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Self and Wisdom in Arts-Based Contemplative Inquiry in Education

By foregrounding a first-person perspective, this text enacts and explores self-reflection as a mode of inquiry in educational research and highlights the centrality of the individual researcher in the construction of knowledge.

Engaging in particular with the work of Thomas Merton through a dialogical approach to his writings, Self and Wisdom in Arts-Based Contemplative Inquiry in Education offers rich examples of personal engagement with text and art to illustrate the pervasive influence of the personal in reflective, narrative and aesthetic forms of inquiry. Chapters consider methodological and philosophical implications of self-study and contemplative research in educational contexts and show how dialogic approaches can enrich empirical forms of inquiry and inform pedagogical practice. In its embrace of a contemplative voice within an academic treatise, the text offers a rich example of arts-based contemplative inquiry.

This unique text will be of interest to postgraduate scholars, researchers and academics working in the fields of educational philosophy, arts-based and qualitative research methodologies and Merton studies.

Giovanni Rossini, PhD (University of Toronto/OISE) is a philosopher and independent scholar whose research interests span the fields of holistic and contemplative studies in education and, in particular, the terrain of arts-based contemplative inquiry. Core to his research is the intersection of narrative study and the imaginal and how it is foundational to the constructing of self and the ethos of knowledge as wisdom.






Routledge International Studies in the Philosophy of Education

A Democratic Theory of Educational Accountability

From Test-Based Assessment to Interpersonal Responsibility

Derek Gottlieb

Confucian Philosophy for Contemporary Education

Charlene Tan

Virtues as Integral to Science Education

Understanding the Intellectual, Moral, and Civic Value of Science and Scientific Inquiry

Edited by Wayne Melville and Donald Kerr

A Platonic Theory of Moral Education

Cultivating Virtue in Contemporary Democratic Classrooms

Mark E. Jonas & Yoshiaki Nakazawa

Exploring Materiality in Childhood

Body, Relations and Space

Edited by Maarit Alasuutari, Marleena Mustola and Niina Rutanen

Self and Wisdom in Arts-Based Contemplative Inquiry in Education

Narrative, Aesthetic and the Dialogical Presence of Thomas Merton

Giovanni Rossini

Reading Plato’s Dialogues to Enhance Learning and Inquiry

Exploring Socrates’ Use of Protreptic for Student Engagement

Mason Marshall

For more information about this series, please visit: www.routledge.com/Routledge-International-Studies-in-the-Philosophy-of-Education/book-series/SE0237






Self and Wisdom in Arts-Based Contemplative Inquiry in Education

Narrative, Aesthetic and the Dialogical Presence of Thomas Merton

Giovanni Rossini


[image: Logo]







First published 2021

by Routledge

52 Vanderbilt Avenue, New York, NY 10017

and by Routledge

2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon, OX14 4RN

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2021 Taylor & Francis

The right of Giovanni Rossini to be identified as author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

A catalog record for this book has been requested

ISBN: 978-0-367-41974-5 (hbk)

ISBN: 978-0-367-81705-3 (ebk)

Typeset in Times New Roman

by Apex CoVantage, LLC








For


Gianna & Oriana






Contents


List of Images

Foreward by John P. Miller

Acknowledgements

A Necessary Letter to the Reader: On the Ethos of Arts-Based Contemplative Inquiry

1 Narrative Beginnings: The Seeds of Inquiry and the Imperative of Story

2 Meditations on Merton’s Paradox: Narrative, Aesthetics and the Emergence of the Wisdom Image

3 The Journey of the “Perpetual Seeker”: Of Emerging Questions on the Dialogical Ethos of Wisdom and Art

4 The Friendship of Texts: Beyond a Referential Relation With Texts Onto the Dialogical in Inquiry

5 Towards a Methodology of One: The Personal Versus the Socio-Empirical in Inquiry

6 The Imaginal as a Pathway Onto Wisdom: A Prolegomenon for a Classroom Practice

7 The Journey of Gionitus and “Newton’s Child”: Concluding Reflections on the Imperative of the Personal and Aesthetical in Arts-Based Contemplative Inquiry

Bibliography

Index






	Cover

	Half Title

	Series Page

	Title Page

	Copyright Page

	Dedication Page

	Contents

	List of Images

	Foreward

	Acknowledgements

	A Necessary Letter to the Reader: On the Ethos of Arts-Based Contemplative Inquiry















	i

	ii

	iii

	iv

	v

	vi

	vii

	viii

	ix

	x

	xi

	xii

	xiii

	xiv

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11





























































































































































































Guide


	Cover

	Half Title

	Series Page

	Title Page

	Copyright Page

	Dedication Page

	Contents

	List of Images

	Foreward

	Acknowledgements

	Start of Content













Images

The artwork included in the book consists of original images created by the author and images by Gianna Di Rezze and photographer Edward Burtynsky.

1.1 Unknown. (c. 1962). John’s Journey. [Digitally Recaptured & Edited Photograph]. Ontario, Canada

1.2 Rossini, G. (c. 1966). Beginning Inquiry, My Grade 3 Workbook. [Photograph of Page From G. Rossini’s Grade 3 Workbook]. Ontario, Canada

1.3 Rossini, G. (2017). Clock Mechanism. [Photographic Detail]. Museo Galileo. Florence, Italy

1.4 Rossini, G. (2017). The Fluidity of Inquiry. A Narrow Street in Venice Known as a Calle. [Digital Photograph]. Venice, Italy

1.5 Rossini, G. (2017). The “Centred Self”. Image of Fra Angelico (1440). Mocking of Christ. [Digital Photograph]. Convent of San Marco. Florence, Italy

2.1 Rossini, G. (2017). I Turn Inwards in Order to Look out Onto the World. [Digital Photograph]. Monk’s Cell, Convent of San Marco. Florence, Italy

2.2 Rossini, G. (2018). Looking Onto Others to See Myself. Reflection Upon Robert Smithson’s Mirage No. 1. [Digitally edited photograph]. Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, California

2.3 Burtynsky, Edward. (2012). Pivot Irrigation No. 39 [Chromogenic print]

2.4 Burtynsky, Edward. (2012). Borromini No. 21, 1999 [Chromogenic print]

2.5 Rossini, G. (2017). Electrostatic Machine. Anonymous. (c. 1890). Modified Carré Electrical Machine. [Photographic Detail]. Museo Galileo. Florence, Italy

2.6 Rossini, G. (2017). Ghirlandaio, Domenico. (1487). Adoration of the Magi. [Digital Photograph]. Uffizi Gallery. Florence Italy

2.7 Burtynsky, Edward. (2013). Navajo Reservation/Suburb: Phoenix, Arizona, USA, 2011 [Chromogenic Print]

3.1 Rossini, G. (2017). Gionitus, The Beginning of Astronomy. Relief by Pisano, Andrea & Assistant. (1341–1348). [Digital Photograph]. Opera del Duomo Museum. Florence, Italy

3.2 Rossini, G. (2017). A Voice of Contemplative Solitude. A Courtyard in the Convent of San Marco. [Digital Photograph]. Convent of San Marco. Florence, Italy

4.1 Rossini, G. (c. 1966). Merton’s “Vague Fragments,” Building the Big Picture. [Photograph of Page From G. Rossini’s Grade 4 Workbook]. Ontario, Canada

4.2 Rossini, G. (2017). The Journey. Detail of Fresco by di Bonaiuto, Andrea. (1365–1367). The Triumph of Christian Doctrine. [Digital Photograph]. Spanish Chapel. Florence, Italy

4.3 Rossini, G. (2017). Transformation. Sculpture by di Lodovico Buonarroti, Michelangelo. (1512–1530). Atlas Slave. [Digital Photograph]. Galleria dell’Accademia, Florence, Italy

5.1 Di Rezze, G. (2017). Pentimento. Image Based on Damien Hirst’s Treasures From the Wreck of the Unbelievable. [Digitally Edited Photograph by G. Rossini]. Palazzo Grassi. Venice, Italy

5.2 Rossini, G. (2018). A Formation of My Being-in-the-Moment. Image Based on Frank Gehry’s Walt Disney Concert Hall. [Digital Photograph Superimposed With Text]. Los Angeles, California

6.1 Burtynsky, Edward. (2000). Manufacturing No. 18. Cankun Factory, Zhangzhou Fujian Province, 2005. [Chromogenic Print]

6.2 Unknown. (2011). Student Group Reflections on Paper of a Burtynsky Photograph. [Digital photograph by G. Rossini]







Foreward

In the second chapter of this book, Giovanni (John) Rossini refers to an exercise that I use in my class, The Holistic Curriculum, where I ask students to read and discuss six different definitions of holistic education. One of these is by Thomas Merton:


The purpose of education is to show a person how to define himself authentically and spontaneously in relation to his world-not to impose a prefabricated definition of the world, still less an arbitrary definition of the individual.… Thus, the fruit of education,… was the activation of that inmost center, that scintilla anima, that “apex” or “spark” which is a freedom beyond freedom, an identity beyond essence, a self beyond all ego, a being beyond the created realm, and a consciousness that transcends all division, all separation.


Very few students choose this definition but this brief encounter with Merton was a spark that led to John’s doctoral thesis and this book. Merton was one of the greatest contemplatives of the 20th century, and John engages Merton to assist in his exploration of the relationship between art and wisdom. Contemplation is essential to the development of wisdom which cannot be developed by logic. Merton’s “center” or “spark” is a source of wisdom and can be nurtured through contemplative practices such as meditation, yoga and tai chi. It can also be nourished through art. However, the relationship between art and wisdom has not often been explored, particularly in philosophy. John writes about arts-based inquiry as a form of contemplative practice and shows how this kind of inquiry can lead to wisdom.

John brings together a diverse literature from holistic education, contemplative education, philosophy, ethics and narrative inquiry. He also includes visual art that has touched him in different ways ranging from religious art from the middle ages to the contemporary art of Edward Burtynsky. John writes in the last chapter


Art awakens us, and within such moments when we reflect upon our being in the world, is seeded its transformative promise. For Merton, such promise resides in the artist within us (Merton, 1972) and one whose transformative potential, as the indigenous educator Gregory Cajete observes, lives in all of us (Cajete, 2019). For Cajete the divine which resides within is made manifest through the encounter with art, in kindred manner with Merton who speaks of the inner artist (Merton, 1972). Or, in Burtynsky’s depictions of landscapes which he describes as a seeking of the divine; but also ones where we, as witnesses, begin to reflect upon our being in the world.


There is so much in this book to explore and contemplate. The writing itself has a contemplative quality and can bring the reader to a more contemplative space. So I invite you to explore this text and contemplate all that is presented here.


John (Jack) P. Miller, author of
The Holistic Curriculum
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A Necessary Letter to the Reader

On the Ethos of Arts-Based Contemplative Inquiry



Following Merton’s “Summonses to Awareness”


To speak of the summonses describes a powerful request when one is called upon; a calling marked by the imperative of the demand. In my summonses such imperative is configured within the domain of narrative; one in which the presence of story is foundational to both epistemological discourse and the promise of learning and transformation.

Narrative seeds the summonses with a necessary presence which I must face. My summonses cannot be without my narrative; and from the demand of narrative emerges my summonses onto inquiry.

Being and narrative entwined wherein my being in the world is a being in narrative.


In Raids on the Unspeakable (1966) Thomas Merton offers us his Zen-like sketches and speaks of their aesthetical presence as “summonses to awareness” (Merton, 1966, p. 182). Within an aesthetical encounter, Merton seeks to traverse into a place of awareness. His retelling of his own aesthetical journey in turn became a starting point for my own reflections upon the character of inquiry. Following Merton I ponder: what summons me to awareness in this inquiry? What conveys me to the question of the relation of wisdom and art?

Understandings of wisdom are diverse and straddle millennia and cultures; an observation which has led some commentators to observe that wisdom defies a singular understanding (Curnow, 2015, 2008; Walsh, 2015, 2011). How does one begin inquiry when its key word defies a consensus on its definition?

Seeking to emerge from such a conundrum follows Curnow’s suggestion that, in lieu of a universal definition, we select one from the many, though our selection may depart from other understandings of wisdom (Curnow, 2015). In this study, a working definition is broadly informed by Hadot’s historical exploration of wisdom as both “a discourse and a way of life” (Hadot, 2002, p. 4). Wisdom is not knowledge of the world; instead it is “a mode of being” (Hadot, 2002, p. 220). Of wisdom as a way of being in the world, Hadot observes


If philosophy is that activity by means of which philosophers train themselves for wisdom, such an exercise must necessarily consist not merely in speaking and discoursing in a certain way, but also in being, acting, and seeing the world in a specific way. If, then, philosophy is not merely discourse but a choice of life, an existential option, and a lived exercise, this is because it is the desire for wisdom.

(Hadot, 2002, p. 220)


While such an understanding of wisdom is rooted in Hadot’s study of ancient philosophy, a second aspect of its working definition is informed by recent work in the spirituality research paradigm (Lin, Oxford, & Culham, 2016), one which ponders wisdom through such notions as Oxford’s thesis of “deep education and mysticism” (Oxford, 2016, p. 207), or Miller’s reflections upon wisdom as embodied (Miller, 2016). While these notions configure understandings of wisdom, they also enrich the question of the relation of wisdom and the aesthetical.

With my working understanding of wisdom as a starting point, my study begins its reflections upon this question. However, while an inquiry into the exploring of the relation of art and wisdom may follow the path of historical chronicle or philosophical investigation, my study seeks to traverse a different terrain. Departing from the inquirer-subject dualism which marks the methodological canon of such research my study seeks to meditate upon the relation of wisdom and art within a different territory, one which departs from the methodological binary and is instead nested within a contemplative ethos informed by the presence of narrative and the aesthetical.

The “contemplative turn” (Ergas, 2016, p. 2) is one onto the self: a turn which stands apart from the binary by its will to map its own path onto inquiry. In this study, such seeking witnessed by acts of writing within encounters with texts and experiences with art that collectively seeded a terrain from which my map began to emerge. Its contours formed a dialogical landscape wherein my passage onto inquiry emerged from within discourses with myself and Thomas Merton.

My method was born within such a landscape. Its inward turn, while dialogical in spirit, was also paradoxical yet necessary, as I needed to turn inwards onto my narrative in order to turn outwards onto the understanding I sought of the world beyond. And within such territory of turns and paradoxes formed of dialogical reflections, narrative presences and aesthetical encounters my method emerged. Its core formed of the intimacy of aesthetics with ethics, a view which I extend from Heesoon Bai (1997), onto the question of how the understanding of wisdom, as ethical knowledge, is enriched by the presence of the artful. It is an inward turn sculpting a way of contemplative inquiry whose witness is a map formed of the interweaving of the aesthetical with narrative and the dialogical—and whose tools for inquiry emerge organically from within them.




My Being in Narrative

I introduce my necessary letter with a reflection upon the imperative of narrative in my study. The thesis of the necessity by which inquiry is informed by narrative builds upon Mary Beattie’s observation, following Bruner, about how “narrative is at the heart of our meaning-making structures, and that we understand the events of our lives in the context of stories that have beginnings, middles, and ends (Bruner)” (Beattie, 2019, p. 252). By engaging with narrative through such strategies as storytelling, conversation and arts-based practices Beattie observes how it nurtures reflection upon our lives and seeds transformation and wholeness.

Narrative forges our reality (Bruner, 1991); and if stories are central to our being in the world, then our stories are also the seedbed of wisdom. In this I cycle back to Hadot and reflect upon how he entwines the idea of wisdom, not with discourse, but with life as a “lived exercise” (Hadot, 2002, p. 220). To Hadot’s idea I add the necessary presence of narrative, in the construct of reality which Beat-tie and Bruner speak of, and am guided towards the view of how the promise of wisdom emerges from the interweaving of our being in the world with our stories.

Though the study of wisdom is not central to Bruner’s research, the essence of such interweaving is elegantly captured in his observation that a “life as led is inseparable from a life as told” (Bruner, 2004, p. 708). To engage with story is to engage with what Bruner describes as “life making” (Bruner, 2004, p. 692). But, as Bruner also observes, the reflective nature of narrative is complicated as the storyteller is also the story’s character (Bruner, 2004). Narrative poses a methodological conundrum in narrative research; and as the psychologist Donald Polkinghorne (2007) observes cycles about the not insurmountable problem of validity in such research.

Bruner’s dilemma underscores a conundrum which is central to my study. My summonses onto inquiry emerges from the demand of my narrative yet such demand is not exempt from its paradox. I look out onto the world by a reflexive turn onto my self; a turn formed of my stories and within kindred moments of dialogical engagement with Merton’s writings and works of art that I feel towards. The narrative turn becoming the construct of my being in the world; yet, one which is also paradoxical as the inward turn is also outward in ethos. I heed the summonses of narrative by turning onto the imperative of my story. The construct of my world which stands beyond is predicated upon my stories which emerge from within.

My being in narrative in the world is constructed within such conundrum. And while the crossing onto such terrain is paradoxical, such transit is not a desolate one. I am present within my narrative universe as are others within theirs as I engage them in the classroom or pass them on the street or wait patiently within a queue. We are configured by the imperative of our own stories and taken together inviting conjecture that the domain of beings in the world is nested within a mysterious amalgam of such stories.

To dwell upon such conjecture, while interesting in its implication for a sociological interpretation of narrative, extends beyond the scope of the present inquiry into wisdom’s relation to art. Instead my study has a more modest methodological goal and is guided by the thesis that while narrative is imperative to the construct of reality, contemplative inquiry is a vehicle whereby we may begin to interpret such edifice.

Although this thesis touches upon methodological themes which are explored in Chapter 5 of this study, it is introduced here to observe that while wisdom research, grounded in historical chronicle, empirical psychological investigation or philosophical study, can inform the question of wisdom’s relation to art, my study is not guided by the methods of these research disciplines. Instead, my exploration endeavours to follow in the spirit of Tobin Hart’s proposal, within the field of transformative learning in education, of “a third way of knowing” (Hart, 2004, p. 29), that is, of contemplative knowing—one which departs from the rationalist and empirical paradigms and that, as Hart observes, dominates the understanding of what counts as legitimate knowing today.

Instead of eroding the phenomenon in order to understand it, contemplative knowing embraces the fullness of its complexity within a strategy which is inclusive, about connection and non-dualistic. Instead of the binary of inquirer and subject which marks empirical methodology, contemplative knowing seeks another path: one which is reflected in Merton’s critique of Cartesian thinking in New Seeds of Contemplation (Merton, 1972), Walsh’s and Bai’s meditative engaging with writing through “writing witness consciousness” (Walsh & Bai, 2015, p. 25) or Parker Palmer’s observation that we embrace the “voice of the subject” (Palmer, 1993, p. 98) within a spirit of connection. Within such an embrace, binaries dissolve and inquiry, within a contemplative strategy, is in turn nurtured, as Hart observes, “through a wide range of approaches—from pondering to poetry to meditation” (Hart, 2004, p. 29) which extend beyond the narrower lens of empirical investigation.

Whereas such research strategies defy accommodation with analytical methodologies they are suited to explore the complexity of narrative and how, following Beattie and Bruner, it is core to the construction of meaning (Beattie, 2019). Entangled within its paradoxical domain, where it is configured about an inward presence which also looks outwards, narrative summons us with its imperative demand—one which is interpreted in this study, following Hart, through a contemplative methodology configured about aesthetical encounters and dialogical engagements with texts.

At its core, narrative study “re-searches lived experience” (Bai, Elza, Kovacs, & Romanycia, 2010. p. 351) and is intimate with the spirit of contemplative inquiry. Our stories sculpt our way of being in the world with their imperative presence; to engage them touches the core life questions or “ultimate concerns” which philosophers Peter London (London, 2004, p. 5) and Paul Tillich (Hart, 2004, p. 37) observe respectively. To be with them within such moments when we reflect upon our way of being in narrative in the world is to share an ethos which is central to contemplative inquiry. To do so through art, within an arts-based contemplative paradigm, enriches reflection upon the core life concerns that London and Tillich speak of.


And hence this necessary letter to the reader where I am summoned by my narrative, in the fullness of its complex paradox, in order to speak to you on the aesthetical ethos of wisdom.








Drawing on Stories and Stories of Drawings

Following Hart (2004), it is through a contemplative approach—one which draws on the rich seedbed of narrative in tandem with encounters with art—that my inquiry is summoned, its summoning marked by nurturing presences: Each chapter begins with a story or an image or a dialogical exchange with Merton’s writings which collectively form entry points for reflections not only upon the relation of wisdom and the aesthetical, but also kindred ones on the contemplative child and wisdom in the landscape. The arc of my contemplative inquiry is nurtured by such presences, together forming the thread that weaves the inquiry.

It is within a contemplative research ethos informed by the arts that my exploration into the relation of wisdom and art is summoned. By allowing narrative to emerge with the aesthetical in inquiry—an amalgam which was ever present but never stirred in my previous studies—I journeyed onto a terrain which became nurturing of the authenticity I sought in inquiry.

Of its transformative arc I assemble my bricolage formed of…






Retellings, reflections


&

palimpsests,

Childhood memories & school book astronomy,

Serendipitous discoveries,


old sketches &

photographs,


pauses, doubts &

epicyclical returns,

… the painter Fra Angelico & astronomer Tycho Brahe,


of paradoxes, paradigms &


awakenings,


of memories which recycle &


stir the alchemical transit,

of conversations with artists,


Brother Louis & you,


of questions which beget more questions


&


forever recycle


towards the Sophia

which emerges from within.




Of that journey three moments from my story have broadly informed its trajectory in the present study. The first one is configured by my encounters with post-secondary education in the fields of philosophy, history of science and architecture; the second is informed by my experiences within graduate studies of education to which I turned later in life. Although the first moment constituted difficult pedagogical encounters, they served as verdant fodder for the subsequent chapter of my studies. Returning to a graduate school of education introduced me to a different epistemological paradigm—one which stood apart from the rationalist and analytical philosophies in which I had been schooled and was, following Hart (2004), instead configured within a contemplative ethos which drew upon the different paradigm of holistic and transformative studies in education. Within such a return the third moment of my story emerges, that is, of the presence of the aesthetical and narrative within inquiry—one which was welcomed by this different terrain of contemplative knowing that I had journeyed onto.

Viewed through this new paradigm, my complicated encounters with post-secondary education were interpreted afresh, bringing into focus the question of the nature of knowing in general and critique of the binary nature of Cartesian knowing in particular. Such critique, which follows Palmer’s observation of the “one-eyed lives” (Palmer, 1993, p. xxiii) with which he views reduction-ist knowing and which was echoed in my own encounters with higher education, also foregrounded Palmer’s appeal for the return of “wholesight”—a knowing whose inclusive reach embraces the intuitive, empathic and emotional in additional to the rational (Palmer, 1993, p. 52).

My encounters with learning in post-secondary settings foregrounded the problems of knowledge that Palmer speaks of, which were reflected in the entangled relation of my narrative with my philosophical interests in epistemology. They also revealed how the topic of wisdom in general, with which Palmer’s “wholesight” can be associated, and the relation of wisdom to the aesthetical in particular, was largely absent from my schooling. Collectively, such narrative moments sculpted of encounters both difficult and meditative summoned me into the present inquiry, one which is explored in the following seven chapters.




The Weave of Inquiry

The question into the relation of wisdom and art would not have become foregrounded were it not for the presence of formative experiences in my narrative—ones which, in addition to encounters with post-secondary schooling, were also enriched by experiences growing up as a child of post-war immigrant parents in a provincial town in southern Ontario. Such experiences, while sculpting my narrative were also, following Bruner (1991, 2004) and Beattie (2019), the basis for the construction of its reality. Although stories in my early life formed memories which remained unsaid, they also endured eventually seeding my later intuition in this study that the question of the relation of wisdom and art was in the same instance nurtured by such primordial presences or “vague fragments” (Merton, 1998b, p. 12) in my early life. Forming Chapter 1, reflections upon such fragments mark an engagement with a narrative presence in my study, one guided by the thesis, introduced in A Necessary Letter, that we cannot do contemplative inquiry unless we engage with the imperative of the personal. While the personal is marked by narrative in my writing, it is in addition configured within an aesthetical presence, which together with the former shaped part of what I view as the fundamental ethos of an arts informed contemplative study.

Formative experiences, born of encounters with schooling and art, are introduced in Chapter 1 as exemplars for beginning to cross the terrain of such ethos. While the crossing is marked by intuitions about the relation of wisdom and art, the chapter is also guided by a second theme about the absence of such relation within higher education, one intended to illustrate Palmer and Zajonc’s (2010) and Zajonc’s critique of the “epistemology of separation” (Zajonc, 2006, p. 1744) dominating higher education today.

While Chapter 1 situates personal narrative within the thesis of its imperative presence within contemplative inquiry Chapter 2 provides a second exemplar of such a notion in selected writings of Thomas Merton. The chapter interprets narrative and aesthetical themes in his work through the contemporary lens of writers in the fields of contemplative and transformative learning in education. Merton’s views are explored as a basis for beginning to configure an understanding of wisdom as one which emerges from the interweaving of the personal and aesthetical. The exploration of Merton’s ideas is guided in part by the strategy of dialogical speaking with Brother Louis, the name by which he was known in the Abbey of Gethsemani.

The dialogical engagement with Merton is my “writing witness consciousness,” a notion extended from Walsh and Bai (2015, p. 24) and reimagined as a terrain wherein it is reduced the distance between I, the researcher, and the subject of my research within a seeking of connection and non-dualism in inquiry. It is a form of engaging with a text that seeks the ethos of an arts-based contemplative methodology where research is guided by tools which are artful and extend beyond the narrower register of empirical investigation (Hart, 2004). While the methodological interpretation of such a strategy is explored in Chapter 5, it is introduced in Chapter 2 as a way of beginning to relate themes of the aesthetical and narrative in Merton’s work to the thesis of the wisdom image.

The questions of an inquiry sometimes feel ephemeral, evolving into presence, sometimes departing while at other times lingering within the contemplative transit. Their ephemeral nature in turn sustains the life of the “perpetual seeker” (Miller, 2016, p. 138) and underscores how the terrain of contemplative inquiry is a paradoxical place. Its crossing is marked by transitory presences but also by another wherein questions emerge and elect to remain with us. Chapter 3 attempts to corral such transience within an overview of questions into the relation of wisdom and art which emerged during the journey of my project and are of two broad configurations. The first are questions about the relation of wisdom and art that were sparked by a synchronous reading of three texts: John P. Miller’s Educating for Wisdom and Compassion (2006); Ferrari’s & Potworowski’s Teaching for Wisdom (2008); and Thomas Merton’s Love and Living (1979). Pondering these texts in tandem with Merton’s other aesthetical writings and his strategy of direct engaging with the reader which is found in some of his texts formed the second set of questions. The latter touch on methodological questions for an arts-enriched contemplative inquiry and are explored through kindred explorations of dialogical discourse in the work of Hart (2004) and Palmer (1993) and Gunnlaugson’s thesis of “generative dialogue” (Gunnlaugson, 2007, p. 138). The chapter is underscored by the thesis that while the journey of questions is immersed within a ceaseless transit, the seeking of certainty is not its primary goal (Hart, 2009). Instead, as Hart, following the physicist David Bohm, observes, the promise of wonder is nurtured when the goal of certainty is abandoned.

The feeling of wonder which emerges with the embrace of questions suggests an emotional relation to them which extends beyond their dispassionate status in inquiry. Motivated by wonder, we are enchanted by the questions that emerge; they allure through inquiry and our relation to them is not one of emotional disengagement.

In kindred spirit our relation to texts in inquiry, which is the subject of Chapter 4, is marked by an affective presence; the texts that we feel towards, mediate upon or share with others in dialogue revealing our affective connection to them which, like the questions of inquiry, reach beyond their referential presence in inquiry. The chapter’s title (The Friendship of Texts) is intended to capture such ethos and is guided by Hart’s view of the power of texts as embodying “living words” (Hart, 2008, p. 236) and Palmer’s encouragement to be in dialogue with texts within a spirit of friendship (Palmer, 1993). Their kindred views suggest a relationship to texts which extends beyond uncomplicated interpretations of their referential status in inquiry to another where we instead engage them as vital presences.

While the chapter follows in the spirit of Palmer’s (1993) and Hart’s (2004) views of such relation, it is also intended to nurture the general thesis of my study, that is, how the journey to wisdom is one which necessarily ventures onto the terrain of the personal and artful. As we embark on that journey, witnessed by the texts that we encounter and for which we feel kin.

In its aesthetical and relational spirit, Chapter 4 does not exclude, as could an empirical study, the literary from the analytical text; instead, it embraces them together within an inclusive configuration of contemplative inquiry. Forming part of that configuration is the first-person strategy of dialogical discourses with texts which is adopted in the chapter and elsewhere in the book. This strategy is intended to illustrate how, within a contemplative study, the relationship with texts extends beyond their referential status into another domain where they are not disencased from the life of the inquirer but are instead intimate with it within a spirit of friendship.

Such spirit underscores the flow of my writing which meanders between moments when it speaks with the first person in dialogical friendship with Merton’s texts and others when the third-person voice dominant. The movement of voices reflect the imperative of my narrative—one formed of the vestiges of my earlier studies in philosophy when the third-person voice was enforced and subsequent studies when I had journeyed onto the contemplative terrain where the first-person voice was no longer excluded in research.

While such movement of voices collectively configure a first-third-person presence in my writing, it also foregrounds methodological themes about the relation of narrative to arts-based contemplative inquiry in education. To speak between voices, as my study does in the aesthetical exploration of some of Merton’s texts and in my own narrative retellings, raises questions of method, whose exploration is the intent of Chapter 5. Such questions are underscored by the strategy of dialogical discourse, one which is echoed in Merton’s own writings such as Letter to an Innocent Bystander in Raids on the Unspeakable (Merton, 1966) and a dedication in A Thomas Merton Reader (Merton, 1974) where he addresses the text and reader respectively, and which is reciprocated in the present study as a tool which fosters reflection.

Departing from a third-person approach, dialogical discourse falls within the broader range of creative tools which Tobin Hart ponders in his characterization of contemplative knowing (Hart, 2004). It also follows in the spirit of arts based researchers who encourage ways of doing inquiry which are marginalized within the academy (Diamond & Mullen, 2001) and researchers in spirituality studies such as Palmer who advocate that we embrace and listen to the subject (Palmer, 1993) within a strategy which is holistic and not binary in spirit. In this inquiry, dialogical writing to Merton was generative of questions and meditations and, following Susan Schiller’s observation, becomes a form of writing which becomes meaningful by being connected to “something in the writer’s world that allows the writing to be both desirable and worthwhile to that person” (Schiller, 2014, p. x).

In this study, that “something” which connected me to the writing, in addition to my experiences in post-secondary education, was my childhood story, a connection which in turn guided me towards viewing the subject of methodology holistically, that is, as not disencased from my narrative but in intimate relation with it. As a child, I was raised without siblings until the age of 8 and my first experiences with socialization, in the absence of preschool or Kindergarten, did not happen until the first grade. Until then, I lived within a contemplative and sometimes imaginary world of my own making—one whose reality was not brought into meaning until its emergence within this inquiry. Dialogical speaking with Merton in adulthood echoes the internal world of my childhood, and in this nurturing the idea of how my present inquiry was also seeded in my childhood narrative. Such notion in turn invited reflection upon the relation of the child to contemplation and evoked Montessori’s idea of the “spiritual embryo” (Montessori, 1970, p. 18), Miller’s exploration of the “whole child” (Miller, 2010, p. 9), Hart’s idea of children as “natural contemplatives” (Hart, 2004, p. 43) and Merton’s notion of “child mind” (Gardner, 2016, p. 3).

If an inquiry is configured within the entwining of narrative and the dialogical, as it is in my story and its earliest traces in my childhood, then of what configuration is its methodology? The question returns to Bruner’s idea of narrative as being fundamental to meaning making and gravitates towards Oren Ergas’ kindred thesis of how meaning is constructed within our “personal paradigms” (Ergas, 2016, p. 14). Chapter 5 extends Bruner’s and Ergas’ notions with the observation of the personal character of methodology as one configured in narrative; and underscored by the thesis that my research is guided by a methodology of my own making—a methodology of one.

If our way of being and meaning making, following Bruner and Ergas, is sculpted within narrative and the domain of the personal respectively, then wisdom as “lived exercise,” following Hadot (Hadot, 2002, p. 220), can also be seen to emerge within a methodology which is configured within the personal. This premise underscores Chapter 6 and is scaffolded by the question—how can wisdom be fostered in the classroom within a narrative configuration which is also artful?

Powerful images, such as the landscape photographs of Edward Burtynsky, have potential to teach and offer wisdom. Yet, following Ergas, meaning making is a personal domain; herein the promise of their lessons also turns upon the student’s potential to absorb them. How is such potential developed within the student? How is the methodology of one nurtured? Importantly, how is such method seeded within an aesthetical ethos?

These questions underpin Chapter 6. Drawing on exemplars, such as the Berlin Wisdom model (Baltes, 2004), Sternberg, Jarvin and Reznitskaya’s Balance Theory of Wisdom (Sternberg, Jarvin, & Reznitskaya, 2008) and the child-centred research of Reeve, Messina, and Scardamalia (2008), the chapter explores what can be extracted from such precedents in formulating a classroom practice for fostering wisdom through art. The discourse of wisdom research though is most often associated with texts and less so with the aesthetical. As such, my suggestions for beginning to construct this new bridge are offered as a prolegomenon which will, it is hoped, encourage further inquiry.

While Chapter 6 is offered as a prolegomenon on the teaching of wisdom through the arts, Chapter 7 concludes with reflections upon the centrality of the inward turn as key to the spirit of contemplative inquiry. Though the chapter explores how such ethos resides within a paradoxical domain, the journey onto the contemplative territory is aided by creative tools for making meaning of such complexity. Amongst these are ones used in this study such as encounters with art, narrative writing and dialogical discourse. Forming part of the tool-box for contemplative inquiry, they also expand it beyond the more restrictive research strategies of scientific inquiry.

An arc of inquiry which began with the imperative of the personal in A Necessary Letter ends in Chapter 7 with the observation that while the turn onto the self presents a paradox, it is from within aesthetical and narrative encounters with its complexity that the promise of wisdom emerges.

My study seeks to explore the relation of the aesthetical to wisdom within a contemplation which is interwoven by narrative retellings and others when I engage with Merton’s texts within a dialogical spirit. Another component of such interweaving is the use of images. While some of the images, such as Burtynsky’s photographs, are intended to illustrate contemplative notions of “wholesight” (Palmer, 1993, p. xxiii), others are intended to reflect the inter-weaving of narrative and inquiry and the power of art to teach and nurture wisdom.

The latter images are drawn from my story and bookended by ones taken from my earliest experiences of schooling and other more recent encounters with art. Of the latter, trips to Florence and Venice to be with painting and sculpture marked a generative moment in my writing. The encounter with art in these places invigorated my writing by nurturing reflections upon its relation to wisdom and kindred interpretations of the character of transformation and connection, as I both photographed these places and later in my writing pondered the literature of transformative and holistic education in general and Merton’s writings in particular.

While images accompany my writing, their role in inquiry is intended to extend beyond their referential status. Their placement at either the beginning of a chapter or occupying a full page within is intended to honour the epistemic power of the imaginal. Standing apart from a view of image as ancillary to text, the image is instead interpreted as having an elevated epistemic standing and holding the promise of wisdom. While the use of images reflects the spirit of arts-based inquiry, it also acknowledges the contemplative embrace of creative tools in research. Standing apart from the Cartesian paradigm which unweaves experience in order to understand it, images are honoured in inquiry as lenses through which the complexity of experience is interpreted within a holistic ethos.







1
Narrative Beginnings

The Seeds of Inquiry and the Imperative of Story
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Beginning Inquiry by Reflecting on My Story


I liken the beginning of my inquiry to a planting, one whose end point is a harvest whose yield I hope towards but cannot know assuredly in advance. My planting is seeded by a mixture of seeds: images I am drawn to like Burtynsky’s water photographs (Burtynsky, Davis, & Lord, 2013), the curvilinear architecture of Borromini’s Church San Carlo alle Quattro Fontane (1638–1641; Wittkower, 1958, 1986), the filmic quality of Caravaggio’s The Calling of Saint Matthew (Church of San Luigi dei Francesi, Rome, 1599–1600; Schütze, 2017, p. 133), the magical narratives of cinematographers like Terrence Malick in The Tree of Life (Green, Pohlad, Pitt, Gardner, & Hill, 2011) and fragments of writings from Merton’s New Seeds of Contemplation (1972).

Such seeds, which I have taken from places afar, are mixed together with others taken from places closer to home. The seeds of my parents’ narrative—immigrants from the impoverished mezzogiorno region of Italy—my mother, Agata, from a seaside village in Abruzzo, just south of Ortona, which was destroyed during the war while my father, Antonio, from the Lucania region where Carlo Levi set his novel Christ Stopped at Eboli (1947), and where the Normans settled during the Middle Ages and ancient Greeks many generations before. My father’s mother, is surnamed Atena after the Greek Goddess of wisdom, her name a trace of the Greek presence in southern Italy. Within this tapestry was nested my parents’ retellings of their lives—therein also becoming part of my memory, their retellings in turn recycling into the formation of a living palimpsest that configures my being today.

Their seed I carry with me along with others: my memory of a solitary childhood until my sister Lucia was born eight years later; growing up in a conservative southern Ontario town; and the home of my co-opted Canadian grandmother neighbour who sang lullabies to me and taught my mother English. My memories of school are mixed amongst such seeds: my first day of school standing by the school yard fence; my supportive high school art teacher; intensely working on my painting in the school’s art studio; my parents’ encouragement to my sister and I to pursue higher education; my difficult memories of architecture school and graduate studies in philosophy; the time I lived in Rome, being with art and architecture; my trepidations of returning later in life to graduate studies in OISE and finding that my worries were dissipated by a different pedagogy which nurtured inquiry within a coming to knowing within the re-covering of my authentic self.

Into this mixture of seeds were added others: that of my Catholic schooling in the wake of the Vatican II reforms. While I had since journeyed onto new places, its ethos of social justice was one which has remained with me.

As I ponder these seeds I am reminded of Thomas Merton’s turn to Dante’s poetry from The Divine Comedy:


And you must know that the sacred land

where you are is full of every seed

and has fruit not plucked in your world.


(Merton, 1974, p. 455)


Collectively my experiences seeded my sacred land which was named “John.” They were once vestiges of my self, which were ever present within a mysterious primordial and subconscious knowing. But once I crossed onto the new land, the traces emerged into meaning within acts of writing, encounters with art and dialogical conversations with Merton. And within the imperative of such moments, I felt the comfort of truth.





Entering the “Sacred Land” of Narrative

My inquiry into the relation of art and wisdom begins with the necessity of my story—and one whose retelling is methodologically informed by such thinkers as Schiller (2014) in the field of holistic education and Eisner (2008) and Diamond and Mullen (2001) in arts-based learning and their kindred notion of inquiry as a process which is seeded by the fertile terrain of our narratives. Engaging with story is to enter onto a reflective terrain which, in addition, accords well with the introspective ethos of inquiry as contemplative process. In this, my study seeks to be methodologically ecumenical as it is also guided by Hart’s notion of contemplation as a way of knowing which “complements the rational and the sensory” (Hart, 2004, p. 29) while embracing strategies for inquiry drawn from, for example, the arts or storytelling or meditative practices which are not generally associated with the former.

In this study, the spirit of narrative and arts-based inquiry in curriculum studies is viewed as synergistic with such strategies within contemplative inquiry. When Diamond observes how the character of research is intimately enmeshed with the way we live (Diamond, 2009), his observation evokes Hart’s view of contemplative inquiry as one which is not separate from the life of inquirer, or Arthur Zajonc’s criticism of dualistic epistemologies (Zajonc, 2006) which dominate higher education today. With Diamond their views of the character of inquiry mirror Palmer’s observation, following the physicist Fritjof Capra, that “we can never speak about nature without, at the same time, speaking about ourselves” (Capra, 1991, p. 69).

My study endeavours to follow in the spirit of such writers; by returning onto my self through narrative retellings, imaginal explorations and dialogical engagement with Merton’s writings, I seek to transcend the dualism of subject-researcher that Zajonc criticizes as dominating university research today.
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