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I will walk around in wide-open spaces
because I have pursued your precepts.
			 Psalm 119:45
Make Room
Open spaces enchanted him. Spaces between
things – pauses, rests between notes, empty
rooms, abandoned barns, prairies, moors,
and highlands unlocked in him a place of
exhilarating inner freedom and clarity. The
first time he stood in an alpine boulder field
in mountain country, he felt his soul rush out
of him and spread in all directions, as though
something long confined could at last unfold
itself, escape, and assume its own greatness.
The barren sweep of space and thin air both
terrified him and claimed him as their own. He
felt he could live there forever.

A few years later he drove his friend, Joanne,
west of Topeka, Kansas through the Flint Hills
and beyond. All the open land and vast sky
frightened Joanne. She preferred the humanmade canyons of New York City, rather than
places where the land itself dominates the
environment and asserts its untamed, mysterious
vitality.

Geography shapes us in many ways. Climate,
bodies of water, our neighbors, flora and

fauna may determine our food, lifestyle,
entertainment, language, work, art, music, and
sports. Our relationship to the earth may also
form our understanding and descriptions of God
and one another. Various regions and ecologies
become unique venues for the immanent God.
The topography of Israel and the Mediterranean
cultures are deeply embedded in the language
and images of the Bible.

Not all of us may be moved to prayer by
landscapes of tundra, desert, or vast skies over
the plains. Sailing in the Gulf of Mexico, a high
rise apartment in the city, a cabin in the woods,
your cozy sunroom may be where your soul
stretches out. Maybe you meet the grandeur of
God at your church on Sunday morning. Perhaps
it happens at the rescue mission, when your eyes
meet the eyes of a young man hunched over his
bowl of chili. A surge of love and compassion
for this stranger rises up in you and takes your
breath away.

I called on the Lord in distress: the Lord
answered me, and set me in a large place.
			Psalm 118:5

As I listen to the stories people tell about their
faith, I often find that the spaces between the
spoken words, the sudden silences, or the time

a person takes for thinking are where treasures
lie, surprises await, and Holiness abides. To
be given space to speak and think without
being rushed or judged is a gift. Sometimes
the Spacious One catches us up into the Great
Room of divine presence, where words fail and
the only thing to do is to kneel.

Wherever, however, the Holy One comes
to thrill us, it is not only the outer space of
meeting we crave, but also interior space,
internal, uncrowded, breathing room, where we
let down our guard, release anxiety, and sigh, “I
could live here forever.” Perhaps inner space is
more important than outward space, though the
two seem to complement each other. Naturalist
John Muir wrote, “I only went out for a walk
and finally concluded to stay out till sundown.
For going out, I found, was really going in.”

Inner space is ours wherever we are and in
whatever conditions we find ourselves. Our
encounters with God’s spaciousness in the
creation may foreshadow, awaken, or mirror
the deeper reality and beauty of our inner
spaciousness.

In this, the sixth issue, in our series on
contemplative prayer, we consider the sense
of space and openness that are part of the
contemplative experience. Some people may
be born with this awareness. Others may find
it nurtured by the land and faith they live in.
For many people spaciousness arrives as prayer
deepens and matures. As persons begin to be
less self- absorbed and focused on individual
needs, they turn more and more outward
beyond the self, where they are met with the
wide open spaces of the Eternal One.
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You are so vast that nothing’s left of me
when I stand anywhere near You.
You’re so dark that my little brightness
makes no sense along your seam.
Your will flows like a wave
and every day drowns within it. ~Rilke
Earlier this year I drove south through the
sweeping beauty of the Flint Hills to Wichita,
Kansas, where I attended a retreat led by Mark
Burrows, professor and scholar of medieval
Christianity. Mark had recently translated some
of the German poet, Rainer Maria Rilke’s early
poems and published them in the book, Prayers
of a Young Poet.
For an evening and a day Burrows opened up
Rilke’s poems like small packets of compressed
sanctity. Once set free by Burrows’ translation
and our imaginations, the poems awakened us
to the immense and voluminous God, which
Rilke had discovered as a young man. In
the spring of 1899 God wooed Rilke during
the Russian Orthodox holy week services
at Moscow’s Cathedral of the Dormition.
The resonance of Rilke’s images and Mark
Burrow’s masterful interpretation slowed me
down and ushered me into the mystery of
Rilke’s God. I was taken out beyond myself
and the horrible head cold I had brought with
me to a more spacious place.
A metaphor Rilke used to express the
immensity of God, which he experienced that
Easter in Moscow, was heath, the open, treeless
landscape of moor and bog.
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Whatever you yearn for, my soul, say it
Be heath, be heath, be wide.
		
....
Be heath, be heath, be heath
and then perhaps the old one might come
whom I can barely distinguish from the
night,
bringing his immense blindness
into my listening house.
				Rilke

Mark Burrows writes, “Rilke’s strange
admonition to ‘be’ such wide open and
expansive ‘place’ (raum in German)
encourages us to broaden our seeing, to widen
our field of vision.”

Huge fields of peat spread out around Rilke’s
village in Germany. The heath called forth in
Rilke an inner experience of the immensity
and fathomless nature of God. God for Rilke
was not only vast and utterly beyond him, but
also intimate and immediate. Discovering such
inner space allows us to let be, to let others be,
and to let ourselves be. At last we find room to
allow for what we do not understand or like, to
tolerate differences, and to not have to grasp at
the world for control. For in the spaciousness
of God we discover ourselves tenderly
contained, held within this vastness. We know
Christ truly is all and in all. And that there is
no place where God is not. Rilke tells his soul,
“Be heath. Be wide.” Become ground for the
intimate Immensity, which is God.

God’s mercy flows in wave after wave
on those who are in awe before him.
			 Luke 1:50
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Someone, long before Rilke, found herself
encompassed and enlarged with the Immense
One. As Mary offered her womb-space to God
for Christ to dwell, we are each invited to make
inner space for the greatness of God. As Mary
and Joseph struggled to find room for Mary to
give birth in crowded Jerusalem, so we search
for space to give birth to Holiness in our time.

In our congested lives and minds, heaving with
activity, and our overflowing storage sheds,
crammed with our possessions, where is a
place for the Holy Infant to enter and be met
with warmth, love, and plenty of room to run
and play?

Fifty years ago the monk, Thomas Merton,
wrote that we live in a time of no room, in
which we are “obsessed with lack of time,
lack of space, saving time, conquering space,
projecting into time and space the anguish
produced within [us] by the technological
furies of size, volume, quantity, speed, number,
price, acceleration.”

We live in a time of no room with no space
for a soul’s edges to roll out, unconfined by
agendas. Hemmed in by a culture, which has
convinced itself that time is a commodity,
of which there is great scarcity, our souls
become cramped, stunted, and deformed by the
crushing weight of having to produce and fill
every moment with sound and human activity.

In contrast to our crowded lives, Jesus
promises, “In many father’s house are many
rooms.” God’s house is colossal with space
for everyone who wants to live there. There
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are no shortages where God abides. God’s love
and mercy have no end and no beginning and
extend in all directions.

Yet there is a Holiness housing shortage in
many places. Pushed to the margins of our
lives, ghettoized in some churches, crammed
into “safety deposit boxes” for a rainy day,
Holiness suffers in urban blight and rural
decay.

You have not handed me over to the enemy,
but have set my feet in a spacious place.
			Psalm 31:8
How do we create space? You may not be able
to move to the beach or mountains. You need
to earn a living. You have a family to care for,
responsibilities.

It helps to start small. Clean off the coffee
table. You know what to do – simplify, declutter, say no, kick the habit of consumerism.
Making changes which free up space in our
homes and calendars are concrete ways to
welcome God into our lives.

The harder task is creating internal space.
This requires a shift in attitude and focus,
commitment, and faith. Here are three
suggestions for ending the Holiness housing
shortage in your inner life.
1. Pay attention to things which open you up,
fill you with joy, and generate peace within
you. The potential for widening inner space is
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always present. Love or painful loss of love
may create inner space. Scripture, sacraments,
art, music, nature, beauty, children, animals,
and the sound of the wind may also increase
your capacity for the Christ child.

Look around. God is both present through
every image, object, and thought and at the
same time, infinitely beyond them. The Holy
One is waiting for your slightest nod, or the tip
of your hat, to move in, shove out your clutter
and spread her divine trappings all over your
life. Time is the sacred vessel of encounter
with divine presence. Where else do we think
Vastness will meet us, if not here, now in this
moment?
2. Show up and say yes to the angel. Then
Mary said, “Here I am, the handmaiden of the
Lord; let it be to me according to your word.”
(Luke 1: 38) Mary’s “Here I am” is an echo of
the traditional response of the prophets to God
throughout scripture. The Hebrew word henani
means, literally, I am being here; I am fully
present to this moment. We need to bring all of
ourselves to each moment in order to receive
the fullness of God’s words and gifts to us.
Multi-tasking will not show us Immensity.

What is it like
for you to be
pregnant with
Holiness,
carrying
something
you didn’t
exactly ask
for, but now
have agreed

4

to, which may be still undefined and pretty
scary at the same time?
Here is a poem Rilke wrote about Mary and
her yes.
The Visit
At first it all went easily with her,
But oftentimes in climbing she already felt
the wonder
stirring in her body
– and panting then she stood upon the lofty
Judean hills,
not by the land below,
she was encompassed by her plentitude;
walking she felt that no one ever could
surpass
the bigness she was feeling now.
She had to lay her hand upon the other
woman’s body,
still more ripe than hers.
And they both tottered toward one another
and touched each other’s garments and
hair.
Each, with a sanctuary in her keeping,
sought refuge with her closest woman kin.
Ah, the Savior in her was just in bloom,
but joy already had quickened
the little Baptist into leaping.
				~ Rilke

3. Empty yourself of yourself. On maps of
the world I look for the outer banks, isolated
islands, and the endless expanse of ice sheets
at the poles. Such places fascinate me. I
have come to understand that for me they
are symbols, like Rilke’s heath, of the earth’s
representation and mirroring of kinosis –that
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Greek word, which means emptying. Kinosis
refers to Christ’s voluntary renunciation
of certain divine attributes, in order to
become human. St. Paul in a letter he sent
to the church in Philippi from his prison cell
encourages those early Christians to empty
themselves as Christ had emptied himself.
Don’t do anything for selfish purposes,
but with humility think of others as better
than yourselves. Instead of each person
watching out for their own good, watch
out for what is better for others. Adopt the
attitude that was in Christ Jesus:
Though he was in the form of God,
he did not consider being equal with God
something to exploit.
But he emptied himself
by taking the form of a slave
and by becoming like human beings.
		

Philippians 2: 3-8

Standing in the Cathedral of the Dormition in
1899, Rilke watched the doors of the towering
Iconostasis (wall of icons depicting saints)
swing open and saw on the semicircular recess
behind and above the altar the icon of Mary,
the Mother of Christ. Her arms are lifted and
outstretched in prayer. In the center of her
body is the Christ child. Soaring above on the
vaulted ceiling is the icon of the Christ, Ruler
of All.
This icon of Mary with Jesus, emblazoned on
her body, is called the Platytera. Platytera is
Greek for wider than the heavens. Mary, the
human one, who has said yes and emptied
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herself of her own will, now contains the
Uncontainable. She, who is more spacious than
the heavens, is now filled with the immensity
of God.

Pentecost a remarkable thing happened:
God revealed to us that everyone can have
God dwelling within them. This was a
radically different concept to the Jews of
that day who saw God’s throne as a physical
structure, the Temple in Jerusalem. Now, all
believers could be like Mary, the first and
most excellent example of the “temple of the
Holy Spirit” (1 Corinthians 6:19).
Rev. Fr John Mefrige, St. Ephriam Orthodox Church,
San Antonio, Texas

Over the past year one word has returned to
me over and over. Empty. Empty. Empty.
Emptiness is calling me to de-clutter myself
and my life and to offer myself in all my
limitation to be space for the un-limitable.
Who will offer shelter for Immensity to collect
itself, curl up and hum to itself in the sun?
Who will be heath? Maybe you are hearing
such a call yourself. Just think of it – people,
everywhere you turn, pregnant with God.
		Loretta F. Ross
This image of Mary, or the Theotokos
(God bearer) as Orthodox Christians
her, emblazoned with Christ, is rich with
meaning. …with her outstretched arms,
Mary presents Christ to us, the Church,
from the very center of her own being.
This is a position of both prayer and
presentation. . . . The Icon is also a mirror
of what we, the Church, are called to be:
bearers of Christ within us. This icon is
therefore by extension, less an icon of her as
it is an icon of Christ and the Church. Like
any good mother, she typifies the Church
our Mother. . . In the depiction of Mary in
the Platytera we can find a simple message:
This is what it means to be The Church.
. . . With the coming of the Holy Spirit at
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Every believing soul conceives and
gives birth to the Word of God. Christ,
by means of our faith, is the fruit of us
all, thus we are all mothers of Christ.
			
Saint Ambrose
Acknowledgements: Mark Burrows, translator, Painer
Maria Rilke, Prayers of a Young Poet, pp. 63,30; Thomas
Merton, A Book of Hours, ed. Kathleen Deignan, p 32
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The Praying Life
Hearsay and Rumors about the Beloved
A blog about contemplative living
You are why The Sanctuary exists. Your
desire to deepen your faith, willingness to
struggle with difficult issues, to pray and
nurture yourself for service to your church,
community, and the world has summoned this
little “Roadside Fruit Stand,” as one of our
board members called it. You are also the how
of The Sanctuary, for we are nothing without
you – a far-flung community of varied faith
expressions, people of compassion, wisdom,
and love.
You provide accountability for this ministry, a
community, and a covering of prayer, as you
teach us what you need and how to better serve
you. You spread the news of this Fruit Stand
out here in Kansas through your friends and
contacts. Your subscriptions and generous gifts
make this possible. Thank you so very much!
As we celebrate 25 years in the coming year,
we have some surprises and good things to
share with you. Watch for a new website
coming soon. Meet some new board members.
Get the inside news on the progress of Loretta’s
new book, Account for the Hope. Keep up with
us on Facebook and our blog, The Praying Life,
Pinterest, and Twitter.

Read and comment at
www.theprayinglife.wordpress.com
You may also read The Praying Life at
The Topeka Capital Journal Online’s
faith page, www.holyground.topeka.net

asb

Stay in touch. Discuss.
Share information.

Help us grow by “Liking” the Sanctuary
Foundation Facebook Page.
www.fbook.me/sanctuary
Your subscription renewals, gifts to the The Sanctuary
Fund, and prayers are deeply appreciated. Your generosity is making a difference as we work to offer the love
and compassion of Christ to people all over the world.
Copies of Holy Ground are available at $2.00 each,
10 copies for $15.00, 20 copies for $30.00. Shipping
included.

The river of the water of life…flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb…On
either side of the river is the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit… and the leaves
of the tree are for the healing of the nations.
Revelation 22: 2-3
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T

he wayfaring virgin,
Word in her womb,
comes walking your way –haven’t you room?
-St. John of the Cross, trans. John Nims
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