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Workshop : Sitting Together

Seamus CULLEN

When I hear the word workshop I immediately think of a shed or
building where manual skills are exercised and something is made or
repaired. And the word would also have had some connection with a
place where one procured or bought something which one needed. After
all, isn’t that what a shop is for? I go back to a time when that is what the
word originally meant. So I have to do a little adjusting in my thinking
when I want to use the word with a different meaning. But if that word is
going to be used for study groups and discussion groups and seminars I
think I have a right to expect that there will be at least some elements of
the original meaning retained. So what are these elements?

I have been to many “workshops” at various times during my life.
Those that stay in my mind most clearly are the experiences I had in the
Philippines and in India. So I shall dwell on these two experiences in
order to outline what I think should and should not be part of a
workshop. Both of these experiences lasted for six or more months and
for that reason some people might think that they can not really be

called workshops. But for my purposes they are admissible because the
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elements I wish to stress are eminently present and, because of the
length of period involved, admit of closer perusal. It makes a “close-up”
view possible.

Let me look at the Philippine experience first. The venue was a
University in Manila. A period of seven months had been allocated. The
purpose of the seminar was to train for catechetical work. In other
words the purpose of the “workshop” was to develop skills which would
be used in running courses to introduce people to Christianity and to
help people deepen their understanding of Christianity.

As often happens the course began with an “orientation” period.
One of the things I remember about this period was that we were
encouraged to use names that would be easily remembered by the other
members on the course. (There were people from more than twenty
different countries there and the pronunciation of some names would
have been a bit difficult for some other members.) Many years have
passed since that time and I can scarcely remember any of the “real”
names of the people there. The idea was to cultivate a “family”
atmosphere in order to facilitate communications. I don’t think it was a
good idea. The other thing I remember about that “orientation” period
was that the whole purpose of the exercise was to get us ready to be
open to what was to follow. In other words it was a sort of brain-washing
session with a view to making us uncritical of whatever might be
presented. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that that is the
impression that lingers with me.

When the “orientation” period finished we went straight into the
main part of the course. This consisted, for the most part, of lectures on
a great variety of subjects. All of them, of course, had to do with different
aspects of Christianity. There were lectures on Ecclesiology, on
Christology, on Sacred Scripture, on Catechetics, Sacramentology,
Mission Theology and Spirituality to mention but a few of the subjects.
The lecturers were from various parts of the world and they were all
good and interesting. As would be expected the lectures were
supplemented by copious reading material. There was a very good
library in the institution.

I enjoyed the time at this institution. But I would have difficulty in
remembering what I purchased at this “shop”. I seemed to have mislaid
whatever it was that I got there. And I would say that the reason for that
is that the work element was missing from that “workshop”. That does
not mean to say that there wasn’t plenty of hardship. The climate and

the food were not what I was used to so there was hardship in adjusting
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to this change. In that sense there was plenty of work. But the “work”
was not part of the “workshop”. To illustrate what I mean by this let me
go on to my second experience of a “workshop”.

This was in India and again the time span was just half a year. This
time the venue was an ashram about twelve hours by bus north of Delhi.
An ashram, as defined in the dictionary, is a commune or communal
house whose members share spiritual goals and practices. In this
“workshop” there was no divide between living and learning.
Everything, including eating and walking and working and talking and
reading was aimed at the same objective. The objective was to explore
the human reality, to plumb the depths of one’s being, to go beyond what
“Intellectual” effort can hope to achieve. But this exploring, this diving
into the depths of the human being, this “going beyond” was done not by
reading about it, not by listening to talks about it but by leaving oneself
exposed to what is there when the defenses are down, when we have
removed the barriers and walls we unconsciously build through
intellectual pursuit. I would say that the work involved in this
“workshop” was the work of knocking down walls, of discovering a
dimension of reality that was hitherto unknown, of developing a whole
new way of perceiving life in its every aspect. But let me be specific.

The philosopher Descartes believed that he had found the most
fundamental truth when he made his famous statement “I think,
therefore I am.” He had, in fact given expression to the most basic error;
to equate thinking with Being and identity with thinking. The
compulsive thinker, which means almost everyone, is not even vaguely
aware that he/she is living in a world of his/her own creation. There is a
desperate clinging to the endless flow of images which we fondly
(foolishly) call thinking because it is thought that one’s identity is in this
“thinking”. In this workshop I experienced that my identity is not at all
so flimsy. It is based on something far more solid. It is based on BEING
itself and is not the kind of thing that can be described or defined. I can
no longer say about myself that I am this or that because all of these
descriptions or definitions will have social derivation and will therefore
be entirely socially determined.

What I am saying is rather radical. I am saying that the ability to
“think” on which we pride ourselves as human beings can be and most
often is the ultimate cause of most of the problems facing human-kind
today. Of course it has always been this but it is becoming ever more and
more so. At the same time there is an awakening to the need for the

ability to “switch off” this wonderful tool when it is not needed and to
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revert to a far more fundamental way of being aware. We are all aware
that there was a big earthquake in Niigata some time ago. And we are
also aware that at that time a little boy was found alive after two or three
days. His mother and sister had died but he was none the worse for his
experience. The television newscaster announced the news and then
commented that the probable reason the little fellow survived was that
he did not have the ability to think like an adult. What saved him was his
NOT having that thing which we adults think is our greatest asset, the
ability to think and have thoughts. Because we have the ability to think
we consider that we are superior to all other animals. My experience in
the ashram made it quite clear to me that the more fundamental way of
being aware, the “non-intellectual” form of awareness opens up a world
for which the human soul is really starving, a world where one’s identity
1s based on the same Being on which all things are based. This is the
world where the human being is really at home. This is where the human
being is at his/her best. It is the world where the mind has been
switched off. All true artists, whether they know it or not, create from a
place of no-mind, from inner stillness. The mind then gives form to the
creative impulse or insight. Even the great scientists have reported
that their creative breakthroughs came at a time of mental quietude.
The surprising result of anation-wide inquiry among America's most
eminent mathematicians, including Einstein, to find out their
working methods, was that thinking “plays only a subordinate part in
the brief, decisive phase of the creative act itself”

The “work” which was the main element in the “workshop” in India
was mainly this. It was the sustained effort to remain in the present
moment. There were different techniques used to achieve this purpose.
I would have to say that meditation was the most basic one. Now
immediately you may say, “Ah, yes. You did a lot of thinking about the
notion of the present moment and you discovered how important it is!
Isn’t that what meditation is all about!” No, that was not at all the case.
First of all, meditation is not that kind of thing. Perhaps it would be more
correct to say that the meditation in which we engaged was more like
the zazen experience. It is controverted whether or not there is external
motivation for zazen. In other words, does one have some “reason” for
sitting or does one sit just for the sake of sitting. I am not concerned
with that controversy. From my point of view my reason for sitting is to
get in touch with the present moment. There is nothing more immediate
to a person than one’s own breathing. By being aware of one’s breathing

one is very close to an awareness of one’s being. It is through the
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deepening of this awareness that one becomes aware of the mystery of
one’s own being. It is at this point that one becomes aware also of the
inter-relatedness of all things, of the inadequacy of one’s “normal”
identity parameters.

It might be said that this kind of workshop is too individualistic to
be really called a workshop. But this objection would not be valid
because in fact I experienced that many people sitting in meditation
together creates a new and powerful dynamic. Not merely is there a
bond created between the people who “sit” (zazen) together that is far
deeper than the bond created in any other way, but the level of
awareness reached by each individual is far deeper than is achieved by
an individual sitting on his/her own. I think this must be because the
people involved are relating at a very deep level, at the level of being
itself. Indeed there is a lovely custom in India where people who have
not met for a long time “sit” together in order to re-establish connection.
In Japan or any other country I know there is a strong likelihood that
people who have not met for a long time would spend a lot of time talking
and trying to “catch up”. So the concept of workshop is very valid
because there is a real job of work being done by many people in unison.

So to sum up what I wish to say about the two workshops in which I
took part, let me say that they were totally different. In the first one, in
the Philippines, the emphasis was on intellectual activity. Here the
currency was ideas and their visible symbol, the word, whether it be
written or spoken. This can be said about any form of study that involves
lectures and reading. There is always the inbuilt limitation of words.
Behind every word or idea there is a history. The history of the person
who speaks or writes the word and that of the person who hears or reads
the word are entirely disparate. For the communication that knowledge
(Knowledge = Union.) signifies this is not acceptable. No amount of
defining and clarifying can remove the vagueness of the symbol which
purports to contain the one in a form that of its nature refers to the
many.

The second workshop was built on a different dynamic. Here the
emphasis was entirely on experience. What one learned was not
conveyed through words but through individual experience. This was
the “work” which resulted in something that could not be bought in any
“shop”. And as I have indicated above the “work” was done by many
people at the same time and the “work” of each individual very much
contributed to the overall product. The something that was bought in

this case is something that seems to improve with age, that flows more
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and more into every aspect of life as time goes on.

(Priest of the Missionary Society of St. Columban)
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