FROM THE PASTOR: August 15, 2010


This week, I want to introduce you to the second “little method” of praying from the “Spiritual Exercises.”  In this method, you will spend time ruminating on the meaning of each word or phrase from a familiar rote prayer (like the Our Father or the Hail Mary).

The first step – common to any and all Ignatian prayer – is to relax and to “recollect” yourself.  It involves quieting the body and mind and reflecting on what you are about – namely, that you are changing gears, making a transition from the busy, distracting events of your day into prayer – time spent with God.


The second step – again, common to any and all Ignatian prayer – is to “ask for what you desire,” to specify a particular grace that you seek.  Ignatius suggests in this second method of prayer that the petition for grace be addressed to the subject of the rote prayer under consideration.  So, if you are praying with the Hail Mary, you might ask Mary for the grace “to love and respond to Jesus and his Father as you (Mary) did.”  Or if you plan to pray with the Our Father, you might ask the Father “for a deeper experience and trust of Your paternal care, and for the ability to love You more and more as Jesus did and does.”


The body of the prayer then consists of speaking a first word or phrase from the rote prayer and “letting this word remain within us for so long time as we find meanings, comparisons, relish, and consolation coming from our reflection upon this word.”  Thus, if you were praying with the Hail Mary, you would begin with the word “hail.”  It is a greeting, of course.  It is also a rather old-fashioned and formal sort of greeting – generally reserved for a person of importance (as in “Hail, Caesar”).  The angel Gabriel must have regarded Mary as someone of imperial dignity and importance.  What was it like for a 14-year old girl in the tiny town of Nazareth to hear herself “hailed” by a heavenly messenger?!

When you ran out of thoughts on “hail,” you might then move on to “Mary.”  How interesting that when God chose to take on human nature, God chose to approach a particular, individual girl with particular parents (Joachim and Anne) in a particular place (Nazareth) with a particular name (Mary).  Perhaps you will have read or heard that “Mary” is related to the Latin phrase, “stella maris,” that is, “star of the sea.”  Or perhaps you will recall that it is a variant of the Hebrew name, Miriam, variously translated as “wished-for child,” or as “bitterness.”  What, if anything, do these meanings tell us about the Mary whom God chose to be the mother of Jesus?

And so the prayer goes.  Ignatius cautions that “when one word or two occupies our full attention with relish and consolation, we do not hurry on.  Rather remain where we find devotion even though the full time for praying elapses this way.”  In theory, you could spend a full prayer period – or even several! – on “hail,” or on “hail, Mary.”  Not a problem!  Prayer is always about depth and quality, not about quantity, or “finishing the material.”  You can get to “full of grace” tomorrow, or next week!  


Ignatius even specifies: “We may spend a whole hour of prayer on one word or two.”  Then, when coming back on successive days, we might briefly repeat and review the words already prayed with, slowing down to ruminate again when we get to the next words or phrases.  Before each prayer time ends, the saint recommends a variation on the familiar “colloquy” – namely, “turning to the person to whom we have addressed our petition for grace and in a brief manner pleading now the more fervently for the virtues or graces which we deeply desire.”  When the prayer time is up, Ignatius recommends “rounding off” by praying a familiar rote prayer “in the usual way.”


Try this.  See if it doesn’t stop you from “rattling off” the Lord’s Prayer or the Hail Mary without thinking of what you are saying!  Next week: the third “little method” – coordinating prayer with the rhythm of our breath…
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