The Gift of a Spiritual Practice: Contemplative Photography

Spiritual practices are regular, intentional activities that help deepen our relationship with God.

Some are communal — we gather to worship, to sing, to break bread together. Others are personal —we
have a morning prayer time or a journal reflection on the day. Some are ancient, practiced by
generations of Christ followers; others grow out of encounters with new cultures or new technologies.
Some we learn in childhood and practice for a lifetime; others come to us for a shorter time along our
way through life. Whatever the shape, in the practice of them, we find our relationship with God
expands in new ways, helping us to grow as faithful disciples.

When | began practicing contemplative photography, | had no idea such a way of praying existed.
Obviously, it is not a centuries-old practice! While related to earlier ways of seeing and being in the
world, it had to wait for the invention of the camera. And for the way | have practiced it, it had to wait
for the invention of digital photography.

When | started, | hadn’t heard the phrase “contemplative photography” and | didn’t know there were
others out there doing something similar. | didn’t know that a Mennonite expert on restorative justice,
Howard Zehr, had also written a book called The Little Book of Contemplative Photography. Or that
Buddhists had developed a practice of contemplative photography called ‘miksang,’ a Tibetan word
meaning “Good Eye.” And Christine Valters Paintner’s book, Eyes of the Heart: Photography as a
Christian Contemplative Practice was still being written.

| had read Mary Oliver’s poem "Sometimes" and a few lines from that became my motto for the blog.

Recipe for living a life:
Pay attention.
Be astonished.
Tell about it.

| began my practice in the fall of 2011. It came as a gift, in a season of gifts and of challenges, with
several factors flowing together to help it become a practice.

Earlier that year | had been given the gift of a trip to Japan, coordinating a small group of Mennonite and
Beachy Amish women as they exhibited their quilting at the 10" Tokoyo Quilt Festival, an amazing event
that brought a quarter of a million people to the Tokoyo Dome. For the trip, my father had gifted me
with one of his excellent cameras, a small travel camera he was no longer using. | took many photos and
shared stories and photos with friends, wondering what it might be like to keep a blog.

Over the summer, | created a website for my relatively new spiritual direction ministry and pondered
how | might use the built-in blog feature.



September brought challenging news. One of our pastors, a young mother of three, learned that the
melanoma she’d had a decade earlier had returned as brain tumors. There was no cure. And, as our
preacher said the morning our congregation learned this news, there were no words, no words. There
were many tears, and many postings of lit candles on social media.

It kept raining all week, interspersed with brief moments of light. | walked out my back door one rainy
morning to find raindrops on the rose leaves, holding light. | went back in, got my camera, and started
recording images. Back inside, | began the blog.

Watching for Light 9.29.2011

For months our congregation has been lighting a peace lamp each Sunday. We hear about one of the
world’s troubled spots, light the lamp and respond to the leader’s “The light shines in the darkness” with
“And the darkness cannot put it out.” (John 1:5)

This past Sunday one of our pastors, Heidi Siemens-Rhodes, shared with us that she learned earlier in the
week that the cancer she had ten years ago was back. On Monday she had further tests and the news
was bad. Not only is it back, but it has spread to several new locations. Radiation treatments started on
Tuesday. Heidi, her husband Mitch, their three young boys, and their network of friends and family are
still reeling.

There are many tears, and many prayers, and many photos of candles posted to Heidi’s facebook page.
“The light shines in the darkness.”

It was raining Sunday as we heard the news, a slow, steady, relentless rain. As we anointed Heidi, we
sang "Rain down, rain down, rain down your love, God of life." (Jaime Cortez, OCP Pub)

It kept raining all day. It has continued raining all week, interspersed with moments when the rain eases.



Yesterday brought one of those breaks in the rain, and the sun even came out. | seized the opportunity to
get outside and walk around my yard and garden, checking on things.

My attention was caught by the splendor of sunlight reflected in rain drops scattered over burgundy rose
leaves. The sight seemed to capture something of this week’s spirit of tears and of hope, of God's light
shining in the darkness and in the midst of lament.

It occurred to me that a good practice these next weeks would be to look for the daily moments of light,
and to try and capture them in a photo or words. And having just gotten this website up, a blog seems a
good way to structure this prayer of hope and attention. | won't post every day, but | will keep watch,
with my eyes and with my heart.

I named the blog Sparks of Light, and | began looking for those sparks, whether visual or more
metaphorical. Through that year | continued to muse on darkness and light, life and death, and regularly
posted photos and reflections. | developed a rhythm of walking several days, camera in hand, then
processing my photos on the computer, mostly cropping to highlight what had caught my eye and heart,
sometimes making new discoveries as | zoomed in. Then | would create a post, including five or so
photos and briefly name what | was noticing.

Over time the focus of the blog shifted. A friend, a person of color, was asking questions about our
congregational emphasis on darkness and light, given our societal context in the US, where dark and
light skins are valued differently. | moved to focusing more on colors and patterns, and fewer words. Or
stories of discoveries, like the summer of the monarch caterpillars. Or reflections on things | was hearing
or reading — Julian, Hildegard.

Time passes, life changes. After major problems with a computer drive, the loss of my favorite online
photo editor, and adjusting to a new camera, | posted less and less frequently. And then 2020 and the
COVID lockdown arrived. While it might seem like that provided an opening for renewed vision for the
blog, it was a time that brought extra demands, doing congregational work and spiritual direction online,
supporting aging parents, and then the loss of both within a year of each other, followed by all the
demands of dealing with their estate. More joyful was the arrival of a grandchild, though that meant
regular trips to Pennsylvania. And then there were the demands of helping with four family household
moves in a two-year span, one our own move out of the house we’d lived in thirty-plus years.

Just as several factors flowed together to get my contemplative photography practice started, these
other factors brought the blog to an end. Life moved on, other prayer practices came to the forefront.
The rhythm of going out with my camera shifted into regular walks with my newly-retired spouse. While
| was still taking occasional photos with delight, | was no longer doing contemplative photography as a
regular practice or sharing my delight online. Perhaps that will return one day, and the photos | receive
will again be shared. For now, | find the old blog pictures can still serve as a resource for photos to
practice visio divina, or simply as a colorful break on a gray day.

You can explore the Heritage Blog here.



