FROM THE PASTOR: August 22, 2010


This week I offer the third (and final) “little way of praying” from the “Spiritual Exercises”; hopefully, some of you have been finding these simple approaches to prayer helpful during the “dog days” of August.  

This third “method” (“Sp Ex #258-260) focuses on our breath.  This embodied approach to prayer, if we think about it, is fairly consistent with the incarnational emphasis of Ignatian spirituality overall.  We may recall, for example, that earlier in the “Exercises,” Ignatius pays significant attention to posture, noting that “formal prayer can be made in almost any bodily position…  The important aspect of position is…whether I can be at ease and yet attentive, reverent yet relaxed.  And so kneeling, sitting, standing, prostrate are all potential positions for prayer.”  (Quotes from the “Exercises” are from David L. Fleming, S.J., “Draw Me Into Your Friendship: The Spiritual Exercises, A Literal Translation & A Contemporary Reading,” St. Louis, Institute of Jesuit Sources, 1996.)  We may also be aware of the prominent role Ignatius assigned to human imagination (guided by the Spirit) when we contemplate the life of Jesus in the Gospels.  God speaks to us, Ignatius believed, in and through our human, embodied nature.

So… the “third method” goes like this.  We begins, as always, by taking a moment to relax and center ourselves – to transition from the hustle and bustle of life into the focus and quiet space of formal prayer.  Since this prayer (like the second method) involves use of a favorite rote prayer (like the Our Father or the Hail Mary), the “grace” or favor to be asked for is determined by the prayer that we choose.  In other words, if we are going to be praying with the Hail Mary, we could choose to ask Mary to intercede with her Son that he might draw us closer to him (and her).


As we move into the formal body of the prayer, I would suggest spending a few minutes at the beginning simply attending to our breathing – not manipulating it, but just noticing it.  The late Indian Jesuit and spiritual director, Tony DeMello, S.J., used to suggest that we pay attention to feeling the air as it comes in through our nostrils and then goes back out.  We might even notice that the air is cooler as we breathe in and warmer as we breathe out (having been warmed by our lungs).  We will almost certainly find, as we do this simple awareness exercise, that our breathing slows down and regularizes itself of its own accord.  (Getting this far is not a bad prayer and relaxation exercise in itself…)


Once we are aware of our breathing, Ignatius proposes that we take the rote prayer we have decided on – let’s say the Hail Mary – and “say one word as we slowly take breath in and then gradually breathe out.  And so with the next breath, we may take the next word, letting it fill our being.”  Simple enough, no?  Ignatius goes on to note that “in the interval of time which takes place in our breathing in and out, we may take in the meaning of the word, or look to the person whom we are addressing, or feel our own neediness…”  


Thus, while prayer by this method may include brief “pondering.”  I would argue that the synchronizing of prayer with the rhythm of our breathing makes this method less “head-centered” than the first two methods.  In this third method, we pray as much with our bodies, with our respiration, as we do with our intellect or understanding.  


In fact, although I am virtually certain that Ignatius would have had no knowledge of this, the practice of praying with the breath as prescribed in this little method has parallels in “eastern” spiritual practice.  In Zen meditation, for instance, the person “sitting” may regulate his or her mind by focusing on their breathing.  The third Ignatian method also has ties to the “Jesus Prayer” – a practice not unknown in western Christianity, but far more widely practiced in the eastern Orthodox churches.  The Jesus Prayer is, in fact, virtually identical to the Ignatian third method, except that rather than coordinating your breathing to successive words from a favorite rote prayer, you coordinates your respiration (“mantra”-like) to the repeated prayer: “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.”  


The wonderful thing is, if you practice the third Ignatian method (or any of its variations) enough, that your heart, body, mind, and spirit will begin to associate your breathing with prayer.  When that happens, then God will never be further away than your next breath.  And truth be told, God never is any further away than that – right?  
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