is that  all?
Wendy thought that you might be interested to spend just a few minutes exploring my tryptic - is that all?. I’m Canon Robert Wright, we live in Wells, I retired from Westminster Abbey & the House of Commons in 2010 and I am priest and an artist. 
Reflecting on the glorious 14th century windows on the North side of the Lady Chapel, shattered but  remade into windows by Dean Robinson, these three paintings, ask  is that all? -  about abstract art, about old age, and about contemplative prayer. 
Many people, faced with an abstract painting will ask, “What does it mean?” but part of what the abstract painting is seeking to do is not to answer that question but
through their obstinate simplicity they invite  us to find our own still centre, our own pathway into the unknown
 -  to explore remaining open to the strange in its strangeness; 
- being prepared to lose ourselves in the encounter;
-  risking not knowing as the condition of possible transformation.

 Each viewer is entitled to bring her or his interpretation to the work. They have questions for us,
rather like when we meet people (only here we might be thinking of the colours, textures, shapes and form of the painting) and an interaction can take place between expressive potentials in the painting and latent memories in the viewer (those colours make me think of…, the simplicity of that painting reminds me of… the texture there could be…).

Unlike the possibilities of interpretation offered by figurative works, these paintings invite an imaginative and creative response from the viewer: “What am I to make of this image?”, to engage with the paintings as you engage with those  you visit and befriend as  Anna chaplains.

It is important to be open to see and not come with preconceived ideas. Look suggests there is already something in mind, whilst seeing opens us up to possibilities, whether we are talking of pictures, this stage of our lives or, I would say, (because that is what I am interested in) contemplative prayer. If I say, “Look at…, that is what you will do whether  we are looking at a  painting or an elderly person; if I say, “What do you see up there?” you will be open to possibilities of the windows, the tracery, the stonework etc; or open to finding a beautiful person in the tired and perhaps  broken body before  you…)

So we are not being told what is in front of us, but not knowing, not as ignorance but as openness, puts us in a desirable  place where we hope for an encounter with something new and unfamiliar, perhaps even unrecognisable or unknown. 

By their nature abstract paintings do not tell us what to think but through their obstinate simplicity they invite us to find our own still centre, our own pathway into the unknown.  When confronted with an abstract painting it is hard not to ask, “What does it mean?”  but as I have prayed, read Thomas Merton, and painted, I have found painting to be a way of prayer, a way of exploring the mysteries of the heart, and I am left in little doubt that this is the way for me, the way God is calling me to pray, my vocation.  As Merton writes and  perhaps this is helpful to you as  Anna Chaplains,: “You do not need to know precisely what is happening, or exactly where it is all going. What you need is to recognize the possibilities and challenges offered by the present moment, and to embrace them with courage, faith and hope.”  

The abstract paintings raise questions in us, rather like when we meet people, again, rather like the Anna Chaplain’s  encounter  with someone. “Who is this lonely, fragile person? Am I open to their  beauty, open to their story?”

Perhaps the abstract artist and the Anna chaplain are both on a journey helping the   viewer or the person being visited finally to arrive directly in front of Love’s waiting , welcoming arms.

So in valuing the noble work of Anna Chaplains, I also wish to confirm the courtesy of abstract art that says, “Come in, dine with me and see that I am celebrating life and beauty, goodness, and the mystery of this wonderful world.”  X1 ‘Makers by Nature’ Bruce Herman 
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