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Parker Palmer learned from his contemporaries that ‘true spirituality’ demands an inward, silent, solitary, contemplative life, Palmer sought unsuccessfully to become a monk.
 His years of struggle birthed an understanding of contemplation-and-action that acknowledges the value of both. For Palmer, contemplation “unveil[s] the illusions that masquerade as reality” (p. 17) and enables the action that then co-creates reality with God. 

Palmer argues with those who make contemplation and action mutually exclusive. He disputes the position that “the energies of the active life are [to be] more feared than revered” (p. 7). Yet he also argues against unbridled activism. His goal in this book is “to celebrate and criticize the active life, to explore its joys and pains, its problems and potentials…with reverence for the mystery of self-discovery and creation which is at the heart of human action” (p. 11). Since he himself was misled into a life of contemplation alone, he seeks to help his reader avoid the same mistake.

In the first two chapters, Palmer systematically explores action and contemplation. He provides useful, functional definitions for these terms. He also divides action into three distinct types: work, creativity and caring (p. 9). These categories (which form the subtitle of the book) are particularly compelling and it is unfortunate that he does not pursue them in more depth. In the later practical chapters he could have developed them much further, but mysteriously does not. Here he also explains the reason that action is avoided by many: “action is risky” (p. 21). The risks include impure motives, self-revelation and failure. He also criticises the ‘instrumental’ approach to action, which “portrays action as a means to predetermined ends” (p. 23) as opposed to the ‘expressive’ approach, which seeks “not to achieve a goal…but to express a conviction” (p. 24).

Palmer then presents six poems and narratives that illustrate contemplation-and-action. These come from different traditions—Taoism, Hasidic Judaism, Christianity and modern Latin American activism—but (in Palmer’s eyes) each demonstrates ‘right action.’ As a Quaker, Palmer is comfortable with seeking “the hidden wholeness” (p. 29) that lies behind each of these traditions. However, his heterodox beliefs concerning the power of God (see pp. 95-8) and the uniqueness of Christ (see p. 37 and pp. 135-8) interfere with the truth of his essential message about the complementarity of action and contemplation.

I deeply appreciated several of Palmer’s insights. He has a notable ability to divide a seemingly indivisible lump, making confusion into clarity. For example, when examining the problem of impure motives, Palmer observes that right actions may by launched from bad motives. Initially mixed motives should not stop action, but neither should the original motives mandate the reasons for the actor’s continued action. “The call may come from the wrong place or for the wrong reason, but that does not mean that it is the wrong call” (p. 59). As one who can over-analyse most anything, this insight liberates me from some of my paralysis and gives me a good reason to jump before absolutely everything is in place.

For me, the most exciting division that Palmer illuminates is the two attitudes of scarcity and abundance. Drawing on Jesus’ miracle of the loaves and fishes, he contrasts the disciples’ view that food is scarce with Jesus’ view that God has provided abundantly. He explains how our belief that we live in meagre times leads to us fighting for rare acclaim and promotion, guarding our precious goods from those who seek to take them, and building life-destroying labour-saving contraptions (pp. 125-6). I have struggled with Jesus’ teaching that the needful things are given freely to those who seek the kingdom of God (Mt. 6:33). Palmer’s explanation encourages me to not fear apparent lack. I am reminded of the story of the two sparrows that see the people frantically running to-and-fro and comment, “They must not have a God who cares for them like we do.” It is true that our belief in abundance or scarcity drives much of our understanding and action.

In conclusion, Palmer provides a necessary counterbalance to the popular thought that true Christian spirituality lies solely in ‘quiet time’ and Bible study. As a man whose temperament admired yet rejected the cloister, he has a word to share about the value of both the inward and outward journeys. Though some of his theology should be held at a distance, his insights inspire the reader to both dispel illusions through contemplation and labour alongside God through activity.

� Parker J. Palmer, The Active Life (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publ, 1990), 1-2. Subsequent citations as in-line page number references.
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