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Globalisation draws east and west together. The availability to western readers of eastern religious resources is one consequence – and it often seems to challenge Christianity as to her spiritual depth. For many in England today Tibetan Buddhism seems more spiritually attractive than Anglicanism.

Yet Eastern religions can be used, as Maria Jaoudi uses them in this book, as a mirror which, when held up to Christianity, reveals splendid contours of spirituality. The writer’s experience of the largely unfamiliar Eastern Christian tradition is another source of the manifold connections in this stimulating book which reveals much ‘ecumenism of the spirit’.

This is a book relating depths of Christian mysticism illuminated often from an inter faith perspective. It reads as loyal to Christianity – to mystics like Bonaventure, Symeon, Bonaventure and Catherine of Siena – whilst rejoicing that mystical experience has an ecumenical flavour. ‘We all have the same colour bones’ (Zen).

Contemplation gives life meaning. After contemplation ‘God’s presence is carried through the very pores of our body-emotions-mind’. Reflecting on St. John’s reclining on the Lord’s breast at the Last Supper St. Gregory of Nyssa beautifully depicts contemplation as a form of osmosis: ‘Having placed his heart like a sponge, as it were, beside the fountain of life, he was filled by an ineffable transmission of the mysteries hidden in the heart of the Lord’. 

It is contemplation that energises the saints and provides ‘the detachment and self-love to really live well’.  As the Hindu scriptures express it: ‘Great is the person who, free from attachments, and with a mind ruling its powers in harmony, works on the path of consecrated action.’

Eastern Christian traditions are presented as remarkably one with many eastern religions in stressing divinization. ‘By having every area of ourselves bathed in the light of Tabor, we are made whole and Christ-like’. Western mystics like Meister Eckhart were condemned for a witness to the God-within-us now recognised as an important aspect of Christianity linked in with other religions. 

There is little hesitation about the validity and richness of mystical experience in this book. It is generous and inclusive and has a warning against narrowness in religion. ‘One of the guideposts of fundamentalism, whether Muslim, Jewish or Christian is a reliance on external law and ritual and an avoidance of the interior spiritual quest’. Yet, it must be observed, all spiritual experience is needful of testing and of grounding in Christ for Christians. 

What is remarkable about Jaoudi’s book is its very Christocentricity. It sees Christ as the ‘deepest ground of Self’, his cross as challenge to die to ‘the false ego’ and contemplation of him as a fusion of humanity with divinity. Nowhere is this more powerfully expressed than in a quotation from Zibawi about the contemplative icon of Our Lady of Vladimir ‘woven of the transcendent features of the new creature who has been totally deified, her face full of celestial majesty, carries, nevertheless, the whole of humanity present as well’.  

Maria Jaoudi provides a powerful reminder of the Christian mystical tradition. Her book encourages her readers to work to unblock Christianity’s wells so that the spiritually thirsty may find to drink.
