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LIVING SIMPLY THROUGH THE DAY
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Introduction

For my last birthday my wife gave me a ceramic sea otter to
place on my desk. The otter is floating on its back, eating an
abalone from a cracked shell: an alluring scene | have wit-
nessed many times along the California coast.

To the casual eye that was a casual present. But it was far
more. That otter is a reminder of much that | have come to
appreciate about life in these last few years: the way we are
held up when we attentively relax into it; the buoyancy this
experience and trust gives us; the great energy available
then to put into work and caring, yet work and caring that
has a playful simple edge.

This sense of life is far from the heavy, grasping, tight,
fearful orientation to life that dominated my earlier years—
the churning attitude that muddies the water and sinks me
into a murkiness of my own creation. Such heaviness, like a
dark, obscuring rain cloud, can reappear out of the blue at
any time and trap me. The otter sits on my desk as a re-
minder of the spacious, bright, confident, upholding, sim-
ple Presence that always is there, however obscured by
passing clouds.

A cross sits on my desk, too. That sign has been near me all
my life in this heavily churched land. Slowly, erratically, its
significance has shifted from an opaque mass evokingadull,
listless response, to an oppressive sign of incomprehensible



heaviness and torture, to an abstract symbol of abstract
intellectual truths, to an open window into the way life is:
broken and clouded, yet on its far side, whole and radiant.

Placing a cross and otter side by side as revealers of truth
may seem absurd to some. But not to anyone who has
experienced the cross as a sacrament, an opening into Reali-
ty’s Heart. When we begin to see through the words and
events of Jesus’ life to their intimate yet infinitely vast
Ground, then we begin to see through everything to that
same Ground—even through otters! That Ground, which
has a myriad of divine names born of human experience,
unites and simplifies the day.

How | have begun to realize this truth in my own recent
pilgrimage | would like to share with you first in this book.
Then | will take you through certain basic windows of the
day: waking, praying, relating, serving, eating, playing, ach-
ing, and sleeping. Each window is but a different facet of the
same diamond through which we can see and participate in
the uniting Ground, in the Holy One who shines through all.

We cannot control this “’shining through’” in us. That is a
matter of grace, of gift. But we can learn to pay simple
attention to what is happening; to be ““recollected” in our
deeper identity, rather than lost and scattered on the com-
plex surface of the day. | have included many practical
suggestions for cultivating this attentiveness in each daily
activity.



Your participation in the simple, attentive way may be far
more full than my own. I make no claim to spiritual maturity.
The words | write are spoken at least as much to me as to
you. Though these words will speak more often in trust and
hope than personal realization, they are words that echo the
experience of persons far more holy than | ever expect to be
in this life. So perhaps the thoughts can be trusted beyond
their speaker.

If I knew you personally, and you had come to me con-
cerned with the simple way, | would choose some things for
emphasis and demote, delete, or add others, according to
your situation. Each of us is very unique, even though we
share the same Ground. We each manifest that Ground
differently. All of us need a very personal word: for us in this
moment of our lives. | can only hope that somewhere in the
chapters ahead the Spirit will rise, your situation and mine
will touch, and the spark struck there will lighten your heart,
clear your mind, and leave you a little more opened into the
Holy One, in whom we live and move and have our being.






PART ONE: Seeing Through Complexity






Chapter One: A Personal Story

The Hands

An old German story’ tells about the hands of God. God
had never really finished making man, and thus had never
seen a finished man. He determined to send His right hand
into the world to take human form. That hand held all truth.
But He was not fully satisfied with what He learned from this
one hand. So He continues to send His left hand into the
world. That hand is empty; it holds the space for search, for
pilgrimage. Since man still is unfinished, goes the story, he
must begin with the left hand. One cannot receive the
fullness of the right hand except through the pilgrimage of
the left.

As human beings our search is for the full truth of the right
hand of God, which already is present. But our way to that
fullness must be through a more and more empty left hand.
A full left hand has no room to receive anything. It is clut-
tered and satiated and densely complex. As that hand
empties, though, it becomes more and more simple and
clear. The left hand then slowly unites with the right. We
come ever closer to heeding Jesus’ prescription for life: “‘Be
perfect (allow your fulfillment) as your heavenly Father is
perfect.”

Fulfillment, perfection, is union of openness and fullness,
two sides of one coin, one reality.

'Actually this is a composite of two German stories from Rilke and Lessing by the
theologian John S. Dunne in The Way of All the Earth (Macmillan, 1972), pp.
93-95.



The Brain

A certain parallel to this story appears in modern brain
research. The left side of our brain is the searching side: it
grasps, manipulates, categorizes, makes time sequences.
The right side of our brain, on the other hand, sees life
whole. Everythingis together, present, here now, intuitively
known. There is no sense of linear time; no analysis. All is
just given, full, complete. This right side seems to function
best when the left side is quiet, open.

Recent Years

Only in the last few years have | begun to realize the great
truth of this process of emptying to find, of simplifying in
order to know what is most important. Most of my left hand
pilgrimage has been made with the opposite assumption:
fill yourself with everything possible; grasp for all you can;
stuff your life with every thought, feeling, and experience
available. The Kingdom will come at the top of that heap,
when it is high and full enough.

But it does not come that way. What comes instead is a
thicker pile of “stuff.”” As this clutter grows, the more fuel
there is for the creation of yet more “stuff.” And so the
accumulation feeds upon itself. We find ourselves ever
deeper into illusion, confusion, complexity. “And there is
no healthin us” (as the General Confession in the 1928 Book
of Common Prayer acutely sums it up).



