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Handout I 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Sometimes we experience community and personal pray as arid and meaningless.  The 
saints tell us that the same thing happened in their own life.  Although the reality is that 
we are united with God like waves are united with the ocean, our bodies remain weak 
flesh and blood.  The saints’ solution was perseverance in prayer.  For many of the saints 
it was a matter of “showing up,” and “wasting time with God.”  Bearing the feelings of 
being bored to death in prayer seems to be a small part of our daily dying.  In such 
prayer we are being asked to die to our need to feel needed or useful.  Practice in feeling 
unheard and unsuccessful in prayer helps us to bear those same feelings in our daily 
journey. 
 
In such prayer we die to our personal ambitions, to our power, and our willfulness.  We 
die to our need to feel accomplished.  We die to all our self-centered plans to fix 
ourselves and improve the world.  In prayer we surrender into the reality of who we are 
at the moment with gifts unused and weaknesses often glaring.  In prayer we participate 
in the self-emptying sufferings of Christ. 
 
 

**************************************** 
 
In addition to closely connecting the spirit of faith/zeal with “remembering that we are 
in the holy presence of God,” our Founder also connected it to mental (interior) prayer. 
He speaks of the practice of mental prayer as our foundational and indispensable 
spiritual practice.  He himself testified to this priority in his own life when he spent 
nights in prayer and when he wrote about prayer. 
 
In his book on the “Method of Interior Prayer,” and also in the “Collection,” our Founder 
connects, in a special way, the spirit of the Institute to the prayer of simple attention 
(centering prayer/ Christian Meditation).  In simple attention we welcome God’s love 
into our being, without a lot of fuss with words or thoughts.  In simple attention, we 
willingly surrender our life in trust into God’s will. 
 
Simple attention is also our Founder’s way of inviting us into an all-embracing 
contemplative spirit toward life.  He never used the word “contemplation” in his writing, 
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however; possibly because the word carried negativity flowing from Quietism, another 
heresy prevalent in the Founder’s day.  Still, it seems clear that the Founder himself 
thought of a “contemplative spirit” as closely connected with “the spirit of the institute.” 
 
In Quietism, the notion of contemplation implied so much passivity in the spiritual life 
in general and in prayer in particular, that the person gave up all responsibility for 
spiritual growth and simply did nothing.  There was no room for zeal in the life of such a 
person.  Our Founder rejected Quietism. 
 
You will recall that our Founder himself seemed to have preferred a life of 
contemplation rather than a life of involvement in the schools.  Like our Founder’s life, 
our life is not lived in a contemplative lifestyle; but our Founder wanted us to live, as he 
did, in a contemplative spirit.  Living an authentic contemplative spirit – in and out of 
the time of prayer – lets us accept life on God’s terms, and bridges and unites faith and 
zeal.  The contemplative spirit fires the hearts of those who build God’s Kingdom. 
 
The contemplative spirit lets God simply love us always, but more explicitly during 
simple attention; and to empower us always, but more explicitly outside of times of 
formal prayer, into faith-filled, creative, and loving acts.  Thus the contemplative spirit 
unites prayer, faith and zeal. 
 
(a.) Thomas Merton was asked if he thought that it was necessary to caution religious 
people against living in a contemplative spirit since it might imply passivity.  He is 
reputed to have replied in effect, “I don’t think we have to be concerned about quietism 
taking hold in the US.”  What would you respond to someone who might suggest that 
the prayer of simple attention (centering prayer/ Christian Meditation) or a 
contemplative spirit are too passive? 
 
(b.) Have you found yourself in the prayer of simple attention, letting God love you, 
grateful for God’s providence - for even a few minutes once in a while at prayer?  What 
has fostered that kind of prayer in your life? 
 
(c.) What has been your solution to the problem of aridity in prayer? 
 
 

***************************************** 
 
 
Our faith and zeal are deepened as we are willing to enter the prayer of simple attention 
to receive God’s love, and to live in a contemplative spirit throughout the day.  These are 
practical methods for us to foster the spirit of trust and confidence, and to receive the 
courage of prudence and zeal.  In particular, they are practical methods to extend our 
love in a way that fulfills Paul’s description of love (I Cor. 13). 
 
When we are more explicitly connected to God’s love in simple attention and in a 
contemplative spirit, we can begin to “love” in very practical ways.  We can do this 
because knowing God’s love better, we do not need to hold on to feelings of jealousy or 
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snobbishness or be self-seeking, or prone to anger.  And we do not need to brood over 
injuries or rejoice in what is wrong (Paul’s way of identifying self-pity and “the terrorism 
of gossip”) (1 Cor. 13:4-6).  Connected to God’s love, we can act in love as Paul says:  
with “patience and kindness” (1 Cor. 13:4), while escaping all that love is not and still 
maintaining boundaries and resisting wrong without becoming violent.  
 
In simple attention and in a contemplative spirit, we lose our need to be competitive or 
comparative.  We let God love us as we are, in what is “right” in our life, and in what is 
“wrong.”  Thus connected with God, in God’s presence, in God’s love and in God’s time 
we are transformed.  We can then love ourselves and our neighbor, and express our zeal 
with more patience, kindness and generosity. 
 
Connected with God we can address what is wrong in ourselves and in the world with 
compassion and without hostility.  We can, as Martin Luther King and others have said, 
resist and correct wrong without using the methods of wrong.  Just as darkness cannot 
be overcome by darkness, but only by light; so wrong cannot be overcome by wrong but 
only by love.  We are connected to that Love especially in willingly embracing the 
practice of simple attention (in prayer time) and the contemplative spirit (all the time). 
 
(a.) You might consider making some of your Lenten reading sections of the Founder’s 
writing on prayer in the “Collection” and “The Method of Interior Prayer.”  In 
particular, you might find very compelling, at this time of your life, the Founder’s 
writing on Simple Attention, since it seems as we get older we stumble into simple 
attention.  Has your experience of the prayer of simple attention (centering 
prayer/Christian Meditation) had an effect on your spiritual life? 
 
(b.) What has been your experience of the influence of prayer on the quality of your 
ministry?  What have you done differently because of your engagement in simple 
attention or in living a contemplative spirit? 
 
(c.) Have you noticed how much mileage we, individually and in groups, get out of 
brooding over injuries and rejoicing in what is wrong?  When you have noticed this 
happening within yourself what has been your response? 
 
 

 


