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There are so many Christians who have practically no idea of the immense
love of God for them, and of the power of that Love to do them good, to bring
them happiness.

Why do we think of the gift of contemplation, infused contemplation, mystical
prayer, as something essentially strange and esoteric reserved for a small class of
almost unnatural beings and prohibited to everyone else? It is perhaps because we
have forgotten that contemplation is the work of the Holy Ghost acting on our
souls through His gifts of Wisdom and Understanding with special intensity to
increase and perfect our love for Him. These gifts are part of the normal equip-
ment of Christian sanctity. They are given to all in Baptism, and if they are given
it is presumably because God wants them to be developed. Their development
will always remain the free gift of God and it is true that His wise Providence sees
fit to develop them less in some saints than in others. But it is also true that God
often measures His gifts by our desire to receive them, and by our cooperation
with His grace, and the Holy Spirit will not waste any of His gifts on people who
have little or no interest in them.

Contemplation increases our love for God
It would be a great mistake to think that mystical contemplation necessarily brings

with it a whole litany of weird phenomena—ecstasies, raptures, stigmata and so
on. These belong to quite a different order of things. They are “charismatic” gifts,
gratiae gratis datae, and they are not directly ordered to the sanctification of the
one who receives them. Infused contemplation, on the contrary, is a powerful
means of sanctification. It is the work of love and nothing is more effective in
increasing our love for God. In fact, infused contemplation is intimately connect-

ed with the pure and perfect love of God which is God’s greatest gift to the soul. It

is deep and intimate knowledge of God by a union of love—a union in which we
learn things about Him that those who have not received such a gift will never dis-
cover until they enter heaven.

Therefore, if anyone should ask, “Who may desire this gift and pray for it?” the

answer is obvious: everybody.

One condition
But there is only one condition. If you desire intimate union with God you must
be willing to pay the price for it. The price is small enough. In fact, it is not even a
price at all: it only seems to be so with us. We find it difficult to give up our desire
for things that can never satisfy us in order to purchase the One Good in Whom is
all our joy—and in Whom, moreover, we get back everything else that we have
renounced besides!
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

The following can be used for discussion within a small group, or used for journal

reflections by individuals:

1. What obstacles may be standing in my way with regard to contemplative

prayer?

2. What stereotypes—about God, myself, or prayer—might 1 need to work on?

SUGGESTED EXERCISES

The following exercises can be done by individuals, shared between spiritual friends,

or used in the context of a small group. Choose one or more of the following:

1. Choose a biblical text with rich content for contemplation. Psalm 23 or

Psalm 138 may do well. Read it over peacefully and reflectively until a short
phrase invites you deeper into prayer. Once you have “passed in” or “passed
over” through the text, relinquish the words and enter into wordless (or
nearly wordless) prayer. Be sure you have allowed enough time for this exer-
cise. Often, when we pray in a contemplative manner, we cannot let go of
words all at once. They continue to trail behind us as we gradually enter
into the peace and silence of contemplation. Be easy with this process.

Don’t push it, but let it happen, as a gift of grace.

. Consider using a visual focal point for contemplative prayer. A painting of

the face of Jesus may serve in this way. If you choose a painting with many
different objects or people depicted (such as a painting of the Last Supper),
you may wish to begin with the whole scene and then slowly narrow your
concentration to a single detail. An exquisite object, such as a roscbud
(being a sign also of God’s grandeur) may also serve as an entry point to con-

templation.

_ Schedule a series of visits or an extended time in a place you find conducive

to contemplation, such as a chapel, a garden, or a park.

4. Consider a group experience of contemplative prayer, in which a number

of people go to a place and set aside time for contemplation on a regular

basis.
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6 INWARD DISCIPLINES

A GODLY MEDITATION

Give me thy grace, good Lord,

To set the world at nought,

'To set my mind fast upon thee.

And not to hang upon the blast of men’s mouths.

To be content to be solitary,

Not to long for worldly company,

Little and little utterly to cast off the world,

And rid my mind of all the business thereof,

Not to long to hear of any worldly things,

But that the hearing of worldly phantasies may be to me displeasant.
Gladly to be thinking of God,

Piteously to call for his help,

To lean unto the comfort of God,

Busily to labour to love him.

To know mine own vilety [vileness] and wretchedness,
To humble and meeken myself under the mighty hand of God,
To bewail my sins passed [past],

For the purging of them, patiently to suffer adversity.
Gladly to bear my purgatory here,

To be joyful of tribulations,

'To walk the narrow way that leadeth to life.

To bear the cross with Christ,

To have the last thing in remembrance,

To have ever afore mine eye my death that is ever at hand,
'To make death no stranger to me,

To foresee and consider the everlasting fire of hell,

To pray for pardon before the judge come.

To have continually in mind the passion that

Christ suffered for me,

For his benefits uncessantly to give him thanks.

To buy the time again that I before have lost.

To abstain from vain confabulations,

To eschew light foolish mirth and gladness,

Recreations not necessary to cut off.

Of worldly substance, friends, liberty, life and all, to set the loss at right nought,

for the winning of Christ.
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8 INWARD DISCIPLINES

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

The following can be used for discussion within a small group, or used for journal
reflections by individuals:

1. How can I be more single-hearted in my attachment to God?
2. What lessons can I learn from Thomas More’s attitude and his meditation?

3. What are some obstacles to meditation for people in secular careers?

SUGGESTED EXERCISES

The following exercises can be done by individuals, shared between spiritual friends,
or used in the context of a small group. Choose one or more of the following:

1. Identify another figure whose story is well known to you who is reminiscent
of Thomas More. Joan of Arc, John Hus, and Dietrich Bonhoeffer might be
good examples. Reflect on the ways that good people are often rejected and
persecuted. Hold the mystery of this in your heart and pray through it, with-
out attempting to understand or explain.

2. Try setting aside an entire day for meditation and rayer.
) g ) pray

REFLECTIONS

This selection by Thomas More simply does me in. The breadth of it exhausts me.
One line maybe I can enter into q little, but even then some single sentences contain
a lifetime: “To think nty most enemies my best friends.” However, the prayer is not
just one sentence, but sentence piled upon senlence, covering, as it seems, all
thought, word, and deed. It is too much to take in, too much to expect, too much to
hope for—in myself or in anyone else.

But then I realize that More is not telling me many things but only one thing.
And what is that one thing? Simply to love God. When I see this it all becomes
clear. Then I can read each line s another aspect of the call to love. And so, once
again, I am struck by the unity of all these writers on contemplative prayer. They all
keep calling us back to our first love. Their message, it seems, keeps tune to the beat
of our heart . . . love God . . | love God . . . love God . . . love God.

RICHARD ]. FOSTER




