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Without the Spiritual We cannot be Sane 
 

Notes for the Henri Nouwen Lecture 
Utrecht, 25 November 2017 

 
 
I met Henri in Montreal in the 80’s at our Priory in Montreal. He joined us for a 
few days in prayer and shared our common life. I think he understood what we 
were trying to achieve, as a contemporary form of contemplative Christian life 
that was true both to the tradition we belong to and the times we are born into. 
This was something I remember that he also was deeply concerned about. I am 
grateful and honoured to give this lecture in his memory. 
 
Tonight I want to reflect on how we can be true to our tradition and to our own 
time with regard to the idea of sanity. 
 
St Anthony of the Desert said: 

 
The day will come when men will go mad. When they see someone who is 
not mad they will attack him saying ‘you are mad – you are not like us. 
(Sayings of the Desert Fathers) 

 
He said this not far from the Sinai Peninsula where 305 people were massacred a 
few days ago by Islamist militants at the Sufi mosque at al Rawdeh. Sufis are the 
most peaceful and gentle wing of Islam. Men will go mad… 
 
“Sanity” comes from the Latin ‘sanus’ meaning healthy. When we feel whole, 
balanced, sound we are sanus even if we are suffering or dying. To be sane is to 
be able to face and embrace the entire spectrum of life-experience: playful, 
pleasurable; happy, sad; painful, delicious – with clarity and acceptance. Seeing 
this, we can die healed. 
 
John Main saw that ‘sanity and balance’ mean ‘knowing the context in which we 
live’. This is a specific kind of knowledge that makes us sensitive to the presence 
of God in all our surroundings. 
 
He  believed that to understand what sanity means, we need to be balanced and 
to sufficiently know the world in which we function. 
 
To understand sanity we need to be integrated and to know the modern world in 
which we function – with all is contradictory and complex interplay of forces. 
The world may be better or worse than previously, but it is undeniably more 
complex. Only if we know what it means to be sane can we recover simplicity, 
identify the causes of our madness and be healed. 
 
I am going to suggest that this healing comes through the experience of 
contemplation. 
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Why do we feel the world has gone mad with such unhealthy and inhumane 
patterns of behaviour? Why do we so often feel we have blown the wonderful 
opportunities of modernity at our disposal that should make the world a better, 
healthier place?  
 
I am not only referring to terrorism and global politics. But from these arise a cry 
of anguish from unconscious depths that manifest themselves in the election of a 
leader like President Trump or deliver a result like the Brexit referendum? Or 
the kind of nationalism that that makes a country like Hungary declare it will not 
take one refugee because it must protect its Christian identity. Expressions of 
madness. 
 
There are manifold reasons for this. One is the emergence of an instrumentalist 
mentality in society. In this way of seeing, everything is a tool to achieve 
something else. Except perhaps entertainment and celebrity which are ends in 
themselves. In the past it was (according to Origen) prayer and virtue that were 
truly good in themselves. This ‘something else’ that we aim for is today routinely 
defined not in spiritual or transcendent but in narrowly materialistic terms. 
Materialism denotes what can be measured, predicted and controlled. 
 
Of course we are not yet wholly inhumane. We still love. But our capacity for love 
is damaged. In 2009 the min-Staffordshire NHS Trust in the UK became a 
national scandal. Up to 1200 people died because of blatantly poor and 
inhumane care. Yet the Trust (compliant with ‘austerity’) was meeting all its 
targets and balancing its budget. Unfortunately people were dying as a result of 
this. An expression of modern madness. The consultant who wrote the report on 
this was asked to summarise what went wrong. His answer in a word was ‘a lack 
of love’. 
 
Instrumental materialism leads to many forms of madness. The symptoms are 
the stable of the psycho-therapist’s work today: a feeling of emptiness, 
entrapment in superficiality, hollowness and meaninglessness. This pervades all 
aspects of life: healthcare, education, economics, work, business - and personal 
relationships.  
 
The French writer, Michel Hoellebecq, is not easy or pleasant reading. He paints 
a horribly dark and pessimistic picture of modern life. In his novel ‘Atomised’, he 
depicts – exagerratedly but with painful accuracy – the crippling of human 
affectivity and the ability to make sustained relationships and to express love in 
sane and healthy ways. 
 
The rates of stress, anxiety and depression among teenage girls is rising rapidly 
with a spiking incidence of routine self-harming and eating disorders. This 
happens in a lifestyle where the digital ‘other’ or ‘second’ life is obsessively 
established. The dependence on social media is related to a lack of sleep, the 
obsessive comparison of self with others, neurotic body-image, collapsing self-
esteem and daily, often suicidal despair at not being as happy and popular as 
others seem to be. 
 



 3 

These are some of the familiar traits of modern madness on the personal scale. 
On the bigger scale, institutions, whether medical, military or financial, become 
so large that they contradict their own objectives and defeat themselves.  
 
It is very easy to be pessimistic and indeed to wallow in despair. But the 
contemplative mind rejects pessimism and despair as an option. Even if it cannot 
control the external causes, it can determine its own responses. Contemplation 
forces us to hope because it irresistibly generates the seed of hope in the 
blackest of conditions. It cannot but seek a way out and forward because it 
cannot deny seeing that such a way exists. “The light shines in the darkness and 
the darkness cannot extinguish it”. 
 
In this light of contemplative consciousness we can also see intrinsically positive 
values in modern life, despite the rampant madness. There is, for example, (in 
western liberal societies) the ability to choose – where and how to live, to affirm 
one’s sexuality and live it, to worship or to vote how one wishes. Choice alone 
does not define freedom. And the degree of madness affects our ability to choose 
and consequently even our respect for the virtues of liberal democracy. We flirt 
with forces, lifestyles and ideologies that threaten and undermine our basic 
freedom to choose. But choice is one element of freedom. It remains a modern 
blessing even if we fail to see that it comes with heavy responsibility and the 
need for the kind of self - and the kind of self-discipline – that contemplation 
alone nurtures. 
 
Another paradoxical modern blessing is multi-culturalism. Unable to recognise it 
as a blessing we respond to it with fear and xenophobia. Knowing other ways of 
life and belief, not abstractly, but because we live alongside them, is challenging - 
especially as the rate of cultural diversity feels as if it is accelerating out of 
control. This major issue facing the new Europe is treated hypocritically by 
political economists. They encourage immigration and the free movement of 
peoples for materialistic ends but without educating or managing the social 
response to this policy. The fear of losing one’s identity can become so intense 
and racist that it blocks the broadening of the mind and the growth of a global 
consciousness that multiculturalism offers and demands. There is no going back 
on globalism. We celebrate it or we are defeated by it. A contemplative 
consciousness is necessary in this situation. 
 
Simone Weil, for example, was one of the modern prophets who saw this. She 
called for a ‘new form of saintliness’ appropriate to the modern age. It is not 
enough today to be a saint. We need to have a holiness demanded by the present 
moment and for which there is no precedent. At the core of this new holiness is a 
perception not merely of economic globalism but of a new universalism. 
 
There are many seeds of hope in our modern insanity: religious and sexual 
freedom, travel, communication, access to all levels of culture, increasing life 
expectancy and freedom from many threats to health. The good values and 
opportunities at hand, however, readily degenerate into vices because like all 
virtues they can be perverted by excess or abuse. 
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Yet the contemplative mind can resolutely, unflinchingly, look into viciousness 
and extract virtue. Only with this vision can the human being escape from 
pessimism, fatalism, despair and the suicidal tendencies of its inclination to 
inflict harm on self and others. Only with this contemplative consciousness can it 
move from passivity to constructive action and hope. 
 
Contemplation restores sanity and heals the insane because it is itself healthy 
with the sanity of the real. The highest forms of natural intelligence can be 
employed in promoting insanity. But spiritual intelligence wins the final 
argument. Eventually. 
 
According to Thomas Aquinas, contemplation is the ‘simple enjoyment of the 
truth’. More, it is seen by both the classical and Christian worldview as the 
ultimate goal and purpose of life. It is the matrix of meaning and values because 
it is what we are here to achieve, to learn. 
 
Contemplation in the Christian wisdom is a gift or grace, not the result of will, 
effort, study or technique. Yet because contemplation involves a participation in 
reality it does require right effort, the appropriate kind of activity, on our part. 
This, in its simplest and most immediate and learnable form, is meditation.  
 
We meditate in order to be contemplative. To be contemplative is an end in itself 
because it is what we are designed for and most fully flourish in. Religion and 
science both point to - and are best understood as serving - the goal of 
contemplation: which is just the ‘simple enjoyment of the truth’. Contemplation 
is universal because it is simple and always therapeutic. It turns the poisons of 
madness into medicine. It cannot be reduced either to the ideological or the 
denominational or to the materialistic or the neurological. 
 
The word contemplation contains the Latin ‘templum’. This essentially refers not 
to a building or structure but to the space – the spaciousness – in which a ritual 
is performed, a thought conceived or a structure is built: or (like Bonnevaux)  
renovated and rebuilt. Structures rise and fall. Space itself cannot be destroyed. 
Spaciousness is inner freedom and detachment from whatever structures, 
physical or conceptual, that occupy space. 
 
Thank God, there will be no religion in heaven. Isaiah in Rev 21:27 saw ‘no 
temple in the heavenly city because the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are the 
temple’. Until then we are stuck with religion. It is as unavoidable as music, sex 
or politics. So, we have to ensure that our religion is good religion; the 
contemplative experience ensures this.  
 
There is always an inbuilt tension between any structure and the space in which 
it operates, between the contemplative and the religious, between the spirit and 
the letter. The balance of this tension produces sanity. Its collapse delivers us to 
madness. 
 
The capacity for contemplation is innate in the human. It is both the capacity to 
enjoy the present and to transcend. Children and atheists testify to this in their 
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experience of meditation. Contemplation is a truth revealed to the simple and is 
not the possession of the religious. 
 
The symptoms of sanity – health, humaneness and wholeness – are liberty, 
equality and fraternity. In contemplation these are seen and experienced 
directly, unselfconsciously and intuitively, not as ideological abstractions. 
 
A little girl told me she meditates at home whenever she has a fight with her 
brother. 
 
Contemplation channels anger into healing and re-constructive action. It purifies 
and reforms religion. It helps us recognise and embrace the new role that 
religion has to play in the world of the future. It will correct and heal, not add, to 
our insanity. 
 
How do we nurture the contemplative mind? 
 

By personal witness – as did Henri Nouwen as the ‘wounded healer’ he 
was or as did Thomas Merton and John Main by their transmission of the 
contemplative tradition through their own hard-won wisdom, showing 
how the subjective experience finds its full meaning in the context of faith. 

 
By local community, working painstakingly from the ground up, just as all 
families are raised. 

 
By using the media with healthy scepticism. 

 
By embodying the dogma of the gospel. 

 
By preferring simplicity and transparency to political correctness or 
opportunism. 

 
By reverencing weakness, mortality and fragility as intrinsic aspects of 
the human condition because they reveal the divine and enable 
transcendence. 

 
By mercy, not punishment.  

 
By correction, not rejection. 

 
By seeing what we fear and despise, to be points of healing. 

 
By reading (and learning again how to read the sacred texts) 
 
By practising stability and fidelity and by taking risks. 
 

In our community – in any contemplative community -we try to remember all 
this; and to share what we remember in collaboration with others who are doing 
the same. This is for the sake of rescuing the world from the trajectory of 
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madness it has embarked on, in the hope of a renewed humanity in its long 
evolution into the divine. 
 
Our new home at Bonnevaux is dedicated in this hope to be a centre of this 
remembering. It is a place rooted in a great spaciousness, of natural beauty. It is 
rooted in an historical tradition that has left its impression in physical space. 
 
‘The most elementary sanity requires that we lives out of our rootedness in God.’ 
(John Main) 
 
Laurence Freeman 


