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29 April 2022 

 

 

QUESTIONS AND RESPONSES 

INTRODUCTION -Angelene Lim 

For today's question and answer session Kok Song will take all the three questions that we 
will share.  

 
FRANCIS LEE asks  
on meditation and the experience of direct connection with God 

Meditation helps me to slow down and to be more reflective. 
Indirectly, I find that when my life is still, I do find God. So how does 
one experience the direct connection with God during meditation, 
when one is supposed to throw out all thoughts? Does it mean that 
cutting out all human activities and related thoughts during 
meditation leaves a space for God to come in?  

 
PETER NG KOK SONG responds 

Francis, the presence of God, the mysterious presence of God, according to John Main, is the 
very reason for our meditation. The theology of Christian meditation rests on what St Paul 
referred to as the indwelling presence. So St Paul, in his First Letter to the Corinthians, says:  

Do you not know that your body is a shrine of the indwelling Holy 
Spirit, and that the Spirit is God's gift to you, then honour God in 
your body? (1 Cor:19-21) 

So John Main says that this mysterious presence of God is the aim of our meditation, to allow 
this mysterious and silent presence to become a reality, a reality, which ‘gives meaning, 
shape, and purpose to everything we do’. But then, this is a silent presence.  

In one of John Main’s writings, I think from the book called The Way of Unknowing, he spoke 
about the two silences of God. The two silences. There's a silence of presence, where you 
have some feeling of the presence of God, but there's also the silence of absence, where it 
is as though God is not there. I remember that Mother Teresa spoke of her crisis of faith. She 
said that the absence of God in her prayer is one of the most shameful secrets. So a saint, 
Mother Teresa, spoke about the silent absence of God and not the presence of God. But then 
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she said she later realised that it was a gift. It was a gift in the sense that it called forth from 
her a deeper faith.  

I think we need to reflect, for example, on what Jesus said when he appeared to Thomas, 
the Apostle. He said to Thomas, ‘Now that you've seen, and you touched my wounds, you 
believe. Blessed are those who have not seen and yet believe. (Jn 20:29)’ And of course, Jesus 
himself hanging on the cross, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? (Mt 27:46)’ This is 
the Son of God, the incarnation of God, in his moment of great suffering, he felt abandoned, 
as though God wasn't there, as though God didn't know. So that is why I think John Main 
speaks about our meditation as a way of faith.  

What is faith? Maybe faith is:  

To hear with my heart 
To see with my soul 
To be guided by a hand I cannot hold 
To trust in a way that I cannot see 
That's what faith must be 

It’s a verse from a song which I like very much called, That's What Faith Must Be.  

Now in answer to your question about thoughts, about evacuating all thoughts during our 
meditation, I think John Main speaks about how we become present to God. God is always 
present to us. John Main says he is always present to us, the question is, how present are we 
to God? So John Main says what is required of us at the time of meditation is to leave 
everything behind. He says the most valuable thing that we, as a creature, as a human being, 
can offer to God is our consciousness. Our consciousness is our total attention. The purer 
our consciousness, the deeper our attention, the better the offering, you might say. So that 
is the reason why, during our time of meditation, we leave all our thoughts behind and we 
make room, as you say, for the presence of God to fill us. So the answer to your question is: 
faith, faith even in a situation where we do not experience God but we sit in silence.  

Thank you, Francis.  

 

MICHAEL HARRISON asks 
about the choice of the mantra 

I would be interested if Fr Laurence would throw some light on why 
Fr John Main didn't opt to teach the Jesus Prayer, which has the 
same roots as the form of meditation that the WCCM teaches. The 
Jesus Prayer was already well established at that time, albeit in the 
Eastern Church.  
 
 



3 

PETER NG KOK SONG responds 

Michael, I think your question brings up the fundamental point on what is the purpose of 
the mantra during our meditation. Whether the mantra is the Jesus Prayer, ‘Lord Jesus Christ, 
Son of God, have mercy on me a sinner’, whether it's ‘maranatha’, or any sacred word that we 
use for meditation, what is the purpose of the mantra? And how do we choose the mantra?  

I think the purpose of the mantra, in my experience, is to lead us away from all thoughts. It’s 
the mechanism, it is a tool that we hold on to in order to be able to let go of all other 
thoughts. And, the reason for this is given by one of the Desert Fathers, which John Cassian 
quoted about the mantra, and I'll read this to you slowly. Speaking about the purpose of the 
mantra he says this:  

The mind should unceasingly cling to the mantra until, strengthened 
by continual use of it, it casts off and rejects the rich and ample 
matter of all kinds of thoughts and restricts itself to the poverty of 
the single verse.  

In other words, he says the mantra, through our continual use of it, through our repetition 
of it, helps to cast off and rejects all other thoughts so that we restrict ourselves to what he 
calls the ‘poverty of the single verse’. And then he says:  

Those who realise this poverty, arrive with ready ease at the first of 
the Beatitudes: Blessed are they who are poor in spirit, for theirs is 
the kingdom of heaven (Mt 5:3).  

Poverty of spirit – that’s why we speak about the poverty of the single verse, the poverty of 
the mantra.  

So then the question arises: if one wants to meditate, what mantra should we choose? So, 
in the Christian tradition, we started off with the mantra or the verse that starts off morning 
prayer and evening prayer, ‘O God come to my aid, Lord, make haste to help me.’ That's in 
the tradition of Christian prayer. And of course, subsequently the Orthodox Church adopted 
the mantra, ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’ And then John Main 
recommended the word, ‘maranatha’, taken from Paul's First Letter to the Corinthians: ‘Come, 
Lord. (1 Cor 16:22)’ As far as John Main is concerned, he says to take a word that is meaningful 
to you. Take a word that expresses your faith, but remember that during the meditation we 
are not thinking about the meaning of the mantra. We know its meaning, but we're not 
thinking about the meaning. So the meaning of the words is not that important, although 
we know it’s a sacred word. Because the moment you think about the meaning, you're 
distracted. So, dwelling on the meaning of the word itself is a distraction. And that is why I 
think John Main says, the simpler the better. And therefore one word is better than many 
words. I think even in the Orthodox Church, people who use the Jesus Prayer, many say they 
just use the word Jesus and don't bother with the rest of the of the verse. The idea is 
simplicity.  
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Now, John Main, gave some hints as to why he recommended the word ‘maranatha’. First of 
all, for a Christian, it is an expression of faith – we know the meaning. He says the mantra in 
a different language from what we are used to is preferable. For those of us who speak 
English it’s good to use the word ‘maranatha’ because it being in a foreign language, it does 
not conjure up all kinds of meaning. And he even said somewhere that of course there's no 
better mantra than the name of Jesus, ‘Jesus’. But then he says many Christians, especially 
Catholics, are so used to pictures of Jesus, be it hanging on the cross, or a man with a beard. 
Those artistic images of Jesus, they are not the reality of Jesus, because Jesus is present to 
us in spirit, imageless. So even choosing a word which is very familiar to us runs the risk of 
conjuring up images, which are distractions at the time of meditation. And then finally, John 
Main says, it’s good to choose a word which has got a nice sound, by which he means choose 
a word which helps to set up a rhythm. So he says the word maranatha with the ‘a’ sound at 
the end of each of the four syllables, ‘ma-ra-na-tha’, has got a nice sound. It makes it easier 
for us to develop a rhythm in saying it, for example, in conjunction with our breath. So for 
all those reasons, he recommended the mantra, ‘maranatha’.  

 

ALISON TAN asks 
on developing self-awareness 

I have only known meditation as the only way to observe within 
ourselves. What other ways do you think are possible to develop 
self-awareness and self-reflection? 
 
PETER NG KOK SONG responds 

Fr Laurence actually talks quite a bit about this. And I will send you the audio clip and 
transcript of a talk that he gave last year on the levels of consciousness. Fr Laurence says 
that the transforming process of meditation proceeds, so to speak, through four levels of 
consciousness, and this is just a way of describing it. There are four levels of consciousness 
which make us become more aware, self-aware and take us deeper within ourselves.  

The first level of consciousness is the surface level, where we experience ourselves as utterly 
distracted, full of wandering thoughts, unable to focus, to concentrate – the scattered mind. 
And that's the first level of consciousness; we experience ourselves as chronically distracted 
people. John Main even described it as one of the manifestations of original sin, that we are 
not able to maintain our attention on God and we choose to give attention to other things. 
So at the first level of consciousness, we discover ourselves as distracted, as confused, 
moving from one thing to another.  

Then we move to the second level of consciousness, which is really becoming aware of things 
that are unconscious. These are emotional distractions, such as anxiety, fear, maybe anger, 
jealousies, and these are hidden in the unconscious. And maybe the root of them is the 
wounds that we suffer in childhood, previous experiences which caused us suffering and so 
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they are sort of buried in the unconscious. Now, in the ordinary course of events, we are 
moving around so much, we are not still and silent, so we don't experience these emotional 
distractions. But when we are still and silent, they well up within us, what is unconscious, 
and we suddenly become aware of these hidden feelings. And it's important that these 
wounds should be healed, because otherwise they remain with us throughout our lives and 
they affect our functioning. It makes us defensive, for example, about certain things, it 
makes us fearful of certain things. It prevents us from living life freely. So that's the second 
level, and the silence and the stillness sometimes bring up things in the unconscious.  

Then Fr Laurence suggests that the longer we meditate, and if we can continue to be faithful 
to the mantra, the mantra is the way through the first level, it is also the way through the 
second level. So when we are meditating and some of these feelings well up, we don't take 
some time to reflect on them, to analyse them saying ‘where did they come from?’ The best 
thing to do is to quietly say the mantra and go deeper.  

The third level is what is described as ‘the brick wall of the ego’. So even if we are able to be 
free of surface distractions and we are peaceful, we don't have the emotional distractions, 
we are still left with self-preoccupation. We still come back to this preoccupation with 
myself, who am I, for example. We begin to think of everything in terms of myself – why am 
I meditating? I'm meditating so that I can improve myself. So the ‘I’ thought, the ego, is at 
the third level, even as you go deeper in your meditation. But the purpose of the of 
meditation, and the purpose of the mantra is to take us beyond the ego. Even the ego itself 
has got to be healed, because unless it is healed we tend to perceive everything in terms of 
ourselves. We might see ourselves as at the centre of the world, instead of seeing that we 
are part of the world. We are not the centre, God is the centre. So there again, you have to 
faithfully say the mantra. And then, over a period of time, it is as though the saying of the 
mantra slowly chips away at the brick wall of the ego. And then by the grace of God, through 
constant practice, we go through the brick wall of the ego. And that is where we experience 
our true self, our true self, as spirit, our spirit at one with the Spirit of God.  

So there are these four levels of consciousness that Fr Laurence spoke about and it might 
give you some explanation, maybe help you to understand better that meditation does help 
us to uncover, layer by layer, levels of awareness about ourselves. But the most important 
level of awareness that John Main speaks of is to experience ourselves as unique, as a unique 
creation. All of us are unique. All of us have a calling to be the person that God calls us to be, 
not to be a clone of anybody else. And at the heart of it all, is the experience in silence and 
stillness that we are loved, that we are loved by God unconditionally. And John Main says, 
this experience of love, of being loved, of being accepted, is a very important experience, 
because that is the experience that gives us our self-worth, our self-esteem, that we are 
valuable as a unique creation of God. And it is that feeling of the experience of being loved 
that then enables us, in turn, to love.  

I will arrange to send you the audio clip as well as a transcript of this teaching by Fr Laurence 
on the levels of consciousness. *  
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Thank you for your question, Alison.  

Thanks Kok Song. That was very helpful.  

[* The audio clip and transcript are separately attached.] 

 

MEDITATION -Peter Ng Kok Song 

Now let us practise our meditation keeping in mind what I said earlier about the purpose of 
the mantra, and that in our meditation we seek to be as present as we can to God, who is 
always present to us in our heart, present to us in our heart in the indwelling presence of 
the Spirit of Jesus. So to do that, we follow the invitation of Jesus – if you wish to follow me, 
you must leave everything behind (Mt 16:24). And the way that we leave everything behind 
during our meditation is to let go of all our thoughts, of all our ideas, of all our self-
preoccupations, of all our problems, and during the time of meditation to give as much as 
we can of our consciousness to God. And in our tradition of meditation, the way we do it is 
the unceasing, faithful repetition of the mantra. So when we meditate now, we take our 
mantra, and we silently repeat it gently, lovingly, and continuously. And as we say the 
mantra, we listen to the sound of the mantra going on within us, because that helps us in a 
way to cling to the mantra as John Cassian advises us to, and it is in that clinging on to the 
mantra by the faithful recitation of the word ‘maranatha’ that we come to this condition of 
poverty of spirit. Poverty of spirit means we are in a state where we are totally at God's 
disposition. We are totally available to God. We are allowing God to pour into our hearts, all 
the love that he wants to give us. And it is that love that is being poured into our hearts in 
silence that transforms us, that changes us. So once again, faithfully return to the mantra 
when you find yourself distracted. Say the mantra as four equally stressed syllables, ma-ra-
na-tha, and listen to the mantra as you sound it. 

~ MEDITATION ~ 

_________ 


