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Gaining insights about Lent
Lent is an important time for us to look at our life 
and consider changes that would help us prepare for 
the new life of Easter. These changes include letting 
go of ideas and practices that keep us from moving 
closer to the promises of new life with Jesus.

During this time of the COVID pandemic, death 
has been everywhere and I have found 
myself lonely and sad. At first the numbers 
were daily numbers from the epicenter 
cities like New York and Detroit. In time 
COVID deaths appeared on 
my neighborhood streets. My 
neighbor who had underlying 
conditions died, and my 
friend at the battery store 
was no longer there. I still 
feel their absence.

My first experience with death 
was in grade school when my grandfather 
died. My memory was that Grandpa just 
disappeared. I didn’t see him anymore. Later 
in my early working years, my coworker died 
in a car accident. That stunned me. She was 
my age and no longer there.

My father’s death felt like a knife in my 
heart. I had seen him the night before. Then 
came a knock on the door in the middle of the 
night. It was my brother-in-law. He said, “Dad had a 
heart attack.”

Dad was now absent from my life forever. 
Nevertheless, I found myself looking for him. He 
was a city bus driver and sometimes I found myself 
driving around just looking at the different bus 
drivers and hoping to see him.

Things changed with my mother’s illness and death. I 
became a participant in the process of death. During 
her final two months, I stayed with her. I was too 
young to really know what to do to comfort her, I 
just tried to be a secure presence in her final days.

These days death comes more frequently because 
of Covid. Recently death has taken several 
friends and family members. I have adjusted 
to the reality of death but not to the absence 

of these friends and family near me.

It was earlier this year that I 
experienced death in a new 

way. Laurene, our sister in 
community, died. She had 
been in an assisted living 

facility for the past five years. 
She had a stroke, worked on 

rehab, and returned to her assisted 
living facility. Due to COVID-19 precautions, 
the facilities were closed to visitors. Laurene’s 
condition did not improve. Hospice was called 
in for extra help. Now that her status had 
changed to hospice care, we could visit her if 
we had a COVID-19 test within 72 hours.

During my visits to her after Thanksgiving, I 
brought Christmas music and special poetry 

that we liked as a community. Of course, I always 
brought chocolate as well. It was also a joy to open 
her Christmas cards and tape them to the wall for 
her to see. We saw her energy decreasing, and it was 
not unusual for her to fall asleep during our visits.

One of Laurene’s favorite poets was Jalaluddin Rumi 
(1207-1273). Rumi has been called a great Sufi 
mystic and poet. In a poem that he wrote about 
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Changing the balance of love
As members of a contemplative community, people often 
ask us, “What is contemplative prayer?”
They say things like, “I have tried doing centering prayer, but 
it’s not for me.”
Perhaps it will be helpful for Lent if I tell you about the 
practice I do. There are many ways of doing contemplative 
prayer; however, this practice works for me.
When I pray, my desire is to consciously focus on opening 
my heart to the presence of God in my life. I find that when 
I do this it helps me to trust God 
more and to have more compassion 
for others.
Mornings, before the day’s activities 
begin, are the best time for me to 
pray. We have an extra room upstairs 
where I sit on a pillow on the floor. I 
find a comfortable position, keeping 
my back as straight as possible. I can 
still manage to maintain this position 
on the floor, but I’m aware that as 
I age I may need to move from the 
floor to a chair.
Sometimes I light a candle, or burn 
incense, or sound a soft bell or 
chime. Other times I play music. I 
find that music is a very powerful way to open my heart and 
feelings as I begin my contemplative prayer.
I start by becoming aware of my breathing because breath is 
our life force and our closest connection to God. I begin by 
deepening my breath, breathing from my diaphragm. After a 
few deep breaths, I find my natural rhythm of breathing.
Next, I intentionally focus on calming my busy mind. The 
mind is used to being very active, so focusing the mind will 
take effort and concentration. I close my eyes, drawing my 
focus to my cheeks, and feel the breath flow in and out of 
my nostrils.
When my mind begins to wander, I use the word “one” to 
bring it back to my breath. Any word can be used as long 
as it brings your focus back to your breath. Don’t make any 
judgments about thoughts that come up. Just accept them 
and return your attention back to your breath.
Having found a quiet place, focused on my breath, and 
having stilled my mind, I consciously become less aware 

of my five senses. This is very much like what I do when I 
prepare for sleep.
By closing my eyes, I bring my focus inward and become 
aware of the presence of God within me. I welcome this 
awareness and feel an inner joy to be in this presence.
I stay with this awareness and stillness for 20 minutes. When 
people ask about the length of time they should focus 
inward, I suggest that they start with a shorter time than 20 
minutes and slowly extend the length of time as it feels right 
for them.

To end this time of prayer, I let my 
sensory feelings come back to me 
and become aware of the outside 
world. Then I hold my experience 
of this prayer time in my memory 
for a moment or two. This helps me 
to recall the gift of God’s presence 
within me throughout the day.
Often, after this practice, I feel a 
desire to pray for others, especially 
the sick who have asked for our 
prayers. I have a string of beads 
that I finger while praying whatever 
words or prayers come to me.
I begin with a grateful heart for 

God’s presence in my life. Then I extend my prayer to 
include friends, neighbors, church, and the city. Finally, 
I include our country, the world and its needs, and even 
extend my prayer out to the universe.
Thus, my contemplative practice includes not only the quiet 
awareness of the Divine within me, but also prayers for the 
outside world. Bishop Ken Untener would often say that 
prayer can change the balance of love in the universe.
I believe our contemplative prayer can increase the presence 
of love in our world and can help diminish the pain caused 
by hate and injustice.

(We are interested in your thoughts. Let us know at: http:// 
srsclare.com/about-us/companions-in-prayer-newsletter)
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his death he said, “Our death is our wedding with 
eternity.” Laurene loved Rumi’s concept of death and 
she began speaking about her death as a wedding.

Many of us think of death as a time of reckoning with 
God and we feel this reckoning may not always go 
in our favor. This poem changed that misconception 
for me. And now that Laurene spoke of her death as 
her wedding, we had found a way to talk about her 
impending death in a joyful and expectant way.

These were times of playfulness and delight. Her 
favorite color was yellow, and she preferred to have 
her yellow sheets on her bed, and to wear her yellow 
nightgown in preparation for her wedding. I bought 
yellow mums for her dresser. She was ready.

When we were alone in her room, I asked her how 
she wanted to design her wedding. Her eyes lit up at 
this opportunity. She said, “I want the guests to have 
lobster, prime rib, au gratin potatoes, and asparagus.”

Days later, she would tell me who would walk 
her down the aisle and who would preside at 
her ceremony. She was getting prepared for her 
wedding, and so were we.

Although her health was getting more fragile 
each day, she could not seem to let go of life. We 
wondered if something was keeping her from going 
to the wedding.

As Laurene’s needs changed, her assisted living 
facility was not equipped for her. We decided to 
bring her home so that, with hospice help, we 
could provide care and be present to her. She was 
delighted to be home.

Laurene liked being the center of attention. With 
both Dianne and I focusing our attention on her 
care, she enjoyed the attention and we enjoyed 
giving it.

However, as time passed, Laurene did not seem to 
be dying.

One morning when Laurene woke up, I asked her if 
she were ready for her wedding? She answered, “I 
already had it last Friday.”

We knew then that there was something that needed 
to happen before Laurene could begin her journey 
to eternity.

One morning before our usual attention to her 
personal needs, she stopped us and said, “I have 
something that I want to say.” Dianne and I sat down 
one on each side of her bed and waited for her to 
speak. She wanted to talk about our relationship and 
our time in community. She spoke clearly about what 
was on her mind. It was healing for the three of us 
and a treasured moment of love and appreciation for 
our 45-plus years together in community.

Laurene died two days later. We believe that she 
wanted us to know something and could not go 
without having that conversation. We also were 
ready to let her go, and we continue to carry the 
memory of that final conversation in our hearts.

That experience has changed me. I feel her absence. 
However, I don’t look for her in things about me as I 
did with other deaths. She lives in me, in my heart.

When I think of Easter I have joy remembering 
Laurene’s death. She and Rumi have given me 
comfort. When I think of their peace and joy facing 
death, it gives me courage about my own journey 
into eternity. It also gives me a new meaning about 
my own death as I celebrate the joyful mysteries of 
Easter.
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