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| Shadi Fatehi

| was participating in the Eucharist last Sunday. As
the minister was describing the diverse perspectives on
the ‘real presence’ of Christ in the Eucharist, gradually
| foresaw the inevitable: my mental checking out. Just
as my mind prepared to disembark and wander towards
the contemplation of lunch, the list of food items | had to
buy later in the afternoon, and the distant lands of my
googlemail inbox, the minister made a surprising turn.
He proposed that even better than enquiring into the
presence of Christ we might ask instead,

“Am | really present?”

One of our greatest contemporary problems seems to
be our lack of attention.

But what is this faculty of attention and how are we to
understand it?

Attention is the merging of concentration on a particular
point. It consists of being here now, where an individual
is attending to a particular thing, at a particular place,
and at a particular time. It is a faculty whose power of
employment can be strengthened like a muscle through
habitual practice.

Attention is a finite resource. What we pay attention
to can either pay great dividends or can bankrupt our
souls because what we attend to is a symptom of what
we believe to be worthy of our attention, that is, what we
value. And what we value is a direct result of what we
love. This is why St Augustine often referred to the ordo
amoris: loving everything with the degree and kind of
love appropriate to it. For St Augustine, a good life was
characterized by rightly ordered loves.

Sadly, our modern distractibility suggests that we

~Bo.
tlo

are either agnostic or incapable of discerning what we
ought to value. As a result, we are often distracted from
the Good and therefore cannot orient our lives towards
that end. There is great danger in wasting away our
attention. In this age of distraction, our minds are often
separated from our bodies. We lack integrity. We appear
to be no longer whole, unified selves, but experience the
world as fragmented. We are present and yet absent: in
two places at once and neither simultaneously. We are
cut adrift, but still floating as if somewhere in between
and no place in particular. There is a serious risk of our
becoming hollow: “shape without form, shade without
color, paralyzed force, gesture without motion.”

Attention is developed through the exercise of saying
‘no’ and then saying ‘yes’, of overlooking the many in
order to attend the one. This art of saying “no” to say
“yes”, of ignoring in order to attend, can be developed
through the practice of spiritual disciplines like fasting,
silence and the celebration of the Sabbath. We fast from
consuming in order to feast upon God and His bread,
so we are enabled to feed others. We enter into silence
in order to hear from God and have a word, so we are
enabled to speak to others. We cease our work in order
to rest and be reminded of who we are: humans, not
robots, having a “self”, so we are enabled to love others.

As Christians, we need to educate our faculty of
attention and this necessitates a community of disciples
that can carry each other along in the process. It also
requires identifying the proper objects of attention. St
Paul provides a way forward:

“Brothers and sisters, to the degree that anything is
true, noble, just, pure, lovely or commendable; if anything
is virtuous or worthy of praise, attend to these things.
What you have learned, and received, and heard, and
observed in me — practice these things — and the God of
peace will be with you.” (Philippians 4:8-9)
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