MULTIFAITH RETREAT – A REFRESHING TIME FOR ALL!

On January 29th 2011, the Women of Faith came together for a gentle and refreshing experience at our MultiFaith Retreat. It was held at the Franciscan Missionaries of Mary House of Prayer and Formation at 49, Holland Road. The morning was cool with gentle rain falling ... ideal for quiet and peaceful reflection, prayer and meditation.

The session started off on a reflective note. Sister Maria asked the pertinent question that set us thinking : What are you thankful for today?

We spent some time in silence and contemplation on the above question. Some of the answers we shared included our loving relationships with God and our fellowmen. We said that we should even extend this love to ourselves and see the positive in all things. We should try to eliminate judgemental and negative thoughts and actions. 

The morning's activities were myriad. We read and reflected upon the insightful article “Looking for Rest Amid the Pressures of Life”. This article evoked a  spiritual examination of ourselves. Are we too busy? Do we take time off to refresh and quieten the soul? Have we truly forgiven and reconciled with God, Man and ourselves? The article made a case for taking a sabbatical “to rest and enjoy” -- to rest the spirit, to replenish the soul and to deepen reflection and peace in our lives.

We then spent an hour in the lovely garden at the House of Prayer and Formation, enjoying nature and finding stillness and silence in our souls. As Eckhart Tolle succinctly wrote in his book “Stillness Speaks” in chapter 7:

We have forgotten what rocks, plants, and animals still know. We have forgotten how to be –to be still, to be ourselves, to be where life is : Here and Now.

Indeed, we are exhorted to put away the “noisy mind” in order to “connect with nature at a deep level”, and to “go beyond the sense of separation created by excessive thinking”. Only then can we be dimly aware of the sacred mystery within the form of flower, rock or tree. Only then can we be aware of the life or essence within the form. For many of us, it was a healing time in nature's bounty and sanctuary.

We proceeded to the “Four Pebble Meditation” This meditation hails back to the ancient Zen tradition/retreat. It is adapted from Thich Nhat Hanh's “Living Without Stress or Fear”. We held in our palms four pebbles – each representing a flower, a mountain, still water and space. 

In this joyful and mindful meditation, the writer especially had an affinity to visualise the third pebble with the “mind's eye” as still calm water. This is indeed a very tranquil experience. As Thich Nhat Hanh says in his enlightening way:

When one is not calm, one cannot see things clearly. For e.g. anger, jealousy and fear bring our inner waters turbulence. Peace of mind comes through the cultivation of calm. Breathing in I see myself as still water, breathing out I reflect things as they are...

Indeed, this restful meditation is ideal for today's restless and troubled times.

We ended, somewhat unwillingly (we truly enjoyed the retreat!) with Multi-Faith Prayers for Peace. Each of us read from a wide spectrum of prayers from different Faiths. The Faiths included Hinduism, Islam, Christianity, Jainism and Sikhism. 

I was very moved by the last prayer. It was a powerful call for a joining of hearts, minds and souls in wartime and strife. It was addressed to the Muslims, Jews and Christians involved in war. This poignant prayer is inspiring because it is advocating Love-in-Action in a time of war and hatred. In essence, it is calling for a Miracle, empowering and calling to all people of peace:

Strengthen our resolve to give witness s.....Give to us: understanding that puts an end to strife; mercy that quenches hatred, and forgiveness that overcomes vengeance. Empower all.... .to live in your law of Love.” 

I shall now quote from the above prayer to illustrate that Peace and Love can be forged between individuals, communities, and nations that were once estranged and bitter enemies:

O God, You are the source of life and peace......Your Power changes hearts. Muslims, Christians and Jews remember and affirm that they are followers of the One God., children of Abraham, brothers and sisters. Enemies begin to speak to one another; those estranged join hands in friendship. Nations seek the way of Peace together”

With these uplifting words and prayers, the retreat came to an end. After some snacks and refreshments, all of us left in a spirit of Friendship, Peace and Good will. 

Love, Good will and Peace to all! 

Lee Mei Chuen

