’s Rule

His understanding of how meditation builds a community of love led him to a radical new approach to the monastic life. When he had become a monk in the 1950’s, monasticism was still comfortable in its medieval format and in the social approval it enjoyed. The social revolution of the 60’s and the courageous self-criticism and revolution of the Second Vatican Council was soon to change all that. Monks left, few arrived. External changes in the liturgy or lifestyle failed to convince him, or many others, that the monastic life knew where it was going or what it was for. As an educator, headmaster of a Benedictine school, he saw the dramatic outflow of a whole generation from Christianity itself. But it was as he observed all this that he resumed his own practice of meditation.

As a young diplomat in the Far East, he had been introduced to meditation by an Indian monk whom he recognised as a man of spiritual depth and social engagement. Under his guidance Main practiced meditation as a daily practice, integrating it with other forms of prayer. As he was to say later, ‘meditation verifies the truths of your faith in your own experience’ and indeed restores meaning and consciousness to the sacraments and other external signs of one’s religious identity.[endnoteRef:9] When he became a Benedictine monk, he was advised to stop this practice of ‘non-Christian’ prayer, which under obedience he did. He entered what he called a spiritual desert, but one that was to bring him back to meditation, within his own Benedictine tradition ‘on God’s terms not my own’.[endnoteRef:10] [9:  John Main, Sacrament: Christian Mysteries (Medio Media:2011)]  [10:  John Main, Christian Meditation: The Gethsemani Talks (Medio Media: 2007)] 


A few years later he had learned ‘from his own experience’ what meditation, integrated into his monastic life, could do. He founded a small meditation centre at his monastery with the support of his abbot and community, most of whom saw it primarily as a magnet for vocations. Until the end of his life he found little understanding among fellow monks about what he was teaching or its place in the tradition. It became clear to him that the existing forms of monastic life – old wine skins – would not be able to incorporate this dimension of their own identity. So, at the invitation of the Church in Montreal, with the support of his home monastery, he established a new form of Benedictine community there. It began locally and was to grow globally.

St Benedict began as a monk in solitude. Invited by a community to become their leader, he accepted but when they rejected him he returned to the ‘desert’. His biographer, St Gregory the Great, does not describe in detail what happened next but says:
As God's servant daily increased in virtue and became continually more famous for miracles, many were led by him to the service of almighty God in the same place. By Christ's assistance he built there twelve Abbeys; over which he appointed governors, and in each of them placed twelve monks. A few he kept with himself; namely, those he thought would gain more profit and be better instructed by his own presence.[endnoteRef:11]  [11:  Life of St Benedict, transl. Kardong (Liturgical Press: 2009)] 

We see from this how close St Benedict’s monasticism was to the spirit of the desert of the third and fourth centuries: not an institution but the springtime flowering of a direct teaching of a living master. It was this early monastic spirit that John Main recovered and which made it inevitable that he would start a new kind of monastic community. An old tree would grow a new branch. The catalyst for this was an innovation, an addition to the ‘little rule for beginners’ as it alerts the reader in the last chapter. 
The reason we have written this rule is that, by observing it in monasteries, we can show that we have some degree of virtue and the beginnings of monastic life. But for anyone hastening on to the perfection of monastic life, there are the teachings of the holy Fathers, the observance of which will lead him to the very heights of perfection... the inspired books of the Old and New Testaments…the Conferences of the Fathers, their Institutes and their Lives.[endnoteRef:12] (Chapter 73) [12:  St Benedict’s Rule for Monasteries, Chapter 73] 

Benedict points back to the desert tradition as the next step forward. John Main had experienced this himself by recovering meditation, ‘oratio pura’, in the tenth Conference of Cassian.[endnoteRef:13] Although Benedict had instructed his monks to listen to these ‘Conferences of the fathers’ every day, their teaching on prayer had slipped out of practice. The goal of continuous prayer and the method of achieving it, which remains central to Orthodox monasticism, ceased to be a personal transmission in the West. When Main started a new community of monks and lay people in 1977, he integrated thirty-minute periods of silent meditation into the periods of divine office, which punctuate the monastic day, and after communion at Mass. [13:  John Cassian, The Conferences (transl. Ramsey, Paulist Press: 1997)] 

The inclusion of silence in the community prayer was a revolution in the old form of monastic life. It was greeted more enthusiastically by laypeople than by monks. John Main never felt superior to other forms of monastic life or approaches to prayer. He would say he was not claiming this as the best form of prayer but the way he had learned from the tradition. He was an authentic master of the spiritual life and, by instinct, neither a marketeer nor a fundamentalist. 
But he was single-minded. For the prayer of the heart practiced during the times of silence, John Main recommended what Cassian called the ‘formula’, and what Main called the ‘mantra’, a term he thought ordinary people would better understand, even if for some it was controversial. This teaching was offered clearly but gently, not imposed. Those who stayed were those who personally felt its effects, not least through the sense of community. John Main is rightly identified with recovering a simple method of contemplative prayer which had long been lacking in western Christianity. Yet he insisted there were no techniques or even methods of prayer, simply prayer itself, the prayer of Jesus in the Spirit flowing through human consciousness. But for him the mantra was the small lever that could lift the world. The ‘one little word’ (as the Cloud of Unknowing refers to the mantra) was part of the most vast picture that Christian faith can imagine. Together with other prophetic monks of his century, Thomas Merton, Thomas Keating, and Bede Griffiths, he made his unique contribution to the emergence of not just a new form of monasticism but a new kind of – contemplative - Christianity. 
In Montreal, we started this new form of monastic life – monks and lay people united in meditation together – but within the formal structures of existing monasticism. As a form of monasticism, it was attractive to many newcomers and to many monks questioning their own form of life. It was more inclusive, more personal, less cut off from the world, open to a common life shared by men and women interested in dialogue with other faiths. Yet it was not easy. John Main’s insight that ‘prayer is the essential ascesis of the Christian life’ is challenging to anyone practicing the ‘poverty of the single verse’ three or more times daily.[endnoteRef:14] Some friendly abbots suggested he was asking too much of beginners. Yet many of the young people coming said they were happy to feel both challenged and supported. John Main took a gentle, patient approach but did not dilute the radical simplicity of the teaching [14:  ibid. p.207] 

Starting any new community is difficult. As the ‘first fervour of conversion’ wears off, the way ahead looks harder. It soon became clear that we needed new wineskins for what we were doing. We thought of what they might look like. But soon John Main developed an aggressive cancer and declined rapidly, dying at the age of 56 on December 30th, 1982. Before he died, I asked him what I should do next. He smiled and said, ‘you will do what you have to do.’
That, basically, was to keep going and adapt to circumstances. Understandably, many guessed that the experiment which had looked so promising would fail. In fact, signs soon appeared – from the extended community, what would become the WCCM – that this was not only John Main’s work but the work of the Spirit. Even before the web was born the noosphere was evolving through the community of Christian meditators across the planet. Locally the monastery flourished for nearly a decade but found increasing tension between its local and global dimensions. In 1991, a year later, as the internet began to connect the human race as never before, the Pentecost experience of New Harmony bestowed on the WCCM its rather long but accurate name.
What next?
Who knows? John Main was a committed monk but knew that you did not need to become a monk to ‘truly seek God’ or to live a contemplative life. Monasticism for him was a form of life that for some individuals is simply necessary. Perhaps, like being an artist, no one would just pick it from among other options. For some it is their unique way of becoming the person you are capable of being and it can take many forms, permanent and temporary. In the Church and the world, the phenomenon of monasticism, however, is a necessary medium for the transmission of wisdom. It is a ‘still small voice’, like the way God revealed himself to Elijah[endnoteRef:15]. Its authenticity is found in witnessing to the right way of handling failure, not in achieving what seems like success.  [15:  1 Kings 19:12] 

Thinking of the monk as someone selected for an objectively higher state of life is no longer marketable. Merton exposed it and the social revolution of the 20th century finished it off. Monks are ordinary people. So, speaking of monasticism as committed to failure is provocative, paradoxical, but not entirely misleading. After all, it aims at the highest goal of human development, liberation from the ego and union with God and creation in the supreme energy of love. What are the chances of fully achieving this in a lifetime? If it happens, it is by grace not will power. If, in the eyes of his contemporaries, Jesus failed why should his disciples be scared of being losers? Failure hurts the ego and irritates our perfectionism. Unenlightened, it leads to despair and anger; but enlightened by love it flowers in humility, the source of wisdom. One learns this gospel truth directly through the practice of meditation, where what matters is not success but faithfulness.
At present John Main’s influence on the re-forming of Benedictine life has two expressions. The first is the WCCM Benedictine Oblate Community, a different form of oblation from the conventional idea of being ‘connected to’ or ‘associated with’ a physical monastery. Oblates are the monastery without walls created by meditation. They are also members of WCCM (a member is defined by meditating in the tradition passed on by John Main). Additionally, a WCCM Oblate finds support and nourishment in applying the wisdom of the Rule in his or her daily life.
Secondly, at Bonnevaux, the physical home of the WCCM since 2019, another expression of the link between meditation and monasticism is being lived by a small core community, several of them oblates, living in the spirit of the Rule of St Benedict. Each day the core members invite long-term residents to join in a reflection on the Rule. It is astonishing how this works. It sheds light on what is going on in and among us and throws this light back into understanding the Rule as a wisdom text. The best way to see clearly what the next step should be is to have a clear vision of the past, stripped of romanticism, negativity and all kinds of projection. Our daily drinking from the Rule’s wisdom reminds us that St Benedict was not a priest. His monks were a lay community intent on ‘truly seeking God’. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Time will show how John Main can be seen as a manifestation of that ‘other and doubtless quite different St Benedict’ that MacIntyre hoped would guide us through the coming darkness. Other prophets of our time like Simone Weil who spoke of the ‘new holiness’ appropriate to our age and Dietrich Bonhoeffer who spoke of ‘costly grace’ and ‘religionless Christianity’, and Karl Rahner’s mystical ‘Christian of the future’, share with John Main a confidence in a Christianity evolving contemplatively into the Mind of Christ. It is a vision of evolution rooted in an ever-present reality, in a light that can never be extinguished.
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