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cultivating contemplation

Dear Subscribers,

The focus of this issue centers primarily on the call to contemplation. It is at the
heart not only of religious life, but at the heart of all life. God desires our com-
plete abandonment to the boundlessness of God’s love and grace.
Contemplation provides a centered space where the human encounters the
divine, and where priorities and visions are reordered and restored. 

In the document, Starting Afresh from Christ, the centrality of contemplation in
religious life today is articulated well, “Every vocation to consecrated life is
born in contemplation, from moments of intense communion and from a deep
relationship of friendship with Christ, from the beauty and light which was
seen shining on his face. From there the desire to always be with the Lord –
and to follow him – matures: “how good it is for us to be here” (Mt 17:4).
Every vocation must constantly mature in this intimacy with Christ.”1 We need
contemplative space to thrive and must make room in our busy lives for con-
templative prayer to claim priority on 
our time.

Why is contemplation so essential for sustaining our commitment to Christ
through the evangelical vows today? Most essentially because the distractions
and demands of the culture that surrounds can easily provide the tipping point
that call us to question and even abandon what is most central to life.
“Without an interior life of love which draws the Word, the Father and the
Spirit to itself, an outlook of faith is impossible (cf. Jn14:23). As a consequence
life itself loses meaning, the faces of brothers and sisters are obscured and it
becomes impossible to recognize the face of God in them, historical events
remain ambiguous and deprived of hope and apostolic and charitable mission
become nothing more than widespread activity.”2 Contemplation calls us to
confront our false selves, quiet our defenses, loosen the grip of pride, still the
clamorings of ego, acknowledge griefs and hurts and gently fall backwards into
God. Love flourishes best in contemplative soil.

We hope you enjoy this issue and we encourage you to further the conversa-
tion by attending the Giving Voice National Gathering June 28 to July 1, 2007.
(See page __ for full details.)

Sincerely,
The Giving Voice Core Team
Kristin Matthes, SNDdeN, Mary Stanco, HM, Katherine Feely, SND, Maria
Cimperman, OSU, Lisa Buscher, RSCJ and Gabriela Ramirez, MGSpS

1 Starting Afresh From Christ, #25
2 Ibid, #25

           



gi
vi

ng
vo

ic
e

•
fa

ll 
20

06
page 2

One of the most poetic definitions of contemplation
that I have stumbled upon recently comes from
Catherine of Genoa (1447-1510) who defined contem-
plation as, “Hanging by God’s thread of pure love.”
What a great image this conjures up!  In an economy of
words she conveys vast ideas.  One question this defini-
tion begs is, “Is hanging by God’s thread” a suspension
or an immersion?  It could be understood to be a sus-
pension of our being in order to be still, attentive.  As
the Psalmist says in Psalm 46, “Be still and know that I
am God.”  But it could also be understood to be an
immersion of our being in the reality of the world
where God is fully present; think of a wick dipped into
wax in order that it might become the conduit of fire
and light.  Perhaps it is both.  The answer to the ques-
tion is not the relevant issue here, but the definition
and its imagery hold powerful suggestions about the
object, nature and need for contemplation.  We are
most fully human when we dangle from the thread of
God’s pure love.  In other words, contemplation is essen-
tial for life, particularly religious life, if we are to be
most fully who we are called to be.

As the definition above illustrates, words strung togeth-
er can suggest significance far beyond their literal
meaning.  Words require and invite deeper and broader
interpretation.  Words provide artistic bridges to mean-
ing.  In this article, I will explore how words, specifically
in the form of poetry can provide both a bridge to con-
templation, as well as a bridge from (or as a result of)
contemplation.  By engaging the works of various poets
I will briefly explore three ways in which poetry can be
engaged as a tool in the service of contemplation.  First,
poetry is a wonderful preparation for contemplation.
Secondly, poetry can provide inspiration or affirmation
for the desire and hunger for contemplation.  And lastly,
poetry can provide a summation or translation of con-
templative experience.

First, poetry is a wonderful preparation for contempla-
tion.  Poetry feeds the imagination.  Poetry provides a
springboard into prayer.  Through poetry, one disem-
barks from the literal shore of meaning normally com-
municated by words in order to set sail on an endless
sea of possibility and expansiveness of interpretation.
Poetry expands the horizon of the imagination.  

Poet, Denise Levertov notes, “Poems present their testi-
mony as circumstantial evidences, not as closing argu-
ment. Where Wallace Stevens says, "God and the imagi-
nation are one," I would say that the imagination,
which synergizes intellect, emotion and instinct, is the
perceptive organ through which it is possible, though
not inevitable, to experience God.”1 Poetry can open up

the imaginative vista and enrich the experience of con-
templative prayer.  The poem, The Annunciation, by
Levertov is a marvelous example of poetry that is beauti-
ful preparation for contemplation and expands the
imaginative vista,

“…Called to a destiny more momentous
than any in all of Time,
[Mary] did not quail,

only asked 
a simple, ‘How can this be?’ 
and gravely, courteously, 
took to heart the angel’s reply, 
perceiving instantly 
the astounding ministry she was offered:

to bear in her womb
Infinite weight and lightness; to carry 
in hidden, finite inwardness,
nine months of Eternity; to contain
in slender vase of being,
the sum of power – 
in narrow flesh,
the sum of light.

Then bring to birth,
push out into air, a Man-child
needing, like any other,
milk and love-

but who was God.

This was the minute no one speaks of,
when she could still refuse.”…

Poetry lifts us beyond words to an encounter with mys-
tery.  In this way, poetry is a fitting preparation for con-
templative prayer.  It provides a transition from the liter-
al to the mystical.  The movement in words can lead to a
deeper movement of the will and launch the soul in
prayer.  Poetry can move us to the edge of expression
and bring us to a point where we can encounter and be
receptive to the wordlessness of contemplation.
Second, in addition to being a wonderful preparation
for contemplation, poetry can also provide inspiration
and affirmation for the desire and hunger for contem-
plation.  Poetry breaks open reality so that one can be
immersed in reality in a whole new way and from a
fresh perspective.  Poetry dares to slow us down so that
we savor each word, marinate in meaning and experi-
ence in ourselves the emotions conveyed.  Poetry begs
for full embodiment.  Poetry often digs down through
reality to name truths in stark and startling ways.
Poetry gets our attention, disturbs our expectations,
challenges our comprehension, and dares us to be more
because it changes us in the encounter.

hanging by god’s thread:  
Contemplation and Poetry

By: Katherine Feely, SND
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Giving Voice is a newsletter in which the articles are written 
by women religious under 50. The primary purpose of Giving
Voice is to promote networking, dialogue and support among
this generation of sisters. The secondary purpose is to promote
intergenerational dialogue. We welcome subscriptions and
comments from sisters over 50 who wish to support and 
dialogue with their younger members.

Publication Information
Giving Voice: The Voices of Younger Women Religious is nor-
mally published three times per year. Our publication schedule
extends from January 1 to December 31. Back issues of Giving
Voice from the current subscription year will be mailed to 
individuals who subscribe after the first issue has been mailed.

Subscriptions
The price of a yearly subscription is $20.00 in the United States
and $25.00 (U.S. dollars) for international residents, there are
special rates available to congregations wanting multiple sub-
scriptions. Please check our website for details. Checks should
be made out to Giving Voice and sent to:

Giving Voice
Kristin Matthes, SNDdeN
207 Hampshire Street
Lawrence, MA 01841 U.S.A.
Email: Kristin@giving-voice.org

Database Changes
We don’t want to lose you! Please submit your address and
other database changes to Kristin Matthes at the above
address. 

Editorial Policies
Items for publication can be submitted via mail or email. The
author’s name, congregational initials, birth year, and city/
state/country of residence must also be included. Include an
email address if available. Please also indicate whether it is per-
missible to publish your email in Giving Voice so our readers
can network with you if they wish to do so. The Editorial Team
reserves the right to edit letters and articles for length and
appropriateness. Some items may not be published due to
space limitations. Whenever possible, these articles will be
posted on the Giving Voice web site, www.giving-voice.org. If
the author wishes to have her work returned, the letter or arti-
cle must be submitted with a stamped, self-addressed enve-
lope. Items for publication must be received by the deadline to
be included in a particular issue of Giving Voice. Submit items
for publication to:

Giving Voice
Kristin Matthes, SNDdeN
207 Hampshire Street
Lawrence, MA 01841 U.S.A.
Email: Kristin@giving-voice.org

Giving Voice Core Team
Maria Cimperman, OSU Katherine Feely, SND
Kristin Matthes, SNDdeN Mary Stanco, HM
Lisa Buscher, RSCJ Gabriela Ramirez, MGSpS

Layout and Design
Beth Ponticello, Center for Educational Design and
Communication, www.cedc.org
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Poet, Mary Oliver observes, "Poems speak of the mortal
condition; in poems we muse (as we say) about the trag-
ic and glorious issues of our fragile and brief lives: our
passions, our dreams, our failures.  Our wonderings
about heaven and hell – these too are in poems.  Life,
death; mystery, and meaning. Five hundred years and
more of such labor, such choice thought within choice
expression, lies within the realm of metrical poetry.
Without it, one is uneducated, and one is mentally
poor."2 Mary Oliver’s poem, Wild Geese is an excellent
example of poems that speak simple truths that break
through to the heart of things, 

“You do not have to be good. 
You do not have to walk on your knees
For a hundred miles through the desert, repenting. You only
have to let the soft animal of your body love what it loves.
Tell me about despair, yours, and I will tell you mine.
Meanwhile the world goes on…”

“…Whoever you are, no matter how lonely,
the world offers itself to your imagination, 
calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting---
over and over announcing your place
in the family of things.” 3

In a sense, poetry grooms the imagination to be recep-
tive to discovery and to the very essence of mystery. We
need poetry to help us hunger for the mystery and
wrestle with the reality of our God, ourselves and our
relationships with the world around us. It should not
come as a surprise that the mystics are often some of
the world’s most profound poets, and their poetry con-
tinues to speak through the ages. It stands as a timeless
testament to the hunger for God and ultimate meaning.
Lastly, Poetry can provide a summation or translation of
contemplative experience. Poetry translates experiences
or insights culled from contemplation which ultimately
defy worded expression. Here the poetry of Jessica
Powers comes to mind. Her work demonstrates this
sense of trying to translate back into words what the
contemplative encounter with God approximates.  In her
poem, The Mercy of God Jessica writes,

“…I rose up from the acres of self that I tended with passion 
and defended with flurries of pride;
I walked out of myself and went into the woods of God’s mercy,
and here I abide. 
There is a greenness and calmness and coolness, a soft leafy covering 
from the judgment of sun overhead, 
and the hush of His peace, and the moss of His mercy to tread…
I have naught but my will seeking God; even love burning in me
is a fragment of infinite loving and never my own.
And I fear God no more; I go forward to wander forever
in a wilderness made of His infinite mercy alone.” 4

Powers uses carefully chosen words to carry the imagery
of her contemplative insight and experience and com-

continued on page 10
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Contemplative prayer is the grounding force of my life.
It is what holds me and comforts me when all of life
seems to be swirling and buffeting me in the winds of
societal and personal confusion – and it is what allows
me to feel loved. When I speak of contemplative prayer,
I am referring to centering prayer, a la Thomas Keating,
a prayer form that allows me to connect to the whole-
ness of my being, and threads the fragmented and
sometimes shattered spiritual and disembodied pieces of
my self together so that I can reach out once more for
the oneness I so deeply desire. The Sister of St. Joseph
charism of “uniting neighbor with neighbor and neigh-
bor with God” is the Gospel vision that centers me. It is
not my mantra, but it is what accompanies so much of
my conversations with God. Where did my love for this
style of prayer come from?

It was in the early mornings that as a child that I would
see my Chinese grandmother praying with her old tat-
tered rubber band secured prayer books. Her rosary
beads in one hand and tranquility swathing her in the
light of New England’s varied seasons. She was simply
beautiful; so steadfast, and so faithful. Her serene image
remains deeply imprinted within me. I have longed to
emulate her peacefulness and to be so still, but so
awake in the early morn. Even as children, we knew
that God had to be close by, as we always checked our
behavior when we would pass by the living room where
she prayed.

It was also in the early morning one weekend in the
early 1970s that a Sister of St. Joseph spent a few days
with my sisters and me while my parents went to
Washington, DC. It was during the days when Vatican II
changes were beginning to really unfold. One morning I
got up and I saw Sister Patricia reading a book by a man
named Anthony Padovano. She was also writing in a
journal. She offered the book to me and I read these
incredible words and was introduced to a very exciting
understanding of spirituality, of God. I was in the 7th
grade. I loved Sr.Patricia’s quiet and peaceful presence as
she prayed; her love of God and the “dear neighbor.” It
was her gentleness as a teacher that will always be with
me; how she invited me into her sacred space that
morning and opened a new world for me. I was a teen
and she had nothing but respect for my spiritual curiosi-
ty, and so she fed it.

Thomas Merton’s Contemplation in a World of Action,
The Seeds of Contemplation and The New Seeds of
Contemplation have been my textbooks on the challenge
and depth of centering prayer. The Cloud of the
Unknowing, the rich classic also nurtured me, especially in 

my early novitiate days. My adulthood’s search for a deep-
er relationship with God has also been strengthened by the
wisdom figures that have graced my religious experience. I
feel so privileged to have had the blessing of opportunity
to experience and know of the works and lives of Mary
Luke Tobin, Joan Chittister, Christina Vladimiroff, Teresa
Kane, Mary Daniels, Helen Wright, Maria Reilly, Sandra
Schneider, Elizabeth Johnson, Elisabeth Schussler-Firorenza,
Margaret Farley, Dorothy Kazel, Ita Ford, Maura Clark and
my own dear sisters, who I won’t risk naming. And this is
my short “Profiles of Courage” list! These women, plus two
men -- Thomas Merton and Pierre Theilard de Chardin
have sowed the seeds of contemplation for this woman at
this time in history. 

These days when the media images seemed to be of a
world gone mad, I am relying ever more strongly on
Scripture and the works of Theilard and the practices
that I have learned along the way to keep my relation-
ship with God close and intimate. From Katrina’s
rooftop cries for help to the thousands of Pakistanis and
Indians lost in the most recent earthquake, and last
year’s tsunami’s devastation; as well as the sober reality
of the human weaknesses impacting our institutions
from church to state, I have become evermore apprecia-
tive of the gift of contemplative prayer, and of those
who showed me the way. 

It is in the quiet of morning when the light of the day
seems to reveal something new, something fresh and
hope-filled that I can hear and feel God’s soothing pres-
ence, and can let go of the previous days fears and
fatigue by becoming more connected to the oneness of
our collective pain and joys. It is in this hallowed space
that I can recall the lessons of my wisdom teachers and
the communion of saints, and feel of the fullness of
God’s love. §

In the Quiet of the Morning…
By: Annette McDermott, SSJ, Springfield, Mass.

§
“The secret of Christian 

contemplation is that it faces

us with Jesus Christ toward

our suffering world in loving

service and just action.”
– The Cloud of Unknowing



cultivating contem
plation

page 5

When asked to share my reflections on Contemplative
Prayer, I had to stop to ask myself how often I have
been successful in reaching a state of contemplation.
More still, how often have I experienced the call or the
hunger for this most intimate and essential path to my
relationship with God. Identifying the frequent absence
of the yearning and hunger for contemplation, has led
me to an appreciation of those rare moments that I’ve
been in God’s presence and have been at peace with
who I am before God.

Many would say that the challenges for a religious
woman in 2006 probably are not much different than in
past years.  Yet, for me, the world and time seem to be
moving so fast. Many days, I wish it would stop so that I
could get off. The constant busyness that I see around
me...the drive for success...the long hours that people
work...people trying to do 48 hours worth of activity in
24...the emphasis on “doing” rather than “being”. I
must confess that many days my environment has over-
taken me. The pull for quiet, inactivity and prayer is
overtaken by the restless energy that surrounds me and
invades my spirit. I look at my past journal entries and
wonder who wrote them. Who was this woman writing
about the call to the active/contemplative life which was
going to fill a void that nothing else could?

A recent withdrawal from the fray of all the busyness
and chaos, provided a gentle reminder of how easily
one can allow activity (even activity done in service to
others) to override the longing and yearning for con-
templation. Contemplation...that moment when one not
only knows, but experiences the overwhelming presence
of the One who first loved us. How does one get
there?...Cancel some of the activity...Shut off the cell
phone….Allow the answering machine to pick
up...Avoid the computer...LISTEN and BE before God.

It is only by the disciplined practice of putting aside the
tasks and quieting the mind that our heart’s desires can
speak and be heard. These desires, if we listen well
enough, are God revealing His hopes and plans for us.  I
believe that if we slow down often enough, the yearn-
ing and hunger to listen for God will begin to grow in

strength.  It will change from a want to a sincere need.
Only then will the NEED draw us back to contemplation.
As with most needs, it will outweigh the perceived
importance of activity and will become as important as
the air that we breathe.

I believe that my recent experience has been a time of
rebirth and realization. How does the practice of con-
templative prayer ground me in the vows that I pro-
fessed not quite three years ago? Recognition of con-
templation as a NEED causes me to recognize the empti-
ness…the inner poverty that we all experience without
the presence of God. A longing for connection with my
God, calls me to continually acknowledge the poverty
within myself and leads me to identify with the poverty,
both spiritual and material, in the world around me.  

The NEED for contemplation calls me to listen more
attentively for God’s voice in prayer and in the world
around me. I can listen for the groanings and yearnings
of God in the people and places where I live and work,
ever deepening my vow of obedience.  

The NEED for contemplation brings me to the experi-
ence of God’s unconditional love for me. When faced
with this much love, I can only want and hope to return
a fraction of it by my single-hearted commitment
expressed in my vow of celibacy. The rest of this love
God calls me to share with those whose lives intersect
with mine...the broken, the down-hearted, the home-
less, persons suffering from mental illness and addic-
tions, victims of domestic violence...and the list goes on.

Yet, just as Jesus left the crowds to go to His Father in
prayer, so must we...so must I...to fulfill the NEED FOR
CONTEMPLATION that sustains my Vocation, my commit-
ment to the Vows I profess, and the activity through
which I can bring God’s love to all that I meet. §

Laurie-Ann Templeton, C.P. is a Sister of the Cross and Passion.  She
professed First Vows in August of 2003.  She is currently ministering as
a nurse for Catholic Charities in the Diocese of Memphis, TN.
Laurieanncp67@aol.com

In Search of the Call to Contemplation
By: Laurie-Ann Templeton

§“Awakening to the presence of God in the human heart and

in the universe which is around us... knowledge by love.” 
– Dom Bede Griffiths
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Creative living in religious life today surfaces in a variety
of ways.  I will address this topic from my own experi-
ence and through dialogue with others.  The very fact
that we exist as women religious in the 21st century,
and that we are a strong group of women in our various
communities, congregations and ministries is a life-giv-
ing reality.  We as religious women believe in our cho-
sen way of life.  We are sought out by many for guid-
ance in their own spiritual journeys.  As we live and
work among the people of God, they see the positive
and life-giving aspects of our life and ministry and
together we find ways to glorify God in our daily lives.

Religious women have had to become creative in min-
istry.  We have moved away from some of the tradition-
al occupations of teaching and nursing into a greater
variety of roles such as spiritual directors, administrators,
writers, authors, liturgists, musicians, pastoral ministers,
and faith formation directors in the church.  I believe
that the future of religious life also depends on how we
creatively continue to explore our ministries in our vari-
ous congregations and communities.  As we respond to
the current needs of today in various ways to assist the
poor locally and globally, we are being stretched in our
ministries and volunteer activities.  By volunteering as
foster grandparents, assisting in food shelters in our
area, helping others a social workers and grief coun-
selors we are present to a greater variety of people and
age groups.  The members of our monastery also reach
out to people in today’s world by bringing women
together to share faith and life experiences through
book discussions, retreats, and prayer groups held on
our college campus.

As a Benedictine Sister, I share my home and campus
with women at the College of St. Benedict.  This is a
wonderful experience because we cross one another’s
paths daily.  There are countless opportunities for me to
spend time with these women in social gatherings and
prayer events.  Our monastic community extends an
open invitation to students to join us in our daily prayer.
The Liturgy of the Hours and the Eucharist are often
attended by some of these women on a daily basis.  We
learn from one another as we dialogue together in vari-
ous group gatherings.  In our monastery, Sisters and col-
lege women have an opportunity to develop deeper
friendships through a program called Benedictine
Friends.  Each year more and more women request to be
in this program and the fact that they want to get to
know us is exciting.  As I respond to their questions, I
learn more about myself; I grow as I share with them

who I am.  I am enriched in learning of their experi-
ences, challenges and other ways in which they have
grown during their college years.  This opportunity for
interchange expands my vision of the young women on
our college campus.

Living with other women who love God and also sup-
port me is also very energizing.  There are six sisters in
my small living group with our ages ranging from 45 to
73.  The mutual trust developed during our years
together has given me the opportunity to grow in self-
confidence and has fostered a firmer belief in who I am
as a woman religious.  The evening meal is a sacred time
of our day, when we can touch base and express support
for one another, for each of us in our own ministries
and in our other relationship.  This common meal gives
us an opportunity to relate to one another on a daily
basis.  Gathering for meals is a vital part of our monastic
tradition, as is gathering for common prayer.  

Common workshop in the monastic community at the
Eucharist and Liturgy of the Hours is life-giving.  We
gather for the Liturgy of hours in the morning, at noon
and I the evening.  The common commitment to the pri-
vate prayer in lectio divina (sacred reading) is of utmost
importance to me.  Knowing that others are also
engaged in this prayer gives me a feeling of support in
my own.  Participating in liturgical dance and incense
ritual has been a creative and an artistic expression of
prayer for me.  As I listen to the music and sing the
words of the Magnificat at some of our festal Evening
Prayer Services, I let my body move in a whole new way
of praise and worship to God; it is an expression of
prayer that comes from deep within my heart.

I find life through interaction with others in my ministry.
I serve our community as a licensed practical nurse in
our retirement center.  This allows me ways to express
my innermost love.  Renewed energy comes to me after
a quiet hour engaged in helping restore the body and
spirit of another person.  I find that I have grown in
many ways attending to the people God has put before
me in our retirement center.  Because I work a night
shift, I see people in their weakest state of being.  As St.
Benedict says in his Rule, “Care of the sick must rank
above and before all else, so that they may truly be
served as Christ…let them be served by an attendant
who is God-fearing, attentive and concerned.”  These
words give meaning to my ministry and love for those
entrusted to my care each night.

Religious Life: 
new g i fts  for creative l iving

By: Lisa Rose, OSB, St. Benedict’s Monastery, St. Joseph Minnesota
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Questions for 
Discussions &
Reflections

• What realities or challenges get in the way 
of your own hunger and yearning for 
contemplative prayer?

• How does the practice of contemplative prayer
ground you in the vows that you have professed?

• How would you describe or define your own
need for contemplation?

• What determines the ordering of your priorities
in striving to stay balanced and centered in reli-
gious life today? What is the role of technology
in your life? What impact does the pace of your
daily life have upon your priorities and prayer? 

• Who are the poets that speak to you?  What
poems have been instrumental in articulating
your own experience or expanding your own
understandings?

• In your own words, and drawing on your own
experience, how would you define contemplation?

• How do you put your own creativity and energy
at the service of your congregation’s charism 
and mission?

• In what ways have you seen new expressions
of creativity surface in religious life today?

• In the October 16, 2006 Issue of America
Magazine, Doris Gottemoeller asks the question,
“What are the signs that a renewed and 
revitalized consecrated life for American sisters 
is a dream worth embracing?  How would you
respond?

• This year marks the 50th anniversary of the
Leadership Conference of Women Religious
(LCWR). Engaging in conversation with different
generations of leaders in your community, what
would they identify as the key milestones looking
back?  What are their hopes looking forward?

• What three challenges would you say face 
religious life in the immediate future as you 
see it lived in your congregation?

§

We are religious women in a changing and challenging
world.  People see us as stable because of our long, rich
histories and strong foundations.  Our presence is a sign
of life in the church today as we continue to make our-
selves known to others.  We reach out to people in our
ministry and live by our Benedictine value of hospitali-
ty—to “receive guests with gracious respect and joyful
service,” (With Hearts Inclined). People are invited to
enjoy musical and liturgical events in our sacred spaces.
We welcome people into our home to share a mean and
conversation. Benedictine hospitality extends beyond
our religious community into the civic community.
Participating in and supporting the local parish and civic
communities in social and other activities shows others
that we care about where we live, that we want the
best for the cities and towns of our area. Benedictine
hospitality is life-giving. Christ is encountered in our
daily life in so many ways and we are here to receive
Christ in one another, so that “in all things God may be
glorified.”  §

“Contemplation is the 

highest expression of 

man's intellectual and 

spiritual life. It is that life

itself, fully awake, fully

active, fully aware that 

it is active. It is spiritual 

wonder. It is spontaneous

awe at the sacredness of 

life, of being. It is gratitude

for life, for awareness 

and for being.”
– Thomas Merton (New Seeds of Contemplation)
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municate it to others. Poetry provides an essential
bridge between the mystical and the literal. It uses finite
words to describe the infinite. Monk, mystic, poet, and
author, Thomas Merton articulates this understanding so
clearly,

God utters me like a word containing a partial thought of him.
A word will never be able to comprehend the voice that utters
it. But if I am true to the concept that God utters in me, if I am
true to the thought of Him that I was meant to embody, I shall
be full of his actuality and find him everywhere in myself, and
find myself nowhere.5

In simile and metaphor poetry can only approximate the
full reality for that is ultimately beyond words. Poetry
can at best attempt to translate the ineffable (or apa-
phatic) into the confines of words. Contemplative prayer
and poetry both open us up to an encounter with mys-
tery, and create an inner space to hold and hallow the
experience.

In conclusion, poetry itself provides a rich resource in
moving us into a deeper engagement with the mystery
of God through contemplative prayer. Poetry can serve
as preparation for contemplation, as support for con-
templation, and as a translation of contemplative
encounters. Poetry is a marvelous companion on the
journey to contemplation. As contemplative prayer
enfolds us in the compassionate embrace of God, poetry
attempts to wrap words around an otherwise wordless
encounter. In the journey of religious life we are invited

Contemplation and Poetry continued from page 7

daily to distill life down to the very essence of its empti-
ness and discover the mystery of a boundless God where
there is only pure love.

A Very Brief and Partial list 
of Poets to consult:

• David Whyte, Sometimes, All the True Vows, It is 
Not Enough

• Thomas Merton, Wind and a Bobwhite, Follow my
Ways and I will Lead You

• Gerard Manly Hopkins, The Virgin Mary Compared 
to the Air we Breathe

• Denise Levertov, The Annunciation
• John of the Cross, Living Flame of Love
• Mary Oliver, Wild Geese, The Journey
• Ranier Maria Rilke, Remembrance, As Once the

Winged Energy
• Jessica Powers, The Mercy of God, The Master 

Beggar §

Endnote
1 "A Poet's View," essay by Denise Levertov, from New & Selected

Essays. New York: New Directions, 1992.
2 The Rules of the Dance: A Handbook for Writing and Reading

Metrical Verse, by Mary Oliver, Page ix.
3 Excerpt from the poem, “Wild Geese”, by Mary Oliver
4 Excerpt from The Mercy of God, by Jessica Powers, Selected

Poetry of Jessica Powers, Edited by Regina Siegfried, and Robert
Morneau.  Kansas City, MO: Sheed & Ward, 1989.

5 Thomas Merton, New Seeds of Contemplation, New Directions,
1972.

4th annual gathering of sisters 
in their 20’s and 30’s

the gathering is scheduled january 12-14, 2007 
martin luther king, jr. weekend

in ellenton, florida at dayspring conference center 
(www.dayspringfla.org)

If you are interested in time to engage in meaningful conversations with your peers in religious life, then
plan on attending this weekend gathering at the beautiful DaySpring Conference Center just south of
Tampa along the Manatee River. 

The cost of the weekend (Friday evening until Sunday at noon) is only $200. 

All rooms are double occupancy. Space is limited so register soon! To register, contact Kristin at 
Kristin@giving-voice.org or Mary at Mary@giving-voice.org. 

Checks payable to Giving Voice can be mailed to Giving Voice, 207 Hampshire Street, Lawrence, MA 01841 
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G I V I N G  V O I C E :  
Listening to Voices Across Continents,

Speaking Hope to Our World

june 28-july 1, 2007 
emmanuel college • boston, massachusetts 

join us for the third 
giving voice national conference! 

In this, the third intercongregational national conference sponsored by Giving Voice,

we invite you to join the conversations as we continue to articulate the experiences

of religious life of women under 50. In this conference we will bring the wisdom of

Meg Guider, O.S.F., Associate Professor of Missiology at the Weston Jesuit School of

Theology, into dialogue with the experiences of women religious under 50 from

around the United States and around the world. 

presenters and conversation partners:
• Meg Guider, OSF
• Miriam Montero Bereche, SNDdeN

planning team:
• XXXXX

Just as in the first two intercongregational national conferences sponsored by Giving Voice in Chicago in
2002 and Cleveland in 2005, there will be spaces for sisters over 50 so to provide for intergenerational con-
versations.  We will also include space for women under 50 discerning a call to religious life.  

The conference will begin the evening of Thursday, June 28 and will end at noon on Sunday, July 1.  

The cost of this conference is $275 per person for double occupancy rooms, $350 for a private room and
$200 for commuters.  

Registration will be available on-line beginning November 1, 2006.  There will also be a registration form 
in the Fall/Winter 2006 issue of Giving Voice.  

Look for more information on this gathering in the coming months on the Giving Voice website 
(www.giving-voice.org).  
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Adrain Domincan Sisters
Ancilla Domini Sisters
Benedictine Sisters (Mt. Angel)
Benedictine Sisters of the Annunciation 

(Bismarck)
Carmelite Sisters of Charity Vedruna
Cleveland Congregation of St. Joseph
Congregation of Our Lady of Mount Carmel
Congregation of Sisters of St. Agnes
Daughters of the Heart of Mary
Dominican Sisters of Springfield, IL
Dominican Sisters of St. Catherine Dericci
Faithful Companions of Jesus
Felician Sisters (Buffalo)
Felician Sisters (Chicago)
Franciscan Sisters of Little Falls, MN
Franciscan Sisters of Mary
Franciscan Sisters of Perpetual Adoration
Franciscan Sisters of St. Paul, MN
Franciscan Sisters of the Atonement
Franciscan Sisters of the Sacred Heart
Good Shepherd Sisters of Québec
Holy Union Sisters
Hospital Sisters of St. Francis
Maryknoll Sisters
Missionary Sisters of the Immaculate Conception
Notre Dame Sisters
Our Lady of Victory Missionary Sisters
Religious of the Sacred Heart
Religious of the Sacred Heart of Mary
School Sisters of Notre Dame (Baltimore)
School Sisters of Notre Dame (Dallas)
School Sisters of Notre Dame (Milwaukee)
School Sisters of Notre Dame (St. Louis)
School Sisters of Notre Dame (Wilton)
School Sisters of St. Francis (Milwaukee)
School Sisters of St. Francis (Philadelphia)
Sinsinawa Dominicans
Sisters of Charity of Cincinnati
Sisters of Charity of Leavenworth
Sisters of Charity of Seton Hill
Sisters of Charity of St. Augustine
Sisters of Charity, BVM
Sisters of Charity, Halifax
Sisters of Mercy of the Americas (Baltimore)
Sisters of Mercy of the Americas (Chicago)
Sisters of Mercy of the Americas (Detroit)
Sisters of Mercy of the Americas (Merion)
Sisters of Mercy of the Americas (New Jersey)
Sisters of Mercy of the Americas (Omaha)
Sisters of Mercy of the Americas (Vermont)
Sisters of Mercy of the Americas (Burlingame)

Sisters of Mercy of the Americas (Connecticut)
Sisters of Mercy of the Americas (St. Louis)
Sisters of Notre Dame (Chardon, OH)
Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur (Connecticut)
Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur (Ohio)
Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur (SND Base 

Communities)
Sisters of Providence (Mother Joseph Province)
Sisters of Providence (Saint Mary of the Woods)
Sisters of St. Francis of Assisi
Sisters of St. Francis of Mary Immaculate, Joliet IL
Sisters of St. Francis, Oldenburg, IN
Sisters of St. Francis – Dubuque
Sisters of St. Joseph of Baden
Sisters of St. Joseph of Boston
Sisters of St. Joseph of Holyoke
Sisters of St. Joseph of Medaille
Sisters of St. Joseph of Nazareth
Sisters of St. Joseph of Peace
Sisters of St. Joseph of Philadelphia
Sisters of St. Joseph of Rochester
Sisters of St. Joseph of Tipton, IN
Sisters of St. Joseph of Wichita, kansas
Sisters of St. Joseph of Wheeling
Sisters of St. Paul de Chartres
Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament
Sisters of the Good Shepherd
Sisters of the Holy Cross
Sisters of the Holy Names (Oregon)
Sisters of the Incarnate Word and Blessed 

Sacrament (Cleveland)
Sisters of the Incarnate Word and Blessed 

Sacrament (Corpus Christi)
Sisters of the Living Word
Sisters of the Most Precious Blood of O'Fallon
Sisters of the Order of St. Benedict 

(St. Joseph, MN)
Sisters of the Presentation (Dubuque)
Sisters of the Presentation (New Windsor)
Sisters of the Presentation of Mary (Manchester)
Sisters of the Presentation (San Francisco)
Sisters, Servants of the Immaculate Heart 

of Mary
Society of Helpers
Tacoma Domincan Sisters
Union of Presentation Sisters
Ursuline Sisters (Central Province)
Ursuline Sisters (Cleveland)
Ursulines of Louisville
Wheaton Franciscans

2005 Supporting Congregations Upcoming Issues....
Summer: Contemplation and Prayer
Submission deadline: July 31, 2004

• How are we called to renewal of the spiritual life
today in religious life?

• What is the role of contemplation in the renewal 
of religious life?

• How do you nurture your prayer life amid the 
frenetic pace of religious life today?

• What kinds of prayer feed your spirit?

Fall/Winter: Creativity
Submission deadline: October 31, 2005

• What is creating life in religious life today?
• How does artistic expression help us discover 

the sacred?
• What in your experience of religious life gives 

you life?
• How do we respond to the signs of our times?
• What should we do because of who we are?


