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Contemplative Engagement with a Text 

Robert-Louis Abrahamson 

 

If Contemplative Mind is concerned with experiencing unity rather than duality, I–

Thou not I–It, how do we bring such experiences to the academic study of a text? How 

does the student experience unity with the text? T. S. Eliot speaks of those who have had 

the experience but missed the meaning, but what often happens in academic life is that a 

text is analysed and labelled to such a degree that the student has the meaning but misses 

the experience. The unity lies in the experience, the experience of the student’s spirit 

going out to meet and receive the spirit of the text so the two can come together. This is 

why what we are talking about here is basically a spiritual experience, and why our prime 

question is how to encourage students to become aware of both their own spirit and that 

of the text they are studying. 

(When I speak of texts I have in mind all texts that are studied in academics: literature, 

primary historical material, scholarly articles, films, research data, lab reports, even 

equations and formulae. All these “texts” have a spirit the student can open up to and 

interact with.) 

I want to make it clear first that we are not talking here about any technique or method 

that will produce some sort of desired results. “The wind bloweth where it listeth”; that 

is, the spirit moves according to its own pleasure, not ours. What we are looking for here 

is more like an attitude of mind, or of heart, not quite in control and never sure what the 

results will be. Techniques are useful, to be sure, but only as preparation for the 

experience. Of course we have to know the technical language of our discipline and the 
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methodologies the discipline calls for, just as outside of academics, when we meet 

another person we have to understand the techniques of social interaction: the 

conventions of greeting and speaking to that person. And just as there is much more 

going on when speaking with a person than the mere technicalities of language or 

behaviour, so our contemplative study of a text asks us to go beyond the techniques of 

academic study.  

Although, as I say, this is not a technique, contemplative reading does follow a general 

pattern, which, for discussion’s sake, we can break down into six steps. 

1. Emptying 

All contemplative practices begin with some kind of cleansing act, purifying us from 

the world outside so we can be as open as possible to the experience before us. The 

Western tradition calls it kenosis; Zen calls it mushin, no mind. The Chinese say wu wei, 

no intent. There are many ways different traditions suggest we can empty our minds. We 

might draw upon deep breathing exercises to take our body (and thus our mind) away 

from the everyday activity and relax us, but not too much. We can chant, or intone a 

mantra, or gaze at an object sacred to us. Or we can draw upon some other actions – not 

routine but ritualistic – even such simple acts as smoothing the pages in the book before 

us or sitting up a little straighter in front of the computer. 

Here also we might want to offer a prayer, recognising that we are intending to 

commune with a spirit, and asking for assistance in meeting the spirit of the text before 

us, or asking the text itself to share itself with us. (How often do we consciously talk to 

our texts? The very oddity of my suggestion here points out the distance we usually keep 

between ourselves and the material we are studying.)   
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Before going further with the text, we have to clear our minds of the assumptions and 

preconceptions we bring to the reading – or rather, clear our minds as much as we can, 

since we’ll never succeed in complete mental emptying. This is not easy, and we often 

need someone else (the teacher/facilitator) to help us recognise the assumptions we carry 

that block us from seeing the text as it is.  

Sometimes this requires us to examine our motives for reading the text: I don’t like the 

subject but I have to read it for my course. I resent the text. Or: This writer takes a right-

wing approach to the subject; the article is going to be wrong-headed. Or: This study was 

funded by the same foundation that supports weapons manufacturers. I must dismiss 

everything the study concludes. Or perhaps most fatally: I know this subject already. 

There’s nothing I can get out of reading this. 

Students in my Bible as Literature class, for instance, often want to equate the serpent 

in the Garden of Eden story with Satan. It seems so obvious to them, this unexamined 

assumption they’ve picked up from their religious teachers. But Genesis 3 makes no 

connection to Satan (a concept probably unfamiliar to the writer of this text); seeing the 

serpent as Satan is an interpretation imposed on the (Hebrew) text by later (Christian) 

writers. We must empty ourselves of this, if only for the duration of the reading, so we 

can attend to the text itself and catch the freshness of this story, a “beast-tale” with a 

talking animal, in the same genre as stories like “Little Red Riding Hood” or an Aesop 

fable. 

More importantly, we want to try to empty ourselves as much as possible of the ego, 

which always tries to control the world around us, and thus imposes itself on the reading 

rather than letting the reading speak for itself. The dismissal of the ego allows us to be 
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surprised by the text, and allows us to accept the fact that we might be confused and 

allows that confusion resolve itself rather than making ourselves feel good by trying to 

overlay the confusion with some sort of explanation. The motto here should be something 

like: I don’t know. Let’s just see what’s going on. 

The Franciscan Richard Rohr says that the opposite of trying to control a situation is 

not losing control, but participating in the situation. As long as we try to control what we 

are reading, especially by reading according to our own agenda, then we will never be 

able to participate in any unifying experience with the text. 

2. Awareness 

After emptying ourselves, we can now become mindful of the details of the text. We 

are witnessing, and observing, not analysing or trying to figure out meanings. We attend 

to form not meaning. We register words, feelings, tones. We are alert to the layers of 

meaning in the images. Most of all we try to be aware of patterns: repetitions or near 

repetitions, contrasts, rhythms, structure. We try to be aware of our own responses as we 

let the text work on us. Where are we puzzled? Where are we moved? Where are we 

moved more deeply than would seem expected? (This last can give us a clue of 

something deep within us being awoken by the text.) 

We acknowledge these things and hold the awareness, without judgement. 

Here’s an example, taken from Shakespeare’s Tempest when, near the end, Prospero 

admits that the rebellious monster Caliban belongs to him: “This thing of darkness I / 

Acknowledge mine,” he says, the sentence beginning on one line and running over onto a 

second line. There are all sorts of interpretations possible, including our relationship to 
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our shadow selves or the Europeans’ colonial demonising and taking possession of native 

peoples. But we mustn’t rush to these interpretations. We stay mindful of the text.  

We might notice the way “thing” gets special stress when we speak the line: the s at 

the end of “this” causes us to pause briefly before the th of “thing”, almost as if, in a kind 

of disgust, we’re reluctant to say the word. We might notice the three high-sounding 

vowels in this thing of contrasted with the heavier vowel of darkness, giving the word an 

ominous quality, enhanced by the harsh kn-ss that ends the word. The short word “I” 

coming at the end of the line must make us pause a bit, letting the long vowel take its 

time, creating a suspense as we know the sentence is not finished yet. How will this 

sentence be resolved? Prospero may still be undecided what he is going to say, or 

undecided whether he is going to commit himself to this identity with the thing of 

darkness.  

When we get to the final two words of the sentence in the next line, there is a 

satisfying resolution. Watch how “Acknowledge” requires the mouth to open wide, come 

together, open wide, come together – quite a work-out, committing us too as we 

pronounce it (even just in our head). We notice that “mine” has the same vowel sound as 

“I”, cementing the connection between Prospero and Caliban through the sounds 

themselves. 

We have not interpreted this short sentence in any way, but have simply made 

ourselves aware of the details and patterns found there. 

We can do this on a larger scale, too. Pick up a history book, or a scientific treatise, or 

even a sociology textbook and look at the table of contents. What is the shape of the 

book? Does it begin with background? Does it contain narrative? Does it seem to 
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acknowledge alternative points of view? In other words, how does it propose to engage 

us?  

3. Analysis 

Now we move to right-brain, “academic” activity as we carry out research, piece out 

the meaning, examine the context of the work, all within the patterns we have discovered 

in the previous step. Here is where the student must dig up the meaning of the text and 

become acquainted with what other scholars have said about the text and with how it fits 

into the larger concerns of the discipline. 

Analysing our Shakespeare passage along these lines, we might want to examine the 

Jungian ideas concerning the need to become conscious of our shadow self and accept it. 

We might want to look at the conventions of Jacobean drama to see how Prospero breaks 

out of the revenge tragedy patterns, where “enemies” become others whom we must get 

rid of, and moves instead to what we might call a revenge comedy, where all come 

together into a unified community (though we might also want to consider whether the 

community at the end of The Tempest is really that closely unified). This passage might 

also lead us to re-examine the play’s handling of colonial themes, and the early 

seventeenth-century English attitudes towards the indigenous people they were beginning 

to colonise.  

What about the stagecraft? What possibilities of movement and expression are 

suggested? What are the other characters doing as Prospero speaks (the whole cast is on 

stage at this point), and most importantly, how might Caliban himself hear these lines? 

How have previous productions of the play handled this line? 
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It is always worth looking more closely at the actual wording in any passage from 

Shakespeare, and at this stage of our reading we might want to consult the Oxford 

English Dictionary, where we will learn that in Shakespeare’s time “acknowledge” not 

only meant recognise or accept, but also carried a legal sense, to accept the validity of 

something under law. Does this mean that Prospero consents to look after Caliban or that 

he asserts his legal control over him?  

4. Re-experiencing the text 

Most academic work ends at the previous step, with a paper of some sort based on 

“findings”, interpretations, qualifications or clarifications of the text. Contemplative 

reading goes further, reconnecting us with the experience of reading the text. A musician 

may study a score and work out the best fingering and the most appropriate interpretation 

of the music, but the experience of the music comes only in the performance of the piece. 

In the same way we want to enact a performance of the text we have been attending to. 

And so, after our analysis, we read the text again, to be with it, to feel its spirit, to enjoy 

the drama established by the interaction of writer, reader, and subject matter.  

It is one thing, for instance, to speak about the way Prospero’s identification with 

Caliban illustrates some Jungian principles or some cultural assumption. It’s an entirely 

different thing, however, to experience these lines in the context of that whole powerful 

final act of The Tempest, and to feel the climax of this moment in the play and perhaps 

(depending on our interpretation) become aware of the tensions left unresolved here. A 

good reading or production of the play will offer us a highly charged emotional 

experience at this moment. 
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And of course, just as every musician may interpret and perform a piece of music 

differently, and every stage production may offer a different slant on the drama, so too 

our reading of any text – even “dry” scientific material – will vary from one reading to 

the next, as we change, or as circumstances around our reading change.  

5. Introspection 

After the experience of coming together with the text, it is important to give ourselves 

a period of introspection. We often cannot appreciate the spiritual encounter until after it 

is over and we examine how it has changed us. So we ask how we feel now. How have 

we changed? Do we feel uplifted? Maybe we feel inadequate, or angry. Has our 

perspective on things altered? What assumptions have been challenged and perhaps 

altered? The answers to questions like these will help us understand the value of the 

experience we have had with the text. 

I remember one time reading The Tempest when Prospero’s acknowledgement of “this 

thing of darkness” as his gave me an unexpected startle. Prospero has been dealing with 

everyone else on his island; everything seems to have been resolved as far as he could 

resolve them. Then suddenly he must deal with his own situation, and acknowledge this 

shadow self. I felt a tug deep within me. Prospero completes his actions by cleaning up 

inside, and this suddenly felt just right to me. It’s hard to say what long-term effect this 

has had on me, but I am sure this moving experience with The Tempest helped build up 

my conviction that no work is complete without its corresponding inner work.  

Another time I remember effusively reciting these lines to a class, almost as if 

conducting an orchestra. “This thing of darkness I” (suspending my pointed finger in the 

air) “acknowledge mine” (bringing the finger down as on a downbeat). Several times I 
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did this, dancing with the poetry, inviting the class to dance with it too. I felt the joy of 

the moment, and I think some of the others did too. It was a hard teaching moment since 

the students had been so unprepared for this kind of response to a literary moment. But I 

am convinced that my passionate enjoyment in class must have created an experience that 

drew students in (at least some of them) and invited them to open to the text themselves. 

It is probably easy to speak of such responses to literary texts, since, like the other arts, 

these texts aim to elicit some response from us. But what about a psychology article or a 

scientific study? Can we dance with these texts? Do they have a spirit we can unite to, or 

can we only study and analyse them as objects to master and make use of? 

I would like to say that, yes, they do have a spirit. We seldom read such texts in this 

way; we assume they are merely objects. But they have been written by human beings; 

they are not inert; they have something to offer us beyond just the information they 

contain. Does the writer simply go through the motions of producing a study? How does 

that make us feel? Safe? Disappointed? Does the writer work hard to explain the subject 

to us (defining the terms, indicating with clear transitions how the argument is 

progressing)? How does that make us feel? Welcomed? Engaged? What about the people 

who have written in this field before our writer? Are they treated with respect, or quickly 

dismissed? All of these things work to produce the spirit of the text, and a contemplative 

reading will be alive to them. And if we end up feeling confused, frustrated, or simply 

numb, then this too is part of an engagement, and needs to be acknowledged.  

6. Return to the world 

In many myths, the hero has his intense spiritual experience on a mountain top, but 

then always must return from the mountain. In the same way, after our spiritual 
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experience of a text, we return to the world, bringing our altered selves to bear on the 

world around us. This return can take the form of a written response. What you have 

heard in the dark you must speak in the light: write an essay about the experience of 

engaging with the text.  

Not many academic courses have room for this sort of assignment. It is too subjective, 

and how could anyone assess such an exercise? But after some initial confusion and 

doubt, students often find this a very valuable part of their education, and in those 

institutions that actually value educating the whole person, such an exercise is essential.  

Let me end here with a question I have always included in the final exam of my Bible 

as Literature class for the University of Maryland. (Being American, “course” means 

module.)  

This course has no concern with your religious beliefs. It has no right to address 

your faith or lack of faith in the Bible. Yet by its very nature, a good college course 

ought to challenge you to re-examine your assumptions. What sort of ideas and 

intellectual positions did you hold before (either consciously or unconsciously) that 

you are now uneasy with? What ideas were you struggling with before that you can 

understand more clearly after this course? What changes have occurred in your 

view of the world or of literature or of yourself? Ask yourself these questions and 

then discuss the answers you come up with. Define your assumptions; explain what 

questions studying the Bible as literature has raised; try to evaluate where you stand 

now. Refer to specific moments in the course and specific passages from our 

readings and discussions to help illustrate and support your ideas. The answer will 

be marked according to how clearly you set out your ideas and support them with 

specific references to the text and your experiences in class. 

 

Notice the way I get around the problems of marking a subjective paper, focusing here 

on the quality of the writing, leaving students free to speak about any aspect of their 
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experience they choose. And often my reading of their answers becomes more than just 

the task of grading an exam question. It can become in its own way a contemplative 

reading. Often there is a strong spirit coming from the students after we have been 

through so much together in the term, and I can engage with this spirit and then my 

comments back to the student can set up another engagement, which may continue long 

after the class itself has finished. 

In the end, the only justification for this kind of reading is that it is nourishing. It 

completes the work, integrates us with the world around us, helps us grow. And it is 

joyful. As Kurt Vonnegut once said, “If it isn’t fun, the hell with it.” 


