
Letters to First Baptist Church, Attleboro during 2005 Sabbatical 
Topic: Meditation 
© John E. Fisk, 2010 
 

June 21, 2005 

To All the Saints at First Baptist, Attleboro 

Greetings and much love to you all! 

 

I have recently returned from Europe, having spent a week helping and enjoying my parents in 

their home on the edge of the New Forest, two miles from the beautiful cliff tops of Barton-on-

Sea, where my grandparents lived.  Jean returned to the USA a week earlier, after we had 

enjoyed seven days in Paris and three in London.  I was able to walk the labyrinth at Amiens 

Cathedral (70 miles north of Paris) but not the one at Chartres Cathedral.  They were getting 

ready for a funeral when we arrived at Chartres, but we got to see the renovated West Porch with 

its beautiful statuary as well as the gorgeous stained glass windows.  We also visited the old city, 

which is a steep downhill walk from the cathedral.  The views of the cathedral from there were 

inspiring, reminding us of what the first medieval pilgrims to the cathedral would have seen.  It 

is indeed a picture of the heavenly city of God on the hilltop. 

 

Amiens was impressive also.  There I did walk the octagonal labyrinth, in between the tour 

groups of students and tourists.  The organist was practising while I walked, much to my 

pleasure.  Amiens Cathedral, like Chartres, has survived the wars and other destructions with 

little damage.  It is situated in the region of Picardy, through which the Somme River flows, and 

where the great battles of World War I were fought.  One million men died at the Battle of the 

Somme 1916, including five brothers of my grandparents.  My father was also stationed in the 

Royal Air Force near Amiens at the outbreak of World War II.  So my trip there was also a 

homage to those in my family who served in both wars.  In the Cathedral there were plaques 

remembering soldiers from America, Canada, Australia, South Africa and Britain, who died in 

the First World War. 

 

Jean and I walked forever around Paris, seeing Montmartre, Versailles, the Louvre, the Latin 

Quarter, but we did sit down for an evening cruise on the Seine.  We also had lunch in le Café 

Select in Montparnasse, where Hemingway, Picasso and Sartre had also dined.  We found a 

wonderful restaurant, Chez Alexis and Daniel, near our excellent hotel, for three hour dinners in 

the evening! 

 

Highlights of our time in London included a trip to Kew Gardens and seeing Kevin Spacey in 

The Philadelphia Story at the Old Vic.  I also visited St James Church, Piccadilly, which offers 

very progressive ministries in meditation, yoga, the labyrinth and music.  The church was 

designed by Christopher Wren and boasted amongst its 18th century parishioners William Blake, 

the mystical poet and artist. 

 

I have just registered for a retreat at the Kripalu Center in Lenox, Massachusetts, called The 

Sacred Core of Yoga, and look forward to learning more about the Hindu teachings which 

undergird the practice of yoga.  I continue with yoga classes, and will also be attending 

instruction in Zen Buddhist meditation throughout the summer.  I am amazed at the similarities 

with Christian beliefs about prayer and meditation. 
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My reading has included:   

Walking A Sacred Path by Lauren Artress (the basic text on labyrinths) 

Labyrinths and Mazes: A Complete Guide by Jeff Saward (a beautifully illustrated guide to the 

world’s labyrinths and mazes) 

The Complete Idiots Guide to Hinduism by Linda Johnsen (it’s actually a very good 

introduction) 

The Way of Chuang Tzu  by Thomas Merton (Chuang Tzu was the Chinese philosopher who 

provided the foundation for Zen Buddhism) 

A Brave New World by Aldus Huxley (amazingly written in 1932) 

 

I am having a wonderful time on sabbatical and will send another update in a month’s time.  This 

sabbatical is the best gift you could possibly give to me! 

 

With much appreciation for your love, I pray God will bless you richly. 

- Pastor John Fisk 

 

 

July 19, 2005 

 

To All the Saints at First Baptist, Attleboro: 

Greetings and much love to you all! 

 

The past month has been a full and rich learning experience. At the beginning of July I spent a 

wonderful week at the Kripalu Center, Lenox, Massachusetts, for a retreat, “The Sacred Core of 

Yoga”, with an excellent teacher, Christopher Baxter, and a small group of fellow students.  We 

explored the Hindu traditions and scriptures, which gave rise to yoga, and their relation to 

breathing, posture, chanting and meditation.   I enjoyed the vegetarian diet at the center and 

became much more aware of the effect of food on my physical body.  It was good to talk with 

people from other faiths (and from no faith) and to share with them. 

Since my return I have kept a daily practice of yoga and meditation, integrating them into my 

Christian discipline of Bible reading and prayer (“Lectio Divina”).  I attend yoga classes two 

times a week, and have also been to the Providence Zen Center in Cumberland, learning about 

Zen Buddhist meditation.  One of the joys of the summer has been to have time for reading (see 

some of my reading list below). 

 

I met with Mark Heim, Professor of Theology at Andover-Newton Theological School, and a 

longtime friend, and discussed with him some of my learnings and questions.  I am indebted to 

him for the following insights.  Mark is impressed with the notion of “practice” found in both 

Yoga and Buddhism.  Both of these proclaim an Eightfold Path, including morality and ethics, 

physical wellbeing and meditation.  In other words, they offer a prescription for what ails human 

beings, and it is put in fairly concrete terms.  Both Yoga and Buddhism are a way of life, 

covering everything from what you eat to what you say, how you behave, and the spiritual and 

physical discipline necessary to achieve their goals.  Where in Christianity do we have such a 

prescription?  Perhaps the Sermon on the Mount would be a place to start. 
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The ultimate goals in Hinduism and Buddhism are different from Christianity.  In Buddhism the 

goal is release from suffering into the joy of freedom.  In Hinduism (and Yoga) the goal is unity 

with the Divine Self, which dwells in all creation.  These goals are also found in the Christian 

scripture and tradition, but they are subsidiary to the main goal in Christianity of salvation and 

communion with God through Jesus Christ.  One of the differences between  

Hinduism/Buddhism and the Biblical religions is the emphasis on personal relationship with the 

Divine found in the latter.  Joseph Campbell (in his fascinating lecture series “Mythos”) says that 

the difference arose because the Biblical relationship with God is based on the model of the 

absolute King and his servant, which emphasizes distance between Creator and creature.    In 

Hinduism the individual self is the same essence as the Universal Self: we are all divine, if we 

would only realize it. 

 

So all religions are not the same –they have different goals.  But each one has insights into 

different aspects of truth, which may be shared with the others.  If as Christians we are seekers of 

the Truth, then we will keep an open mind and be willing to hear truth from different places in 

the world.  One of the things I am learning is the way listening to other religious traditions 

challenges me to think about my own tradition in a new way.  For example, in some yoga 

programs you may hear references to various goddesses from the Hindu pantheon, but with the 

explanation that all the gods and goddesses are different aspects of the one Supreme Lord.  This 

challenges me to ask: in what ways in my tradition are the feminine aspects of the Divine 

honored?  Humans, male and female, were made in the image of God, so God is definitely not 

just a masculine figure. 

 

In August I will be on retreat with the Vietnamese Zen Buddhist master, Thich Nhat Hahn, who 

is a wonderful teacher about mindfulness, living in the present moment and peace-making.  So I 

am trying to get myself ready to spend many hours in sitting and walking meditation (my poor 

legs!)  I have come to the realization that one must be quite physically fit in order to sit upright 

on a cushion for even thirty minutes! 

 

I have been looking for a new spiritual director and was able to meet with my former spiritual 

director, Sister Diane Carlson, who is back in this country after several years in Central America.  

She has agreed to meet and help me discern God’s movement in my life for the next few months, 

with particular attention to the theme of my sabbatical. 

 

Tomorrow I am flying to Los Angeles to spend a week with Laura and visit some places 

connected with my sabbatical theme as well as enjoy some father-daughter time. Jean is busy 

taking a concentrated course at the Rhode Island School of Design to further her program in 

Interior Design.  Court has just begun an internship with a local printing company.   We all 

thoroughly enjoyed the New Bedford Summer Folk Festival and a visit to Jean’s sister down the 

Cape for a family get-together. 

 

It was disturbing to see the pictures from London of the carnage caused by the suicide bombers, 

especially at Kings Cross where we stay when we visit London.  Many times we have been on 

the underground from Kings Cross – indeed just a few weeks ago we were there.  Talking with 

my niece, Sally, I discovered she had been on an underground train at a different location at the 
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very time the bombs exploded.  She was very matter of fact about it.   Londoners are like that – 

the city has seen so much devastation over the centuries, but with the faith that it will rise again.  

And the next day it had done just that. 

 

Peace and blessing be with you all. 

Pastor John Fisk 

 

Reading List: The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali  translated By Alistair Shearer 

The Upanishads translated by Eknath Easwaran 

The Bhagavad Gita translated by Eknath Easwaran 

Living Buddha, Living Christ by Thich Nhat Hahn 

Will and Spirit by Gerald May 

Is Christ The Only Way by S. Mark Heim 

Understanding Buddhism by Gary Gach 

What The Buddha Taught by Walpola Rahula 

Mythos (10 part video series) by Joseph Campbell 

 

 

August 9, 2005 

To All the Saints at First Baptist, Attleboro: 

Greetings and much love to you all! 

 

Since my last letter was a bit on the theoretical side, I thought I should make this one more 

practical.   What have I learned about meditation?  How does one do it?  It is simple to get 

started – the challenge lies in keeping up the discipline!  But that is made easier through the love 

of God.  The following instructions are given by the World Community for Christian Meditation 

(http://www.wccm.org), an organization founded by an English Benedictine monk, John Main.  

The discipline as taught by John Main, based on the teachings of the Desert Fathers and Mothers, 

is approached for twenty to thirty minutes once or preferably twice daily in the following way:  

 

Choose a quiet place.  Sit down comfortably, with your back straight.  

 

Close your eyes lightly.  Sit as still as possible.  

 

Breathe deeply, staying both relaxed and alert.  

 

Slowly and interiorly, begin to say your mantra or prayer word.  Listen to the word as you say it.   

“Maranatha” is a suggested mantra, which means, “Come, Lord Jesus.” Continue repeating it 

gently and faithfully for the whole time of the meditation, with equal emphasis on each syllable.  

Return to it as soon as you realize you have stopped saying it.  

 

Stay with the same word during the meditation and from day to day.  

Do not evaluate your meditation.  Do not be discouraged by distractions. Rather, let them come 

and go, always keeping your attention on the mantra.  In time, the fruits of your meditation will 

appear in yourself, your life, and in all your relationships.  

http://www.wccm.org/
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This particular form of meditation is based on the instructions given in the anonymous medieval 

English manual of devotion, The Cloud Of Unknowing.  It would make an excellent book for a 

study/meditation group. 

 

There are many similarities between this Christian form of meditation and the Zen Buddhist way 

of meditating.  Both are intended to help free the person from attachment to the desires of the 

world and to set him/her in a place of stillness, awareness and presence.  One of the best pictures 

of the meditative state in the Gospels is the picture of Jesus who is calm in the midst of the 

storm, while his disciples are frantic (Mark 4:35-41).   Would not it be wonderful to have some 

of that inner calm in the midst of the storms of life? 

 

This inner peace is also related to peace making in the world.  In two days I will be on retreat 

with Thich Nhat Hahn, the Vietnamese Zen Buddhist master, who was nominated by Martin 

Luther King Jr. for the Nobel Peace prize.  I will be learning the practice of mindfulness through 

sitting and walking meditation, which is very close to the Christian meditation I described above.  

I continue to find yoga helpful as a preparation for meditation.  It is part of a program of caring 

for body, mind and spirit, including eating and exercising wisely. 

 

I had a great week with Laura in Los Angeles.  Highlights included a service of baptism at 

Venice Beach, a Rembrandt exhibition at the Getty Center, walking a Chartres style labyrinth at 

the Peace Awareness Labyrinth and Gardens, and hiking in the Santa Monica Mountains, above 

Malibu, as well as a trip to the Queen Mary in Long Beach.   

 

I have had several interesting conversations with Professor Mark Burrows from Andover-

Newton, Sister Diane Carlson, my spiritual director, and Elizabeth Watson from First Baptist 

Church, Fall River.  I have also enjoyed many conversations with strangers on the buses in Los 

Angeles, on the airplane journeys, at the Hamlet production on the Boston Common, at yoga 

classes and other places.  It has been wonderful to have the time to relax and enter into 

conversation with strangers.  Below are some more of the books I have been reading: 

 

Turning East by Harvey Cox 

Living in the Presence by Tilden Edwards 

The Labyrinth through 5000 Years by Herman Kern 

The Breath of God by Nancy Roth 

A New Christian Yoga by Nancy Roth 

The Cloud of Unknowing (Classics of Western Spirituality) 

Light Within by Laurence Freeman 

 

For walking meditation there is a very accessible and quiet outdoors labyrinth at St John Vianney 

Church on Diamond Hill Road, Cumberland.    I want to thank the Attleboro Public Library for 

their assistance in receiving the loan of several books and videos. 

 

Grace and peace to you all. 

- Pastor John Fisk 
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August 26, 2005 

To All the Saints at First Baptist, Attleboro: 

 

By the time most of you read this I will be back at the church, but it is helpful to me to write a 

fourth and final letter to conclude my Sabbatical reflections.  

 

The highlight of the past couple of weeks was the “Walking In Peace” retreat with the Zen 

Buddhist teacher, Thich Nhat Hahn, at Stonehill College.   It was six days well spent, beginning 

each day at 6 a.m. with walking meditation, followed by sitting meditation at 6:45 a.m. and after 

breakfast a two hour teaching (“dharma”) presentation at 9:45 a.m.  Thich Nhat Hahn (“Thay”) 

was exiled from Vietnam in 1966 by the communist government because of his peace activism.  

He took part in the Paris peace talks, which ended the Vietnam War and was nominated for the 

Nobel Peace prize.  On his exile he moved to France where he started a monastery and has 

visited the U.S.A. many times, beginning two monasteries here.  He is a wonderful 

communicator and embodies his teachings about living in the present moment (“mindfulness”) 

and meditation.  He returned to Vietnam for the first time earlier the year, and taught thousands 

of people, including the Communist officials whose predecessors had exiled him.  He said to the 

government officials with a smile: “the monks and nuns in the monastery do not own any 

personal possessions, no cars, no cell phones, no private bank accounts.  Why should you be 

suspicious of us?  We are the true communists!” 

 

In the afternoons I took part in a dharma discussion group for teachers (public school and 

college) and it was helpful to me to hear the concerns they brought to meditation.  There were a 

lot of questions about how to deal with angry people.  And several of the presentations addressed 

that issue.  I had several discussions about the nature of Buddhism and continued my reading and 

learned a lot.  I think I helped several people see Christians in a new light also.  Some of the 

people at the retreat seemed to have had negative experiences with the Church and/or Christians, 

although they did have great respect for Jesus as a teacher.  That has been a common theme of 

my conversations with people over the summer.  In the evenings there were presentations on a 

variety of other issues.   There certainly was an atmosphere of peacefulness on the campus of 

Stonehill College – the meals were eaten in silence and everyone was respectful with lots of 

bowing.  The marvelous meditation gong sounded out all the time and called us to an inner 

stillness. 

 

On the campus there is a statue of three women dancing in a circle, holding hands, and it 

immediately reminded me of the lines from T. S. Eliot: “At the still point of the turning world, 

there is only the dance.”   The still point is God, who is also the Lord of the dance! 

 

When I arrived home I received an invitation to participate in a candlelight vigil in Providence in 

support of Cindy Sheehan and the movement to bring home our troops from Iraq.  It seemed the 

logical next step after being at a retreat, called “Walking In Peace.”  Harvey Cox wrote, 

“meditation without social conscience is spiritually bankrupt” (in his book, Turning East: The 

Promise and The Peril of the New Orientalism).  I might add that the reverse is also true. 

 

I attended the meditation group at First Baptist Church, Fall River, with Rev. Elizabeth Watson, 
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and several other folks and enjoyed it very much.  They use the model taught by the Benedictine 

monk, John Main, and the Worldwide Community for Christian Meditation (http://www.wccm-

usa.org") and I think it is an excellent model.  I would very much like to start a similar group at 

our church.  WCCM provide a host of materials to help with Christian meditation.  As John Main 

said, meditation is simple but it is not easy! 

 

Yesterday I spent two hours talking with Gloria LaBounty at the Sun Chronicle about my 

sabbatical.  She is very interested in meditation and said she would do an article.  I trust her to do 

an excellent job. 

 

I look forward to being back with my community of faith.  I want to express my deepest 

gratitude to Marlene for taking over my pastoral duties during my absence.  I was able to 

participate with her in the service of celebration for Gale Swartwood this week and appreciated 

her sensitivity and caring. 

 

St. Paul says in Ephesians 1:3: “God has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the 

heavenly places.”  I feel that God has led me to those heavenly places right here on earth during 

the summer of 2005.  I will always be grateful to God and to you for making this possible. 

 

Yours in Christ 

 

 

Pastor John Fisk 

 

 
 

http://www.wccm-usa.org/
http://www.wccm-usa.org/

