Chapter Seven

PERSONAL TEACHINGS

And Jesus looking upon him loved him, and said to him, “You lack
one thing; go, sell what you have, and give to the poor, and you will
have treasure in heaven; come, follow me.” At that saying his coun-
tenance fell, and he went away sorrowful; for he had great posses-
sions. [Mark 10:21-22]

But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have firmly
believed, knowing from whom you learned it and how from childhood
you have been acquainted with the sacred writings which are able
to instruct you for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.

[2 Timothy 3:14-15]
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An important role of the spiritual director is one-to-one trans-
mission of the tradition as it applies to the personal situation and
need of the directee. It is in letters and other writings to particular
individuals that we see this personal teaching and evocation of truth
and new life. We have chosen mostly letters because they illustrate
personal teaching with particular clarity. The selections were chosen
to illustrate the director’s role as teacher, comforter, and encourager,
and occasional admonisher.

A brother asked Abba Joseph, saying, “What ought I do, since I do

not have the strength to undergo evil, nor to work for alms?” The old

man said to him, “If you cannot do any of these things, do keep watch

over your conscience against all evil in regard to your neighbour and
you will save your soul.” [The Sayings of the Desert Fathers)

Abba Joseph in Panepho, a hermit with a few disciples

in Panephysis, fourth century

One of the spiritual fathers speaking about the Cells, said there was
once an industrious old man there who was clothed with a mat. He
went to find Abba Ammonas, who, when he saw him wearing the
mat, said to him, “This mat will not help you!” But the old man
questioned him in the following way, “Three thoughts demand my
attention, either, should I go about in the deserts, or should I travel
to a far-off land where no one knows me, or should I close myself off
in a cell without opening the door to anyone, eating only every other
day.” Abba Ammonas told him, “It is not proper for you to act on any
of these three things. You should sit in your cell and eat a little every
day, keeping the word of the publican always in your heart, and you
will save your soul.” [The Sayings of the Desert Fathers]
Abba Ammonas, a disciple of Anthony at Nitria
who later became a bishop, c. 350

To his literary spiritual child, Theotimus, Francis de Sales gives
this counsel:

The choice of one’s vocation, the plan of some business undertaking
of great consequence, of some work demanding much time, of some
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very large expenditure, the change of home, the choice of associa-
tions, and the like, deserve to be seriously reflected on, in order to
see what is most pleasing to the will of God. But in little daily matters,
in which even a mistake is not of serious consequence nor irreparable,
what need is there to make a business of them, to scrutinize them,
or to pester someone for counsel about them? For what purpose
should I put myself on the rack to learn whether God would rather
that I should say the Rosary or Our Lady’s Office, since there is no
difference between them, that a big testing should be held. Or should
I go to visit the sick in the hospital or to Vespers, or should I go to
a sermon or to a church where there is an Indulgence? Really there
is no importance in the one more than the other that it is worthwhile
to take any great deliberation. We must walk in good faith and without
minuscule deliberations in“'such matters, and, as St. Basil says, freely
choose what we like, so as not to tear down our spirit, lose time, or
put ourselves in danger of losing our peace or becoming scrupulous
and superstitious. But I mean always where there is no great dis-
proportion between two actions, and where there is nothing to delib-
erate over on one side more than on the other.
[Treatise on the Love of God]
Saint Francis de Sales, French bishop and theoretician
of spiritual direction, 1567-1622

Blessed Claude de la Colombiere writes in a letter:

I am not amazed at those persons who fear confession because they
do not want to give up their sins, as I am at those who fear it because
they are fearful of revealing their sins. The proof that the latter is a
temptation is that it is to be found in people who are not known to
the confessor and in those whom he will never know. What does the
priest know after the confession, except that there is a person who
has committed sin? You give yourself no more danger than if you
confessed to a statue. The more the confessor knows you the more
he will reverence you. The greater difficulty you have, the more he
will treasure the confidence you have in him and be touched that
you have told him the one thing in the world you would naturally
desire to keep secret. The worse the sin is, and the better the confessor
knows you, the more your reward will be. If he is a reasonable person,
the more he must revere you. He will admire you, if he has feelings
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at all like those of God and the angels, who see your humility with
joy and wonder. What insanity it would be for a confessor to convict
you in his heart when God absolves you and fills you with his grace.
If he is un-Christian and a fool he will have such feelings, but if he
is reasonable and a man of faith he will admire you and praise God
while humbling himself. [Spiritual Direction]
Blessed Claude de la Colombiere,
Jesuit preacher, 1642-82

You seem to apprehend that I believe religion to be inconsistent with
cheerfulness and with a sociable, friendly temper. So far from it, that
I am convinced, as true religion or holiness cannot be without cheer-
fulness, so steady or true religion. And I am equally convinced that
true religion has nothing sour, austere, unsociable, unfriendly in it;
but, on the contrary, implies the most winning sweetness, the most
amiable softness and gentleness. Are you for having as much cheer-
fulness as you can? So am I. Do you endeavor to keep alive your taste
for all the truly innocent pleasure of life? So do I likewise. Do you
refuse no pleasure but what is an hindrance to some greater good or
has a tendency to some evil? It is my very rule; and I know no other
by which a sincere, reasonable Christian can be guided. In particular,
I pursue this rule in eating, which I seldom do without much plea-
sure. And this I know is the will of God concerning me: that I should
enjoy every pleasure that leads to my taking pleasure in Him, and
in such a measure as most leads to it. [Letters to Mrs. Chapman)]
John Wesley, founder of Methodism, 1703-91

A letter answering a monk who suffered from the spirit of accidie:

I learn from your letter that you have been bothered by the spirit of
depression. This is a terrible sorrow, against which Christians seeking
salvation must struggle valiantly. Depression bothers persons who
have bread and other things of necessity ready at hand. How much
the more, then, does it attack those who live in solitude? I recommend
the following things to you:

1. Urge yourself, force yourself, to prayer and all kinds of good
works, no matter how contrary they may be to your mood. . . . Seeing
your efforts and your labor, God will give you zeal and desire. Good
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habits create this desire, and, it might be said, lead us toward prayer
and good actions. Learn to develop this habit, and it will pull you to
prayer and good actions.

2. Enthusiasm is also developed by a variety in our tasks, i.e., by
turning from one task to another. This you must do as follows: pray,
then do some manual work, then read a book, then prayerfully reflect
on your spiritual situation, on eternal salvation, etc. Do these things
by turns. If depression grasps you fiercely, leave your room, and
walking up and down, prayerfully reflect on Christ. Elevate your
mind to God and pray. Depression will then leave you.

3. The thought of death, which may perhaps cross your mind, the
thought of Christ’s judgment, of eternal punishment and of eternal
joy do away with depression. Prayerfully reflect on these things.

4. Pray and groan, pleading with God Himself to grant you en-
thusiasm and desire. Without God we are good for no work at all.

If you follow these four admonitions, believe me, little by little you
will receive enthusiasm and desire. God looks to us for labor and
courageous actions. He has promised to be with those who labor.

[Letters of St. Tikhon]|
Saint Tikhon of Zadonsk, Russian bishop, then monk
at the monastery of Zadonsk, 1724-83

Saint Madeleine Sophie Barat writes to one of her sisters in the
Society of the Sacred Heart:

Paris, February 15, 1852
Dear Mother, make every effort to avoid a pitfall which often fools
persons, who by their vocation and their profession, must observe
and deal with a great amount of business. . . . If such a person looks
at the excuses her occupations give her, she will get involved entirely
with exterior works and her prayer life will easily be ignored. Little
by little she will lose the spirit of prayer and her desire for it. Lack
of purpose and distractions will take over the powers of her soul.
Prayer will become a burden to her in place of being a satisfaction.
Dryness will come, and it will be all the more difficult to accept
because it will be the penalty imposed by an excessively active and
busy life. If crosses and set-backs come she accepts them, of course,
but bears them with difficulty and with great resistance because her

Personal Teachings 145

nature has not been sufficiently mortified, and because she has given
too much attention to work and not enough to reflection and prayer
which is an absolute necessity for a religious who must interact with
other people.

Truthfully, dear Mother and daughter, by speaking about these
problems to you I am far from implying that they are your own. My
purpose is only to give you adequate warning against the illusion very
common among persons who are involved in deeds of mercy, even
religious. For it is certain that our calling to religion is, or should be,
as contemplative as it is active.

[St. Madeleine Sophie: Her Life and Letters]
Saint Madeleine Sophie Barat, French founder of the Society
of the Sacred Heart, 1779-1865

To a lady: [Letter #79]
You are acting like the silkworms who allow no stone to remain
unturned in making themselves a prison and in smothering under
the folds and layers of the little thread of their silk. Scrupulosity
comes from too much attention given to everything one does, to all
which one says, to all one thinks. It is a sickness of ceaselessly
needing to judge oneself, and to judge the first judgment, then the
second, then the third, and on and on. You give birth to that which
has no end, like the silk thread of the silkworm. This is the distortion
of good conscience, but it is certainly not a conscience. . . . In practice,
my dear child, ride roughshod over these little ideas which have no
basis in reality. Here is the cure. Since you know that you are scru-
pulous, treat yourself as scrupulous, and always give yourself the
benefit of the doubt, when there is not complete certainty that you
have freely chosen a bad action. [Letters to his Spiritual Children|

Msgr. Louis-Gaston de Ségur, blind Parisian priest, 182081

To a friend:

Yes, I do know about the hungry feeling that one wants something,
impossible to say what; . . . and I think it is one of the deepest things
in us. Isn’t it (although we do not call it that at the time) the thirst
for God, because we know so well that nothing less will satisfy us;
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and the problem of the way to get what we want, and the knowledge
that we can only partially reach it in this life, is the aching part
of it.

But I am sure that it is meant to be thus, if anything could satisfy
us down here we should be very small and tame indeed, and that
profound discontent is the best thing about us, if we find out the
right use of it. It is the thirst for the strong living God which makes
contemplatives, and the fire which makes apostles, and it is only
when we use it badly that it turns back on ourselves and makes us
really unhappy.

I hope and believe that you will never be really unhappy. To be
friends with God is the deepest spring of joy, and you have that, so
I can only wish that you may have it more and more.

[Life and Letters of Janet Erskine Stuart]

N

September 1912

_ .1 must write you a few lines to say a few things which I left
unsaid for want of time when there was so much to say. It was this,
and your letter brings it to my mind again, that when one gets into
quite new circumstances and surroundings, among complete strangers,
there is necessarily a moment—a period—of very great loneliness,
before there is any new interest or stimulus on the human side or
any new ties.

This is hard to go through, but precious supernaturally, it is the
spiritual leisure which is more important for your soul’s life. It is soul
first, and everything that is not as you would wish or plan is to the
good on that side; renunciation, disengagement from self, all the real
“spiritual exercises” on which our life is strengthened. And in that
solitude your friendship with God must ripen, and your soul grow
strong. :

So do not fret at the thousand and one things that will be contrary,
but enter into them and learn through them, if not from them. .. . Pray
quietly and constantly; now you know God better you must keep very
close to Him, talk to Him of every trouble or joy or aspiration or
knock-down and be very sweet to everyone.

[Life and Letters of Janet Erskine Stuart]

Janet Erskine Stuart, superior general of the Society
of the Sacred Heart, 18571914
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Friedrich von Hiigel wrote to his miece:

My most dear Gwen, 7 April 1919.

Your letter has set me thinking—rethinking your mind and soul,
and how best quietly to feed and help them. I wanted to write an
answer on Saturday, and then today. But my last four or five nights
have been, upon the whole, so bad that I dare not yet write directly
about your very important and delicate points, since, when I am in
such “encompote” condition, such letter-writing means further bad
nights.-I will write as soon as I can. This is only a scribble, lest my
silence were to end in making you fear indifference or offendedness
on my part—neither of which would be at all the case.

I wonder whether you realize a deep, great fact? That souls—all
human souls—are deeply interconnected? That, I mean, we can not
only pray for each other, but suffer for each other? That these long,
trying wakings, that I was able to offer them to God and to Christ for
my Gwen-child—that He might ever strengthen, sweeten, steady her
in her true, simple, humble love and dependence upon Him? Nothing
is more real than this interconnection—this gracious power put by
God Himself into the very heart of our infirmities. . . . And, my little
Gwen, it is the Church (which, improperly understood, “dumbs” my
little old, bewildered Child)—it is the Church which, at its best and
deepest, is just that—that interdependence of all the broken and the
meek, all the self-oblivion, all the reaching-out to God and souls.

[Letters from Baron Friedrich von Hiigel to a Niece]

From letter of 17 February 1920.

My darling Child, Shrove Tuesday.
I want this letter to reach you on Ash Wednesday, when we all start
Lent, because there is one little practice I should like to dwell upon
for a minute, in case you have not yet waked up to it, or that you
require, perhaps, a little encouragement in it. I mean the practice of
some little voluntary renunciation. I know well, of course, my Gwen,
how much vague and airy wisdom oozes out of the comfortable and
shallow modern mind about this. But then you see, we have the
little (!) examples of the Baptist in the wilderness, with his wild honey
and locusts meal; Our Lord’s Fast of forty days; St. Paul’s mastery
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of his body; and really, without a break, the asceticism of all the great
saints. I say this not to suggest anything special in your food, sleep
or dress; and as to the amount of church, half an hour a day will be
enough, and it would be unwise to add to it, even in Lent. But I am
thinking of something without thinking what—that would corre-
spond, say, to my not buying any books for myself during Lent.
Depend upon it, such little self-checks—checks on good propensions,
and checks self-imposed—where they spring from love, really feed
love. They are good things and still useful to your spiritual growth.

[Letters from Baron Friedrich von Hiigel to a Niece]

Loving old,
Father-Uncle.

—

To a young girl on her Confirmation in the Church of England:

April 11, 1922
I know that you are to be confirmed tomorrow, and I feel an inward
pressure to write you a little letter on this important step in your life.
If you were engaged to be married, I would certainly write to you;
so why should I not about an act, different indeed, but not necessarily
less important?

Let me then go back in my mind to when I was your own age, and
try to get on to paper one predominant desire which then came into
my own inner life. You see, when I began to try to be good—to serve
God—1I already, alas, found myself involved in gravely bad habits and
inclinations. But this, once I was, by God’s grace, awakened to long
to be straight and true—to go direct to God and Christ—had one
great advantage. I saw young fellows all round me fretting to be free,
to be their own sole, full masters. They fretted against this and that
thing; against this and that person. They thought if only they could
get away from these, they would be free. But I myself could not feel
that to be nearly enough; I was too little happy in myself to fiddle-
faddle at such little things! I wanted, I had to, get rid of—not those
outside conditions, not those other people and their orders, etc.: but
I had, somehow, to become free from self, from my poor, shabby,
bad, all-spoiling self! There lay freedom, there lay happiness! And I
see now at 70, more clearly again than at 17, that [ was right there.
That all external things, all persons, even if and when they may be
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not to our natural liking, that they none can really hurt us—indeed,

that they all of them can readily help us, once we are awake, spiritually

awake; and that our service of God really means for us the fighting

of self. Of course God’s service includes also our service of others—
our relations, our friends. [Spiritual Counsel and Letters]

Baron Friedrich von Hiigel, lay Catholic theologian

and writer, 1852-1925

Letters on Prayer

Recalling your request and my promise to write you concerning
prayer to God, whenever the time and opportunity given to me by
the gift of Him to whom we pray, I should have paid my debt earlier
and given my response to your loving desire in the charity of Christ.
I have too few words to express my joy on receiving your request,
which proved to me how much importance you give to this great
duty. What activity is more proper for your widowhood than to per-
severe in prayer night and day, according to the counsel of St. Paul?
As you know, he says: “But she that is a widow indeed and desolate,
has trusted in the Lord and continues in prayers night and day.” It
might appear a bit unusual, since you are a noble woman in this
world, as well as rich and the mother of such a large family, and not
left desolate, although a widow, that the attraction of prayer should
impress itself so deep in your spirit and compel you to pay attention
to it, but you have a wise understanding of the fact that no person
can be free of danger in this world and in this life. . . .

So, then, that you may continue in prayers night and day, until
that consolation comes to you, remember that you are alone and
desolate, no matter how well off you may be with worldly wealth. The
Apostle did not say that this gift was to be given to just any widow,
but he says: “She that is a widow indeed and desolate, has trusted
in the Lord, and continues in prayers night and day.” . . . The more
fervent the desire, the more worthy the effect which follows. And
that is why the Apostle says: “Desire without ceasing.” Let us, then,
always desire this gift from the Lord God and always pray for it. Since
this desire grows a bit tepid by reason of our cares and daily absorption
with other things, we bring our mind back to the duty of praying at
fixed hours, and we give encouragement to ourselves in the words
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of our prayer to move forward to what we desire. If we do not do this,
after our desire has begun to become tepid, it then becomes entirely
cold and totally goes out unless it is frequently fired up again. . . .
~ Certainly, you will also remember to pray fervently for me, for I do
not wish you, out of deference to the position which I occupy, to my
own peril, to refuse me the help which I personally acknowledge as
essential for me. [Sermons]

Saint Augustine, bishop of Hippo, 354-430

Dear Master Peter:

I shall explain to you as well as I know how what I myself do when
I pray. May our Lord God help you and others to do it better. Amen.

First of all, when I feel that I have become cold and reluctant to
pray because of my absorption with other thoughts and matters (for
the flesh and the devil always stop and impede prayer) I take my little
Psalter and go to my room. If it is during the day and there is the
opportunity to join people in the church, I begin to repeat to myself
the Ten Commandments, the Creed, and, if I have time, some teach-
ing of Christ or verses from Paul and the Psalms. I do all this in a
way like that of children. . . .

It is a good practice to make prayer the first order of the morning
and the last at night. Carefully watch out for false and deceptive
thoughts which say: “Wait awhile. I shall pray in an hour or so. I
must first look after this important matter.” Such thoughts will lead
away from prayer and will entangle you in other matters which will
so demand your attention that nothing will happen in your prayers
that day. . . .

When your heart is made warm by prayerful reflection and you are
fully present to yourself, kneel down or stand with folded hands, lift
up your eyes to heaven, and speak or say quietly to yourself as simply
as you can, “Dear God, Heavenly Father, I am a poor, unworthy
sinner. I am not worthy to lift up my eyes or hands to you in prayer.
But insofar as you have commanded us all to pray, you promised to
hear us when we pray, and through your dear Son, our Lord Jesus
Christ, have taught us both how and what to pray. At your command
I come before you obediently, depending on your loving promise, and
in the name of My Lord Jesus Christ pray with all your saints or
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Christians on earth as he taught us, ‘Our Father who art in heaven,’ ”
etc., going on word for word to the conclusion.

After this, repeat a part of this prayer, or as much as you want to.
For example, repeat the first petition, “Hallowed be your name,” and
say: “Yes, Lord God, dear Father, you do hallow your name in us and
in all the world. Pull up and destroy the hatreds, self-worshiping. . ..”

My purpose is to rouse up and instruct your heart so that you may
know what thoughts to hold on to in the Lord’s Prayer. When your
heart is properly warmed and in a mood for prayer, you may express
your inner thoughts with different words and perhaps with fewer
words or more. I do not bind myself to such words and phrases, but
use one form of words today and another tomorrow according to my
need and mood. However, I keep as closely as I can to the same
thoughts and meaning. It sometimes occurs to me that I get lost in
the rich thoughts of one part or petition and then I let the other six
wait. When such rich and good thoughts come, one should let the
other prayers rest, give place to these thoughts, listen quietly, and
in no way create a hindrance, for the Holy Spirit himself is preaching
here, and one word of his preaching is better than a thousand words
of our praying. In this manner I have often learned more in one
prayer than I have been able to glean from much reading and
reflection. . . .

Briefly, this is the way which I usually use the Lord’s Prayer for
prayer. To this day I am still nursing myself on the Lord’s Prayer like
a child and am still eating and drinking of it like an old man without
getting bored with it. I regard it as the best of prayers, superior even
to the Psalter, which I am very fond of. It was truly composed and
taught by the real Master. What a pity it is that such a prayer by such
a Master should be stammered and chattered so thoughtlessly
throughout the world. Many people probably repeat the Lord’s Prayer
several thousand times a year, and if they pray like this for a thousand
years, they will not have savored or prayed a tiny speck of it. The
Lord’s Prayer, along with God’s name and the Word of God, is the
greatest victim on earth, for everybody abuses and punishes it while
few console and give joy to it by using it rightly.

When I have the time and the chance to move on beyond the Lord’s
Prayer, I similarly reflect on the Ten Commandments, taking up one
part after another until I am as ready as possible for prayer. From
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each Commandment I make a wreath of four braids. First of all, I
take each Commandment as a teaching, which is what it really is,
and reflect on what our Lord God truly expects of me from it. Sec-
ondly, I make a thanksgiving of it. Thirdly, a confession. Fourthly,
a prayer. . . .

I shall not explain the Creed or the Scriptures here, for that would
be endless. Anyone who is used to it can take the Ten Command-
ments one day and a psalm or chapter of the Bible the next day and
with this fine producing stone he can bring fire to his soul.

[Letters of Spiritual Counsel]
Martin Luther, theologian and Protestant reformer, 1483-1546

To a lady who recently came under his direction./

... You tell me that you can do nothing in prayer. But what would
you do different from the present except over and again to lay your
nothingness and misery before God? Beggars usually think they can
make no more touching claim to charitable persons than to show
their sores and their afflictions. Sometimes, however, you do not even
do this, you say, but you are as cold and paralyzed as a statue. Well,
even that is something. In royal courts we often find statues which
serve no purpose except that they please the prince’s eye. Be satisfied
to stand that way in God’s Presence, and let Him bring the statue
to life when He sees fit. Trees cannot bear fruit unless the sun’s
warmth nurtures them. Some bear fruit earlier than others, according
to their nature. Let us consider ourselves happy if we but stand before
God, and wait patiently to bear fruit sooner or later; every day, or on
rare occasions according to His Holy Will, to which we must subject
ourselves totally. [Letters]
Saint Francis de Sales, French bishop and theoretician
of spiritual direction, 1567-1622

A letter of spiritual counsel to widow Hemmings:
Friend, doubts and scruples may easily arise in the minds of persons

concerning prayer, as they come to any depth or feeling of Truth
from God’s Holy Spirit. This is due to the fact that prayer was per-

Personal Teachings « 153

formed and practised so long from the fleshly mind and nature, and
not in the guiding will and compass of the Holy Spirit and power of
God. Those who doubt about this, cannot be satisfied, until the Lord
opens their spirits, and makes the matter manifest to them. . . . Prayer
is not in the time, will, or power of the creature. It is a gift of God,
and the ability rests in his Spirit; it is not ours, but as given of his
Spirit—which, therefore, is to be waited upon. When it will move and
breathe in us, and so give us the ability of calling upon the Father,
and the power of prevailing with the Father, in the name and through
the life of the Son is to be waited upon. [Letters]

Isaac Penington, English Quaker, 1617-80

Portions of two letters to the Countess of Gramont from Francois
Fénelon:

Madam, I counsel that you should now cultivate the habit of silence,
so far as good manners concerning conversation will allow. Silence
keeps us more easily in the presence of God, and keeps us from
making stupid and superficial remarks, in short, prevents a lot of
gossip or criticisms which may hurt our neighbors. Silence humbles
the spirit and helps it withdraw little by little from the world. It makes
a kind of solitude in our hearts, as you would like to have. It will
supply all that you need in the trials you are experiencing. If you do
not talk needlessly you will have plenty of free moments even in the
midst of people whom you are forced to be with. . .. The one thing
which 1 fear for you in this present stage of the spiritual life is dis-
traction, but you can avoid this by silence.

If you are faithful in observing silence, when it is not necessary
to speak, God will give you the grace to remain recollected, when you
talk because there is a necessary need. When you are not free to save
long periods of time, be careful to use brief ones. Fifteen minutes,
used in a careful way and with faithfulness even in trial, will be worth
as much to God as the whole hours you would give him if you had
more free time. Single, separate moments used throughout the day,
will add up to quite a large space of time. Perhaps this way will prove
to be a benefit because you will turn to God more frequently than if

you were only giving him some established period of time. . . .
[Spiritual Letters]
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A letter to a soldier:

Paris, June 9, 1689
Nothing, dear sir, should prevent you from recollecting yourself in
the presence of God, when you are on horseback and when you
cannot read a book to choose a particular subject for meditation. But
you must practice the following:

1. Never allow this recollection to replace your meditation, so that
you can do away with it, when you can plan the time to make your
meditation before or after your cavalry exercises.

2. To combine this presence of God with concrete acts and special
reflections on the truths which you have already meditated, every
time that these acts and these reflections will be likely to renew your
feeling and make you more recollected.

3. Never wear yourself out in this recollection, and to relax your
mind by little intervals of wholesome leisure and relaxation, whenever
you feel the need of it.

I am certain that this presence of God will become unconsciously
frequent and familiar to you. In regard to your way of meditating, it
is good, and you, dear sir, should continue it as it is now.

[Spiritual Letters]
Francois Fénelon, theologian, educator
and French archbishop, 1651-1715

In a letter to a monk:

December 28, 1868
Having lost the prayer of the heart, you write me that now you are
without any defenses. Earlier I wrote you that in all your temptations
and in all the unusual happenings you experience, you must not stop
praying. If you cannot pray in your heart, pray in your mind or with
your lips. It makes no difference how you pray as long as you do not
stop praying. During the ceremony of tonsure it is said to the person
being tonsured that he should always have the name of the Lord
Jesus in his mind, in his heart, in his thoughts, and on his lips. One
must attend to God not only in the heart but also in the mind and
thoughts and on the lips. In you, however, I sense an unacceptable
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demand of having things your own way. You demand to have prayer
of the heart, and when you do not enjoy it, you are left completely
without prayer. You write that, when you unsuccessfully tried to seek
the place of the heart, the chiding of your neighbors began to defeat
you. This shows that your prayer is still wrong, since the effect of
true prayer is humility and love for your neighbor. You write that the
Devil hints to you that you are better than everyone else. Send such
trials back to him. Your own deeds show how virtuous you are living,
[Spiritual Letters of Direction]

Staretz Amvrosy (Alexander M. Grenkov),

Orthodox Russian ascetic and monk of Optima, 1812-91

Friedrich von Hiigel writes to his niece:

To G. G. February 2, 1921

I take it that God in His goodness has granted you the simple
Prayer of Quiet—or, at least, that you get given touches, short dawns,
of it, now and then. You know, dear, how much and often I insist
with you on the visible, the historical, the social, the institutional.
But this is done without even the temptation to doubt, or to treat
lightly, moments of formless prayer. Such formless prayer, where
genuine, is, on the contrary, a deep grace, a darling force, and still
joy for the soul. May you have, and keep, and grow in this grace!
What are the tests, the conditions of this genuineness? They are two.
Such prayer may never become the soul’s only form of prayer; formal,
vocal or mental prayer—the reciting of e.g. the Our Father, the Glory
be to the Father, Acts of Faith, Hope, Love, Contrition (as in the
prayerbooks or made up by oneself)—prayers, all these, we can give
an account of when we have done them: such prayers must never
cease. And such formless prayer is the right sort if, in coming away
from it, you find yourself humbler, sweeter, more patient, more ready
to suffer, more loving (in effect even more than in affection) towards
God and man; given the first (precaution) and this second (result)
you cannot well have too much of this prayer. And I think God will
lead you much along this path; and that you will get beyond the
worldliness, and other faults, especially through it. For you will get
to love it so; and it will grow or will intermit, in proportion as you are
faithful in turning away from self. A homely heroism will feed this
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prayer of speechless love; and the speechless love will feed the homely
heroism. [Spiritual Counsel and Letters]

Baron Friedrich von Hiigel, lay Catholic theologian

and writer, 1852—1925

To a Sister: El Kbab, June 16, 1936
How often I ask the Lord to take from me and to place upon Himself
the responsibility for your soul. Yes, that the Master, without the
intermediary of my poor human voice, should speak to you directly.
The human voice is vain, hollow and empty noise to our souls. Not
so the silences of God in us, when suddenly all is quiet and nothing
exists but Him and ourselves. We have reached Him; He has reached
us. In a moment, like a flash of light, a wonderful gift of divine energy
has filled us. In a single moment He gives us more than we could
acquire in centuries, or, rather, than we could ever acquire except
from Him.

How good it is, my child, that our whole spiritual life should consist
of listening to God, waiting for God. He, the infinite Master, has
always more of Himself to reveal. And so our role is to walk in the
ways of God, in all the details of everyday life, not the ways that we
have chosen, but those that He has chosen for us. And to keep on
and on in these ways, satisfied in the knowledge that God wants us
to follow them. . . . [Voice from the Desert]

Albert Peyriguére, French priest, disciple of Charles de Foucauld,

hermit in the desert, 1883—1959

3 July 1919
Consolation, Dear, is sooner or later followed by Desolation; and the
latter is, when and where God sends it, and we have not ourselves
brought it on ourselves by Laxness and dissipation, as true a way to
God, and usually a safer one, than consolation. Day and night, sun-
shine and storm, union and aloneness—both are necessary, sooner
or later, Sweet. But, of course, it is for God, for Him alone, to leave
and to apportion these vicissitudes to each soul. And certain it is that
it is of much help to have some older, more experienced soul handy
also, who can and will, if and when we get into Desolation, cheer us
on, by the reminder of the former consolation, and still more by the
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great fact that only through such vicissitudes—through fidelity in
them—can we grow strong and deep in God and for Him.
Loving old,
Uncle.
[Letters from Baron Friedrich von Hiigel to a Niece]
Baron Friedrich von Hiigel, lay Catholic theologian
and writer, 1852—1925

April 11, 1927. Downside Abbey, Stratton-on-the-Fosse,

Nr. Bath.
My dear
As to advice, I can only tell you what I think.

I recommend you prayer, because it is good for everybody, and our

Lord tells us to pray. As to method, do what you can do, and what
suits you. It seems obvious that most spiritual reading and meditation
fails to help you; and the simplest kind of prayer is the best. So use
that.
- But prayer, in the sense of union with God, is the most crucifying
thing there is. One must do it for God’s sake; but one will not get
any satisfaction out of it, in the sense of feeling “I am good at prayer,”
“I have an infallible method.” That would be disastrous, since what
we want to learn is precisely our own weakness, powerlessness, un-
worthiness. Nor ought one to expect “a sense of the reality of the
supernatural” of which you speak. And one should wish for no prayer,
except precisely the prayer that God gives us—probably very dis-
tracted and unsatisfactory in every way!

On the other hand, the only way to pray is to pray; and the way
to pray well is to pray much. If one has no time for this, then one
must at least pray regularly. But the less one prays, the worse it goes.
And if circumstances do not permit even regularity, then one must
put up with the fact that when one does try to pray, one can’t pray—
and our prayer will probably consist of telling this to God. '

As to beginning afresh, or where you left off, I don’t think you have
any choice! You simply have to begin wherever you find yourself.
Make any acts you want to make and feel you ought to make; but
do not force yourself into feelings of any kind.

You say very naturally that you do not know what to do if you have
a quarter of an hour alone in Church. Yes, I suspect the only thing
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to do is to shut out the Church and everything else, and just give
yourself to God and beg Him to have mercy on you, and offer Him
all your distractions.

As to religious matters being “confused and overwhelming,” I dare-
say they may remain so—in a sense—but if you get the right simple
relation to God by prayer, you have got into the centre of the wheel,
where the revolving does not matter. We can'’t get rid of the worries
of this world, or of the questionings of the intellect; but we can laugh
at and despise them so far as they are worries.

[The Spiritual Letters of Dom John Chapman]
Dom John Chapman, English Benedictine abbot,
biblical and patristic scholar, 1865-1933

~
Excerpts from two letters of Evelyn Underhill:

50 Campden Hill Square, W.8.
To S. P. April 12, 1939
I shall be only too delighted if I can be of any help about your prayers.
But I am rather frightened of giving detailed advice to anyone I do
not know personally: as every one differs in temperament, capacity,
etc., their prayer must differ too. So please take anything I say with
a grain of salt.

I think an hour in the morning is enough at present and should
not be added to; so the question is, how to use it best. Without being
too rigid, or watching the clock, try dividing it roughly into 3 periods
of about 20 minutes each.

(a) Will be given to a short N.T. reading and a meditation based on
it, leading to

(b) Prayer, including adoration, intercession and a review in God’s
presence of the duties, etc., of the coming day, especially the contacts
which may be difficult, or uncongenial jobs.

(c) Spiritual reading.

The point about this plan is that the meditation leads on naturally
to prayer; and as soon as you perceive it has done this, you can drop
it (because it has then done its work) and continue with that inter-
course with God which it will have set going. And, on the other hand,
if it is a “bad day,” the meditation gives you something definite to do
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and a subject to attend to and think about which will help to control
wandering thoughts.

As to subject, there are lots of books which provide set subjects,
points, etc. But I think myself the best and simplest way is just to
take some point from one’s daily N.T. reading, either the appointed
Church lesson or whatever it may be, and, asking God for His light,
to brood on it in His presence till it leads you into acts of penitence,
love, worship, as the case may be.

No fixed rules can safely be laid down, because some people are
more imaginative and others more logical in their ways of meditating
and each should follow their attrait and not try to force themselves
into a particular method. Prayer should never be regarded as a science
or reduced to a system—that ruins it, because it is essentially a living
and personal relationship, which tends to become more personal and
also more simple, as one goes on. . . .

If there is anything else you want to know, please do not hesitate

to write again, or else come in one day for a talk when you return to
London. [The Letters of Evelyn Underhill]

To M. R. September 26, 1908

... This, too, is where formal prayer comes in, for in (the best) formmal
prayers—the Psalms, and prayers of the Saints—we are making our
own the best aspirations of the best minds. To say that you cannot
pray for the things they prayed for—that your wants are not theirs—
is merely to say that you are not really in the stream of Christian
tradition. To use these prayers confirms one in this tradition. They
are educative to the soul which wants to learn to pray, just as good
literature is educative to the mind that wants to learn to write. Also
is it not rather arrogant to refuse to avail oneself of the help of experts?
They got to the place you want to get to, and their prayers presumably
helped them to do it. By using these prayers you enter into their
atmosphere. You ought to pray to the Saints too—ask them to help
you. “The best way of knowing God is to frequent the company of
His friends,” said St. Teresa, and it is just as important to keep in
touch with your brothers and sisters out of the body as in the body.
[The Letters of Evelyn Underhill]

Evelyn Underhill, Anglican married woman,

wrote on mysticism, 1875-1941



