FROM THE PASTOR: August 8, 2010


During the “dog days” of summer, what with the oppressive heat and vacation travel, maybe you’re looking for some easy ways to pray.  I thought, therefore, that I might spend three weeks sharing three “little” methods of simple praying which St. Ignatius includes in the “Spiritual Exercises” (#238-260).

The first of these “methods” is for praying with familiar parts of faith and experience: e.g., the ten commandments, the seven deadly sins, the three powers of the soul, or the five senses of the body.  Just in case some of those are less “familiar” than they were to Catholics in 16th-century Spain, I remind you that the “seven deadlies” are pride, greed, lust, anger, gluttony, envy, and sloth, and the three powers of the soul are memory, understanding, and will.  I will trust that you know the five senses, and I will leave you to “Google” the ten commandments…


Step one is to choose a relaxing posture (Ignatius suggests sitting or walking) and “recollect” yourself – that is, to recall that you are entering into a time of prayer.  Step two is to “ask for what you desire” (sometimes called “praying for a particular grace”).  With the Ten Commandments, for instance, you might ask for a deeper understanding of them, so as both to recognize your failures in keeping them, and to gain insight into how better to live by them for God’s greater glory.


The main body of the prayer time, then, would consist of pondering the commandments one at a time in a leisurely way.  Thus, for instance, the first commandment: “I am the Lord your God; you shall have no other gods before Me.”  In prayer, you might ask God to open your mind and heart to a deeper understanding.  What does God mean in claiming to be “the Lord your God”?  And since most of us are not likely to be attracted to pagan polytheism, what might it mean for you to have (or not to have) “other gods” before God?  Well, what things in life, if you are truthful with yourself, come before God in your priorities?  Do you find it hard to set aside fifteen minutes a day for prayer, even though you watch two to three hours of television every evening?  Then maybe TV is your “electronic golden calf”…  


As you gradually become aware of your weaknesses and failings around living out the first commandment, you can ask God’s pardon and forgiveness, and also ask for the grace to grow and to change in light of your new-found awareness.  If you are like most people, you will find yourself struggling with, and so, spending more time with, some of the commandments than others.  As always, when you have finished reflecting on one or several commandments, St. Ignatius urges that you “speak intimately with God our Lord, saying whatever comes to mind and from your heart” in relation to what you have reflected about.  Ignatius also suggests that you formally conclude your prayer (and perhaps also your reflections on each individual commandment) by praying an Our Father (or some other favorite familiar prayer).


Hopefully, I have provided enough information so that you “get the drill.”  Using the same general method, you can pray with the “seven deadlies” (not a bad way to examine your conscience in preparation for confession!), or on the use/misuse of the five bodily senses, or on the three powers of the soul (i.e., use/misuse of the God-given gifts of memory, understanding, will).  Two footnotes.  First, Ignatius suggests that we may wish to ponder Jesus’ or Mary’s response to and use of the commandments, the deadlies, the senses, and the powers, praying to imitate them more closely.  (With Ignatius, all roads lead, sooner or later, to Jesus…)  


And the second footnote is mine.  I would underscore that this “method of prayer” is not about wallowing in guilt, making a laundry list, or feeling horrible about yourself.  Rather, it is about developing deeper knowledge and self-understanding with the help and guidance of grace as a next step toward growing in holiness and intimacy with God.  Stay tuned next week for the second “little method” of 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.)
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