The Contemplative Tradition





Julian of Norwich                                                                                                              

I.    This section addresses prayer in its many forms.  How does your selected 
author view prayer and living a life devoted to prayer?

     Julian of Norwich views prayer as a relationship that cannot be reduced to any kind of formula. It is varied in the forms it takes and ever-changing as she grows in the knowledge of both God and herself. For Mother Julian, prayer is both her speaking to God and God speaking to her; it is both the conscious intention to approach him and the unconscious stillness she has developed within. 
     Sharing her vision in Revelations of Divine Love, she suggests that we should focus on the goodness of God in our prayers, “Because his goodness is full and complete, and in it there is nothing lacking” (71). She lists many things that we tend to seek in prayer and points out that each of them is ultimately rooted in the goodness of God. It was on this basis that she lived her life devoted to prayer. Eventually moving into seclusion to devote as much of her time as possible to communion with Christ, she clearly saw this as life’s highest calling.

     According to her translator and biographer Clifton Wolters, the result of this conviction was Mother Julian’s belief in “the need for detachment” (Wolters 1966, 39). As a mystic of the late Middle Ages, she held that the spiritual was closer to reality than the physical and thus the only thing really worth investing in. At the same time, she seemed to believe that there was much value in this life for knowing God: “I felt a great reluctance to die… because I wanted to live to love God better and longer so that I might… have more knowledge and love of God than I might have even in heaven! (69). The prayers of Julian of Norwich were clearly an enactment of the second part of the Lord’s Prayer: “Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven” (Matthew 6:10).
II. Reflection exercise

3.  Why did Julian long for her illness? What did it accomplish in her spiritual life? Has an illness ever led you or someone you know to a greater awareness of God?
     Julian longed for her illness because of her “desire to know [God] more” (68). She wanted to be sick enough to receive the rites of the church, as writes: “I wanted to be purged by God’s mercy and afterwards live more to his glory because of my sickness” (69). It seems that her revelations of Christ’s Passion, which had an obvious effect on her spiritual life, happened through her sickness. As she was being given the rites of the church and gazing upon the cross held in front of her she received the revelations which she would spend the rest of her life meditating on. 
     The result of her visions and sickness was that Julian’s desire for and understanding of the goodness of God were deeper than they could have been before. Through these experiences she was able to disciple many others in the practice of mystical prayer and share her visions as an encouragement to them. The experience of Christ’s Passion caused her to better understand his love for her and thus be better enable to reciprocate that love, both to God and to the world.
     Chronic illness in my own life certainly causes me to be more aware of God. Sickness over which neither I nor anyone else seems to have any control has brought me before him more times than I can count. It has forced me to become honest with God as I struggle between anger at his ‘letting this happen to me’ and prayers for his will to be done in my life.

     This awareness has also led to a deeper understanding of who God is and who he is calling me to be. He is big enough to allow me to tell him I feel cursed by him and question whether or not he knows what he’s doing. This same gracious God is strong enough- creative enough- to use the sick and broken me. As frustrated as I am sometimes because of living with chronic illness, I know my awareness of God in every detail of life wouldn’t be the same without it. 
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