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January 1

Feast of the Circumcision of Our Lord

(Happy New Year!)

Another 365 days of our brief life has just flown past us, never to return. Gone forever, these days are eternally what we have made of them. We have just passed another milestone in our journey to eternity, for with every passing year, indeed, with every passing moment, we take a big step towards the hour of our inevitable death. Will this year be our last? It very well could be, for every year the chances that it is increases. What we do know is that one of these years, one of these days, will be our last one, and then we must give an account of our life. True wisdom is to live in the light of this truth, to live so that we will never regret how we have spent the precious time which God has so mercifully lent us for our interior conversion and progress in the spiritual life. The purpose of life is not to make a living, or to amass wealth, or to acquire knowledge, or to enjoy pleasure and amusements. It is to grow in holiness: to empty and “circumcise” our hearts and minds by prayer and mortification of all that hinders our interior union with God by grace and love. This is the only life worth living; all else is emptiness and vanity. In the final analysis, God and interior union with Him is all that matters. 

Let us reflect on the year just past: What strikes us? God’s goodness and mercy. So many people began last year well, strong, in good health, and full of plans and dreams for the future, but they are now dead. Were they ready to meet their Maker? Are we? God’s loving Providence has truly watched over us and protected us from danger. His love surrounded us with paternal, nay, even the most tender maternal, care. He has showered upon us countless graces and provided us with almost infinite spiritual opportunities. Was last year really spent in the generous service of God, or was it all for self? Have we really striven to grow spiritually, or have we let ourselves grow cold and indifferent toward God? Will we fail and disappoint Jesus this year also, or will we respond to His loving and urgent appeals for prayer, love, sacrifice, and mortification of self-love? It is the beginning of a New Year – the perfect opportunity of beginning a new and fervent life for Jesus, with Jesus, and in Jesus. “All for Jesus” must be our motto.

January 2

Feast of the Holy Name of Jesus

“And after eight days were accomplished, that the Child should be circumcised, His name was called Jesus, which was given by the angel before He was conceived in the womb.” (Luke 2:21)
The Holy Name of Jesus, chosen by the Eternal Father from all eternity, literally means “the Lord saves,” or simply “Savior.” Thus it expresses the essential purpose of the Incarnation: the Redemption of mankind, “for He shall save His people from their sins.” St. Paul tells us that it was by suffering His Passion and Death that our Savior merited the Name of Jesus. This sweet and glorious Name gives the Eternal Father infinite joy and glory for it expresses everything His Beloved Son is, and everything He did and suffered for our salvation and for the glory of the Most Holy Trinity. The Name of Jesus is, therefore, the shortest and most powerful of all prayers, if we repeat it, whether with our lips or merely in the depths of our heart, with reverence, love, and unbounded confidence. The Holy Name of Jesus not only terrifies demons and puts them to flight, it also heals, nourishes, strengthens, and enlightens the soul. The Name of Jesus reveals the characteristic quality – the very heart and soul – of the Son of God made man: Merciful Love. He is our most loving and merciful Savior: the Good Shepherd, come to save those who are lost in sin; the Divine Physician, come to heal souls of their spiritual sicknesses. Jesus is all love, and by repeating His Name often throughout the day we will grow in His love and holiness. This is one of the easiest means of growing in holiness, of drawing ever closer to Jesus.

January 3

Reverence for the Holy Name (Part 1 of 3)


The Second Commandment, “Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain,” forbids all irreverent speech against God, particularly unlawful oaths and perjury, but also blasphemy, violation of vows, or using His Holy Name without a good reason or without proper reverence. This last is perhaps the most common and widespread manner of violating this commandment in our everyday speech, although the other ways are by no means unheard of even amongst the Faithful. It is quite common to hear the Holy Name of God used as a mere expletive, either to show surprise, impatience, anger, or to emphasize one’s remarks. It is hardly ever a mortal sin to take God’s Name in vain in this way, unless it is done with intentional malice, contempt, and profound irreverence towards God, which would then be blasphemy. But it would be a venial sin if it is done deliberately and with some measure of awareness. It is a sin against the virtue of religion which requires that, because of our relationship to God as creature and child, we always use His Name with love, reverence and respect as an act of worship. To worship, in its original meaning, means to recognize and honor someone’s “worth-ship.” By taking God’s Name in vain, or using it with disrespect, we “un-worship” Him. We are in a sense depreciating His Majesty and His right to our complete adoration, respect, and honor. However, usually, misuse of God’s Name is simply a careless, thoughtless habit in which an individual scarcely realizes what he is saying. If one repents of the habit and is making a conscientious effort to correct it, occasional slips may be without any sinfulness because of inadvertence. But, it would be a venial sin each time if, after we have become aware of the habit, we decided to take no means to correct it. To coddle and nourish the habit and refuse to do anything about it is certainly a sin, perhaps even a serious one. Such a habit may also scandalize others and lead them to adopt the practice and speak irreverently of God or to think less of Him. If we really love a person, and know that we are loved in return, how can we speak dishonorably of that person? This would indicate that we do not fully appreciate God’s holiness, goodness, His supreme dominion over us, or His sacrificial love for us.

January 4

Reverence for the Holy Name (Part 2 of 3)


It is not hard to understand why knowingly using God’s Name in vain would at least be a venial sin for usually there is an element of uncontrolled anger, impatience, or un-charitableness behind it. To use God’s Name thus would obviously be irreverent. But one may ask: “What about saying, “Oh, Lord!” or “My God!” as expressions of surprise or horror as so many habitually do?” As we have said, a great deal of our careless, passionate, or slovenly use of God’s Name is simply habit and therefore is often relieved of sin, at least serious sin. This may also be relieved of sin by force of custom, not that sin is okay because “everyone’s doing it,” but because the words themselves are not intrinsically evil, as adultery is, for example, but have merely lost their original meaning and intention. Few people realize that ‘Gosh,’ and ‘Gee,’ are actually corruptions of ‘God’ and ‘Jesus,’ but because these have lost their original meaning their casual use is not sinful. Likewise, few realize that to say “Oh, my goodness” is actually swearing by a divine attribute, that of God’s goodness, at least in its original meaning. Whether such a phrase is meant as a prayer or profanity, or merely as a common expression, may be hard to discern, but no one should consider such words as sinful. The same would apply to the “Mein Gott” of the German, or the “Mon Dieu” of the Frenchman or when we say as an expression of surprise “Oh, Lord!” since no irreverence was intended at all. But even though such expressions are very widespread customs, seemingly harmless and sinless, we should sincerely try to avoid using God’s Name in such a careless manner since it does tend to cheapen it and may easily lead to irreverence. We can find other forceful words that would equally express our surprise, frustration, just anger, etc., without the danger of sinning. Perhaps a word should be said here concerning vulgar language. Using swear words, profanity, vulgar and crude language, is not, in itself, sinful, provided, of course, that such language does not use God’s Name in vain, imply blasphemy, is impure and sexually suggestive, or cause serious scandal (especially to the young). Often this habit simply represents laziness of thought and poverty of vocabulary rather than real immorality or an evil will. However, such speech is highly unbecoming and unbefitting in a true lady or gentlemen, much less in a child of God. It is simply un-Christ-like. Filthy language and those usually very funny but filthy jokes often reveal a filthy heart. As Our Lord said, “Out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks.”

January 5

Reverence for the Holy Name (Part 3 of 3)

“In the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of those that are in heaven, 

on earth and under the earth.” (Phil. 2:10)

Although it is in the negative form of “Thou shalt not,” the Second Commandment implicitly tells us what we should do, that is, we should reverence and honor God’s Name, and even all things closely associated with Him, such as Holy Scripture, the Blessed Mother, the Saints – holy things in general. The ancient Jewish people did not dare to pronounce God’s Name even with reverence. This was because God wanted them to be fully, and fearfully, aware of His immediate power, presence, and majesty amongst them. Reverential fear was the hallmark of the religion of the Old Testament, but the spirit which dominates the New Testament is that of intimate childlike love of God. Fear, of course, must be present but it is not meant to be that servile, cringing type of fear, but a trusting, filial fear – the fear of offending someone we love and Who loves us so much. We are not forbidden, nor must we fear, to use God’s Name, or that of Jesus, even in our everyday occupations, provided it is done with due reverence, devotion, love, and confidence. Indeed this is praiseworthy, for it then becomes a prayer which gives great honor and glory to His holy Person. Again, there are two extremes which we must avoid. There are those who use the name of Jesus so frequently, even though reverently, that they cheapen it, turning it into a common everyday “Joe Blow” down-the-street type of name. This is why we should often substitute for the Name of Jesus such titles as “Our Lord,” “Our Blessed Lord” “Our Divine Lord,” “Our Blessed Savior,” “Our Divine Savior,” or simply “Christ.” (The same goes for the holy name of Mary. We should often use such titles as “Our Lady,” “Our Blessed Mother”). This fosters reverence. However, we must not go to the other extreme and never use the Name of Jesus, for His Name is, of itself, a very powerful prayer and if spoken with reverence breathes, and breeds, a beautiful and loving intimacy with our Savior, especially in private prayer. This is not that familiarity which breeds contempt – it is that intimacy which breeds love. It is also a Catholic custom, based on the spirit and not the letter of the above text from St. Paul, that we should make a slight bow of our head at the name of Jesus. But we must not let this pious and praiseworthy practice lead to scrupulosity nor descend into the unpractical and ridiculous. If the name of Jesus were said fifty times within a certain prayer or text it is common sense that we do not have to keep our heads bobbing up and down for each of the fifty times. It is the spirit of the practice which we must keep in mind, namely, reverence for the Holy Name, and not the exercise of our neck muscles. 

January 6

Epiphany of Our Lord

“We have seen His star in the East, and are come to adore Him. … Opening their treasures they offered Him gifts; Gold, frankincense and myrrh.” (Matt. 2:2-11)


The feast of the Epiphany, or the manifestation of the Lord, commemorates three events in the life of Christ: the coming of the Wise Men from the East, the baptism of Christ, and the marriage feast of Cana. It is the first of these, however, which dominates this feast. There are many deep spiritual lessons that we could draw from the coming of the Magi, but the most obvious is that they represent the call of the Gentiles to the Church of God. We are to see in them the innumerable multitude of the Faithful of the past, present, and future, whom Christ has saved from the darkness of paganism or some false man-made religion, granting them the tremendous grace of the true Catholic Faith. Most especially, we are to see ourselves and the gift of our own precious Faith, which is a completely unmerited grace bestowed upon us by the pure mercy of God. “You have not chosen Me; but I have chosen you.” Do we ever consider the fact that we could have easily been born in some distant jungle, or into some pagan family or false religion? Whether it was by a providential birth or by a series of providential circumstances which lead to our conversion to the Catholic Faith, to know the truth when so many sit in the darkness of error, is a grace and gift beyond words. God is indeed so very merciful and good to us. But how have we shown our gratitude to Him for this great grace? Have we really lived our Faith? Is this Faith merely a hobby which we enjoy reading, talking, or arguing about? Has it been the guiding star of our life? Our Faith has been given to us, not just to hold or even to defend, but to live. And living the Faith means striving to live the interior life of the soul. This is how we show gratitude. Are we willing, like the wise men, to put our knowledge into practice and forego the creature comforts of a soft, worldly life and set out on a serious and persevering quest to find Jesus, in order to be closely united with Him? But unlike the Wise Men, we need not travel far to find Him, since He dwells in the depths of our souls. We shall find Him in prayer. Only, we must persevere through the deserts of aridity, the tempests of temptation, and the hardship of sacrifice, silence, and solitude. But we shall find that no matter how great or costly we imagine our gifts to be which we have “given” to Him, they are as nothing compared to the gifts of grace, peace, and joy which He shall give us in return.

January 7

The Hidden Life

Bishop John Hedley, O.S.B. (1837-1915)

(Holy Family Sunday)

“For the Hidden Life itself consists in that which is the only end, the only act, the only state, for which the soul was created; that is to say, the loving worship of its God. This is essential perfection – the more or less continuous and intense exercise of the act of charity. This it is which sanctifies, and which also leads to success. This act is what occupied the Sacred Heart of Jesus all these years. … Contemplate, one by one, the characteristics of His life at Nazareth. Observe the simplicity of His view – God alone. O my Savior, give me grace to aim at God alone! Hitherto I have aimed at many things – the satisfaction of my vanity, of my flesh, of my ambition, of those about me! Hitherto my best actions have been tainted and spoilt by earthly, human, carnal and degrading motives! All this I now turn away from. Do Thou pierce my heart and penetrate it with the one grand purpose of my creation – the will to live for my God! Then observe His Holy Indifference. The Everlasting Word handles the tools of the workmen, and shapes mean material into humble articles of use! Give me, O light of my life, the grace to take up what is low as heartily as what is dignified, and what is flattering as simply as what is humbling, and to see Thee beneath it all, and Thee alone! Last, His continuous and intense elevation of the Heart. Oh! Foolish and mistaken this heart of mine! I fatigue my brain, my fancy, my tongue, my limbs – and all the time, one thing is really necessary – to worship, to love, to offer up, to accept, to beg forgiveness! My Jesus, give me Thy Spirit! O Jesus of Nazareth, obscure, silent, and suffering, I detest all that is contrary to that Spirit of Thine. I detest unnecessary talk, which empties my spirit! I detest that coveting, that clinging, that having and holding, which binds me down to the earth! I detest the vanity of esteem and success! I long and pray that my life may be hidden with Thee in God!”

January 8

An Ordinary Life of Extraordinary Love

Besides being the greatest apologetic for the interior life of the soul, the hidden life of the Holy Family at Nazareth teaches us one very great truth, namely, that it is not so much what we do for God but how and why we do it. It is not the outward splendor of the deed which matters in His eyes but the interior motive and intention. The smallest, most trivial and seemingly unimportant action of our life is supremely important if it is done out of obedience to the will of God and out of love for Him. We shall be judged according to the love which inspires our actions. As Fr. De Caussade writes: “To achieve the height of holiness, people must realize that all they count as trivial and worthless is what can make them holy … consider your life and you will see it consists of countless trifling actions. Yet God is quite satisfied with them, for doing them as they should be done is the part we have to play in our striving for perfection.” As St. Therese once told a lay sister: “Your life is one that is humble and little, but remember that nothing is small in the eyes of God. Do all you do with love.” And as Abbot Marmion wrote: “Try, my dear child, to do all for love. God is Love, and He accepts the least thing done for love’s sake. Love is like the philosopher’s stone which turns all that it touches into gold.” 

Jesus Christ, the Word Incarnate, chose to live the most hidden, humble, and laborious life in order to teach us the value of a simple life transformed by love and prayer. Therefore, no one should ever despair of reaching the heights of holiness because they live an ordinary, workaday life made up of a multiplicity of trivial decisions and tasks. All we have to do is do what we are doing, but we must do it all for God. “All whatsoever you do in work or in word,” says St. Paul, “do all in the Name of the Lord, Jesus Christ.” And elsewhere, “Whether you eat or drink, or whatsoever else you do, do all to the glory of God,” that is, we must do all for Jesus, with Jesus, and in Jesus, with a pure motive and with the greatest possible love for God. 

January 9

Great Love and Fidelity in All Things

Abbot Columba Marmion, O.S.B. (1858-1923)

Abbot Marmion wrote the following to a married woman: “God loves you, for you are straightforward, and do your duty for love of Him. I recommend you to direct your day each morning by an act of love towards God, and then during the day, to think of Him from time to time. He gazes unceasingly upon you, and He so much loves to have us think of Him. ‘Think of Me,’ He told a Saint, ‘and I will think of thee.’” And to another he wrote: “Try to show your gratitude to Jesus Christ by great fidelity in all things. My dear child, we must never forget that true piety does not consist only in saying long prayers, but above all in showing our love to Jesus by the care and fidelity we take to do His holy will. For you, His will is manifested in your keeping the house and your duties of state. Then, the more you love Jesus, the more faithful you will be to give yourself up entirely to carrying out his will.”

January 10

Holiness: Simple, But Not Always Simple to Explain


The hallmark of every great truth is simplicity. And yet it is the simplest truths of life that are often the hardest to put into words and explain to another person. We know what they are, provided no one asks us. For example, it is difficult to adequately explain such concepts as truth, goodness, beauty, love, friendship, time, etc.. In themselves they are very simple truths, simplicity itself, and yet they are so profound that it is often difficult to find the right words to explain them accurately, clearly, and in a simple manner. It is an even harder task, practically impossible, to explain such things as the color green to a blind person, or the taste of a potato to one who has never eaten one. We are in a somewhat similar position when we attempt to explain the spiritual life, sanctity, prayer, love, God’s will, Divine providence, abandonment, and the Sacrament of the Present Moment which is a beautiful blending of all these. In a sense, one never truly understands the spiritual life until it is lived, or at least, sincerely striven for.

Sanctity, when we boil it down, is simple, for it consists essentially in the love of God. And the love of God is essentially the union or conformity of our will with the will of God. Therefore, to do the will of God, always, everywhere and in all things, is the whole purpose and rule of life, and is sanctity and union with God in a nutshell. To be holy, we must do what God wants and want what God does. The active side of this union is obedience to all God’s commands and inspirations and the faithful fulfillment of the duties of our state in life. The passive side is the acceptance of all that God does, or allows to happen, to us by the practice of loving abandonment to Divine providence. A soul which is really trying to live a spiritual life sincerely endeavors to do God’s holy will by the practice of the active side of union. However, for real and solid progress in the interior life, the passive side must become second nature to us. Fr. Lekeux puts it this way: “Love being conformity to the will of God also effects the serene acceptance of all that comes from God. Whatever God wills and decides, whether agreeable or painful, is welcomed by the soul that loves. It abandons itself, with the simplicity of love, to the good pleasure of the Beloved by Whom it knows it is loved. Love wishes what God would wish, does what God would do.”

January 11

Love Resides in the Will

One point which ought to be firmly understood is that love resides, primarily, in the will, not in the feelings and emotions. Feelings and warm sentiments can sometimes assist the will in its sacrificial love-life but they are not love itself. It is what we choose, what we truly desire and intend, that counts, not what we may feel or not feel. Warm, affectionate feelings at the thought of God, or tears shed in meditation on the Passion, are not necessarily signs of deep love, as much as curbing our passions for the love of God. To love God means to choose God above and before all things, before any pleasure, action, or experience that will hinder, or sever, union with Him. No matter how attractive some thought, action, or object appears, if it is against God’s will, against His Law and Commandments, we must resist that attraction and choose Him. Love is proved by deeds and by sacrifice. Actions speak louder than words, whether the actions remain strictly interior in the depth of the soul in the form of thoughts and desires or manifested exteriorly in physical activity. God sees both and desires that we truly love Him both interiorly in our heart and exteriorly by our actions done in conformity with His will and out of love for Him.

January 12

Sin: Love’s Enemy (Part 1 of 3)
The spiritual life is the personal and interior war between good and evil, between heaven and hell, between the love of God and the love of self apart from God. The battleground of this continual warfare is our will – our heart. The will is that spiritual power of our soul whose work is to choose, to decide, and to act, and thus to love. Everything in this conflict rests on the will, for it has the power and the freedom to choose which side will be victorious. It is free to fight for either side, or to yield to either side. It can consent, or it can resist. The river of time, with its never ceasing flow, brings before the will a myriad of attractive objects: good, bad, and seemingly indifferent. Our will is almost incessantly played upon by many and various competing fascinations, each vying for our soul’s choice – for our love. But however numerous these attractions are, however various the ways in which they may draw our will, all of them can be reduced to these two categories: they are either according to God’s will for us, and thus bring us closer to Him, or they are against His will for us, and thus draw us away from Him. In one way or another, explicitly or implicitly, we are either choosing God, or choosing self in preference to God. Most of us, however, do not choose one side or the other completely, constantly, consistently, and without variation. Our will, although pointed in the general direction towards one of these sides, fluctuates between them; sometimes resolving to love God above all things, and yet sometimes yielding to the attraction of evil, of sin. Sometimes we fall. Sometimes we allow ourselves to be wooed into loving, into choosing, that which we know to be against God’s will for us. If we accept and will such an action, or willingly omit to do an action which we ought to do, we commit sin. Of course this fluctuation has degrees. Not every little yielding to evil completely severs our union with God. As in human friendships, so likewise in the divine friendship of the soul with God: there are some transgressions which are little, while others are grave. In other words, there are two kinds of sin: mortal and venial. 

January 13

Sin: Love’s Enemy (Part 2 of 3)

Now, let us take a Catholic in the state of sanctifying grace, who fully and knowingly chooses, wills, or consents, with sufficient reflection and deliberation, to something that he knows to be contrary to God’s law in a serious matter. Here we have a mortal sin. Even though weakness may be involved, it is still, although perhaps implicitly, an act of formal rebellion against God’s authority, for its says in effect: “Lord, I know this is seriously against Your will, but I don’t care right now, I am going to do it anyway because I want to.” When a man commits a mortal sin, although he does not necessarily want to offend God directly, his action does imply a deliberate rebellion against God’s authority, since he makes self-gratification his last end, instead of God. It is a kind of enthronement of self in place of God, a radical choosing of self in one way or another against God. It is a serious sin against the love of God. It therefore severs the bond of charity, of union, of friendship, between God and the soul because charity loves God above all things. 

Charity is the life-giver to the soul. And thus, if the bond of charity is broken, the soul is emptied of divine life, of sanctifying grace, much in the same way an electrical appliance goes dead when unplugged from the power outlet. Loss of grace always involves the loss of charity, although not necessarily the divine virtues of faith and hope. These two virtues remain in the soul unless cast out by mortal sins directly contrary to them, that is, by infidelity (heresy, apostasy), and despair. These divine virtues of faith and hope are of great value for they constitute a point of return to God, but they are not, of themselves, live-giving. They do not have the power to save the soul without the virtue of charity. Words can never really describe how great a tragedy it is to lose sanctifying grace. To live in a state of enmity, of disunion, with God is simply awful, for we cannot reject God as our last end and still remain His adopted children and heirs of heaven. It is to be supernaturally dead and unable to increase merit and heavenly glory. It is to live with the sentence of damnation hanging over our heads. Dreadful! Fortunately, God is Mercy and Goodness and does all He can to draw the soul back to Him. He desires above all to pardon and restore such a soul back to the state in grace, in charity, and in the divine friendship. 

January 14

Sin: Love’s Enemy (Part 3 of 3)

Suppose we are in the state of sanctifying grace, and we break God’s law by choosing or willing something that we know to be against God’s will for us. If it is small thing, a little matter, a thing perhaps in which we gave little thought or reflection, or an action not fully deliberate, not fully willed, it is a venial sin. Whether in thought, word, or deed, venial sin is ultimately choosing self instead of God, at least in a small way. Here we have a part of self not wholly surrendered to God. It is a small unyielding of love not given to Him Who deserves to be loved with all our heart, mind, body, and strength. Venial sin is an act of infidelity to God, but not in such a radical way as turning away from Him in mortal sin. In venial sin we do not deliberately assert and choose self in place of God in a serious matter. The full and formal rebellion against God is lacking. Thus venial sin does not sever the relation of love between the soul and God, but, and this is important to remember, every little moral infidelity does weaken this union, since it cools the fires of divine love, and perhaps, eventually jeopardizing the union entirely. Give fallen human nature an inch, and it is likely to walk the whole mile. And one who is unfaithful in little things is more likely to be eventually unfaithful in big things. Nevertheless, there is a world of difference between mortal and venial sin. It is not just a matter of degree, but of kind. No matter how many venial sins one has committed, they will never add up to equaling a mortal sin. They may lead to serious sin, but they will never, of themselves, constitute a grave violation against God. By this we do not mean to lessen the horror we should have of venial sin, but simply to contrast the two kinds of sin in relation to the love of God. One cools the fervor of the soul, while the other, namely mortal sin, does what its name implies – it spells death to the soul, supernaturally speaking.

January 15

Sin and Self-Deception

The human mind is masterful in the art of justifying its own sinful, or borderline sinful, actions. There is always a good excuse, of course, always a reason that appears good, praiseworthy, just and innocent for doing things that we know deep down we should not be doing. If we are somewhat devout our conscience will undoubtedly upbraid us with little nagging warnings: “You know very well,” says our conscience, “that you should not be doing that. You’re going to get into trouble. Do not play with fire because you’re going to get burned, perhaps eternally. You know that these small concessions, these small sins, will lead to greater ones. It only takes a match to start a whole forest on fire. Give an inch, and your fallen human nature will take a mile. Don’t try to rationalize away what you’re doing. No, no, you know very well that that action was one of those ‘accidentally-on-purpose’ actions.” Unfortunately, many of us do not listen to such timely warnings but try to hush and bury such reflections so that we can continue doing what we have determined to do – come hell or high water. But of course, we do this hushing business with a magical slight of hand while distracting ourselves from honest, prayerful reflection. Even in the devout there is the danger of twisting one’s own conscience in these matters. Such souls have heard almost all there is to say about the spiritual life and have grown accustomed to these ideas, and thus become somewhat calloused. Obviously, while this contest is going on inside of us, it follows that we are not enjoying the peace and serenity of soul that is so necessary for spiritual progress. We are expending all our precious mental and spiritual energy, not on loving God and interior prayer, but on these mental acrobatics: flipping, contorting, and wrestling our attention away from what we know to be the only answer to our problem. It is ironic that those who are so adept at covering up their own faults, have eagle eyes when it comes to other people’s faults and failings. The letter of the law for everyone else, except themselves; no, for themselves they will claim to be following the spirit of the law, a spirit which they have twisted and concocted out of their own minds. 

January 16

Sin and the Love of God

Whether we have fallen into mortal sins or venial sins, we do not necessarily cling to them, and remain attached to them. As long as we live we have the power, through the mercy and grace of God, of repairing and expiating the damage done by sin, chiefly by true contrition, sorrow, and amendment of life out of love for God. Venial sin can be repaired and expiated by a variety of means of which we will explain more fully in due time. By true contrition for mortal sin and the Sacrament of Penance, we can be restored to the state of sanctifying grace, the flow of divine life, and thus reestablish the relation of love and friendship with God. Yet life remains a battle. No sooner are we restored to grace than another temptation to sin soon comes our way, another attractive offer presents itself to the will for its love. We may perhaps resist, or we may perhaps yield to it. If we look back upon our past, we shall probably see a series of falls and rises. Such is life here below with fallen human nature. But as death draws near, the general direction of the soul becomes defined – it is either towards God, or towards self apart from God. Of course, the soul is always capable of swinging towards the opposite direction. A man is free, at any time, to forfeit grace by mortal sin, or he can regain it by loving repentance. But such a turn around becomes less likely, although by no means impossible, as time runs out. The will is being set in one direction. And then death comes and the direction is fixed forever. The soul has freely chosen, by its life on earth, to love God, or to love self apart from God. It either possesses divine grace or else it is empty of divine life. Thus death is the end, not of existence, but of the wavering of our will between good and evil. Death will put the stamp of finality on the state we have chosen to die in by the way we have lived our lives. This life is the battleground, the testing arena, the sorting room, in which we ourselves choose heaven, hell, or a short or long sojourn through that realm of purification for those imperfect souls who have, nevertheless, died in the state of grace, namely, Purgatory. 

January 17

How Much Can Be Obtained from God by True Repentance (Part 1 of 2)

Fr. John Tauler, O.P. (1300-1361)


“When a sinner, rising from his wickedness and turning his soul entirely away from it, determines now to serve God forever and to live for Him only, the eternal and immense goodness of God shows Himself as kind to that sinner as if he had never fallen into sin. For He remits all his sins perfectly, nor will He ever impute them to him, even if their number had been as great as all men together have committed, if only he grieve from his soul purely for the glory of God, and if his iniquities displease him chiefly because he understands that they displease God. For that most fervent charity from which this sorrow proceeds consumes away the rust of all sin, provided the flame of charity be sufficiently great, and the contrition, as is becoming and necessary, proceeds from all the powers of the soul. However slight is contrition arising purely from the thought of God, it is much more pleasing than sorrow, however intense, arising from lower motives. To a man thus repenting from love, God is able to show all familiarity and friendship, and reveal to him His secrets as much as to any one. For if God should find a soul ready and fit, He will not so much consider what the man was before, as what his disposition now is. For God is the God of the present. If He finds man’s will good and upright now, He receives him and draws him to Himself. Nor does He look at what he formerly was, but at what he now is.”
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How Much Can Be Obtained from God by True Repentance (Part 2 of 2)

Fr. John Tauler, O.P. (1300-1361)


“Why does God allow sin in His elect? God most mercifully and with unspeakable longsuffering bears all the contempt and injury of sin, and endures it with extreme loving kindness for many years, in order that a man, when at last he does come to the true knowledge of his sins and of the eternal charity of God, may love Him more. For from this very motive his love, gratitude, reverence and vehement drawing towards his Maker are increased, made more pure in motive and are wonderfully enkindled. These effects, indeed, not seldom arise in the soul from the knowledge of sin. Thus God bears patiently the injury and contempt of sin in His elect, in order that afterwards He may bring them to great and sublime holiness. Who, we may ask, was ever a dearer or more familiar friend of our Lord Jesus Christ than those vessels of His mercy, the Apostles? Yet not one of them remained firm; all fell into sin, though not all to the same degree. Both in the Old and New Testament do we see instances of falls of this kind, and we find God often bearing this, even in those souls who afterwards were among His most intimate friends. Rarely indeed does it happen that even souls raised to great sanctity have been very innocent all their lives. Therefore immediately thou seest thou hast fallen into sin, turn thyself lovingly to God with all the powers of thy soul, and entertain deep displeasure at thine own weakness. And while turning thy soul thus earnestly from all sin, mind to think more of this truth, that what thou hast done, however small it may appear, has gone against the honor and good pleasure of God, than of all the confusion, loss, punishment and disgrace thou thyself hast merited by thy sin. Thus turn thyself to God with true love, with a firm and lasting determination never to sin again. This turning to God will join thy soul by a kind of immovable love to God, thy most faithful friend. His faithfulness is in very truth so great He cannot desert anyone, nor will He ever be able to abandon anyone whatsoever who leans on Him with full trust. There are four conditions of true repentance: 1) Great contempt of self and displeasure with ourselves. 2) A true and serious determination never to sin. 3) Turning the soul with love to God. 4) Firm confidence arising from the thought of the most bitter Passion of Jesus Christ and of His immense charity.”
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The Wonderful Power of Perfect Contrition

Fr. John Tauler, O.P., (1300-1361)


“A man can, in a moment, by true love of God, with great detestation of sin and sincere contempt of self, purely for the glory of God, so strongly and intensely turn himself from all sin as to obtain at once pardon for all the guilt as well as the punishment of sin. So that if he should die in that state he would fly straight to God, without anything to prevent perfect union, even if he alone had committed the sins of the whole world. The reason why it often happens that only part of the punishment due to God’s justice is forgiven when we are absolved from the guilt of sin is simply this: it is because our contrition and our turning of the will from all sin, and our corresponding turning to God and our love to Him by no means really come from our whole heart, our whole soul, our whole mind and all our strength according to God’s command. For true love and true confidence in God, with perfect hatred and detestation of sin and contempt of self, is the most precious possible treasure, by which we can gain and secure easily whatever we can desire: yea, far more than we desire.” 


(Note from Fr. Wilberforce, O.P., concerning the above doctrine: “Although it is true that this contrition is rare, on account of our lukewarmness in love, it is useful to know that it is possible, by God’s grace, for every one, and we should strive to have as great a degree of it as we can. For the more we love the more will be forgiven, according to the words of Christ about St. Mary Magdalene: ‘Many sins are forgiven her, because she hath loved much.’)

January 20

Abandonment and the Sacrament of the Present Moment (Part 1 of 3)

The Sacrament of the Present Moment is a term that was coined by a great spiritual writer and director of souls: Father Jean De Caussade, S.J. (†1751). He is considered a master of the spiritual life whose teaching and method of direction – at once so simple and yet so complete – entirely revolved around abandonment to Divine providence. He never tired of inculcating the practice of loving abandonment to God in every conceivable state, circumstance, or trial of life. Abandonment to Divine Providence is not only vitally necessary for the attainment of true sanctity, it is also the only way to true sanity of mind, for if we fail to see the hand of God behind everything that happens to us we are not living in reality. Nothing, absolutely nothing, happens unless God wills or permits it. To see this and to live by this knowledge is sanity. This is the only way to attain unshakeable peace of soul. Without knowing about Divine Providence the world must, of necessity, appear like a big scary place, a jumbled mess of unfortunate accidents, a continual series of random setbacks, misfortunes, miseries, trials, and sufferings – all to no purpose and without rhyme or reason. Nothing would seem to work out right and in accordance with God’s will. But with the knowledge of Divine Providence, however, we know that everything is part of God’s plan, somehow and in someway that He alone knows, and that He is in control, even when it seems that He is not. How can one maintain deep peace of soul without absolute childlike trust in God and loving abandonment to His paternal providence? One simply cannot. Complete abandonment to God is hard to put into continual practice because it is so contrary to fallen human nature and self-will. But to the extent that it is put into practice, peace and joy will flood our soul; a peace and joy which is above mere emotion and feeling, a peace surpassing all understanding, which the world can never give, nor any suffering take away. As Dante wrote: “In His will is our Peace.”

January 21

Abandonment and the Sacrament of the Present Moment (Part 2 of 3)


What does Fr. De Caussade (and others after him) mean by the Sacrament of the Present Moment? In this illuminating phrase, startling in its originality, he is using the word sacrament not in the sense of one of the Seven Sacraments instituted by Christ to give grace, but simply in the general sense as a means of union with God. Under the outward and visible circumstances of our life, God wishes to impart grace to our soul in much the same way that He imparts grace through the visible and tangible signs of His Sacraments. In this sense, the present moment is a means of drawing ever closer to God by love, which is the union of our will with His. The Sacrament of the Present Moment is that we must simply receive whatever comes to us, moment by moment, abandoning ourselves to God, accepting and willing everything because it is God’s will for us, here and now, in this actual moment of time. To the eyes of faith, the present moment, whether it brings with it a duty to be performed, a suffering to be suffered, a joy to be enjoyed, or a temptation to be fought, is literally a ‘revelation’ or unveiling of God’s will for us at this precise instant. By uniting our will with God’s will we are uniting ourselves to God Himself. In other words, if we were to see God behind all the events of life, and would accept and will everything as His will for us at the present moment, then every moment of our life would be a kind of ‘communion with God’ – a living union of love between us and Him. The profound simplicity of this truth will, with prayer and reflection, eventually dawn upon our soul and when it does, all life will be seen in a different light and we shall realize that we are, in a sense, bathed in the action of God. So near to us is our Heavenly Father. So concerned is He about our spiritual progress and well-being.
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Abandonment and the Sacrament of the Present Moment (Part 3 of 3)

As a spiritual director, Abbot John Chapman, O.S.B. (†1933) always tried to lead others to the practice of the Sacrament of the Present Moment as a powerful means of maintaining deep peace of soul and of growing in true spirituality. All throughout his spiritual letters one sees the Sacrament of the Present Moment being presented to souls: “Every circumstance of our life is a means of getting to heaven and a part of God’s providence; so that at every moment we are in touch with God. So we need not see Him, as we feel His hand in every outward thing and in every inward non-willful feeling – and even in our will as well, when it is good. Only this is a truth to be acted upon, rather than meditated upon.” Elsewhere, he wrote: “When we realize that God is not only in every external event, but in every internal event – I mean in every involuntary feeling we have – we realize that, at every moment of our life, we are in touch with God, and His hand is on us; we have only to be carried in His arms. Our one care must be not to jump out of them, and try to walk alone.” “As a fact we are always in touch with God; everything that happens is His arrangement, His Providence, and a means of grace, a push on to heaven; only most people try to go their own way and thus put obstacles to God’s action. Once give yourself wholly to Him, and you realize that He is always working outside you by circumstances, and inside you by your thoughts and distractions – unless you resist. This is the way of pure love. It is very dark and painful on the surface; but there is something behind which is really strength and peace.”

January 23

Sanctify the Present Moment (Part 1 of 3)

We do not sufficiently value the present moment. As Fr. De Caussade writes: “We are bored with the small happenings around us, yet it is these trivialities – as we consider them – which would do marvels for us if only we did not despise them.” It takes great faith to realize it but the present moment is God’s hand upon us, it is God’s action, God’s will, or simply, it is God coming to us, helping us, perfecting us, loving us, working on and in us. Fr. De Caussade tells us: “God speaks to every individual through what happens to them moment by moment.” And elsewhere, “The events of each moment are stamped with the will of God … we find all that is necessary in the present moment.” Again, “If we have abandoned ourselves to God, there is only one rule for us: the duty of the present moment.” “The only thing that matters is now” wrote Abbot Chapman, “I mean that we have to be exactly in God’s will – united actively and passively with what He has arranged for us to be and to do, so that at every moment we are quite simply in touch with God, because we are to wish to do what He wants of us, and to be as we find He wishes us to be. There is no other perfection than this. Tomorrow and yesterday are quite of secondary importance.”

The purpose of life is simple – it is to sanctify each moment as it comes to us. It is only in the present that we are able to unite our wills to God, because only the present moment is within our power. It is only in the present, not the past or the future, that we are able to love God. Sanctity does not require extraordinary works, or a multiplicity of devotions, or that we act in an uncommon manner. We must merely grab hold of the present moment, with its apparent triviality and unimportance, and transform it, eternalize it, by having a supernatural intention. Thus every day, and every moment of every day, we shall thus be drawing closer and closer to God, ensuring that we shall enjoy complete union with Him in heaven for all eternity.

January 24

Sanctify the Present Moment (Part 2 of 3)
For our own peace of soul, let there be for us no tomorrow; only today, simply and fully accepted as it comes to us, and lived out moment by moment in love. The past is the past and the future is yet to be. Most people do not make the most of the present. They tend to brood about the past, reliving it in their imagination, or worry about the future, and the present goes slipping past them. But the faults of the past are over and done with, they cannot be undone and the future is yet to happen, probably not at all in the way we expect it. So it is best to simply pick ourselves up and begin again each new day, leaving the past to the mercy of God, the future to His providence and live the present in His love. Besides, only in the present, from moment to moment, are we able to love Him with all our hearts. As St. Therese herself admitted: “If I did not simply live from one moment to the next, it would be impossible for me to keep my patience. I can see only the present, I forget the past and I take good care not to think of the future. We get discouraged and feel despair because we brood about the past and the future. It is such folly to pass one’s time fretting, instead of resting quietly on the heart of Jesus.” We do not know what the future holds, but we do know Who holds the future. Besides, each new trial will bring with it the necessary grace from God, for we cannot carry tomorrow’s cross with today’s grace. And it is only by grace that we can carry the cross. Therefore, all discouraging thoughts about future trials should cease, for we will not carry them alone. God will always give us sufficient grace from day to day, from moment to moment, as we need it. The Cross is much easier to bear when we realize that we only have to carry it bit by bit and not all at once. “Sufficient for the day is the evil thereof,” said Our Lord Himself. 

January 25

Sanctify the Present Moment (Part 3 of 3)

“Commit every particle of your being in all things, down to the smallest details of your life, eagerly and with perfect trust to the unfailing and most sure providence of God.” So wrote St. Albert the Great and in like manner have all the saints taught this vital importance, this absolute necessity, of abandoning ourselves completely to God with perfect trust. This does not mean, however, that we can sit down and twiddle our thumbs and expect God to do everything for us. God gave us to “two feet and a heart-beat” for a reason – to use them. Nor does it mean that we can become callous and careless about sin and personal faults, for we must always strive to overcome our faults and sins, to repair past mistakes and negligences, and to prudently plan for the future. But as for anxiety about the past or future – no. No true good is ever accomplished by losing our peace of soul, no matter how awful the current situation is or how great the mistake or sin was in the past. “Try,” Abbot Marmion tell us, “to smile lovingly at every manifestation of God’s will.”

January 26

“Lord, What Will Thou Have Me Do?” (Part 1 of 3)


Yesterday was the feast of the Conversion of St. Paul, an event which is narrated by St. Luke in the ninth chapter of the Acts of the Apostles. We read how the fiery Saul was thrown from his high horse, humbled, blinded, and changed into Paul, a man all on fire with love for Christ. The great exterior light which Christ surrounded and blinded him with, was only a figure of the even greater interior light which enlightened and melted his proud and prejudicial soul. He was conscious that the Lord was nigh and he called out: “Who art Thou, Lord?” “I am Jesus of Nazareth, Whom thou persecutest,” came the answer. Upon hearing these words, all resistance was broken, invincible faith and conviction in the Divinity of Christ penetrated his heart. Although blind to the feeble light of the sun, the spiritual eye of his soul was open to the eternal light of the Son of God. Christ had conquered him, and he sincerely prayed: “Lord, what wilt Thou have me do?” These words are the key to his whole conversion – since he sincerely wanted God, he wanted to do the will of God no matter the sacrifice. We know that to be holy is simply this: to want and do God’s will in all the details of our life. We know that our view of right and wrong must agree with God’s view, and that we must act accordingly, that is, we must choose what is right and reject what is wrong, avoid what God wants us to avoid, and endure what God wants us to endure. God’s will is revealed to, and can be discerned by, us in many ways: by His commandments, His counsels, the example of Christ, the traditional and unquestionable teachings of the Catholic Faith, the duties of our state of life, obedience to lawful human authority, divine inspiration, human advice, natural inspiration, and resignation to the events of Providence. But all this is simple in theory; in the practical order it is not always so. Even with all these means of knowing God’s will, combined with sincere prayer for light, there are many, many circumstances in which we cry: “Lord, what wilt thou have me do?” We want to do God’s will, but we do not know the best decision to make which will be “God’s will.” This is a perennial “problem” which all of us must face from time to time, but there are some spiritual principles that will give us at least some consolation in these difficult times. But this must wait for tomorrow. In the meantime, we must foster this disposition of soul, which St. Paul, and all the saints had, “Lord, what wilt thou have me do?” “Not my will, but Thine be done.”

January 27

“Lord, What Will Thou Have Me Do?” (Part 2 of 3)

Often it is so very difficult to discern God’s will in the many complex and trying circumstances of everyday life. Whether this is through inculpable ignorance, confusion, or simply due to the difficulty of the situation, it can be a source of acute anxiety, especially for pious souls who sincerely desire to do God’s will but are afraid of making a wrong decision and of offending Him. It would be foolish to expect God to personally write us a letter telling us explicitly what to do or what not to do, nor can we go running to our confessor or spiritual director for advice on every little decision we have to make.  “How then shall I know what is the will of God?” The answer is one of common sense and is consoling for those who are primarily seeking to please God and not those who are seeking a magic formula for discovering the “right” answers that will lead to success in all the circumstances of life. God has bestowed on each of us a greater or lesser degree of understanding, along with certain aids which help us toward making a good choice. In other words, God has given us brains and then so much as tells us: “Now go ahead, and do your sincere best to make the right choice.” If we act according to our light and ability, after prayer, advice (if possible or necessary), and trustful abandonment to Providence, then we have certainly done the will of God in the given circumstance. As Abbot Chapman wrote, “In the case of anyone (any pious person), the proper thing is (1) to pray for guidance, (2) to act for the best, (3) to say that we have done God’s will, even if (a) we find that we had decided wrongly or (b) that (anyhow) the result is wrong.” God does not expect us to know and do what is the most perfect thing in itself, considered objectively, but what we, here and now, sincerely suppose to be His will. It may turn out that our choice was a very poor one as far as human wisdom is concerned, but we have, nevertheless, made the wisest choice in the wisdom of God. We are only human. We are not infallible, but we will infallibly please God if we have sincerely striven to please Him. God looks to our intention and honest effort to do His will. This is all that God asks of us. Thus doing our best to know and follow God’s will, we are always successful in His sight, for he “judges just judgments.” 

January 28

“Lord, What Will Thou Have Me Do?” (Part 3 of 3)

One error which we must carefully avoid in the matter of seeking God’s will is called ‘Illuminism.’ We will let Abbot John Chapman explain what is meant by Illuminism: “What I call Illuminism is this: (a) I pray, and then I make a decision which I call infallibly right in itself. (b) or a Superior says: ‘Whatever you do under obedience has God’s blessing and will turn out a success; therefore (!) whatever I order is infallibly right.’ There is a lot of Illuminism about!” “We have not to aim at a theoretical perfection or at an ideal sanctity, nor have we to expect our actions to end in success rather than in failure, nor have we to suppose that God will inspire us to follow the course which is best, most prudent, or most lucky. But we are sure that He will enable us to follow our conscience (which may be ill-informed) and thus to act as is most pleasing to Himself. Why not walk in darkness and doubt and worry, yet at the same time have (at the top of our soul) perfect peace and light that it is God’s will that we should be in darkness and doubt and worry? It sounds a paradox, as common sense so often does, But it is really plain sense. And it is the opposite of Illuminism.” “Illuminism means, ‘I have prayed, and God will inspire me to do the wisest thing or speak the right words, with infallible results.’ Caussade, however, would say, ‘I have prayed and have the right intention: therefore God will be satisfied with the stupid things I do or say, as He knows I cannot do better.’ But our author most reasonably adds that these imperfect acts and words, in the long run turn out most curiously effective and successful as though by accident, while the doer or speaker feels foolish and incompetent and humbled. (This is surely not Illuminism.) It would be odd if God’s providence did not arrange things thus – He, who chooses the weak and the foolish to confound the strong and the wise ‘that no flesh may glory before God.’” “One lives in perpetual doubt and ignorance what God’s will is going to be, but not what it is at this individual moment; that we always know, because it is. Therefore the whole point of the ‘Sacrament of the present moment’ is that it is a (covering yet revealing) sacrament; it is God’s action, God’s will, or ‘it is God’. All my duty is to keep in touch with Him as this moment passes into the next. My obvious duty may be at this moment to consider what comes next – and not to know.”

January 29

Avoid the Spirit of Indecision

Whether through scrupulosity, inordinate fear, or simply from a weak will, some of us have allowed ourselves to develop the habit of indecisiveness. We put off making a decision for fear of making a mistake and we hope that the whole problem will take care of itself. Sometimes it does, but often indecision simply makes things worse and can be very frustrating for others who depend on us, and are effected by, our answer. Of course we must avoid impetuosity and hastiness, but we must also avoid the spirit of indecision, because every time we give in to it we weaken our will that much more. After we have had sufficient time, advice, and prayer, we must choose what we think best for the common good. The saints themselves were doers and did not take refuge in indecision for fear of failure. Also, there are many times where we are forced to make a “spur-of-the-moment” decision, with little or no time for reflection, and where indecisiveness may have a heavy price tag attached to it, someone’s life for example. It is absurd to feel that we must run to someone for advice, or even to approach God in prayer, before every decision we make. Often God lets us remain in the dark concerning the “best” road to take, leaving us to grope and stumble our way towards Him. But if we trust God as we should, this darkness will not frighten us. We will be so completely abandoned to God that we shall know that for those who love God, as St. Paul said, all things will work together for the good, mistakes and wrong decisions included, and as St. Augustine adds, even sins. We must realize that an honest mistake is not the end of the world. God has His way of working things out for the best, turning a first-class mess into a blessing. We must often take leaps of faith off the cliff of indecision, knowing that God will be at the bottom to catch us and set us back on our feet. 
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A Truly Devout Man

Father John Grou, S.J. (1731-1803)

 “The truly devout man has a horror of evil, but he has a still greater love of good. He thinks more about practicing virtue than about avoiding vice. He is generous, large-hearted, and courageous; and when there is a question of exposing himself to danger for God’s sake, he does not fear wounds. In one word, he loves better to do what is good, even at the risk of falling into some imperfection, than to omit it, through fear of the danger of sinning. … The truly devout man does not burden himself with a great quantity of vocal prayers and practices which do not leave him time to breathe. He always preserves his liberty of spirit; he is neither scrupulous nor uneasy about himself; he goes on with simplicity and confidence.” 

January 31

The Cross and the Will of God

As we have seen, to do God’s will in a given difficult situation it is enough to desire to do His will even though our choice may not turn out to be the best possible one, objectively speaking. One point which we want to stress is that God does not promise us natural, outward, apparent success in the outcome of our decisions even when they are in conformity with His will. Sometimes it is His will that our plans and projects fail, and that all we touch turns to mud. There is a tendency to think that God is especially pleased with us when our lives are bathed in sunshine and everything is going smoothly, and that He is angry with us when we are plunged into darkness, aridity, and trial. This is to view life as the Jews of old and not as followers of the Crucified Christ. Those of the Old Testament measured God’s pleasure with material success, which was how God actually dealt with them, but often (not always) it is exactly the opposite for us in the new dispensation. God’s greatest gifts are crosses and trials. This is how He treats his friends, which is one reason why he has so few, as St. Teresa of Avila observed.

February 1

The Cross is God’s Gift To His Friends

Blessed Henry Suso, O.P. (1295-1366)

“Divine Wisdom: Listen to the reason why I try my servants in so many ways; and what I am about to tell you, impress deeply on your heart. I dwell in a soul as in a paradise of delights, and so I cannot permit her to find any joy apart from me. And, since I wish to possess her in chastity and purity, I encompass her with thorns and enclose her in adversity, so that she cannot escape from my hands. I sow her path with sorrow and anguish, so that she cannot rest in base and created things, and so that she may place all her happiness in the depths of my divinity. The reward that I give such souls for the least suffering that they bear is so great that were the hearts of all worldlings united into one they would be overwhelmed by it. The way of the Cross is not new, it has always been. I have willed that rare and sublime tings should be difficult of attainment, and that virtue should demand weariness and sweat. If this way is displeasing to the soul, if she wishes to abandon it, to estrange herself from Me, let her go! I have created her free and I will not force her. Only too true is the word of the Gospels: ‘Many are called but few are chosen.’ … The Cross possesses such power and strength that, whether they will or no, it attracts, draws, and ravishes those who carry it. How many there are who would have been damned if I had not crucified them. It is a greater thing to preserve patience in adversity than to raise the dead to life. Patience is a living sacrifice, breathing a delicious perfume in the presence of My Divine Majesty. It is a sacrifice so necessary to the glory of the soul, that I would draw crosses and trials from nothingness rather than deprive my dearest friends of them. It is true that the way of the Cross appears narrow and wearisome, but it leads those who follow it to the gates of heaven, to the glory of the saints, to the triumph of the martyrs; and then the sufferers in the joy of their victory will sing to the Lord a new canticle in which the angels themselves cannot join, for they have never carried the Cross.”

February 2

The Purification of the Blessed Virgin Mary: The Sacrament of Pain (Part 1of 2)

Fr. Francis P. LeBuffe, S.J.

“Mary stood within the Temple precincts and, as she received her Baby Jesus back into her arms, she heard the future’s hidden story told her dimly by holy Simeon: ‘And thy own soul a sword shall pierce, that out of many hearts thoughts may be revealed.’ Strange words for the Mother of God! Yes, strange in a way, but Mother Mary had long since known that pain of mind and heart is the price of being near to God. Gabriel’s Incarnation message had filled her soul with prudent questionings; Joseph’s manifest worry made her run to God for help; Caesar’s edict had meant mile upon mile of weary traveling, and Herod’s cruelty had made her hold her Infant God protectingly in her arms. Pain had been her share since she became God’s Mother, and now God’s prophet drew aside a bit the veil that hides the future – and pain, more pain is there. Thus it was with her whom Christ loved as only the Man-God could love His Mother. He had it in His Heart to want to give her what was best and He had it in His power to give it. And what did He give? The sacrament of pain. 

“What a mystery is pain! To find a young life thrown bruised and bleeding on the highway of the world or lying whitened and palsied on its weary bed while companions awaken echoes with their merry laughter; to see the tear-dimmed eye of the mother fearful for her wayward child; to mark the careworn brow of the father to whom men deny the pittance that would keep gaunt hunger from his little ones; to watch the faded dreams of the young and the cheated hopes of the old – what can it all mean? Where can the answer to this ancient riddle be? We know the answer and it was God Himself who taught us. Hard it is, so very hard, to bear with pain, and Christ our Lord knew this. He knew man’s fallen nature and He knew its need of pain, but He knew, too, of its constant rebellion against all that smarts and chafes, and so He sanctified pain in its every form and made it what it is – a sacrament, a giver of grace, if we but receive it aright.”

February 3

The Purification of the Blessed Virgin Mary: The Sacrament of Pain (Part 2of 2)

Fr. Francis P. LeBuffe, S.J.


“He (Christ) sanctified pain in its every form and made it what it is – a sacrament, a giver of grace, if we but receive it aright. And that we might receive it aright, He willed to bear it all Himself and have His Mother suffer, too. Did He not weep when He stood before the grave of His friend and thought of the sorrow that clouded that sacred home of Bethany? Did not tears of compassion moisten His cheeks as he gazed upon the city of His love, and in spirit saw it ringed with the thundering legions of Rome? And what of His sacred Passion, when every nerve of His body, every faculty of His soul was delivered up to torture? Until we grasp the Divine origin of pain, the Divine significance of pain, the mystery is insoluble. Why should I be in pain, when another scarcely knows what a day of sickness means? Why should my labors be thwarted, my studies be prevented, my works rendered fruitless by days of weary inactivity, or by the thwarting actions of my fellows? I want to do so much for God, I see so many splendid ways of furthering His glory and yet I may not. How little we realize God’s strange ways! Many a mother has attained to the height of Christian motherhood, sending her child a saint before her into heaven, because God has been so cruelly good enough to take her little one away from her before the world could besmirch it. Many a soul is in Heaven today because physical pain became its portion on earth and made it see the tawdry tinsel of the world’s great show. Many a man of high intellectual gifts has been saved from pride and all that pride means by the loving touch of God’s hand that drew him from his books and made him pause in his elation. And may it not be so with us?


“Dear Jesus, giver of strange gifts, Your gift of pain seems strangest of all. At times I seem to grasp its meaning and to realize its sacramental value. At times in my own life and in the lives of others, I can almost touch the graces it gives and watch the nearness of our approach to You. And then again at times all grows dark and pain of mind and pain of heart and pain of body seem blighting things that mar man’s nature. Give me in those hours of darkness the grace to receive most holily the sacrament of pain.”

February 4

The Spiritual Life – Making Room for God

The process of our sanctification is the progressive emptying out of all attachment to self-will, pride, egoism, and sin so that we may be filled with the life and love of God, and indeed, to be filled with God Himself. Self-will and the love of God are mutually exclusive and incompatible. If we had a bucket full of sand and we wanted to fill it with water, we would first have to empty out the sand. And to the extent that we do so are we able to fill the bucket with water. Likewise, in proportion as we are emptied, or purged, of self-will and inordinate attachment to self (or to any created thing), do we allow God’s life and grace to flow into us, and to that degree are we holy. In order to be filled with the gifts of grace we must be poor in spirit and detached from all created things. Hence the need for penance, mortification, self-denial, self-control, and detachment. These are not very attractive ideas, but it must be remembered that the reason for this self-sacrifice is not negative, but positive. The Cross is not an arbitrary condition of our religion. It is not as though we must love pain, suffering, hunger, and mortification for themselves, but for a higher good. We die to ourselves that we may truly live. We aim at being mortified so as to be in control of ourselves and not to be the slaves of anything, any sin, or any creature. We strike the chains that tie us down and hinder and impede us from flying to God. But in the long and tedious process of picking out the sand of self-will, it seems as though we are only removing one grain of sand at a time, and with tweezers at that. Our own effort at “purging” ourselves of self-will is absolutely necessary, but it is not enough. We need help, for most of the “grains” of sand we cannot even reach, or even know exist. God must and does step in, whether we ask Him to or not. He is our Divine Partner in the work of our sanctification. And thus the active aspect of purification, that is, our own feeble, but necessary, efforts, must be helped by the passive purifications of God which penetrate deep into our soul, scouring the rust of pride and self-complacency. This is why we stress the patient endurance of life’s trials and difficulties as an aspect of spirituality that is of the utmost importance and particularly helpful in attaining sanctity. We must work hard, but we must also let God work, and not hinder Him with our impatience.

February 5

Being Patient with God

Fr. Francis P. LeBuffe, S.J.


“Sometimes things are just so desperate that prayer seems quite a useless effort. Why bother God? What is coming has to come. And is He listening anyway? We have prayed before and we have begged Him long and earnestly, and now everything is worse off than before. Either God can’t help us or He doesn’t want to help us – so what is the use? How often does not such a conviction force itself on us when life’s road is roughest and life’s difficulties most entangling! It is then we ought to check ourselves, and use a little common sense and a bit of faith. Must God hear me every time a cross comes? Must He smooth out every difficulty along life’s path just because I ask Him to? Where would our merit come in? Who would not be willing to serve God if it would mean freedom from anxiety and care? To be sure, we are right in praying to Him for help and to ask Him to lift the cross and to lighten the darkness if that fits in with His designs. But we are human, and from human life sorrow and difficulties can never be very far way. God’s hand is never shortened, and He is as all-powerful today as He was when He filled the void of nothingness with the marvels of creation. Neither is His ear ever heavy, but he is as mindful of our crying unto Him as He was when Martha and Mary called to Him for Lazarus, and the Good Thief asked a memento from Him on the Cross. If He hearkens to our prayer – well and good. But if He does not, are we to become sulking, pouting children who forget their manners when all they ask is not granted? Hardly – not after all He has done for us! Yet, it is hard at times to be patient with God and to go on bravely when He seems to take no notice of us and hardly cares how it fares with us. But that is exactly where faith comes in and that is the time for hope to shine brightest, and that is when our love for Him will prove that it does not expect immediate rewards.


“Dear Jesus, I do trust You for the guidance of my life, and to You I have long ago entrusted it. But at times the dice of life seem loaded against me, and it looks like a useless thing to try to play the game of life straight. I call on You, and You give no least sign of listening. I implore You, and I seem to fail to catch Your attention. It is hard to go ahead then – and You know it is. But all the same I want to prove my love for You then, and so I humbly beg Your grace to be always patient with You.”

February 6

Union with God In Spite Of All


Most of us blame our lack of virtue and sanctity on our environment, on circumstances, on our neighbors, on our parents, on our superiors, or even on God Himself. Everyone and everything outside of us seems to be hindering us from drawing closer to God. But as we progress in our understanding of the spiritual life, we begin to realize that what is hindering us is not so much what is outside of us but what is inside us. There have been saints in every state and position in life: kings, queens, popes, priests, religious, married, single, widows, orphans, slaves, beggars, sick and bed-ridden, farmers, former drunks or prostitutes, and many of them were in the most horrible and unholy of environments. The odds were against them, yet perhaps it was these very hindrances that made them what they were because they overcame them. They sanctified their lives, and redeemed their, perhaps, sinful and wasted past because they understood our Savior’s unbounded love for them and His infinite power to sanctify them even in what seemed to be an impossible and totally un-ideal environment. By faith they saw God behind everything, and turned the “hell” in which they lived into a Purgatory, indeed, into a heaven on earth. They realized that God was always near, or rather inside, them wherever they were. And that the spiritual life is really the simplest thing in the world since it principally rests on the perfection of our interior intentions and motives, rather than on living in “ideal” circumstances, such as perfect health, leisure, understanding from others, or absence of persecution. As Abbot Chapman says, “When we come to know that our whole environment and everything that happens is God’s hand upon us, and that we are in touch with Him at every moment, because every detail of life is a means arranged by Him to lead us to Himself; then we find that our great trouble is self.” Of course, our environment can, and does, assists us, or make things more difficult, in our quest for union with God. But no situation, however bad, is totally unredeemable. We must do what we can to live in an ordered and holy environment, especially in our own homes, but usually it is impossible to make the “ideal” a reality. In this case, we must use, as best we can, what we have. God does not demand the impossible nor forget how difficult our situation is and how little time we have for prayer and recollection. But because He asks all of us to be holy, to be Christ-like, we know that this cannot be impossible for us, though perhaps difficult. The difficulty itself increases our merit and deserves, and demands, special graces from God.

February 7

To Please God

“And He that sent Me is with Me. And He hath not left Me alone. 

For I do always the things that please Him.” (Jn. 8:29)

The one desire of the Saints was to please God in all they did. God was the center around which their lives revolved, and not themselves. How different it is with us, who so often merely seek our own will and good pleasure all day long and hope that we can do so with a good conscience. We ask what we can get away with instead of what God wants. In other words, we live to please ourselves without seriously displeasing God, that is, if we even think of God at all during the day. The thought of God comes to us only at rare intervals, particularly when danger threatens or when we need something or are in need of some special help. Otherwise, we live and act without reference to God. What we do is done out of natural interest, or the desire to succeed, or out mere necessity, or to have others look favorably towards us. Most of our day, perhaps all of it, is spent in following our natural inclinations, whims, curiosities, impulses, lusts, and passions. We always pander to our own egoism. We live on the plane of natural reason and not by the virtues faith, hope, and the love of God. Most often we ignore God’s inspirations, and neglect the many little opportunities of mortifying ourselves. To accept what God does to us by bearing the crosses and trials of life is excellent, but it is not enough, for taken by itself this is mere pagan stoicism, not Christian holiness. We must actively seek to please God through what we do. If we are honest with ourselves, we must admit that rarely do we act with the actual intention of pleasing God. Although it is impossible, as it is impractical, to make an explicit supernatural intention before every action, we should try to do so before the more important ones. At least we should try to renew from time to time during the day our good intention to please God. We must continually re-offer ourselves and our day to Him with little aspirations such as, “All for you dear Jesus,” or “This is for You, dear Lord,” or even just a simple glance of our heart towards Him. As many little candles spaced throughout a room will light up the whole room, so many little aspirations of the heart repeated throughout the day will light up our souls and develop within us a spirit of prayer.

February 8

Seek In All Things to Give Pleasure to Our Lord

Abbot Columba Marmion, O.S.B. (1858-1923)


“Seek in all things to give pleasure to our Lord; do all with a great purity of intention. Before each action, say to our Lord, ‘My Jesus, I wish to do this solely for love of You; and if this action did not please You, I would not do it.’ If we do everything solely for love of Christ it is impossible for Him to fail to unite Himself to us. ‘The Father hath not left me alone, for I do always the things that please Him.’ It is the same for us: Our Lord will keep us ever united to Himself if we do all things, with the sole intention of pleasing Him.” 

February 9

Conversion and Prayer (Part 1 of 2)

Fr. Ludovic de Besse, O.S.F.C 


“The beginning of every conversion must be sincerity of heart and an upright life. But if a man who has lost the faith is yet conspicuous for purity of heart and a blameless life, we think that the best means of bringing him back to God is to teach him to pray with the simplicity of an unbeliever who is desirous of reaching the truth. When we come across poor souls in this state, our first impulse is to speak to them on the points of revelation to which their mind refuses consent. We are eager to dispel their particular prejudice, and as a rule our lengthy arguments have only the effect of confirming their obstinacy in error. This method is clearly wrong. Lost of faith in these people rests on a secret intellectual pride, which has not sufficient respect for God’s authority. That is the root of the evil, and there the remedy must be applied. For that reason it is inexpedient to attack the unbeliever on the grounds of his own error. It is far better not to try to refute him by an empty show of knowledge. Knowledge is the most unsuitable means of overthrowing intellectual pride, for it only adds fuel and strengthens it. Pass by all these particular errors. Say as they do in the schools: ‘Transeat,’ Let it alone, speak of something else. Try to approach the person in this way: ‘Do you not believe in God and His goodness? Do you not realize the necessity of knowing Him better and becoming worthy to receive His graces?’ You do. Very well; have immediate recourse to Him in the sincerity of prayer. Say to Him with David: ‘Create a clean heart in me, O God. Grant to me a new and upright mind; that is to say, a mind which is not open to bias and subterfuge but openly seeks the truth without mental reservation of any kind’: you are afraid that creatures are coming between your soul and God; well, then, ask Him to enlighten you and clear away this obstacle, in order that you may respectfully receive the truths which are presented to you. 

“When you have successfully persuaded any unbeliever to pray in this way, it will not be long before he is converted. If he asks for light with a humble act of the will and firmly resolves to accept the whole body of revealed doctrine before he has any knowledge of details, faith will return to him once more. For we must never forget the fact that faith is a grace. Study and discussion may clear the ground and prepare a soul to receive this gift of God, but prayer is necessary for the actual obtaining of it. Simple unaffected prayer, like that of the unbeliever who is seeking for God in the sincerity of his heart, is the most efficacious means of leading an incredulous and doubting soul from darkness to the full light of truth.”

February 10

Conversion and Prayer (Part 2 of 2)

Fr. Ludovic de Besse, O.S.F.C 

“This advice of ours is, after all, nothing but our Lord’s warning to his disciples when He said to them: ‘If you do not become as little children, you shall not enter into the kingdom of heaven.’ He spoke in the same sense to Nicodemus: ‘Amen, amen I say to thee, unless a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.’ Become as a little child – that is, have the feelings of a little child. Now what was their state of mind? In their early years they had only one inclination, that of the heart. They did not understand what difference it made whether their parents were rich or poor, learned or ignorant, king or subject, general or soldier. But they knew without hesitation who was their father and mother, and instinctively ran to them at every turn, to get their advantage of their kindness and love. By the prayer of faith, even in its beginnings, even in an imperfect and rudimentary state as may be practiced by unbelievers, the heart is drawn to this childlike simplicity. Follow the counsel given by the Holy Spirit to people who live far from God and feel the need of returning again to Him. He tells them: ‘Think of the Lord in goodness, and seek Him in simplicity of heart. For He is found by them that tempt Him not (by intellectual doubts): and He showeth Himself to them that have faith in Him.’ Our greatest enemy is intellectual pride. Become humble like little children. Go to God, not with the help of learned reflections, but with the aid of a blind faith in His goodness. Pray to Him in the obscurity of this faith, by producing acts straight from the heart, and inspired with the utmost trust. If an incredulous soul is persuaded to pray in this way, he will find that the prejudice which separated him from the bosom of the true Church will gradually be dispelled. 

“Our Lord one day asked the Apostles this question: ‘The son of man, when He cometh, shall He find, think you, faith on earth?’ It was a prophecy of the perils to which Christian people would be exposed by the progress of civilization. This progress brings in its wake the diffusion of science among the people. Now a little knowledge with a great deal of pride easily leads to doubt and incredulity. The great and only remedy for such an evil is humility of heart before God. To acquire it we must fall on our knees before Him in contemplation of His grandeur and goodness, and thus we will attain to prayer in its simplicity. The very simplicity of this prayer strengthens the Christian faith and makes it possible for those who have lost it to return to the Church once more.”

February 11

Those Terrible Temptations (Part 1 of 8)

Fr. Winfrid Herbst, S.D.S.


“First of all, as a matter of common sense, we must remark that it is entirely natural for a normal person with greater or lesser frequency to experience carnal imaginations, thoughts, feelings and desires. It would be a sign of abnormality or constitutional disorder if one did not experience them. But those experiences are not yet a temptation by any means. They become a temptation only when there is added to them the approach of lust, or the lure to indulge them unlawfully. This lust constitutes the temptation. As long as it is not responded to or dallied with there can be no question of sin, however strong the natural phenomena may be. It is certainly not sinful to have bad thoughts, or to suffer inordinate movements of the flesh. We must only not yield or consent to them, or take willful pleasure in them, or cause them either directly or indirectly.” 

“When temptations that are not willful are resisted, far from doing harm to the soul they are a source of great gain in the spiritual order, an occasion of growth in virtue, of growth in the love of God, of increase of grace and merit for heaven. Firm resistance to temptation means perfect love of God and fidelity in His service, obedience to His holy law, and a more solid proof of true love than a hundred of the most fervent verbal acts of love could be. Refusing to approve of a sinful thought, refusing to consent to a sinful pleasure, refusing to perform a sinful action, no matter how enticing the temptation may be, no matter how strongly it may press upon the will – that is certainly a most solid proof of genuine love of God. Thus we can understand the words of St. James: ‘Blessed is the man that endureth temptation; for when he hath been proved, he shall receive the crown of life, which God hath promised to them that love Him.’ ‘Count it all joy when you fall into divers temptations, knowing that the trying of your faith worketh patience. And patience hath a perfect work; that you may be perfect and entire, failing in nothing.’ Temptations hold a prominent place in God’s plan for raising souls to the heights of sanctity and eternal glory. Temptation, as is evident from the above, is no sin. Only if the will gives its approval and adheres to the evil suggestion, is a sin committed.”

February 12

Those Terrible Temptations (Part 2 of 8)

Fr. Winfrid Herbst, S.D.S.


“How can a person who is continually troubled with impure thoughts and desires actually know whether he has consented to them or not? I once read that any immodest thought or desire or action deliberately consented to is a mortal sin. I don’t want those things; I go to Communion every Sunday – sometimes daily; but I have so many temptations against chastity. Am I really committing mortal sins?”

“True enough: any deliberate and voluntary indulgence in sexual activity outside the conjugal relationship, whether it be an immodest thought or desire or action or pleasure is a mortal sin if done with sufficient reflection and full consent of the will. But if sufficient deliberation and full consent are not both present at the same time, there is no mortal sin, despite the grievousness of the matter in itself. We do not think there is any cause for worry in your case. Remember that no matter how serious the temptations may be, no matter how frequently they may come, without consent of the will there can be no sin; as long as you withhold your consent, you are blameless. Bad thoughts may crowd upon you; your passions may be aroused; but if the will refuses consent, as it can do by the grace of God, there is and can be no sin. Sin is in the will. But people do worry. ‘Did I experience pleasure from the temptation? Did I really resist honestly and sincerely?’ Father John A. O’Brien, in the excellent booklet, A White Courtship (1947), answers: ‘In answer to the first, we point out that some pleasure of the lower part of our nature necessarily arises from even the involuntary arousal of the generative faculty. It is no more possible to prevent this than it is to prevent the sensation of a sweet taste when candy is placed in the mouth – even placed there against the person’s will. It is this spontaneous generation of pleasure in our sexual faculty which constitutes the core of the temptation. At first this pleasure is involuntary. This pleasure of our lower nature, of the senses or of the imagination, then solicits the acquiescence and approval of the will. For the human personality is a unity and rebels at being cut in twain. It is not, however, until the mind perceives the nature of the evil thought or imagination which has given rise to the pleasurable allurement, and the will knowingly and deliberately approves, that our guilt arises. It is this latter link in the chain of the processes which is all important. If the will refuses its consent, all the preceding processes have no moral anchor to tie to, and hence they have no moral significance. In other words, there is no sin at all.”

February 13

Those Terrible Temptations (Part 3 of 8)

Fr. Winfrid Herbst, S.D.S.


“Now for the other question (continues Fr. O’Brien): ‘Did I really resist honestly and sincerely?’ Such a question is pointless and such a fear is groundless for all persons who are sincerely and habitually trying to serve God and to avoid mortal sin. Let such souls remember that God loves them, that He dwells within them, that He will not forsake them unless they first forsake Him. For such a person who is sincerely seeking to advance in the service and in the love of God, and is determined to avoid mortal sin as the greatest of evils, suddenly to turn against God and commit a mortal sin would entail such a revolution of mind and heart that if this mortal sin in thought had been truly committed the individual would know it beyond any shadow of doubt. Hence such a person should dismiss as unfounded any scruples or fears which may arise. 

“The general rule in this matter is this: Any person who has the habitual will and determination to resist evil thoughts may conclude, when any doubt or fear arise, that deliberate consent was lacking. This general principle is reflected in the counsel given by all spiritual authorities: Allow no scruple or doubt to keep you from receiving Holy Communion. Abstain only when you can put your hand on the Bible and swear that you are absolutely certain you are guilty of deliberate, mortal sin. It is obvious that what has been said does not apply to those who knowingly and deliberately seek out occasions of sin, who deliberately read a bad book, who purposely seek out pictures which will inflame their imaginations, who purposely start an immodest conversation. They have already willed to sin. Our advice to such is to turn to God in true repentance and to avoid such proximate occasions of sin. But for all those who are sincerely seeking to remain in the friendship and the love of God, it is a comfort to know that no temptation can harm them, that no thought, word, or deed, can be a sin unless the will gives its consent. By turning their will resolutely to God and prudently avoiding the occasions of sin, they can enjoy a good conscience and peace of mind even when assailed by temptations. Like the three youths in the fiery furnace, they emerge unscathed.’ There is, we may add, no such thing as falling into mortal sin accidentally.”

February 14

Those Terrible Temptations (Part 4 of 8)

Fr. Winfrid Herbst, S.D.S.


“In case a person who is habitually conscientious in the practice of virtue doubts if he committed a mortal sin of impurity in a given instance, whether in thought, desire, or deed – if he is not at once sure, or fully conscious and convinced that he sinned grievously – he can presume, without any fear or remorse, that he did not sin mortally. He can take as addressed to himself the words said to have been spoken by the Savior to St. Teresa, ‘No one loses Me by mortal sin without knowing it for certain’; and he can and should dismiss the matter categorically from his mind, without ever recalling it again for special examination, either in his daily examens of conscience or in his preparation for confession. He will do the best, the wisest, and the most virtuous thing by ignoring it completely once and for all.

“The unpleasant incident will stimulate him, however, and keep up his habit of frequently renewing the acts of perfect love and contrition. In case he had any guilt at all in the matter – even though it was in reality a grievous guilt – it will all be attended to sufficiently and wiped out entirely, by his aspirations of perfect love and sorrow. This practice is universally followed by all pious and saintly persons, lay people, religious, and ecclesiastics, with much spiritual comfort and success. It is the only method to follow for such conscientious persons who are afflicted or threatened with the bane of scrupulosity: it is best for them to make no mention whatsoever of doubtful sins in confession. Persons who are conscientious and not scrupulous may confess their doubtful sins with no little profit; whereas lax and habitually unscrupulous persons ought to confess doubtful sins, as the evidence is all in their disfavor.” 

February 15

Those Terrible Temptations (Part 5 of 8)

Fr. Winfrid Herbst, S.D.S.

“What is to be said about mentioning in the confessional temptations against purity? When a person has had temptations, but is certain that he did not consent to them, there is no need whatever of even speaking of them. However, it is good to mention them occasionally to the confessor in order to get his advice; but they must not be construed into sins or confessed as such. When a person doubts as to the gravity of the sin he may have committed, the best thing is to abstain altogether from investigating about the degree of consent. Simply tell the sin as it appears to have been, be sorry for it, and resolve to offer a firmer resistance to temptations in future. By doing this, pardon will be obtained whether the sin be mortal or venial.” 


“What rules should be observed as regards the remembrance of past sins of impurity? Those who have committed such sins must ever foster an abiding sorrow and do penance for them. But at the same time they must be careful never to call to mind the individual transgressions of which they may have rendered themselves guilty in bygone days and which they have tried sincerely to confess. But, as a matter of fact, the involuntary remembrance of such sins will nevertheless intrude itself upon the memory and imagination and become the source of new temptations. Persons who are thus molested can turn this troublesome condition to good account. By constantly and firmly resisting the allurements of pleasure which the remembrance of past sins holds out to them they can do much salutary penance, make a large amount of satisfaction for the transgressions of other days, and give solid proof of a genuine love of God.”

February 16

Those Terrible Temptations (Part 6 of 8)

Fr. Winfrid Herbst, S.D.S.


“What should I do in sexual temptations? Do not think about your ‘bad thoughts.’ Should the temptation still continue, have recourse to prayer, and make a most positive act of resistance. ‘Watch and pray,’ the Savior admonishes us. Have some aspirational prayer ready and whisper it devoutly as soon as you notice that the thought grows vivid, for instance, ‘My Jesus, mercy!’ Or, say quickly ‘Jesus, save! Mary, help me!’ and then think of something else. This is a very consoling practice; for it is afterward proof positive that you did not want the thought, since you thus prayed. Turn your mind upon something that is apt to distract you from the bad thought. Try to solve some problem or outline some work in your mind, and before you have finished, the bad thought will have flown miles away. Remember that a good way of stifling evil thoughts is to fill our minds with good ones. You can ordinarily think of only one thing at a time; and a good thought will automatically crowd out a bad one.


“Prayer, of course, is always most powerful, and natural helps may be futile without it. But pray quietly in temptations, not furiously, lest concentration on the temptation serve only to increase it. ‘Resist those temptations, fight against them,’ does not mean that you should keep on telling yourself not to think about them; for the more you tell yourself that, the more you keep your mind upon them. Rather, it means flight, not fight, or resistance by flight. Check the first impulses, keep yourself from getting passionate. Pray briefly and from the heart and then calmly think about something else – and quietly continue to pray. That is the correct scientific and psychological way. Be quietly alert to the first beginnings of temptations and calmly take flight. You ought, then, to forestall such temptations. Be on your guard, armed with distrust of self and trust in God. Do not thrust yourself into the midst of dangers, thinking proudly and presumptuously that you are strong enough to triumph over them. Be watchful. Shun all dangerous occasions. And to your watchfulness join prayer, which, placing God on your side, renders you invincible. In resisting these temptations it is best to treat them with scorn, if they are less serious and recur frequently. Pay no more attention to them than you would to flies that buzz and hover here and there around you. Resist them promptly, perseveringly, and humbly. Resist them energetically, but avoid those vain terrors which only increase the danger. As mentioned above, when sex temptations assail you, turn away from them and take flight by concentrating your attention on any other safe matter that is apt to engage your mind. Direct resistance in such cases generally increases the danger. Do not manifest your interior struggle by outward signs, shaking of the head, etc. … Be not overanxious. The more fierce the battle, the more glorious the victory. Only one thing is necessary: If you can say with your whole heart, ‘I would rather die than be defiled by sin,’ all hell becomes powerless. ‘God is faithful, Who will not suffer you to be tempted above that which you are able.’”
February 17

Those Terrible Temptations (Part 7 of 8)

Fr. Bruno Hagspiel, S.V.D.

“Again and again we must say that grievous and enduring temptations are not a bad sign. Those who suffer them are in good company. The saints have been in the same position and the plan of God is clear. The heavy struggle for chastity is of inestimable value in the building of character. The wilder the storms, the stronger grow the roots of the tree that withstands them. Furthermore, temptations against purity keep us humble. The human being becomes more and more aware of the dust of which it is made and that of itself it can do absolutely nothing. That which humbles is always curative, achieves for us ever increasing gifts of grace and a more exalted place in the choir of martyrs.

“Some of the many graces brought through temptations are evident. We are thereby repeatedly renewing our loyalty to God, turning from the devil, offering prayers and aspirations, performing penitential exercises – all things that would never have been accomplished but for temptations. Rightly viewed, therefore, temptations are the hand of God stretched out to us that we may grow in strength and in goodness. For men and women who are reasonable, the days of greater temptations are days of proportionately greater spiritual growth; they are days of great opportunities to grow in the love of God. The faults of neglect in the course of the struggle disappear in the face of the advantages that follow endurance in the conflict.”

February 18

Those Terrible Temptations (Part 8 of 8)

Fr. Bruno Hagspiel, S.V.D.

“When considering the question of temptation, it is a fact that those who live habitually in the fear of God and preserve themselves from fully voluntary sins cannot fall into a grievous sin without a knowledge of it. To believe that one has yielded to temptation because of not having done anything directly against it, is a deception on the part of a delicate conscience. It is only when the individual has taken positive pleasure in outspoken evil that he has fallen into sin. To act directly against suggestions of impurity is often as bad as yielding to them; in this way one strengthens them, causes them to continue longer and to make a deeper impression. Our warfare against them must be an indirect one. This means to turn our attention elsewhere, for instance, to immerse oneself in work, to seek distraction through pleasant reflections, to plan for the future, to read a good book, to recite aloud what one has studied, to take part in a diverting conversation. There are countless ways of escape. Sometimes the study of a foreign language is helpful. It is told of St. Jerome that he sought this panacea in the study of Hebrew. The saints counsel flight as the only means of conquest and the old admonition not to touch pitch lest you become defiled applies especially to this situation. We may not touch dirt even to become free of it. 

“If one has been in flight from the temptation and it has passed, it is important not to brood over it and not to analyze its source. If you are not sure, with an immediate certainty, that you have sinned grievously, do not be disturbed. Think no more about it, go your way and leave the rest to the mercy of God. Further reflection is utterly useless as well as dangerous, and often it is the will of God that we should arrive at no complete comprehension of such matters so that we may remain humble and trust in Him.”

February 19

A Note Concerning the Penance Received in Confession (Part 1 of 2)

After we have confessed our sins to the priest, the representative of Jesus Christ, we receive from him a penance before he gives us absolution. This penance, although relatively light in itself, receives from the Sacrament of Penance a special power to expiate part, or all, of our debt for sin, depending on our interior disposition and fervor when we fulfill it. It is therefore important for us not to take these prayers lightly and say them in a slip-shod way, but with all the sincere devotion and heartfelt contrition we can summon. However, many people have the erroneous idea that these prayers somehow affect the validity of the absolution, thinking that the penance must be completely fulfilled before they receive Holy Communion. In these troubled days when people have to drive a long distance to find a true traditional Latin Mass, it is often necessary to have Confessions immediately before Mass, and, if there is another priest available, even during Mass itself. There are many people, therefore, who, having just gone to confession, omit receiving Holy Communion simply because they have not yet finished their penance. Thus, through ignorance of the truth, there arises in these souls an unnecessary sadness and interior trouble, not to mention the loss of many precious graces which they would have received from our Divine Savior in Holy Communion. There is absolutely no need for this omission, for as long as we had the intention of accepting and fulfilling the penance when we received it in confession, there is no strict rule as to when it has to be performed. Whether it be the recitation of five Hail Mary’s, or ten Our Father’s, or five decades of the Rosary, or whatever, there is no obligation (unless the priest expressly says so) to finish our penance before receiving Holy Communion. One does not even have to complete it in the same day if this is impossible or seriously inconvenient. But we should, however, not put it off too long unless absolutely necessary since we will be liable to forget about it entirely or develop a habit of taking the penance lightly.

February 20

A Note Concerning the Penance Received in Confession (Part 2 of 2)

We must always remember that the Sacrament of Penance is meant to be a sacrament of interior peace and that our Lord does not desire us to be scrupulously anxious and disturbed in preparing for Confession or in performing our penance. In his excellent book on Confession, Pardon and Peace (1946) Fr. Alfred Wilson, has these consoling words concerning the penance received in Confession. “With regard to satisfaction, the essential requirements of the Sacrament are that at the time the penance is given, we are willing to accept it. If we changed our mind afterwards and refused to say the penance, we would, needless to say, commit a sin; but even then the Sacrament would not be undone. If the penance was a grave one imposed for mortal sin, refusal to perform it would constitute a new mortal sin. If the penance was a light one, refusal to perform it would amount to a venial sin. If deliberate refusal to say a penance does not invalidate the Sacrament, it is perfectly clear that indeliberate omission of the penance through forgetfulness does not invalidate it. If the omission is due to a bad memory, there is no sin at all, but only a regrettable loss of grace and sacramental satisfaction.” This should be consoling for those habitually forgetful ones. If we do happen to honestly forget about the penance, or what the penance even was, we must not become unduly disturbed. Strictly speaking we would in this case not be obliged to say any penance, as moral theology teaches. But, we should either ask the confessor what the penance was, if this is conveniently possible (most of the time it is not), or we may simply recite whatever we usually receive as a penance in its place. In general, we should not be content with these few prayers but try to develop within our hearts a spirit of penance, generously performing additional acts of penance, little unnoticed ones, and other prayers. For we are all sinners who have often offended our loving Father. We have always need of satisfying for our past sins, imploring God’s mercy, and begging for His grace to avoid sin in the future.

February 21

Ash Wednesday

As the priest traces on our forehead the sign of the cross with ashes, he announces to us these words: “Remember man that thou art dust, and unto dust thou shalt return.” Thus does the holy and penitential season of Lent commence and it is most appropriate that at this time we should be reminded of the fact of our mortality. There is only one thing certain in life – we will not get out of it alive. We shall all die, sooner or later. Such a reflection is the last thing worldly people want to think about. They stick their heads in the sand, as it were, distracting themselves in pursuing the goods and pleasures and interests of this world. They have no purpose other than the purely natural and the thought of death to them is dark, depressing, somber, pessimistic, morbid even. For the true follower of Christ, however, the thought of death brings joy and peace for he knows that he was made for a higher, happier, eternal life than this short earthly one. In a sense, it is death that gives meaning to life. Our life on earth has been given to us for the sole purpose of our interior purification and sanctification. This life is the theatre of Redemption where each of us are to work out our eternal salvation, and the degree of our bliss and union with God in heaven depends upon the degree of our union with Him here on earth. Since the purpose of life is to grow ever closer to God, we see why Jesus Christ began his ministry with these words, “Do penance, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” Was He here primarily referring to the end of time when He shall return to judge the living and the dead? No, He was referring to the kingdom of heaven which is within, the interior life of the soul. And penitence – the spirit of penance – is necessary to enter this kingdom. What is penitence? It is a change of heart involving a change of life. It includes mortification, sacrifice, sorrow for our sins, expiation for them by prayer, mortification, sacrifice, self-control, and a firm purpose of amendment for the future. We must convert, turn around, and cling to God alone. Like the Prodigal son we must say, “I will arise and go to my Father.” Since the kingdom of God is within us, it is, therefore, a deeper interior life that all of us are called to strive after. 

February 22

Our Running Fight

Fr. Francis LeBuffe, S.J.

“‘I shall break my neck to get rid of self by Easter,’ was the unwitting remark at Ash Wednesday-tide of one whose self was so firmly entrenched that is was quite a safe wager that the neck would be adequately broken in half-a-hundred places before self ever were gotten rid of. It was a good desire, the attainment of which would have brought much peace within and around, but it was a futile desire. To curb a few manifestations of self ‘by Easter,’ to be a little less self-centered ‘by Easter,’ to be a little, a wee little, less self-willed ‘by Easter,’ would have been a consummation devoutly to be wished for, and a most laudable and most practical attempt. But ‘to get rid of self by Easter,’ that was a task that would need a veritable miracle of grace, a re-fashioning from on high – and, while putting no limits to God’s grace or to His goodness, there was small reason for expecting such a re-vamping of an entire life. How remarkably foolish we are at times in our resolves! We note, disgustedly, some defect we thought we had corrected long ago, or some fault we never dreamed that we had. Then in the noontide of our wrath against self and in the full grip of our humiliation at the consciousness of our faultiness, we swear a mighty oath that never, no, never, never again will we ever, in any way, at any time, be guilty of such baseness. We will be done with it all at once and definitely and decisively. That resolve is good; but, if we expect that such a resolve has definitely settled the matter, we are doomed to bitter disappointment. With the deep-seated faults of temperament and character we must be resigned to what is called ‘a running fight.’ That is the way God has seen fit to have us win our way to Him, unless, of course, a rich avalanche of grace sweeps us immediately into sanctity. 

“Self-conquest is indeed ‘a running fight.’ It means dealing self a blow here, and striking down the head of pride there, and prodding out selfishness in yet another corner of our life. … We should like to make one great resolve – and thereafter to be saints. But it hurts to begin today, and then begin again tomorrow and then on another morrow to start out all over again. We do advance, of course, and we do carry the war further and further into the enemy’s country, but the old tendency keeps up such a running fight to have its own way that we find it hard to realize we have beaten it back at all. Dear Lord, I want to conquer self and to be rid of all my faults. That ‘the life of man upon earth is a warfare’ is fearfully true, and the sad part of it is that we do not win out in a single fight. It means a struggle today and tomorrow and then another morrow, and there is never any truce. I do not want to yield or run away; and so I beg of You to give me much grace, no matter how weary I am, to keep up, with You and for You, this running fight for my soul.”

February 23

Lenten Resolutions (Part 1 of 2)

Making Lenten resolutions is a very widespread custom among the faithful. While some impose upon themselves special prayers and devotions, others resolve to perform special forms of fasting, such as giving up sweets or the use of alcohol, or some other indulgence. It would seem that these kinds of resolutions would be above reproach, being noble and holy practices of religion. The problem, however, is that such resolutions tend to be highly artificial, merely scratching the surface of the soul. The resolutions which we ought to make are the very ones which we avoid and overlook, for they would cost too much. They would lay the axe to the roots instead of merely plucking a few leaves off the outer fringes of our life. To give up chocolate for Lent may be an unbloody martyrdom for a chocoholic, but God is not particularly offended by eating candy, as He is by our pride, impatience, rash judging, uncharitable speech, harshness toward others, or one of our many other vices and negligences. It is these things which we must go after. God is not looking for empty stomachs, as such, but for pure hearts, hearts which are empty of self-will and are docile to His grace, hearts that avoid unnecessary occasions of sin and who seek to please Him in all things. It is not the hunger pains of the body that pleases Him, but the spiritual hunger of the humble soul which desires to feed on Christ, the Living Bread. 

If mortification during Lent is to be worthwhile and truly beneficial for the soul, it must be done for supernatural reasons. But it is to be feared that our usual resolutions are done, if not purely, at least largely, for natural reasons, rather than the good pleasure of God, reparation for sin, or the desire for greater union with God. We desire to acquire self-control and cultivate the virtues of temperance, politeness, diligence in the use of our time, etc. But, “Do not the heathens this?” We give up candy and junk food and we say it is for God, but is it really? Or are we thinking mainly about how good we will look in that new dress after we lose a few pounds? We will give up alcohol, but is it really and solely to please God or is it to anesthetize our conscience that we are “trying” to kick the habit of drinking too much, and saving a few bucks in the process? Yes, much of what we resolve to do is done for natural reasons and not supernatural ones. Our petty artificial resolutions are like walking on a treadmill – we will huff and puff and sweat, but we get nowhere spiritually. Let us resolve to lay the axe to the roots.

February 24

Lenten Resolutions (Part 2 of 2)

The efforts which we take during Lent are meant to reach beyond Lent, increasing the habit of piety and self-control in us for the rest of the year as well. It should be obvious that it would ill behoove us to give up alcohol for Lent, for example, and yet wait, with bottle in hand, for the clock to signal the end of Lent so that we can get back to “business as usual.” Such a manner of acting is counterproductive, a total waste of time, for we end up just as we were before, if not worse. It is right and proper for us to work to root out vice and cultivate virtue, but we must do this all year round, and not just for forty days. We often use these petty resolutions as a kind of anesthetic for our conscience, as if this token effort satisfies God, giving us a free ticket to indulge our bad habits and passions during the rest of the year. 

Of course, there is nothing wrong with making good resolutions to reform some bad habit or to cultivate some desirable virtue, for if we never desired, or resolved, to do anything, nothing would ever be done, nor would we ever become anything. There is no such thing as push-button virtue. To expect to become mortified simply because we say we desire to be mortified, is an illusion. We will not be mortified if we refuse to do mortifications, that is, to say “No!” to our unruly desires. This is another way of stating the age-old psychological axiom that habit is acquired by the repetition of acts. And since a virtue is nothing but a good habit, a habitual disposition to do good, we must perform many individual virtuous acts to acquire the habit. Practice must come before possession. As the saying goes, practice makes perfect. In other words, this means work, persevering work and continual effort. Nevertheless, the primary purpose of Lent is not doing, but being, not adding a multiplicity of practices, but developing a new attitude of soul. Let us delve deep into our heart, to its inner workings and motives, and let us resolve to work against our predominant fault or vice. All the virtues are so closely linked together that, if progress is made in one, it is made likewise in the others. We must seek to reform our entire life, to convert and super-naturalize our entire view of life in the light of the teachings of the true Faith. 

February 25

“Penny-In-The-Slot” Spirituality

The spirit that is subconsciously behind many of our prayers and devotions also taints our attitude toward Lenten resolutions. It is the quid pro quo, give me something for something, approach to God: “Lord, I’ll fast, and offer up this sacrifice, or pray this novena, if You will do this or that for me.” Now, there is nothing wrong with praying or performing acts of self-denial for temporal favors, this is lawful and praiseworthy, if we do it with humility and in complete abandonment to God’s will, that His will may be done in us. What is wrong is the attitude that we can sprinkle an otherwise worldly, unspiritual life with such bargains and expect God to conform His will to ours just because we are praying a novena or performing some act of self-denial. To imagine that God somehow derives satisfaction from seeing us fast or suffer, and that He will be moved to give us anything we want, is to labor under a gross misconception of God. Fr. Edward Leen called this the “penny-in-the-slot” spirituality; it is not Catholic religion. He writes: “An act of abstinence has value only in so far as it is an act of self-discipline – but not as offered in a kind of exchange. An act of abstinence calculated in self-interested is an act of purchase, not of virtue. These acts show a false conception of God and what He wants of us.” The primary purpose of mortification is to strengthen our will in self-control. It is to strive to master the unruly, evil tendencies in our fallen nature, subjecting our senses to our reason, and our reason to Faith and to God and His law. Mortification is meant to free us, in the long run, for greater union with God. We must not imagine that we can use acts of sacrifice as a kind of lever, prying out of a very reluctant God those temporal favors we want. Indeed, we may ask God for what we need, but it is rather the sincere love in our hearts for Him which will move His Sacred Heart to grant us what is truly beneficial for us.

February 26

Our Faults: A Means of Sanctification (Part 1 of 3)

Fr. Martial Lekeux, O.F.M.


“Many idlers swell the ranks of pious souls. The reason, ordinarily speaking, is not laziness, but discouragement. Doubt, skepticism, and distrust are the great enemies of perfection. Purgatory is bulging with discouraged souls. Shortly after starting out on the road to perfection, they encountered an obstacle, a recurring fault. They were not able to root it out in a week’s time. So they gave up in sheer discouragement. Whoever heard of a victory without a battle, or spring without winter? ‘An obstacle is to be conquered. That’s its only reason for existence,’ said General Foch. If God puts a difficulty in our way, He wants us to attack it. Let’s do it then. He waits with joy to see us attack an obstacle head on. ‘I shall never be able to knock mine down,’ you say. What difference does that make? Is God asking that of you? No. You are to attack it. That’s all. Here is an aphorism which you should engrave in letters of gold on your heart. ‘GOD DOES NOT ASK YOU TO CONQUER, BUT TO FIGHT.’ A comforting truth! This is the only time when the principles of General Foch no longer apply to spiritual tactics. In war, success is important; a general must conquer. In spiritual war, it suffices to have done one’s best and to have fought. God’s will is the only thing that counts. In His eyes, struggle is success, whatever be the tangible result of the effort. What a good and understanding God we have for a Master!


“No, don’t be dejected over your faults, or your vices. They don’t stand in the way of your sanctification. Look here, if you should die with all your vices intact, and be able to say to Almighty God: ‘I fought. On such and such a day I made this effort, on another day, that effort. I gave my very best,’ you have a right to a crown, and your place in heaven will be higher than that of another who had far fewer difficulties. Our faults shall vanish by themselves at our death. They will not close heaven to us. Only our bad will can do that. ‘If God wishes to subject you to the rudest combats, before subjugating your passions and vices,’ says the venerable Blosius, ‘if He permits you to struggle with these deadly domestic enemies until the very end of your life, then joyfully submit yourself to His holy will. Often He takes more pleasure from the effort you use in acquiring virtue than from the sweetness you experience from having acquired it.”

February 27

Our Faults: A Means of Sanctification (Part 2 of 3)

Fr. Martial Lekeux, O.F.M.


“No vice is so tenacious as to resist the persevering efforts of a good will. But effort and perseverance are necessary. A fault is not uprooted in a week, nor in a month. Moreover, there’s no rush. You have your whole life for that. You were too hasty in saying that you would never succeed. Do you want to know why you haven’t succeeded? Because you haven’t tried. ‘But I did!’ you object. ‘Over and over again. To me it seems the more I try the worse I get. I watch myself all day long. I slave. I struggle against my faults. At night I think I have made some improvement. But when I wake up the next morning, I feel that they have grown again during the night and that I will have to start all over again. Or, it might be something like this. For a month I plod along. I advance slightly. Temptation comes, I slip back, and there they are, those cursed faults, stronger than ever. There’s the proof. Why go on?’ Little man of even less faith, listen to this parable.


“A man was looking for a servant who would be a good and trustworthy worker. Such people are hard to find these days. An applicant arrived. ‘My friend,’ said the master, ‘your job is to clean up this cluttered yard.’ He worked hard and completed the task. While he slept, his employer had the debris brought back, and added a few extra pieces. Imagine the servant’s surprise when, come morning, he saw the yard. ‘Well, that’s a good one. I worked all day yesterday cleaning that yard, and now it has to be done all over again. What’s going on?’ He went and complained to the master, who said simply: ‘Do it again.’ He did, but he grumbled and was less ambitious than the day before. Yet, by nightfall he had once again cleared away a good part of the yard. That night, the same trick. When he saw this the second time, he cursed and threatened to quit. ‘Good, my lad, you may leave.’ Another applied for the job. He was given the same work, and on the first morning, faced the same sabotage. His reaction was just the opposite. He lit his pipe and started working, singing to himself. Next morning, when the same thing happened, he said: ‘I had a square meal. This is the boss’ business.’ So again he lit up his pipe and began working. The same smile, the same good humor, the same work continued throughout the week – doing over what was undone during the night. The master called him and said: ‘You have done well. I’ll hire you as my servant. I’ll increase your wages.’ He was a wise employer.”

February 28

Our Faults: A Means of Sanctification (Part 3 of 3)

Fr. Martial Lekeux, O.F.M.


“You see, God, the wisest of Masters, wants good servants. When you have put in a good day’s work, He allows it to be undone, as it were; it’s almost as if you had done nothing. You may awaken some morning and discover that you have more faults than you ever realized before. It’s a sort of paternal trick He is playing on you. It’s so you won’t be without work the next day, and so that you can merit. He waits to see whether you are going to pout over it. Will you grumble and at the end of three days throw in the towel? What a lack of common sense that would be! Begin all over. That’s what God wants you to do. You’re being paid by the hour. Your good will is the wage scale. Whether there is a lot of dirt or not, whether your faults return or disappear, that is the Master’s business. As far as you’re concerned, work, and put your heart and soul in it. Do your best, and don’t worry about results. Believe me, God will be pleased. Incidentally, He’ll increase your wages too. You have more faults than others? Good. You will be able to merit more than others. You have just as many faults as ever? So much the better, if you’re struggling against them. In that event you’re sure of work for the future. Wouldn’t life be boring without our faults? How would we show our good will? In critical times, so many unemployed would be delighted to accept any kind of work, as long as they were paid for it. Your faults are your employment. You are always paid. There is never any layoff. The faults God allows are a great means of sanctification. But what is needed is the right attitude. We must understand how to use them and have the common sense to profit from them.


“Yes, I repeat, they can help us to be holier. A solider will never become seasoned by staying in a military school. It’s the attacks of the enemy and the resistance he offers that give him the opportunity to distinguish himself. Our faults keep us on the alert and require effort. They train us in patience, fidelity, and generosity. A great harvest of merits can be gleaned each day. They are the scene of action for the exercise of our good will. … Our faults keep us humble. Without humility every effort for holiness is vain. They disgust us, detach us from ourselves, teach us not to measure our progress and the extent of our sanctification so much, to lean on God more than on ourselves, and to abandon ourselves to Him in all that concerns us.”

March 1

Concerning Our Spiritual Progress (Part 1 of 5)
Many of us have the natural desire to know, to feel, that we are making progress in the spiritual life, that we are actually growing closer to God. We want to have the satisfaction of watching ourselves grow in holiness. Whether it arises out of mere curiosity, or out of genuine concern for one’s spiritual state, the desire to see progress can be harmful since it is liable to lead us to either self-satisfaction and pride, or to discouragement.  Most often it will end up being the latter, for what we see and feel is usually quite disheartening. We fail to see any significant spiritual progress despite all our efforts; indeed, we feel exactly the opposite – that we are sliding backwards. And so we are naturally tempted to question the whole idea of sanctity and the possibility of ever reaching anything remotely like the sanctity of the saints. What is often forgotten is that nowhere are we promised that we shall be able to see or feel or measure our own progress with infallible certainty. Yet this is precisely what devout souls want to do. Some approaches to the spiritual life in the past have laid great stress on carefully watching and measuring one’s personal “progress” by marking down in a little book every act of mortification and sacrifice, along with one’s faults during each day. Although some may find this sort of thing helpful, the danger with this approach is that we will come to identify sanctity more and more with quantity, the mere multiplication of pious practices, rather than on the quality and perfection of our interior disposition and motives. We must remember that the great object of spirituality is not self-perfection, as such, but union with God by love. Our primary aim must be to love and please God and to desire our own holiness, not for our own enjoyment and pleasure, but only for God’s greater glory and honor. As long as we insist on making our own personal “perfection” the ultimate aim of our efforts, our spiritual life will be self-centered and not God-centered. Besides, “a watched pot never boils.” Sometimes it is possible for us to see apparent progress, particularly after we have performed some virtuous deed, or made some difficult sacrifice, or we have just banished some foul temptation. But most of the time we will be in the dark concerning our own progress. 
March 2

Concerning Our Spiritual Progress (Part 2 of 5)

The spiritual life has been likened to a voyage on the open sea. Each day the horizon seems just as far away and we never seem to make any progress. It is not until the end of the journey that we will be able to see just how far we have traveled, how close we have grown to God. We must have patience, and then more patience. Growth in holiness is usually a slow and gradual process. As J.W. Sullivan wrote: “It has been a commonly accepted principle in the physical world that nature does not go by leaps. And most true is the principle and its application to the spiritual order. If we put aside the penitent thief, Mary Magdalene, and St. Paul, who were quasi-exceptions proving the general law, those who have grown in the odor of sanctity and the perfume of virtue did so step by step.” Holiness is not the work of a day and for this we must be grateful. If we saw all at once the tremendous change that must be wrought within us, the crosses that God will bless us with, and the glory that union with God will entail, we would probably faint or throw our hands up in despair. The search for union with God, that is, holiness, is the greatest and most exalted work on earth; it is the purpose for which we were created. It is meant to be our life’s work and is therefore the work of a lifetime. Growth in the spiritual life is very much like growth in nature. It comes gradually, and the change is almost imperceptible, except from time to time as we experience growing pains. Most of the time, though, we will take the pains to be bad signs, whereas they are good and are signs of maturing.

March 3

Concerning Our Spiritual Progress (Part 3 of 5)

Some think that we should be able to become a saint in a day. And so they concentrate really hard, load themselves with long prayers and a multiplicity of pious practices, and try to squeeze out a few tears in the process for good measure. But usually such bursts of spiritual frenzy fizzle out very quickly, and one usually ends up discouraged, with a bad headache or an ulcer. It is much better to prudently pace ourselves than to go all gung-ho for just an hour or two. Everything in moderation. Yet even moderation itself we should sometimes take with moderation, that we don’t confuse it with plain laziness. There never comes a time in the spiritual life when something just “clicks” and we become a perfect saint without having to struggle after virtue and against our vices and faults, against sin and temptation. As long as we live on earth and as long as we are human with this fallen nature of ours, and halfway normal, there will always be the need to work against the downward pull of the world, the flesh, and the devil. Moreover, sanctity is relative. We must never forget that there are degrees to holiness; it is not a black and white issue. Well, in a certain sense it is, for those who are in the state of grace are saints, though perhaps just at a lower degree than the canonized saints. And since sanctity is measured by love we can always grow in holiness as long as we live, for God is Infinite Love. 

March 4

Concerning Our Spiritual Progress (Part 4 of 5)

St. Augustine has rightly said that in the spiritual life there is no such thing as standing still, that if we are not progressing forward we are sliding backward; we are either advancing or receding. He writes: “We cannot prevent ourselves from going backwards, except by forcing ourselves forward. The moment that we desist from our efforts, we fall back. Not to advance is to recede. Hence, if we do not wish to go backwards, we must push on without ever giving ourselves a moment of repose.” Other Fathers have likened a Christian in this world as a man seated in a boat on a swiftly flowing river. As long as he paddles, he will make some progress, or at least he will not go backwards. The moment he takes it easy and ceases to struggle, the current sweep him downstream. Bishop Sheen once wrote that he thought our age to be one of the best to be a Catholic in, for everything around us – the world, our culture, even the ecclesiastical institution – are all calculated to destroy our precious Faith and lead us astray. What he meant was that dead bodies float downstream with the current, it takes living, breathing, strong, healthy, bodies to fight against the current. And so it is in the spiritual life. The more we have to overcome – the greater the struggle – the greater will be our sanctity. Perhaps this is the answer to the apparent contradiction between the prophecies of two saints. One saint prophesized that the greatest saints will be in the end times, and yet another saint, who was granted a vision of these same saints, said to our Lord, “But they are so weak, they keep on falling.” Yes, perhaps they keep on falling but they keep on getting up. Besides, they have far more to overcome than at any age before. It is precisely the great effort to keep picking ourselves up everyday that will lead us to great sanctity. Indeed, we have so much to overcome today in order to be holy and spiritually minded. But our Lord has seen fit to send us here, in this place, in these serious and troubled times, and He did so that we may conquer like valiant soldiers. Like true lovers of Christ, we must put no trust in our own strength but unbounded trust in Him, that He may be glorified in our weakness.

March 5

Concerning Our Spiritual Progress (Part 5 of 5)

The great secret of spiritual progress is to place our progress completely in the hands of God, and with persevering trust in His grace, never to give up trying. We must always keep on struggling no matter what happens, no matter how things may seem, no matter what we may feel or not feel, no matter how many times we may fail or fall or stumble. We must not look back at our falls, except for contrition’s sake, and we should avoid looking at our successes, lest we grow proud or slothful, but rather we should look outward and upward, away from self, and towards Jesus Christ our Savior. If we do this, we shall progress. Concerning failures to keep our resolutions, Father William Doyle wrote: “It will do you good and humble you provided you get up and begin again. Do not flop down and lie there on the broad of your back, saying ‘It’s no use, it’s all over.’ Not a bit of it, it’s not all over, it’s only the beginning. So up with you and start again. Remember, each time you fall, that you are not back where you were before but are starting again from where you fell.” In another place he writes that the frequent prayer of the saints must have been, “Failed again, Lord, I’ll begin again.” 

March 6

A Wish Is But a Wish

Fr. B.W. Maturin (1857-1915)


“Remember there is a vast difference between willing and wishing; you can’t help what you wish at any given moment, but your will is in your power. Your wishes are the inclinations of your nature, as you find them now, from whatever cause, temperament, taste, or perhaps past sin. It can’t be helped now, but often the greatest triumphs of grace consist in the will choosing in direct opposition to what nature wishes. You can’t help wishing not to say your prayers, or not to fast, or not to get up in the morning, but you can will and determine to act in opposition to these wishes and so to grow in strength and grace. Therefore, don’t be anxious because many times you don’t wish to do God’s will – will to do it, do it, and the triumph and the reward will be all the greater. And so, in spite of, and through, all obstacles both within and without that beset the pathway of the soul, it presses on to fulfill the purpose of God.”

March 7

An Approach To Vocal Prayer

Whenever we present a prayer formula in these Daily Spiritual Notes it is not in order to push or recommend this or that particular prayer formula as such. There is always danger of burdening the spiritual life with yet another private devotion to squeeze in during the day. What we should do is use such formulas to inspire within our own hearts similar sentiments, that is, to make the sentiments expressed in the formula our own. God is not so much interested in the words of some saint that lived long ago, or the pious thoughts of some anonymous author of a prayer book, but our own personal devotion. For this reason we should often pray vocal prayers slowly and meditatively, letting each phrase sink deep within our hearts. Such vocal prayer will act as a springboard for our own spontaneous converse with Our Lord, in all childlike simplicity. It would be well to try this with prayers like the Our Father, Hail Mary, the Litany of the Sacred Heart, etc. Remember that God is looking for quality, not quantity, interior devotion and love and not mere lip service. The power of prayer does not consist in many words, but in much love and devotion.
March 8

Prayer to Our Lady of Hope


“O Mary, my Mother, I kneel before thee with a heavy heart. The burden of my sins oppresses me. The knowledge of my weakness discourages me. I am beset by fears and temptations of every sort. Yet I am so attached to the things of this world that instead of longing for heaven I am filled with dread at the thought of death. O Mother of Mercy, have pity on me in my distress! Thou art all-powerful with thy Divine Son, He can refuse no request of thy Immaculate Heart. Show thyself a true Mother to me by being my advocate before His throne. O Refuge of Sinners and Hope of the Hopeless, to whom shall I turn if not to thee? Obtain for me, then, O Mother of Hope, the grace of true sorrow for my sins, the gift of perfect resignation to God’s holy will, and the courage to take up my cross and follow Jesus. Beg of His Sacred Heart the special favor that I ask in this prayer. But above all, I pray, O dearest Mother, that through thy most powerful intercession my heart may be filled with holy hope, so that in life’s darkest hour I may never fail to trust in God my Savior; but by walking in the way of His commandments I may merit to be united with Him, and with thee, in the eternal joys of heaven. Amen. Mary, our hope, have pity on us! Hope of the hopeless, pray for us!”
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How to Practice Girth Control: Fasting (Part 1 of 2)

Fr. John F. Murphy


“St. Benedict was a practical man. His famous monastic rule which has endured for centuries proves as much. He knew that even though monks wear similar habits, they are not all cut from the same cloth. ‘Let the big eaters be humbled, but eat,’ he wrote, ‘and let the small eaters thank God.’ His statement reminds us that food as such as been more than a necessity; it has been a problem. It was for Adam, and it remains so for most of us. There is a special virtue, related to temperance, which moderates our use of food. It helps us eat when, where, how, and as much as we ought. We call it the virtue of abstinence. Abstinence allows us to take sufficient food and drink, not only to preserve life and health, but even to reach the peak of physical condition. It sometimes encourages us, however, for higher reasons than the physical, to take less food than might be most comfortable or pleasant. In practice it is a personal and individual thing. What is sauce for the goose may be sauce for the gander, but it may not be nearly enough. … Yet abstinence is not mainly a physical program. Its main purpose is spiritual and therefore, even though the manner in which some of us practice the virtue may differ considerably, why we practice it should be the same. St. Thomas summarizes the spiritual benefits of fasting in three statements. He reminds us that it subdues the desires of the flesh, it disposes the mind for the contemplation of spiritual truths and prayer, and it makes satisfaction for sin. These are the spiritual purposes of fasting. Beyond this, if while we grow spiritually we shrink a bit physically, for most of us it would be a case of virtue being its own reward. 

“We must remember that merely to reduce food consumption as such is a morally indifferent act. Circumstances and motives make it good or bad. If from vanity one drastically reduces his meals to the point of injuring his health, he is hardly practicing virtue. And even when we regulate our appetite wisely in regard to ourselves we must have a special regard for those with whom we live. It is not fair to lay down a menu for the whole household to suit our own penances, and it is certainly no virtue to push away the pudding only to be cantankerous until the next meal.”

March 10

How to Practice Girth Control: Fasting (Part 2 of 2)

Fr. John F. Murphy


“For most of us fasting is not easy. Yet for most of us it is perhaps a psychological problem rather than a physical one. This, of course, does not make it less a penance. The main thing to remember that it is a means to a noble spiritual end. Even in the days of St. John Chrysostom and St. Jerome, people knew that fasting was ‘indeed a medicine,’ and ‘by overeating we can kill ourselves by degrees which is practically the same as killing ourselves in a moment.’ A hearty man, of course, has no need to apologize for a hearty appetite. A nature quick to feel the various pleasures that come through the senses is not to be suppressed, but controlled and kept in order to keep reason in command. Plato suggested that the head is enthroned above the rest of the body to remind us that the thinking part of our nature deserves the most consideration and enjoys the most prestige. We must eat to live, therefore, not live to eat only.


“Fasting is not ordinarily easy. Even food we usually avoid sometimes makes our mouth water during Lent. One can’t help but feel that abstinence makes the heart grow fonder! For many Americans, staying in condition physically has become a sort of national ritual. This would be wonderful if only we did all the more important things first, like staying in condition spiritually. If athletes and models fast to win contests, we ought to find it possible to fast to win heaven. There is an old saying that a man does not become a saint on an empty stomach. There is another one that says he doesn’t become a saint on a full stomach either. These two truths imply a third somewhat more basic one, namely, that no one grows holy by either trying to destroy his nature or by catering to its every whim, but by controlling and super-naturalizing it. In practice we must avoid offending against abstinence in either of two ways. The one, uncommon in our obese culture, is trying to live on tea and toast, or eating so little we injure our health. The other, a more frequent failure, is through excess. Gluttony, which is even an unsavory word, is ordinarily more disgusting than it is serious, but we definitely deceive ourselves if we think it is not dangerous. Any capital sin gives birth to a whole litter of distasteful habits, and gluttony spawns especially sluggishness, crudity, and a general catering to laziness of mind and softness of body. Food is a blessing, and it is given to man to be blessed, to be used to sustain life, and even to help him grow spiritually.”
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Answer to Prayer (Part 1 of 2)

Fr. Victorino Osende, O.P.


“God delays, or appears to delay, in answering our prayers precisely in order to oblige us to pray always. The end of prayer is prayer itself in its highest degree, which is union with God. However, in order to attain that degree of prayer it is necessary to acquire the habit of prayer, and this habit is acquired only by praying. That is why God often does not grant us what we ask. He wishes only that we attain our true beatitude, which is the possession of the supreme good. This should also be our supreme aspiration and any particular goods which we desire should be subordinated to this. Those who dedicate themselves to prayer should be ever mindful of this. They may ask of God whatever they wish. They may, and in many cases should, propose to themselves the acquisition of some particular virtue or perfection. But their ultimate end should be prayer itself, or intimate conversation with God. This is the greatest of all goods. So it happens that by persevering in prayer we obtain every good we can desire, although we may not receive each and every one exactly as we expect. God always hears our prayers and fulfills our desires, but He does it in a way infinitely beyond our understanding. Often by denying us what we ask, He grants us what we really desire, for He knows better than we. How admirably divine wisdom is manifested in the interpretation and fulfillment of our most secret desires! We have our ideas and plans of the spiritual life and we ask God to fulfill them just as we understand them, thinking there is no other solution nor any other way in which we can be perfect and happy. But God intervenes and destroys our plans and petty notions and solves our problems in a way befitting His infinite greatness and power. Then the soul is enraptured at the contemplation of such wisdom and power and goodness, and it joyfully sounds the depths of its nothingness on seeing that God is magnified and glorified in it. Faith, humility, and blind confidence are necessary in order to obtain the precious fruits of prayer, for we must give ourselves blindly and with holy abandonment to the mysterious operations of divine love. Nothing is so opposed to this as clinging to our own ideas, however holy they may be, and endeavoring to impose them on God, desiring that at all costs He lead us in the way we have charted.” 
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Answer to Prayer (Part 2 of 2)

Fr. Victorino Osende, O.P.

“God is absolute Lord and Master and the soul must allow Him to work freely. There is no greater happiness than to be in such hands and there is no greater misfortune than to be in our own. That is why we must renounce our own ideas and cares, for they serve only to mislead us. We must be solicitous only about remaining united and abandoned to God. This is what He desires of us and why He has disposed all things so that we are obliged to pray, to hasten to Him, to be with Him. He wants us always to cling to Him, as an infant clings to its mother. In relation to God, man is always an infant, for he is always receiving from God his being, his life, and all that is necessary to sustain and develop that life. That is why God does not give us once and for all everything we need. He does not wish that one meal alone should nourish us sufficiently for our entire lifetime, but that we should eat every day. So also, He desires that every day we should have recourse to Him, not to make it difficult for us, but to keep us near Him and to remind us that we are but infants who have need of our heavenly Father. We must not forget that everything in the world is subordinated to and disposed for a life of love. That is why everything is ephemeral and passes away quickly, for love itself is only passing through this world on its way home to heaven, and the very inconstancy of things makes it fly all the more rapidly toward God. Wherefore, if God has placed us in the happy necessity of praying, of praying always, and of being always near Him, we should cooperate with His intentions and take advantage of that very necessity in order to attain our highest end. 

“We must pray and pray always in order to give a divine orientation to our hearts. Then we shall have obtained the supreme end of prayer and its exercise will not only become easy, but we shall not be able to leave it, even if we want to. The divine orientation of our heart will make us turn to God by a kind of necessity in all the events and vicissitudes of our interior and exterior life. Just as steel, when in contact with a magnet, acquires the properties of the latter, so the heart of man, when it has remained in contact with God through prayer, acquires a divine magnetism that obliges it to turn irresistibly toward Him. Then everything that happens in the world and all the turmoil of life serves only to make it dart forth with greater momentum toward the divine magnet of hearts.”

March 13

Unexpected Marks of Progress in the Spiritual Life

Part of the problem with trying to measure our own spiritual progress is that real progress in the interior life is often misunderstood, especially since we tend to judge spiritual things by how we feel. There is a tendency, naturally enough, to take such things as aridity, the inability to meditate, distractions, temptations against faith or purity, and various other interior trials, as infallible signs that our spiritual life is all wrong and off-track. Unfortunately there have been some spiritual writers and directors who have taught that interior trials are always punishments for some personal fault or hidden sin and that we should aim at, and be able to attain to “unclouded” union with God in this life. Such writers erroneously teach that we can avoid all aridity and desolation of soul, if, and here is the catch, we follow their advice. But this idealistic and guaranteed approach to spirituality is dangerous and can, or rather has, done untold harm to devout souls. Such a view is not only highly discouraging, it is wrong, hopelessly and utterly wrong. It is stoicism, or rather, it is trying to live in a fantasyland. It is not Christianity, for the Cross, not only in the form of exterior physical suffering but also in the form of interior trial, is the mark and heritage of a true follower of Christ, and our portion as long as we live in this valley of tears. Interior trials of aridity, temptations, or the like, are normal and “healthy” phenomena in the spiritual life. They are not, necessarily, infallible signs that something is wrong. In fact, it is often those very things which we take to be signs of “un-progress” that are actually signs indicating the beginning of real fervor and solid progress. This sounds odd but it is true. God’s ways are not our ways and they usually seem strange to us. He seems to like to take us by the path we least expected, a way which appears, at least to our limited understanding, as taking us away from Him. He often allows us to be in circumstances and to suffer things, which we suppose to be absolutely disastrous and detrimental for our interior life, but, of course, He knows infinitely better than we do what is truly good for us. “God chastises those whom He loves.” Our progress will depend on the way we react to these trying experiences and unpleasant feelings.
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Some Unexpected Marks of Progress in Prayer (1 of 5)

Progress in the spiritual life is often misunderstood because true progress tends to have certain side-effects, as it were, which give to the soul the impression that it is going backwards, losing ground, instead of progressing. This is especially the case with progress in prayer, and is particularly evident when a devout soul is on the threshold, the beginning, of infused contemplation – an ordinary, yet mystical, grace, which is more common than is generally supposed, or at least should and could be more common. There are many souls, both religious and lay, to whom God is trying to lead to contemplation but, either through ignorance or bad direction, do not know how to cooperate with His action and grace. Failure to comprehend what is going on in this state will cause one to unwittingly frustrate and hinder God’s loving plan for one’s sanctification, resulting in a difficult and unnecessary trial in the spiritual life which may eventually lead one to give up the pursuit of the interior life completely. Nothing sounds so wonderful and delightful in books than contemplation but nothing can be so crucifying, mystifying, and confusing when first experienced. At least this is so at the beginning, until one acquires the habit and taste for this new form of prayer and then it becomes for the contemplative a priceless treasure, a bottomless well of interior strength, joy, and peace. The classic signs that God is drawing the soul towards a simpler, more profound type of prayer, namely, to contemplation, are the following: the curious inability to meditate and an interior repugnance in reflecting on anything definite during prayer; aridity, that is, the lack of sensible consolation and sweetness combined with a mysterious discontentment with the things of the world, and yet an equally mysterious satisfaction with, and desire to, remain “gazing” upon God in simplicity, silence, faith, and love. In other words, one feels an interior repugnance to think and speak much in prayer, and yet one finds great peace and strength and a deep consolation beyond feelings in just remaining attentive to the presence of God in silence and faith. If we are in this state, we will often feel that we have lost our prayer-life, lost our spiritual life, that we are losing ground, wasting time, that we are idle, that we should be busy thinking many pious thoughts, meditating on various holy subjects, and reciting many prayer formulas rather than praying in such an “idiotic” way. But this is not so, according to the masters of the spiritual life. This dry prayer is a sign of progress and we should abandon ourselves to this new attraction with complete trust and generosity. 

    (N.B. For a more detailed study of this stage of prayer please download and study the booklet found on this website in the Scriptorium/Miscellaneous works section, entitled: How to Pray, by Fr. Gabriel Diefenbach. It was edited and adapted by the Monks of our Abbey)
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Some Unexpected Marks of Progress in Prayer (2 of 5)

It often happens that those who are sincerely trying to avoid all sin, both mortal and venial, and have earnestly striven to give themselves to daily prayer, find themselves, sooner or later, unable to pray as they once did. Something has changed and they feel helpless in prayer. Gone are the days of meditations full of light and warm feelings. Gone are the days of that attraction for a multiplicity of vocal prayers and devotions. Of course, the soul could force itself to meditate, and force itself to recite many prayers, but it feels that such forced labor is not truly prayer but interior oppression. This distresses the soul very much because it sincerely wants to pray and be united with God but it cannot seem to find Him as it once did. The soul wants God, and not merely thoughts about God. It wants to adore and love Him, directly, simply, without words or thoughts, but by simply gazing upon Him, its Beloved, in pure faith, desire, and love. Naturally, this dry, “sense-less” way of communing with God in prayer can be trying and confusing at first, for the soul is unaccustomed to approach Him in such a spiritual manner, as spirit to Spirit, without using words or the imagination. This is where confidence and trust in God is of vital importance, lest the soul, fearing that it is displeasing God, or is idle in such prayer, tries to force itself to pray as it used to but cannot any longer, or what is worse, gives up prayer altogether. But such a soul must never give up this prayer of simplicity, but give itself completely, generously, and lovingly to this new attraction. For this prayer is the beginning, but only the beginning, of infused mystical contemplation. It is the humble gateway that is meant to lead us, if we are faithful, generous, and persevering, to profound sanctity and to the heights of mystical contemplation, that is, to what the saints term transforming union of the soul and its mystical marriage with God. 
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Some Unexpected Marks of Progress in Prayer (3 of 5)

Progress in prayer is progress towards loving simplicity, unity, and quality, not towards sophisticated complexity, multiplicity, or mere quantity. Not only is our prayer-life usually a complicated affair, our heart is far from being truly simple and childlike. It is a tangled web of hidden and selfish desires and motives. And for this reason we must be converted and become as little children with God, especially in our prayer life. Our prayer must become, as it were, our whole life, something that is a part of us, spontaneously flowing from the inmost depths of our heart, rather than just an artificial and superficial routine imposed from without. Part of this conversion processing usually includes the transition to the habitual use of the simple prayer of contemplation. As Fr. Grou writes, “Instead of the complicated and fatiguing exercise of the memory, the understanding, and the will, which faculties are applied now to one subject, now to another, in meditation, God often brings the soul into a simple prayer, in which the mind has no other object than a confused and general idea of God, which nourishes it without any effort, as infants are nourished by milk. … He detaches her from the multitude of practices which, like so many fetters, would now only hamper her and lead her away from her simplicity.” 

And Fr. Paul De Jaegher, writes, “At the beginning of the spiritual life generally, although not invariably, God gives consolations at once more rich and vivid in that He desires to lead the soul to higher things. In this way He seeks to detach it from all those human joys that are negligible in comparison with the intimate joys of divine love. Subsequently, when He perceives the soul to be sufficiently detached from earthly consolations, He begins to deprive it of the conscious joys of the spirit. Gradually He takes from it the inclination and the pleasure which it feels in performing acts of virtue, acts of charity, acts of humility and mortification. He filches from it, too, the joys of prayer. Without exaggerating too greatly the change wrought in it, the soul begins to experience considerable difficulty in meditating, in praying, as before, by the use of the intellect. For this it feels a secret aversion. Beneath the action of God its whole life is simplified. Its spiritual activity seems to grow strangely less. Whereas it loved formerly to express itself in prayer in varying sentiments of humility, of mortification, of trust, of self-denial, of love of God, it feels itself impelled to talk in all simplicity with God, or even to remain near Him in the simple and peaceable attitude of trusting love, like a child in the arms of its mother.”
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Some Unexpected Marks of Progress in Prayer (4 of 5)

Fr. Gabriel Diefenbach, O.F.M.Cap.


“This simplification applies even in the matter of explicit intentions made in prayer. Some souls are reduced to such a loving simplicity in things spiritual as to dwell, so to say, in the very atmosphere of love. It is difficult for them to form particular intentions. Their distaste for doing so may at first distress them, until they arrive at a truer understanding of prayer. The case comes to mind of a person who was long led to contemplation without suspecting it. This person was working against the call of grace for several years by forcing endless particular acts and devotions, not only in an effort to enkindle some feeling of fervor but especially with a view to liberating the soul of a deceased relative. This apparently was the subject of the prayer-life, and it was hindering progress if not causing distaste for prayer. When this person was instructed how to correspond with the action of the Holy Spirit, everything became clear and a new and simplified spiritual life began. Such persons may think they are not helping departed relatives and friends without making explicit applications and intentions, but they must come to understand that their new way of prayer is the way of unceasing love, and is so vastly pleasing to the Heavenly Spouse, the infinitely generous Divine Lover, that He will grant all and more than they could obtain from particular intentions. For this God of all consolations, Who searches the reins and heart, is delighted to anticipate the intentions and requests of the loving soul.” 
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Some Unexpected Marks of Progress in Prayer (5 of 5)

For one reason or another, known to God alone, there are many devout souls who have not been given the prayer of contemplation, but who are, nevertheless, holy and very dear to Him. Contemplation itself is not holiness, but it is a very powerful means that can lead one to a deep union with God more quickly and easily than other forms of prayer. This is why ordinary contemplation (not ecstasies and revelations) is a grace to be earnestly, yet humbly, asked for from God, and one should endeavor to dispose one’s soul for it by recollection, simplicity, and purity of heart. Contemplation will not “hatch” in the soul until it is fertilized, as it were, by divine grace, and it cannot be fertilized until it is made fertile, that is, prepared by much prayer, recollection, and detachment. Contemplation is a gift, a grace, and not something that we can force ourselves into. God must bring us into this state and hence the importance of knowing the signs which indicate that one is being introduced to this prayer so that one can cooperate and not frustrate His work. One begins to contemplate, not because it sounds fun and one would like to be a contemplative, but because the power to pray in other ways becomes more and more difficult and distasteful, if not impossible. For anyone “just off the street,” as it were, to attempt to “contemplate” in the traditional sense of the term would be as futile as a hen sitting on a plastic egg. This is one of the dangers of “Centering Prayer” which is so much in vogue in some places today. It is very near the 17th century heresy of Quietism since by it one attempts to make oneself a contemplative by either remaining completely passive and idle, or by the use of certain Eastern meditation/breathing techniques, rather than by the traditional practices of Catholic spirituality. 

However, all this is only by way of caution, it is not meant to discourage one from contemplation. The principle that we should follow in prayer is simply one of common sense: we must pray as we can and not try to force ourselves to pray as we cannot. But this principle cuts both ways. On the one hand, we should not prematurely attempt to pray in a way above us, as if we could make ourselves “mystics” by brute force, for we would be out-stepping divine grace. But on the other hand, we must not be afraid to “let go” of old methods and devotions and to follow the prompting of divine grace when we feel attracted to a more simple way of prayer. There are many people who try to pray contrary to their attraction in prayer, in a manner they once prayed, or by a method they have read about in some book or have been unwisely advised to adopt. Souls are like snowflakes, no two are like. Each of us must discover our own way of holding converse with God. Souls should not be afraid to trust God and follow His grace when He is trying to lead them into the prayer of contemplation.
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Saint Joseph, Patron of the Universal Church


In 1870, Pope Pius IX proclaimed Saint Joseph as the Patron and Protector of the Universal Church. This universal patronage flows from the mission that was given to him on earth as the spouse of Mary, the foster-father of Jesus, and the support and defender of the Holy Family of which he was the head. During the early years of our Lord’s life, this great saint was chosen by God the Father to be His earthly shadow, to take His place in regard to His Beloved Son. Being the lawful spouse of Mary, Joseph was truly the legal father of Christ. Having to fulfill this role as father to Jesus, God endowed his soul with the graces and interior disposition to fulfill it in all perfection. His heart was full of tenderness and love for Him Who was confided to his care as if he were his own child. He loved Jesus with a deep and tender emotion more perfect than the affection that stirs in the heart of any other father. It is fitting that he who was entrusted with the care of our Savior’s early life, should have under his holy protection Christ’s Mystical Body, the whole Church. 


Saint Joseph’s protection and assistance is universal, embracing all our needs. “I cannot,” says St. Teresa of Avila, “call to mind that I have ever asked him at any time for anything which he has not granted; and I am filled with amazement when I consider the great favors which God hath given me through this blessed saint; the dangers from which he hath delivered me, both of body and soul. To other saints our Lord seems to have given grace to succor men in some special necessity; but to this glorious saint, grace, as I know by experience, to help us in all. And our Lord would have us to understand that, as He was Himself subject to him upon earth – for, having the title of father and being His guardian, Joseph could command Him – so now in heaven He does whatever he asks. Many persons whom I have recommended to have recourse to him have known this by experience; and many already devout to him have had fresh evidence of this truth.” In all our needs, both spiritual and temporal, let us go to Saint Joseph with entire confidence and trust.
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We Should Desire And Pray for the Grace of Contemplation

Abbot Columba Marmion, O.S.B. (1858-1923)


“Where there might be presumption and temerity is in thinking to attain, by our own efforts, either to that plenitude of union which depends solely on the free and supreme will of God, or in desiring those accidental phenomena which sometimes accompany contemplation (i.e. visions, ecstasies, revelations, levitations, etc.). But if it concerns what is the very substance of contemplation, that is to say, the most pure, simple and perfect knowledge which God gives us therein of Himself and His perfections, and the intense love the soul derives from this knowledge, then aspire with all your strength to possess a high degree of prayer and to enjoy perfect contemplation. For God is the principal Author of our sanctity; He acts powerfully in these communications, and not to aspire to them would be not to desire to love God with our whole heart, our whole soul, our whole mind and our whole strength.”

“It is clear, however, that we ought to subject this desire to the will of God. He alone knows what is best for our souls; and whilst sparing neither efforts to remain generously and humbly faithful to present grace, nor our ardent aspirations towards higher perfection, it is extremely important to keep always in peace, assured as we are of God’s goodness and wisdom in regard to each one of us.”
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Feast of Saint Benedict


Saint Benedict is called the Father of Western Monasticism. For many centuries following his holy death, his Holy Rule, his vision of the monastic life, spread like wildfire throughout Christendom, leading countless legions of monks and nuns and even lay people to holiness. But what is it that made his Holy Rule, instead of so many others in that “age of rules,” last fifteen hundred years, influence society so profoundly and produce so many saints? The genius of his Rule, of his monastic regime, is its simplicity, balance, moderation, and stability. As to its moderation, he wrote: “We are, therefore, about to found a school of the Lord’s Service in which we hope to introduce nothing harsh or burdensome.” His Rule, even if lived according to the strict letter of the law, would have appeared in his day rather easy compared with other forms of monastic life and practice. It was, of course, self-denying and hard, but it was not intended to be a life of great austerity and penance. It was not overly strict nor was it lax. The way of life he presented was, practically speaking, no rougher or harder than ordinary peasant life at that time; and in the way of discipline, fasting and penance, it was no more severe than that which was often imposed on the ordinary Christian living in the world. Thus it was capable of being lived by practically anyone, and not just by a minority of robust penitential athletes. But if it was more or less the same as the average life of a peasant, it was different in this regard, that religion and spirituality were brought into every detail of life. The natural was super-naturalized. Ordinary life was elevated, transformed and made extraordinary by a simple, supernatural intention of doing all out of love for God.

Benedictine life is nothing more than living the Gospel counsels of poverty, chastity, and obedience, with the special vows of conversion of life and stability in the monastery until death. It is a balanced life of private and communal prayer, work, spiritual reading, silence, solitude, simple meals, and mutual fraternal charity. It is a simple life with a simple intention and goal: the greater glory of God and union with Him in Christ. Beyond this, it has no methods, no particular system, or special apostolate. It exists for its own sake as a full expression of the Church’s true and perfect life. We could say that it is a model life for all the faithful to imitate, not as to its external regime and practices, of course, but as to its spirit and aim. Not all are called to be monks and nuns, or to make religious vows, but all are called to cultivate intimacy with God in prayer, work, spiritual reading, striving to fulfill, as far as possible, the spirit of the Gospel counsels. Monks and nuns find sanctity as everyone else must – by sanctifying the ordinary. To become a saint it is not necessary to live an extraordinarily austere life beyond the common order of things. It cannot be too much insisted upon that grace builds upon nature, that it is by and through the ordinary activities of everyday life that each person is to work out his or her sanctity and salvation. Our life must consist, as Cardinal Newman wrote concerning a monk’s life: “in having neither hope nor fear of anything below; in daily prayer, daily bread, and daily work, one day being just like another, except that it is one step nearer than the day before it to that great Day which will swallow up all days, the day of everlasting rest.”
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The Grace of Final Perseverance


The greatest grace that we can ever obtain in this life is the grace of final perseverance in the state of grace. Everything depends upon the state in which death finds our soul. If it is in the state of sanctifying grace, we shall be saved. If death finds us in the state of unrepented mortal sin, we shall be forever damned. It is that simple, and that serious. Hence the crucial importance of always remaining in the state of grace, and of vigilantly guarding this eternal treasure with prayer, prudence, purity, and patience. No matter the circumstances surrounding our death, whether it was preceded by a long illness, intense suffering, or none at all, or if it came like a thief in the night, totally unexpected and sudden, if we die in the state of grace, we will die a happy and holy death. Strictly speaking, we cannot actually merit this grace, but we can obtain it from God’s infinite mercy by humble, trusting, daily prayer. He wants to give us this great grace, but we must really desire it and pray for it earnestly. “He who prays well,” said St. Augustine, “lives well,” and, “he who lives well, dies well.” To live well is to earnestly pursue the interior life of the soul, cultivating loving intimacy and union with God. It is to make generous use of the abundant helps that our holy Catholic religion provides us in order to live and die and grow in grace: the frequent reception of the sacraments (particularly Confession and Holy Communion), daily prayer, the Rosary, daily spiritual reading, etc. As the theological axiom puts it, “He who wills the end, must will the means.” This is why the Church has us pray in the second part of the Hail Mary: “Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death. Amen.” The two most important moments in our life are “now,” and at the “hour of our death.” If everything for all eternity depends upon the “hour of our death,” this “hour” in its turn depends upon the use we make of the “now,” the present moment. Only in the present moment can we increase, lose, or regain, sanctifying grace in our soul. If we desire a holy death, than we must wake up and get serious about our Faith and live it more fully and consistently, and not just talk about it admiringly. If only we lived holier lives, we would then live with the comforting knowledge that whenever God decides to take us from this life we shall be not only prepared but eager to go to Him by the only door possible, our death.
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Fear of Death (Part 1 of 2)

Mary Lewis Coakley


“About a year ago, when my husband and I were spending an evening with friends, our host suddenly tossed this A-bomb into the frothy pleasantries of the conversations: ‘Are you afraid to die?’ Immediately a heated discussion was set off, but for once I had little to say. Until that moment, I had managed to dodge the thought of my own death, childishly assuming that it was of necessity far off in the dim and distant future. Now that little question broke through my complacency, rudely lodged itself in my mind, and traveled home with me that night to hammer away, demanding an answer. ‘Was I afraid to die?’ Or as I rephrased it (a little more comfortably to be sure): ‘Would I be afraid to die if death were imminent?’ My first impulse was to say ‘no.’ I honestly didn’t think I would be frightened, but I imagined that I would be appalled that death could come so soon – before I had done anything particularly worth while. It would be disconcerting to realize that so much time had slipped through my fingers with nothing whatever purchased by it but heterogeneous scraps of valueless experience. Conclusion: I’d better get busy and try to live more constructively, more holily, while I could, for ‘it matters not how long you live, but how well.’ Then the second thoughts trooped in, and they convinced me in short order that, yes, I would be afraid. Death unknown, and unknowable, would terrify me if I were really facing it. For a couple of days I worried about that, making myself miserable, until, quite suddenly a simple but basic truth pushed itself to the fore: when the time came I could count on God’s help. I could with confidence rely upon receiving from God the necessary grace to overcome my fears and to meet death calmly and courageously when it was actually at hand. My worry instantly vaporized. One fact I know to be absolute: God does not ask of us anything beyond our strength. He provides whatever is needed to grapple with any difficulty when it arises. Consequently there is no sense in exercising ourselves about possible fear of the future. St. Teresa of Avila said in one of her books that she used to wonder how the martyrs endured so much for God until she learned through experience how abundantly God aids His friends in a crisis. Then, she implies, she began to wonder why the martyrs didn’t endure even more.” 

March 24

Fear of Death (Part 2 of 2)

Mary Lewis Coakley

“Besides the very special help of God’s actual grace, our basic faith, founded on habitual grace, of itself enables us to face death. Excessive fear, then, smacks of heathenism. It implies that we do no believe what we say we do, namely, that death brings a betterment of our present state – provided, of course, that we are free from mortal sin. And that last phrase reminds me of one of my favorite stories. Before the Spanish Civil War was ended, a girl named Eileen O’Brien, who had been in Spain, came to this country to lecture. I met her in Memphis and she told me the following anecdote. She was in Barcelona (or was it Madrid?) during a heavy aerial bombardment. When the missiles began falling, she found herself on the street, while people all around her scurried for shelter. Dashing up to an army lieutenant, she demanded: ‘Where’s a cellar near here, that I can hide in?’ He shrugged and replied: ‘I don’t know. I’m a stranger. But why worry? Aren’t you in the state of grace?’ Perhaps it requires a Latin temperament, or another factor that most of us lack, in order to simplify the situation with such devastating calm, but somewhere there must be a middle ground between the soldier’s attitude and our panic. Panic is actually the proper word for us moderns, who make a fetish of health, beauty, bodily comfort, youth, and physical life, and who shrink almost hysterically from pain, age, and death, as though they were the greatest evils.

“It so happens that I recently learned the intimate story of a young woman who went emotionally haywire through fear of death. We will call her Mrs. B. Her doctor warned her that she had only a year or so to live. Immediately she developed an abnormal terror of death, rebelled against God, gave up her religion, and ended with hospitalization – not for her chronic ailment, but for a nervous breakdown. I am tempted to explain: ‘O ye of little faith!’ though if I were confronted with the same situation, I might behave similarly. It isn’t easy, I’m sure, to have dread and uncertainty suspended over one’s head. Any of us would be perturbed. However, for the very reason that we are not at this moment in such a position, we are able to see it more clearly and to perceive instantly that trust in God is Mrs. B’s answer. Whenever we are bewildered and lost, and seemingly surrounded by darkness, our own salvation is to cling to the hand of our Father. He will lead us along the right path. If that path leads to death, then quite literally we are better off dead than alive. It’s a hard saying but a logical one, for surely God knows better than we do what is good for us. We have constantly to remind ourselves of this fact in the smallest daily affairs as well as in the big affair of death. I couldn’t begin to count the number of times I’ve said to my husband with a touch of irony (no irreverence intended): ‘Well, I guess the good Lord knows what He’s doing. He may know even more than I do.’ When our Father calls us home earlier than we expected, to find in His arms happiness and reward for all our striving, He has a reason. Eventually He calls everyone – some sooner, some later, according to His wise schedule.”

March 25

Perseverance In The Battle Of Life

Overwhelmed, crushed, bleeding, broken, these are only some of the words that describe so many hearts today struggling to persevere in the Faith amidst all the overwhelming odds. If it is not one thing, it is another, for almost everything seems to be working against our perseverance by weakening our faith and sapping our spirit to fight and resist. It seems, sometimes, that one more straw will simply break the camel’s back. And in all the confusion, tension, and anxiety that weighs upon our aching souls, we cry, “Dear Lord, please have mercy on me. I am so weak and my heart just cannot bear any more. Please, O Jesus, carry me.” There are few souls who have not felt this way at one time or another, and some feel this way most of the time. But in whatever form our crosses come to us, whether it is one of those heavy crosses which we are asked to carry from time to time, or one of those tiny annoyances that seem to multiply into a veritable martyrdom of pin-pricks, we must hang on and hope on and fight on against all odds. We must grit our teeth and stand strong, even if all those around us fall by the wayside and lose their faith. And many will, even amongst our own family and friends. These are the crosses the hurt most. One by one we see them drift away from God and from the practice of the Catholic Faith. One by one we see them completely and obstinately turn their backs on God, ceasing even to believe in Him, because they have taken their Faith for granted and refuse to make even the slightest effort to persevere. But we must never give up for only “he that shall persevere unto the end, he shall be saved,” said our Lord. Clearly, this perseverance demands effort, courage, fortitude, a firm faith, and a dogged determination to survive and stay strong no matter what the cost in blood, sweat, or tears. Life, indeed, is a warfare. It is a fight to the death where there is no retreat and no surrender because it is a fight for the supernatural life of our immortal soul – the eternal life of each one of us. The weapons in this fight are principally personal prayer and penance and perseverance. Each soul must ultimately answer for itself.
If all the faithful are soldiers in Christ’s army, it follows that as one after another surrenders or falls, the fighting for the rest becomes, by that very fact, more fierce and difficult. Many hands lighten a burden. Those whom the devil has within his power he leaves in “peace,” being free to direct all his force upon the remaining few. And so we should not be surprised if the pressure of temptation amongst those of us who are still fighting grows stronger and heavier as time goes on, or rather, as time runs out. But this should not frighten us, for all hell is powerless to force our will to sin and to abandon God. We fail only because we give up the fight. God will never let us suffer beyond our strength, and He usually sends breathing spaces for us to regain strength and courage for more fighting. We must hold on and keep fighting valiantly for the love of Christ and for the salvation of souls! In these days we must exercise heroic trust and hope in God. We are certain that we are on the winning side, for Christ said, “These things I have spoken to you, that in Me you may have peace. In the world you shall have distress. But have confidence. I have overcome the world.” Let us keep in mind that all things, all trials, pass quickly and come to an end. And when the end of life comes to us may it please God that each of us can say with St. Paul, “I have fought a good fight. I have finished my course. I have kept the faith.”

March 26

We Cannot Conquer Without Fighting, 

And There is No Fighting Without Suffering (Part 1 of 4) 

Fr. Jacques Michel, S.J. (1712-?)

“The arguments that show the necessity for Christian hope are readily admitted; but the devil endeavors, by his artful suggestions, to make the despondent soul find pretexts for not applying them to herself. Indolence or aversion to everything that gives trouble is common to all men. When we have devoted ourselves to God’s service, we would like to enjoy the happiness of our condition without its costing us much, forgetting the words of our Savior: ‘The Kingdom of heaven suffereth violence, and the violent bear it away.’ Let us ever remember that Christ did not enter into His glory until after He had suffered, and that He has admitted His saints to share it only after crosses and combats and sacrifices; the renouncing of their passions and their self-will. Heaven is a reward; and we can earn it only by preferring God and His holy will before all other things, and being ready to sacrifice whatever is dearest to us whenever He requires it. This, then, is certain, and St. Paul declares it: ‘He also that striveth for the mastery is not crowned except he strive lawfully.’ To aspire to the crown of justice without fighting is a contradiction to the truths of faith – to expect to fight and yet not to suffer is contrary to common sense. But it is often from the very knowledge we have of what God requires of us, that the devil uses his arguments for discouraging us, making use of our sloth to intimidate us from undertaking the necessary labor. It costs us nothing to follow our natural inclinations; it costs us much to repress them, and the enemy of our souls never loses sight of that, to make us prefer the former. Therefore does he set before our eyes a lively representation of the difficulties we shall undergo in the service of God, and that our life will be a constant torture and a constant battle. But, on the other hand, he carefully conceals the peace of heart which we shall find in obeying God, the solid consolations we shall receive in our trials, the hope of our eternal reward. No, the devil will show us our weakness to its fullest extent, will remind us of our repeated relapses; but the mercy of God, and the support of that all-powerful arm which so often upheld us, he will try to make us forget.”

March 27

We Cannot Conquer Without Fighting, 

And There is No Fighting Without Suffering (Part 2 of 4) 

Fr. Jacques Michel, S.J. (1712-?)

“Let us now see how we are apt to behave under this species of temptation. Entirely absorbed by the thought of our weakness, and the difficulties of what we have undertaken, we fall into discouragement, instead of exclaiming with holy King David: ‘Though I should walk in the midst of the shadow of death, I will fear no evils: for Thou art with me.’ In this state of discouragement we have but a feeble hope that God will help us; we hardly expect it, we scarcely dare to ask for it; perhaps, even, we fear to attain it, lest it should oblige us to relinquish certain favorite inclinations. In this condition, despairing of being able to persevere in such a life of self-violence, we struggle but feebly, if at all. Our first relapse serves to confirm this impression – that it is useless for us to resist, and that we must only wait for the time when our passions shall be weaker. Henceforward, everything becomes more difficult. Disgust and the spirit of indifference with regard to our duties take possession of our mind and heart, and these duties are thus rendered only more arduous. Our exercises of piety we omit altogether, or acquit ourselves of them so carelessly that they can scarcely be pleasing to God. A dissipated and distracted state of mind and heart succeeds the interior life which we formerly led. We abandon our pious practices, resist grace, silence the voice of our conscience, and even avoid entertaining good thoughts. We follow only the bent of our inclinations and caprices, where we meet with no resistance. In His mercy God may at times speak to us, but we have begun to dread the voice that would urge us to shake off the bonds of sloth and lukewarmness. This is the point to which the enemy of our salvation has sought to lead us; he wished to prevent us from reflection and from working for our salvation; and he has succeeded. These details are perhaps lengthy, but they may help you to understand the enemy’s plan of attack, and enable you to prepare a defense which shall defeat his designs.” 

March 28

We Cannot Conquer Without Fighting, 

And There is No Fighting Without Suffering (Part 3 of 4) 

Fr. Jacques Michel, S.J. (1712-?)


“I am quite aware that could we foresee all the difficulties and trials that must be encountered in the service of God, taken collectively for the space of a long life, we might well feel appalled. But is this the way in which we are called upon to encounter the trials of a Christian life? Our temptations and trials generally meet us separately; today we have one enemy to combat, tomorrow another, according to the occasion. If there are some that again and again have to be met and overcome, there are others that return but seldom. Against the former we must guard ourselves in an especial manner; against the latter we must prepare ourselves by frequent exercise of the love of God. It would surely evince great pusillanimity to be afraid to resist an enemy that opposes us singly, and grows strong only in proportion as we show ourselves to be weak. Tremble at his approach and you are overcome; but resist him, invoking God’s assistance, and you are sure to conquer. Never consider collectively what is to be presented to you separately. We have only to answer for the present, and therefore to torment one’s self about the uncertain future is folly. Such conduct is really going in advance of temptation, or, in other words, seeking it; it is laying snares for one’s own destruction. Why should we suffer in imagination that which we may never have to suffer in reality? ‘Sufficient for the day is the evil thereof.’ To expose one’s self to temptation is contrary alike to religion and to Christian prudence. If, then, a person does violence to himself for the love of God, and in the hope of reward – if, at any trial to which he is exposed, he occupies himself exclusively with it, and thinks only how he will derive from it the greatest benefit – he will easily undergo them all successively, by the grace of our Lord, and with great merit to himself.


“A person in religious life feels a repugnance for the yoke and restraint of obedience and regularity. Suppose, instead of overcoming himself on each occasion, he begins to consider the difficulty of a whole life passed in such constraint; his courage sinks at the prospect and he is ready to despair. But let him only look at it as the restraint of a day, or half a day, or only in connection with the present duty; half the difficulty vanishes, and he finds his strength is fully equal to it. And, indeed, it is frequently but a momentary trial, and the trouble ceases when the determination is firmly taken.”

March 29

We Cannot Conquer Without Fighting, 

And There is No Fighting Without Suffering (Part 4 of 4) 

Fr. Jacques Michel, S.J. (1712-?)


“Let us rest assured, too, that we are very much mistaken, if we think that the difficulty which we experience in self-mortification, and in performing our duties for the love of God, will continue as vivid and painful as we find it in the beginning. Experience teaches us that, on merely natural principles, when we frequently perform any action, or through the assistance of divine grace accustom ourselves to act from good motives, we contract a habit of doing so which becomes easier with every repetition. Whatever difficulty at first existed gradually diminishes and finally disappears. Let us only, for a while, do violence to ourselves, and perform our actions with fidelity and exactness as to time and place, and we shall soon find that we do them, as it were, instinctively, and the religious motive seems to present itself of its own accord. So true is this that some scrupulous souls are apt to become troubled and wrongly imagine that they have no merit, because they no longer feel the sacrifice or the suffering in the duty which had cost them so much at first. They overlook the fact that it is the supernatural motive, under the instigation of grace, which gives merit to the action, and not its difficulty. Religion, moreover, teaches us that God rewards the efforts we make to overcome ourselves, by imparting graces which not only lessen difficulties, but even cause us to derive pleasure from what was at first so painful. And even though the trial continues for a longer time, He will never suffer it to surpass our strength, aided by the grace which He has provided, and which we can always obtain through prayer. Rely on this promise, for it can never fail. Let us never dwell upon the uncertainty of our perseverance, without also remembering God’s assurance that He will help us and reward us; this will strengthen us and reanimate our confidence.”

March 30

Some Unexpected Marks of Progress in Humility (Part 1 of 3)

It is often a searching trial in the spiritual life when all comforting feelings, consolations, and beautiful thoughts about holy things have dried up and vanished, and in their place temptations and distractions seem to have multiplied and aridity becomes the usual state in which we find ourselves. But what is even more disturbing is when in addition to all this we become habitually aware of how very careless, slothful, cold, and halfhearted we are in God’s service. We feel so far away from God, and this thought pains us very much. We feel like total wretches, without faith, without love, without virtue – completely unworthy of God. We used to be rather pleased with ourselves, and thought of ourselves as being very good, but now we know and feel that we are not. As one man said, “I used to think that I was a good person that occasionally did evil things, now I realize that I am a bad person that occasionally does good things.” This state fills us with concern and we fear that we are going backwards in the spiritual life, and that we are actually getting worse instead of better, despite all our struggles after virtue and holiness. But we must be at peace, all this is progress, provided, of course, we retain in our heart the strong desire, perhaps unfelt, to avoid all sin and grow in union with God. But it is not as though we are actually getting worse, it is simply that, by prayer and perseverance, we have begun to see ourselves in the light of God, as we truly are, with all are faults, imperfections, passions, and evil inclinations. God is secretly infusing into our soul a spiritual light that is causing us to see ourselves more clearly than ever before, although it feels as though we are going spiritually blind. In a sense we are, for this light is God and He is too bright for the feeble vision of our weak soul at this point. What is peculiar in this state is that, although we feel that we are great sinners, we are not conscious of having any serious sin on our conscience, and that we often find ourselves hard put to find sufficient matter for confession. This is a good sign for we are growing sensitive to sin, which is not the same thing as being scrupulous. How could the saints feel like the worst of sinners and yet experience divine favors? The saints did not feel that they got closer to God, but that God had gotten closer to them. God condescended, as it were, to their lowliness. Self-love is the obstacle to sanctity. Since the will always follows the intellect, we love ourselves because we see ourselves as lovable for our own sake and apart from God. For God to make us holy, He must show us that we are not lovable, but rather quite despicable sinners, thus destroying our inordinate self-love. Anything good in us is from Him, and from Him alone.

March 31

Some Unexpected Marks of Progress in Humility (Part 2 of 3)

We must understand that all progress in virtue is ultimately based on progress in humility – the true knowledge of our own wretchedness, sinfulness, and nothingness compared to the all-holy God, and that without Him we are indeed nothing and can do absolutely nothing. When we experience dryness, darkness, confusion, temptation, distraction, the inability to pray, and we accept all these patiently as God’s will for us here and now, then we will be growing in humility, because we will become less and less self-satisfied. It is much better to suffer these trials, and to walk about in the dark, than to be pleased and satisfied with ourselves, lest we have the least touch of the Pharisee. The virtue of humility is never very attractive in oneself, although it is very attractive in others. Humility is not a very enjoyable virtue to possess, except in the sense that it will ultimately bring great peace to our soul. “Phariseeism,” on the other hand, is enjoyable in oneself for it makes us feel all warm and cozy about ourselves and quite self-satisfied and smug, yet nothing is so repulsive when we see others infected with it. The disposition of the humble Publican in the parable must become our own, “O God, be merciful to me a sinner.” Humility is a grace and cannot be put on as one does a coat. It must, in a sense, be burned into our soul by trials and humiliations which providence sends our way. 

For St. Therese, realizing her nothingness apart from God was her great joy, said: “The Almighty has done great things for me, and the greatest is to show me my littleness and my helplessness for any good.” “I do not grieve in seeing that I am weakness itself. On the contrary, it is in this I glory; and I expect each day to discover new imperfections; and I acknowledge that these lights concerning my nothingness do me more good than the lights concerning the Faith.” When we begin to acquire this experimental knowledge of our own helplessness, then only can we truly feel our complete need for God. We should be at peace and rejoice in this knowledge, for God is mercy and goodness Itself. 

April 1

Some Unexpected Marks of Progress in Humility (Part 3 of 3)

It is most important for us to use all our feelings of spiritual discomfort and dissatisfaction as a means of drawing closer to God by humbling oneself before Him as an unprofitable servant, a prodigal son, an unworthy sinner, or mere nothingness. It might not be possible for us to make sensible, emotional acts of contrition or sorrow in this state of aridity, but we know that feelings are not what God is looking for. He wants from us true acts of our will – of our heart – even when they are devoid of any feeling. In this state it is good for us to make acts of humility. For example, we can “laugh” at ourselves, our faults, failures, imperfections, want of love, coldness in the service of God. Of course we must not make light of these faults in the sense of not hating them but we should, while working against them, laugh at ourselves in the sense of not taking ourselves too seriously. Humility and a healthy sense of humor are closely related. We can use these very faults as stepping stones towards closer union with God by saying to Him something like: “See, my dear Jesus, how weak and silly I am without You. Unless You come to my aid and fill me with Your grace, this is all You can expect from such a weak and unprofitable servant as myself.” Or, we can make King David’s words our own: “It is good that You have humbled me that I may learn Your commandments.” But we must do this with peace of soul and absolute resignation to and union with God’s will. For the past is the past and nothing we do now will change it. But we can desire to be, and to do better in the future, with the help of God’s grace. We are quite unworthy of God, but so is everyone. Let us embrace this feeling and throw ourselves on the loving mercy of our Blessed Savior. We should rejoice and thank God for showing us the nothingness we are without Him. After each fall, or when we feel particularly awful, let us tell our Lord how much we want to love Him, begging His grace. “Jesus, I love You more than myself. Forgive me for being so cold and ungrateful after all You have done for me. I believe in Your great love for Me, but help my unbelief! I love, but increase my love. I desire to love You more today than I have ever loved You before.”

April 2

Some Unexpected Marks of Progress in Fervor

In the first stages of the spiritual life we tend to think that we are habitually doing and suffering God’s will in everything. But as time goes on, as we progress in prayer and spirituality, we come to the second stage of seeing more clearly that we are really half-hearted about serving God. The earlier stage was much more comfortable and pleasing, but it was only a half-truth, or a tenth-truth. The third stage goes further: We habitually realize that we are never doing or suffering God’s will except very imperfectly and without a pure intention. This realization will make the devout soul sad and dissatisfied with its service. Now, the fact that we are dissatisfied with our soul is a good sign that we are on the right road. As Abbot Chapman wrote: “This means, obviously, a considerable growth in grace. In the first stage we feel as if we were good, and we are not. In the third, we habitually long to be more completely united with God’s will, because we are beginning to realize, just a little, how much more is wanted. This is clearly a far closer union than the first.”

If we are determined to keep on struggling to pray and to conquer self, it proves that we are not lukewarm despite all feelings to the contrary. It is a tremendous grace to actually want to serve God better. The majority of people do not even think enough about God to care whether or not they please Him or offend Him, or if they are making spiritual progress. Abbot Chapman writes: “Always remember that fervor is the contrary of lukewarmness, and therefore it always means (for us poor sinners) a profound dissatisfaction with our own state. When you become a saint, you will believe yourself the greatest of sinners – that is real fervor, when combined with the determination still to go on fighting. … St. John of the Cross explains: tepidity is satisfaction with your own state; fervor is dissatisfaction (active) therewith. It is not necessary to ‘want God and want nothing else.’ You have only to ‘want to want God, and want to want nothing else.’ Few get beyond this really! But God is loving, and takes not only the will for the deed, but the will to will, or the wish to will. Consequently I can’t help advising you to pray. (The longer one prays, the better it goes.) But when it goes badly, it goes well; for it becomes a continual humiliation: ‘Oh my God, you see I can’t pray, I can’t even desire, I can’t keep my attention, etc.’ The great thing is union with God’s will; hence one can pass the time in accepting one’s own baseness and incapacity. … ‘This is all you can expect of me, and I don’t ask for one crumb of comfort more – only not to sin.’” “Fervor consists in dissatisfaction with ourselves – provided we also have confidence in God. But God has done so much for you, that you have every reason for confidence. He is leading you on to perfection ‘by ways that you knew not.’ He never takes us by the way we should expect. So do not worry, but accept all your imperfections – when past or present – as inevitable, and use them as steps up. But future ones are neither to be wished for, nor to be worried about.”

April 3

Reflections on the Mysteries of the Rosary:

The Agony in the Garden


As the grape and the olive are crushed in the press, so our Lord was utterly crushed by fear and sorrow in the garden of Gethsemane. Our Savior suffered such unspeakable mental anguish that blood vessels burst all over His body, causing the blood to come through His pores in such a torrent that it soaked His garments, trickling in heavy drops upon the ground and leaving His flesh sore and sensitive. So great was His sadness and distress that it would have caused His death if He would have allowed it – “My soul is sorrowful even unto death.” Lying flat on His face, He prayed to His Father to remove from Him, if possible, this bitter chalice, but He added, “Not as I will, but as You will.” We must keep in mind that our Lord was human, and that He felt, as we do, a natural fear and aversion to suffering. All His life He possessed perfect knowledge of all that He was to suffer in His Passion and of its extreme intensity. He knew that He, the Man of Sorrows, was to drink suffering to its very dregs. As St. Alphonsus wrote: “He truly suffered for us, more than all the penitents, all the anchorites, all the martyrs have suffered, because God laid upon him the weight of a rigorous satisfaction to the Divine Justice for all the sins of men: The Lord laid on Him the iniquity of us all…When we read the lives of the martyrs, it seems at first as if some of them had suffered pains more bitter than those of Jesus Christ.” But St. Thomas said it all when he wrote: “The pain suffered by our Lord was the greatest pain possible in this life.” And yet fear of His future suffering was not what principally caused His agony, but that He, the pure spotless Lamb of God, was clothed, as it were, with the sins of every man, woman, and child, from Adam even unto the last. Although personally innocent and sinless, He was, nevertheless, the Head of a sinful race, and He accepted responsibility in the sight of His Father for all His sinful brethren. Archbishop Goodier writes: “There was no man’s shame and confusion, no man’s remorse and desperation, no man’s agony of sorrow and repentance, that Jesus did not share in that dread hour in the garden.” But what was hardest of all to bear was that He knew that, despite all His suffering, so many souls would obstinately refuse to benefit by it. Nothing wounded His Sacred Heart more than our indifference, ingratitude, outright hatred, and the meager return we give Him for all He has done for us.


During His Passion, and particularly in His agony, our Lord saw all of our future free actions, all that we would choose to do for Him or against Him, all of our sins and neglect, but also all of our acts of virtue, self-denial, prayer, piety, and love. Though our Lord has appeared to many of the saints clothed in sorrow and suffering for the sins of the present day, we know that He can no longer suffer, being gloriously risen from the dead. But what we do not sufficiently realize is that what we do now had a direct affect upon Him then. All our acts were present to His Heart during His Passion and we can truly afflict Him by our sins, or we can console and alleviate Him in His agony and suffering by the acts of love and reparation that we do now. Are we afflicting Christ, right now? Or are we being comforting angels to His agonizing Heart?

April 4

Reflections on the Mysteries of the Rosary:

The Scourging at the Pillar

The scourging of our Savior at the pillar was one the most cruel and barbarous incidents of His extremely bitter Passion. “Then therefore Pilate took Jesus, and scourged Him.” The Evangelists give no further details, but it was enough said for anyone who knew how atrocious a Roman scourging was. At every blow a deep gash was made into that delicate and sensitive Body, until pools of blood formed all about His feet. He allowed His Body to be torn to shreds and His Precious Blood to be copiously shed in reparation for mankind’s sins, especially those of sensuality and lust, and to wake us up from our inordinate love of ease and comfort. It was in order to draw us towards a life of greater interior and exterior mortification and to obtain for us the grace and strength to persevere in the struggle for self-control. In order that we might become the masters, and not the slaves, of our passions, He willingly suffered His Passion, allowing Himself to be treated as a condemned slave. Out of love for us, our Savior unreservedly surrendered Himself to these most painful tortures, and yet we can hardly resolve, out of love for Him, to renounce an unlawful, not to say a lawful, pleasure. He bore all His sufferings with a heavenly patience and with a holy silence and yet we complain when we must endure the slightest illness, a little heat or cold, or some other little inconvenience. He was shamefully stripped of His garments, treated as a common criminal, slapped, and spit upon, and yet we become frustrated and furious when we have to suffer the slightest snub, rebuke, correction, contradiction, misunderstanding, hatred, contempt, or injustice. “Alas,” writes Fr. O’Rourke, “how comfort-loving and how sensual and even sinful we are! How we dread discomfort and inconvenience, and how tactfully we shirk what is disagreeable to our senses! How little penance and mortification there is about us! No wonder our spiritual lives are feeble, and lack the vigor and ruggedness which flourish in souls only by conquest of self and the practice of penance.” In this mystery our Lord teaches us mortification, which is a big word simply meaning ‘giving up something,’ ‘offering up,’ and ‘putting up with,’ instead of always giving in to ourselves or growing impatient when a cross comes our way. After all Jesus suffered for love of us, we should be at least willing to suffer something for the love of Him and for the good of souls, our own included.

April 5

Reflections on the Mysteries of the Rosary:

The Crowning With Thorns


There is nothing quite like the throbbing pain of a bad migraine headache. But we would have to magnify our worst headache a thousand times in order to barely begin to understand the intense pain our Lord suffered when He was crowned with thorns. We must not image these thorns to be the little thorns of a common rose bush. No, the thorns on some of the bushes of the Middle East are very long, sharp and literally tough as nails. “And platting a crown of thorns, they put it upon His head, and a reed in His right hand.” The soldiers then struck His head, driving the thorny crown deeper and deeper, causing the blood to copiously stream down His sacred face. Here our Savior was making special reparation for all sins of thought, for all our thoughts of pride, vanity, impurity, envy, rash judgment, and un-charity which we deliberately indulge in and consent to. Sometimes we imagine that our sinful thoughts hurt no one, but they do. Not only do they hurt ourselves, our own souls, they most of all hurt Christ. If we allow our thoughts to become habitually un-Christ-like towards others, habitually harsh, overly critical, suspicious, judgmental, self-righteous, and uncharitable, we will inevitably be un-Christ-like in our actions, and even in our very demeanor. Before long, such an attitude will create around us an atmosphere of depression which will not only cramp our own soul’s spiritual progress but will discourage others and drive them away from Christ. 

April 6

Reflections on the Mysteries of the Rosary:

The Carrying of the Cross


Although nearly crushed by the burden, our Lord carried His cross through the streets of Jerusalem, bloody step after bloody step. Many times out of sheer weakness and exhaustion He fell under His burden, but each time He picked Himself up and kept on going. There was a pious woman in the crowd who could no longer contain the deep compassion that was flooding her grief-stricken heart for this Man of Sorrows, her suffering Lord. And as He was struggling to rise from one of these falls, she determined to show her compassion, cost what it will, to somehow relieve Him, at least a little, in the only way she could think of. Courageously pressing through the furious throng, without fearing the violence of the brutal soldiers or the abusive mob, she made her way to His side. Taking off her veil, she handed it to Him so that He might wipe away from His bruised and bleeding Face some of the blood, the sweat, the dirt, and the spittle that disfigured it. After He handed back the bloodied cloth, she looked into His eyes, those understanding eyes, and they penetrated to the depths of her soul, to her motives, her intentions. She knew her action was wholly accepted by Him, that it pleased Him very much and gave His heart much comfort and consolation. But there was no time to render any other service for the soldiers rudely pushed her out of the way, and kicking Jesus, they forced Him to continue. Afterwards, she found, to her utter amazement, that upon her veil was imprinted the sacred countenance of the suffering Christ – the Holy Face of Jesus. Tradition, therefore, gives the name Veronica to this compassionate woman, a name derived from the two words verum and icon, that is, “true image.”


All of us are meant to become other Veronica’s, but so few of us seek to imitate her self-sacrificing compassion by understanding, comforting, and consoling those around us for the love of Christ. We have let our hearts become so icy cold and cruel, so mean and petty, so self-righteous and self-regarding, that we do not see or understand, or even care about, the sufferings and problems of others, but only our own. We like to think that we would have comforted Christ if we had been there to see Him suffer, and yet all the time we fail to see the suffering Christ in the suffering members of His Mystical Body with whom we live and rub shoulders. What we do to others we do to Christ Himself. Let us strive to imitate the examples of Veronica and Simon of Cyrene, and seek to bring relief and encouragement to others in their trials and problems in any way we can, even if only by a prayer, or a kind, understanding word, or simply by a genuine smile. “Bear one another’s burdens, and so you shall fulfill the law of Christ,” says St. Paul. “Grant that I may not so much seek to be consoled, as to console, to be understood, as to understand, to be loved, as to love.” If only we live for others, forgetting and minimizing our own petty troubles, we would carry around the sacred image of Jesus, not on a piece of cloth or a holy card or anything external, but in the inmost depths of our hearts.

April 7

Reflections on the Mysteries of the Rosary:

The Crucifixion

Well has it been said that the Crucifixion is the book in which we can read the story of our own life. Of this book we are co-authors with God, for in it we read of God’s unspeakable love for us, and of our response to that love. For our Savior’s Flesh was the parchment; His Blood, the ink; the Nails, the pen. And in His pierced hands, we can read our greed and covetousness – our inordinate attachment to the things of this world and of time. They teach us that if we desire to be wholly united with Christ, to embrace Him, to become one with Him, we must be detached in spirit from all things, all possessions, persons, comforts, self-will, and selfish ends – anything that might hinder our union with Him. For the arms that desire to spread wide enough to embrace Him, and the hands that are willing to open to receive His nails, must of necessity be willing to let go of all else for the love of God, clinging, trusting, hoping only in Him. For he who has God has all, but he who has all things besides God, has nothing. In His pierced feet, we can read our instability, our ever wavering will in the pursuit of holiness and union with God, and also the many times that our feet have carried us into sin or near occasions of sin. Written in His crown of thorns are our pride and sinful thoughts, and our intellectual laziness in studying and absorbing the truths of our Faith. But we can also read in those thorns how to bear our own mental sufferings and worries. In His nakedness, we can see our vanity and immodesty, and of the responsibility that we may have for the sins of others because of the way we dress and comport ourselves. In His lacerated Body, we see our sins of sensuality and lust. We see our love of ease and comfort, and our dread of labor, effort, penance, and self-denial. But we can also see how to patiently bear the thousand little wounds we receive and the multitudinous crosses we must carry during life, from others, from circumstances, and from the humdrum duties of everyday life. His Cruciform teaches us to persevere and stay strong when Providence sends us trials that seem to pull us in all directions at once, ripping and tearing out our hearts, dislocating us from everything that we hold to be near and dear. In His cry, “My God, My God, why hast Thou forsaken Me?” we hear an echo of our own desolation and dryness of heart, our own confusion and darkness of mind, and of our absolute need for persevering and trusting prayer when God seems to abandon us. In His bodily thirst, we see His spiritual thirst for our love and salvation, and of our own spiritual thirst for real peace and joy. “If any man thirst, let him come to Me and drink.” And in His pierced side, opened wide not only by us but for us, we see His Sacred Heart full of love for us, ever desiring our generous love in return. 

April 8

Easter Sunday:

The Resurrection of Christ

Unless viewed in the glorious light of the Resurrection, the cross cannot be completely understood. Only the empty sepulchre explains the cross. The cross is only the means, not an end in itself. The cross is the doorway that leads to life. God is not the God of the dead, but of the living. In His plan, death is not the end but only the beginning of something better. It is the Resurrection, not the Crucifixion, which is meant to be the goal of all our efforts in the spiritual life. In the spiritual order it is from our dead selves that we must rise to newness of life. As St. Paul said: “If we have been grafted unto Him by a likeness of His death we shall be one with Him also in the likeness of His Resurrection.” 

If we willingly undergo a passion and crucifixion of our own by the practice of mortification and self-renouncement, we shall rise to a glorious spiritual life. This is the purpose of self-denial. It is ultimately a positive thing, for through it one lives a life that is really great, a life under the influence of God’s grace. Indeed, the cross does lift us up above the earth as it lifted Christ above the earth. That is its purpose. It is like a ladder which we must climb in order to breathe the pure air of God’s love, free from the stinking miasma of the world and its corruption. The cross that Christ bids us to carry is not a cruel test of our endurance, rather it is the means that God, in His loving Providence, sends to heal us of that corrupt nature within us and to draw us ever closer to Himself. Great as the Passion of Christ is, and sublime as the soul’s own passion endured in union with Christ is, suffering, the cross, death to self, is not meant to be the end. It is only the beginning. For Jesus, the cross preceded, prepared, and prefaced His glorious Risen Life on earth. In our own case, it is meant to play a similar role – the prelude to a risen life on earth, that is, a spiritual life lived all for God in peace, joy, and unbounded trust in Him. This is the meaning of the Resurrection – our Christ-life is like the Risen Life of Christ within us. “Do not expend so much effort in striving to die a little later: aim at making a supreme effort in order never to die.” (St. Augustine)

April 9

Reflections On 

The Two Disciples Journeying to Emmaus (Acts 24: 13-35)

Fr. Daniel Considine, S.J.


“The two disciples going to Emmaus are encouraged to open their hearts to Him. Our Lord deliberately, of set purpose, concealed from them who He was. He liked to listen to His praises from them, and practiced a loving deceit on them. The disciples tell Him all that had happened and all they had expected. ‘Those were our hopes, and it is all gone. And we, His followers, are all scattered, and we don’t know what to do. Some women of our company say that they have seen angels in the Tomb, and the Body is not there, and we have been in sore trouble ever since.’ Their hearts were so full, and they have let it all out. Although these two men had given up all hope, nothing would induce them to turn against Him. It might have meant serious trouble to them, but they were absolutely loyal. We may have hopes, well-favored hopes, and yet they seem dispelled. Although correct in the main fact, they were wrong in the way they expected things to come about. And we make exactly the same mistake. We pray to God to help us, and we are good enough to point out to Him how it is to be done. Our way is probably a very bad way. He says, ‘Knock, and it shall be opened,’ but He doesn’t say how. We may be quite right as to substance, but quite wrong as to means. When we pray for favors, I hope we don’t find fault with God. We are very like spoiled children, who cry and think we have good reason to sulk when things go as we don’t like. It may be that God does answer our prayers, and we don’t know it. You can’t lean too heavily on the persuasion that God will help you, but not that it is to be at such a time and in such a way. Our Lord heard the disciples with the greatest delight. ‘O foolish and slow of heart,’ He began. That is the matter with so many of us – wanting to measure everything according to our own petty notions. If we had only a little quickness of heart and trust in God, we should understand the Holy Scriptures so much better. ‘Ought not.’ Ought not I so to suffer? Unfortunately, we so often go the other way. Suffering and glory are inseparable.” 

April 10

New Life With Christ (Part 1 of 2)

Fr. Bernard Wuellner, S.J.

“The Christian puts to himself one searching question at Easter: Am I risen with Christ? One proof that one is living the risen life of grace is a heart burning with love of Christ and all that belongs to this Friend of our souls. For this must be a feature of the new life of grace, that we have a buoyant interest in Christ and a keen ambition to possess His treasures. If we listen to the Church urging us to live the Christ-life more fully these days, we will spiritually rise from our religious sloth, our moral faults, and our absorption in worldly interests that take the mind and heart away from the risen Lord. It would be a pitiable mistake to let the slackening of the Lenten penances become at Easter a signal for a decrease in our daily living for and yearning for Christ. The paschal season ought rather to be a sustained climatic union of our souls with His joy and victories…. The swinging of the mind towards higher things and its flight from the lower may be a critical moment in the development of the interior Christian life. As the divine captures our attention and deepens our motives, we begin to get rid of our preferences for bodily comforts, worldly honors, and temporal blessings. These things lose their former importance in our estimation. Earth, after all, is but for a little while; heaven is forever. The means, the goods of time, are far below the end – God – in value. A true rating of the worth of earthly things is sometimes spoken of as contempt for them. Though we need not regard them as wicked or worthless, yet part of the spiritual effort to live with Christ risen must consist in counteracting all those desires that shut spiritual goods out of our lives. Those things which the world, hostile to Christ, our own unreasonable flesh, and the tempting devil, would give us if we but wanted them, must be banished from our choices. We must not let ourselves be overthrown by worldly desires, as was the rich young man who approached our Lord. Love of the pleasures of sense is cockle that chokes the good seed of Christ’s truth in the lives of average sinners. Love of honors in this world pulls other stronger souls away from Christ. All such desires that stand against Christ’s mastery within us must be controlled, starved, and never allowed to compete with our desires for the gifts of Christ. To win this freedom from choosing these earthly, selfish, and evil things usually takes long spiritual training. That is why the ascetic life must mark those who are risen with Christ. A religious vocation, by demanding daily sacrifices, greatly assists this denial of self; and this death of self leads to detached purity of heart with regard to lower goods. But in or out of the religious state, every Christian who would be close to Christ must labor for his spiritual freedom from all things except God and His will.”

April 11

New Life With Christ (Part 2 of 2)

Fr. Bernard Wuellner, S.J.


“Besides her suggestions on prayer and combating worldly desires, the Church also tells us to think. ‘Set your minds on things above,’ she repeats from St. Paul when he was advising Christians risen from sin. Turn the mind to the divine and the good; let these heavenly blessings seize your imaginations, thoughts, and affections. Cardinal Newman echoed St. Paul in this bit of advice: ‘Let me put my mind on things above, and in God’s good time He will set my heart on things above.’ Desire follows knowledge. One of the ways to holiness is to long for it. One of the paths to heaven is to desire heaven. If I but occupy my mind with God, it will not be long before He will shower on me an interest in and love for these heavenly goods. Love will soar heavenward where our thoughts have already risen. The Church further suggests that we cultivate holy desires by giving some of our time to spiritual reading. From it we can gain higher esteem for spiritual realities, a sense of true values, a closer mental affinity with the judgment of Christ, and a centering of our thoughts and sentiments on the treasures of the soul. … When the wings of the spirit spring upward, we will take the right means to make heavenly goods come true in our lives. Our conduct will become more heavenly in quality. Desire will become hope, and hope will carry us forward to our meeting with Jesus in heaven. … Each Sunday, we are taught, is a little Easter, a weekly memorial of our Savior’s resurrection. Let me, then, at least on Sunday, put earth aside and climb closer to God by the ladder of heavenly desires.”

April 12

Lent and Easter In the Mind of the Church (Part 1 of 2)

Fr. Bertrand Weaver, C.P


“There is always danger, when we consider intensively one mystery of the Faith, that we will not keep it in context with the other mysteries of the Christian religion. If any member of the Church were to concentrate his gaze on the Cross and Passion of our Lord, and hardly ever think of His triumphant rising from the dead, there would be a lack of balance in his very devotion to the Sacred Passion. We can be authentic members of the mystical body of Christ only if we ‘think with the Church.’ The mind and spirit of the Church is made clear in the liturgy. In the liturgy, the Church constantly associates the sufferings and death of Christ with His Resurrection. That some members of the Church do not keep the Passion and the Resurrection in context is evident from their attitude toward Lent and the Easter season. We cannot but rejoice that a multitude of Catholics enter wholeheartedly into the spirit of Lent, attending Mass daily, and performing acts of penance and charity. This is what the Church desires and urges us to do during Lent. She is, however, far from wanting us to make Good Friday the climax of this outpouring of devotion. The Easter liturgy, which begins with the Easter Vigil on Holy Saturday night, and which continues for the eight weeks following Easter, is the true climax of the Lenten liturgy. It should not escape our attention that Eastertide, the season of joy and fulfillment, is longer than Lent, the season of sorrow and penance.


“If we do not keep our Lord’s Resurrection in view, we are not going to keep the whole mystery of Christ in focus. St. Paul wrote to the Corinthians that they would be saved if they held fast the gospel, ‘as I preached it to you.’ He then went on to summarize it, as he had preached it to them: ‘For I delivered to you first of all, what I also received, that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, and that He was buried, and that He rose again the third day, according to the Scriptures, and that He appeared to Cephas, and after that to the Eleven. Then He was seen by more than five hundred brethren at one time. . . . And last of all … He was seen by me.’ The Apostle could not have made it clearer that those to whom he had preached could not be saved unless they understood and accepted Christ as crucified, and as risen from the dead. The Passion of Christ, without His Resurrection, would have availed us nothing. St. Paul makes this evident when he says: ‘and if Christ is not risen, vain is your faith, for you are still in your sins.’ Nothing could show better than these words how important for our understanding of the Faith, and our spiritual progress, is the association in our thinking of our Lord’s Death and Resurrection.”

April 13

Lent and Easter In the Mind of the Church (Part 2 of 2)

Fr. Bertrand Weaver, C.P

“All this is paramount for our growth in the virtue of hope, a virtue, which along with faith and love, is necessary for salvation. The foundation of our hope is expressed in the words of the Creed: ‘And I await the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come.’ But our resurrection flows from that of our Lord, as St. Paul indicates when he says: ‘But as it is, Christ has risen from the dead, the first-fruits of those who have fallen asleep.’ He elaborates on this in writing to the Romans: ‘But if the Spirit of Him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, then He who raised Jesus Christ from the dead will also bring to life your mortal bodies because of His Spirit who dwells in you.’ If our hope is not broad enough to encompass our rising from the dead at the second-coming of Christ, it is a stunted hope, which means it is not hope at all. ‘If with this life only in view,’ says St. Paul, ‘we have had hope in Christ, we are of all men the most to be pitied.’


“While we gratefully repeat through the year the words which the Church places on our lips on Good Friday – ‘We adore Thee, O Christ, and we bless Thee, because by Thy holy Cross Thou hast redeemed the world,’ let us also remember the words of the Mass and Office of Easter – ‘This is the day which the Lord hath made: let us rejoice and be glad in it.’ This attitude toward the Passion and Resurrection of our Lord is not only necessary for the proper development of the virtue of hope, but is also necessary if we are to grow in that joy which is one of the fruits of the presence of the Holy Spirit in our souls. We do not love the cross for its own sake. We embrace it because of the joy that follows our ready acceptance of it. In this we are only imitating our Divine Master, ‘Who for the joy set before Him, endured the Cross.’ The Psalmist was inspired to sing: ‘They who sow in tears, shall reap in joy.’ No matter how the thought is expressed, in these words of the Psalmist, or as we express it, ‘through the Cross, to the Crown,’ let us bear in mind that Easter could not have been much closer to Good Friday, and that, if we share the Cross with Him, we will reign with Him in eternal peace and glory.”
April 14

Easter: A New Beginning

Most of us do experience a certain kind of joy at the thought that our beloved Savior, Whose bitter sufferings filled us with grief and sorrow, has triumphantly returned to life – never to suffer or to die again. But for too many of us, this joy is just an emotion that barely brushes the surface of the soul, and this ever so briefly. It may even be that part of this joy is due, not to the fact of our Lord’s glorious Resurrection, but to the fact that Lent is over and we can again have our old glorious snacks between meals. Easter time becomes for many of us – even for spiritual persons – not a time of spiritual progress, but rather the contrary. All the efforts put forth during Lent are relaxed and we decline in spiritual fervor and interior recollection. We settle down to our usual, half-measure spirituality, just enough to get by with. “Lent is over with,” we tell ourselves, “we can afford to slacken our efforts.” But now is the time we should redouble our efforts in the spiritual life and strive more earnestly to live the Risen Life of Christ as perfectly as we can. Easter should mark a new beginning in our spiritual life – a rising above our old self and our lackadaisical attitude. 

April 15

A Passion For The Passion

One wonders which sentiment displays the greater love of Christ: “I just love to meditate on the Passion,” or, “I can’t bear it, and yet I can’t bear not to.” The first sentiment, at least on the lips of the majority of people, would seem to indicate that some kind of enjoyment is got out of the exercise, as if such meditation is an amusing pass-time. Although the first is not necessarily wrong, the second sentiment probably indicates the deeper love since such a one sees in Christ’s Passion, not only the terrible sufferings of One whom it loves above all things, but its own responsibility and share in those sufferings. If we truly love the Crucified, it would almost be a crucifixion to speak or think about His Crucifixion, or should be, if we loved Him as much as we should. And yet if we truly loved Him, the thought of His sufferings could never be long absent from our mind and heart. It would be a bitter sweet thought which we cannot live with, and yet cannot live without. And yet how many of us can truthfully say that we often think about His sufferings outside of Lent? Have we already forgotten them?

April 16

Say No To Procrastination

It is amazing how we can contemplate the scenes of our Lord’s life, particularly those of His Passion and Death, without being moved, really moved, to change our life. It is strange how we can see our Savior’s Body ripped to shreds, or His head so cruelly crowned with thorns, and remain sitting all comfy and cozy in our recliner, sipping our cold beer. Oh yes, we may shudder at His scourging and perhaps shed a few tears at His crowning, but nothing seems to change in our manner of acting and thinking, at least not for long. The holy emotions that we sometimes feel in contemplating Christ’s life and sufferings simply brush the surface of the soul and then fade away, leaving no lasting effect. We are content with shedding a few tears, but we do not seem to care enough to shed our worldly life, so full of creature comforts and vain preoccupations. Perhaps we make an unspoken resolution to change, but we put this off until tomorrow. Mañana, as they say, only, tomorrow never seems to come around. How many people say to themselves: “I really want to serve God better. When this certain problem or situation is out of the way I’ll concentrate on spiritual things.” Or, “When Lent comes around again I will start a new life and stop fooling around.” Lent comes and goes, months succeed months, and excuses are made, “Really, I can’t be bothered with that sort of thing right now, there is too much work to be done and besides, I’m under a lot of stress.” And so, the following of Christ is explained away and left to those who “have that kind of time.” But do we ever grasp the fact that no one, none of the saints, has ever been without problems, without hindrances and obstacles standing in his way. No one really “has that kind of time.” And yet some become holy in spite of, or perhaps because of the problems and trials that they have to face and overcome. 

Let us remember that Jesus Christ has a human nature, a human soul with human emotions. Our coldness and indifference hurt Him, just as it would hurt us if we had done for others what He did for us. Let us never forget that what we do for or against Christ we do towards a real, living Person Who loves us dearly.

April 17

The Martyrdom of Living


Many of us cherish the hope of one day becoming a martyr, shedding our blood for Christ in defense of the true Faith. Indeed, this desire is both noble and generous, and all the Faithful should be of a similar mind in that they should prefer death rather than deny Christ or any of the teachings of the Catholic Faith. But it is to be feared that for too many of the Faithful, this dream may be founded on a misguided and idealistic view of a martyr’s heroism, or perhaps on the desire to escape the responsibilities and burdens of life, rather than on a burning love for Christ and His Cross. If it were up to us, we would probably opt for a quick and easy death, involving little or no actual torture, at least not compared with the martyrs of the past. Naturally, most of us would like the idea of going straight to heaven without having to suffer too much or for too long. We definitely want the crown of glory, but without the crown of thorns. We all want to be martyrs, and yet it is interesting that so few are willingly to make the little sacrifices that God asks of them. What we fail to understand is that bloody persecution does not necessarily make martyrs, so much as it reveals the martyrs of the spirit already living, that is, those who are living a life of prayer, penance, and the faithful fulfillment of the duties of their state in life. Persecution reveals what is already in our hearts, whether good or bad. Whether any of us will ever be asked to face actual physical martyrdom is questionable, but what is sometimes harder to endure than death, is life. 

For the majority of us, God is not asking us to become martyrs of blood, but rather martyrs of Divine love and trust. The martyrdom God wants of us is to patiently and lovingly endure the trials, the sufferings, the burdens, the pressures, the anxieties, the temptations, the uncertainties, the adverse circumstances, the hum-drum monotony of the day to day living of our everyday normal lives. It is not death at the hand of the infidel that we are called to embrace, but the death to self by the path of recollection, prayer, self-sacrifice, and loving abandonment to God. For those who really desire to love God with all their heart, mind, and strength, there is ample opportunity for them to become living martyrs by just holding on, in just picking themselves up everyday or after every fall, and to go on striving to please God in spite of all difficulties. He knows how tough this is for us, especially in these our times, times which have a peculiar pressure, nervousness, and uncertainty all their own. But all this simply adds to the merit and glory of our living martyrdom. However, we shall face the cross only if we are filled with love for the Crucified. Our gaze should be fixed, not on the Cross but on the Crucifix, not on self-crucifixion, but on “Jesus Christ and Him Crucified.” To be a martyr, it is not enough to love the Faith, we must have a passionate personal love for the Divine Person of Christ. Only love will make the burden light and bearable. And if anyone knows sufferings and sorrow, it is our Lord Jesus Christ, the Man of Sorrows. He sees and understands and has perfect knowledge of what each of us is personally going through right here and now. We must trust Him and let Him do with us as we wishes. 

April 18

Life Through Death

When an unexpected trial comes our way, perhaps crushing our very heart, it is often difficult to see anything good, anything positive, coming out of it. We feel that life, as we knew it, is over and that somehow an era of our life has passed away, is dead and buried, never to return. We wish things to be as they once were, before we suffered this setback, this misfortune, this loss, but we know that things will never be quite the same. How often we wish we could halt the flow of events, to grab onto and make permanent the “good times,” the ideal relationships or family situation that we have, or once had. But no, time flows on, and people flow away. Children grow up and move out, relatives die, and friends drift away. This is simply the way life is, but it does hurt to see and experience such things. We must always remember that we are only pilgrims here on earth, journeying towards our eternal home. As St. Paul said, “For we have not here a lasting city, but we seek one that is to come.” The sole purpose of life is the purification and sanctification of souls, our own first of all, so we must not make the passing things of this life our primary concern. We must not cling to things or persons or circumstances as if our happiness depended upon them. Our happiness, our peace, our sanity, must be founded on God alone, Who never changes and Who is always with us in all the events and vicissitudes of life. God sends us these crosses, or at least allows them to come into our lives, for a purpose, for our own spiritual good. They are blessings, divine gifts. He is giving us a priceless, once in a life time opportunity to use this particular cross as a stepping stone to a new life, a deeper spiritual maturity, a closer union with Him. It is meant to detach us from the passing things of time, and lead us to Him. This is one lesson which our Lord’s Death and Resurrection teaches us, that unless something dies within us, we shall not know life. The cross gives life through death. And our life is full of crosses. Life is nothing but a series of deaths and new beginnings. But in all these trials let us remember that saying of St. Teresa of Avila: “Let nothing disturb you, let nothing frighten you, all things pass. God never changes. Patience obtains all things. He who has God lacks nothing. God alone is sufficient.” And these words of St. John of the Cross: “Strive to keep your heart in peace, and do not let anything that happens in this world make you uneasy, for consider that it must all come to an end.” 

April 19

Security: The Virtue of Hope (Part 1 of 12)

Fr. E. J. Cuskelly, M.S.C.

“One of man’s basic psychological needs is the need of security. According to Adler, it is the most basic of all. Be that as it may, man’s need for security inspires much of what he does. In the material sphere, he tries to insure himself against all possible risks. Millions of people in insurance companies, banks, etc., make their living by trading on this need to secure oneself against all sorts of possible dangers. It would be strange if in the spiritual life man did not likewise want security in regard to his eternal salvation and in regard to his progress in the spiritual life. The virtue of hope consists in this, that we look to God alone for our security and trust that we will find it in Him. Simple as this may sound, to reach anything approximating the perfection of hope is one of the most difficult things in the spiritual life. It would not be an exaggeration to say that more than half of the worries of people ‘striving for perfection’ follow from the imperfection of their hope. Furthermore half the reasons for the necessity of passive purifications and trials is the necessity of purifying our hope. It is natural for man to seek to bring himself to the perfection of which he is capable and to rely on his own powers to do this. But the supernatural order to which he has been raised by God is one in which he can achieve his goal only in dependence on God. All that he does is first God’s gift to him, and is God acting in and through him. In this striving for salvation and sanctification, his only motive of hope, the only ground for his security, is the power of God and God’s fidelity to His promises. In ourselves we have no reason at all to hope. ‘Without me you can do nothing’ (John 15:5) was a truth we learned early in life; yet we take all our lives to learn it, and we can learn it only in the school of failure, in the consciousness of our own weakness, limitations, nothingness. We learn in the school of suffering.”

April 20

Security: The Virtue of Hope (Part 2 of 12)

Fr. E. J. Cuskelly, M.S.C.

“We have a natural desire to be somebody, to get credit for what we are and for what we accomplish. But this natural desire must be superseded by the readiness to be only what God makes us and to give all the credit to Him. We have a natural desire to make our own efforts for security in spiritual matters and to rely on their worth for success. This desire to rely on our own efforts must give way to a trust that is only in God. Normally speaking, this is done in successive stages, as we shall see. In this matter, the Christian has to live one of the many paradoxes of his faith. He can spare no effort for his own sanctification nor for the salvation of others. He must ‘work as if everything depended upon himself, and pray as if everything depended upon God.’ He must make every effort, yet after he has done all he can, he must know that he is an ‘unprofitable servant’ (Luke 17:10), and that it is God who gives the increase. In his own life, he must strive to be free from all failures before God. But even though he be certain that he has nothing on his conscience, it is not in this that he is justified (I Cor. 4:4). For his justification, he hopes in God alone, relies only on His merciful love, trusts in his Father and his Savior. The important thing is that he be justified before the divine tribunal. If he acquits himself, that is of no importance. It is divine acquittal, divine mercy and love that create a new heart within him. 

“This is easy enough to see in theory. It is not easy to live. We can know it only through the experience of our own weakness and failure. When we can accept our weakness and failure without discouragement, starting off again with a glad confidence in God, we have come a long way toward spiritual maturity. Any maturity demands a facing of reality and the acceptance of our own limitations and failures. Spiritual maturity demands the acceptance of the reality of God and the reality of self. Much of what St. John of the Cross wrote is a description of how a man comes to the realization and acceptance of these two fundamental realities. Acceptance of the reality of self is not a downcast attitude, but, with St. Paul, a glad glorying in our weakness that the power of Christ might dwell in us. This was, of course, one of the central points in the spirituality of St. Therese of Lisieux, whose doctrine has been summed up as ‘a restatement of the teaching of hope in all its fullness.’ But hope in all its fullness means a man’s death to self, his renunciation of wanting to be anything of himself and by himself, ceasing to rely on himself, with his reliance only on God. This comes about in successive stages.”

April 21

Security: The Virtue of Hope (Part 3 of 12)

Fr. E. J. Cuskelly, M.S.C.

“Let us take the beginner in the spiritual life. He has made an initial self-renunciation – that of wanting to be something in the merely natural or worldly sense. He starts to practice the virtues. But before long, as St. John of the Cross pointed out with such clarity, he is conscious of and slightly proud of the fact that he is practicing virtue, he is striving for perfection. It is a long hard road to self-forgetfulness. For quite some time the one who tries to live for God, to live a life of charity, is frequently finding that he has not forgotten himself. It tends to put its security in itself, its own spiritual practices; to rely on what it does in the way of good works, spiritual exercises, and prayers. It does not rely on God alone, but on what it does for God. Then, says St. John, it is in for trouble. In order to bring it to rely on God alone, it must come to feel that it is not its own efforts, but only the power of God that lifts it up. Hence it must pass through something of the passive purifications of the night of the senses and later of the spirit. It is a mistake to think of the night of sense as something far advanced along the way of perfection or as reserved for contemplatives. Its essence will find a place in the lives of all who make any real progress in the spiritual life. Some people have the erroneous notion that the night of the senses is like a tunnel on a mountain railway. You plunge suddenly into darkness on your upward journey toward perfection, and you emerge equally suddenly into higher regions of calm and peace. This is quite wrong. For most people, the night of the senses is more like clouds drifting across the sun, in varying degrees of darkness and duration. St. John of the Cross gives a vivid description, it is true. But he must be understood rightly. He gives a ‘typical case.’ Or rather he describes in one vivid picture all the various ways which God uses to detach a soul from itself. Probably all the elements could seldom, if ever, be verified in one person – for different people are in need of different forms of detachment. What would help one to overcome his particular form of self-attachment would not be helpful to another person who seeks self in a different way. If left to himself, man will always seek to be somebody, want to have the credit of having achieved something, and want to rely on the security that he feels in the sense of his own achievement. The passive purifications in their various forms are God’s way of making us look to Him alone and lean only on His strength – to purify us from the residue of self-seeking and self-reliance which remains even after we have determined to live entirely for God.”

April 22

Security: The Virtue of Hope (Part 4 of 12)

Fr. E. J. Cuskelly, M.S.C.

“It was in his teaching on the night of the sense that St. John of the Cross put forward his essential doctrine of passive purification. Naturally, since he was writing for contemplatives, he traces the action of God in the life of prayer and the interior life in general. In its essence the night of the senses is a simple concept. St. John refers to those who have been practicing mental prayer and who, in their meditation, find they get much light on the spiritual life from the ‘senses’ of thought, imagination, memory. When these ‘senses’ cease to give light, there is darkness, the ‘night of the senses.’ A more theological examination of the constituent elements of the ‘night’ can be found in many authors. For the moment this will be sufficient, for we wish to examine it not from the point of view of progress in prayer, but as a purification of hope. At such a stage, the reaction of the soul is sufficient evidence of the need of further purification of hope, a freeing from ‘proprietorship.’ Typical remarks to directors or confessors at this stage are: ‘I don’t seem to be doing anything at prayer. I can’t pray as I used to. I don’t feel I’m getting anywhere in the spiritual life. I’m only conscious of my faults, of the little I’m doing for God.’ All this is true; and all is as it ought to be. But what is also true, and what is not as it ought to be, is something else that is not said but which evidently underlies what is said. Behind statements such as the above is also this frame of mind: ‘And I want to feel that I’m getting somewhere in the spiritual life; I want to feel that I’m doing something in prayer. I want to have the comforting assurance that I am doing something for God, that what I have done has some value. I want to be able to lean on my own efforts, to feel, as I used to, the security these gave me. But now I’ve got nothing to lean on; I feel nothing but insecurity and anxiety.’

“Nothing to lean on? Only God. It is not just by way of comfort that all spiritual authorities say that in these circumstances three things are most important for the soul: humility, trust in God, and complete acceptance of what He wills for us. These are not temporary supports to help us over a time of trial. They are the very goals at which this purifying action of God, who lets us feel our own weakness, is aimed. It aims at getting us to face reality: the reality of God, and the reality of self; the reality of God Who alone is infinite sanctity; the reality of self, of ourselves, incapable even of a good thought; the reality that all that we have is God’s gift, and that all that we do is His power at work in us to bring to perfection what He has begun. This is humility. From it follows the acceptance of God’s will, the readiness to be only what He makes of us, knowing that all is His gift. Trust in God alone, not in our efforts, will give us real security and make us lean on the power of God, which is our only motive of confidence. We must stop looking to ourselves, wanting to feel in our own efforts that we have some grounds for confidence. We must learn to trust in the love of God alone. This will be a ‘renewed hope, the hope of the child of God, his confidence in his Father whose love he shares, because He has given himself to this love and already shares it. This confidence, far from being shaken by trials, is nourished by them.’”

April 23

Security: The Virtue of Hope (Part 5 of 12)

Fr. E. J. Cuskelly, M.S.C.

“Sinful man hopes for an ever-closer union with a transcendent God. If he is to live the virtue of hope fully, he must have a deep conviction of his need of God (1) as the only good which can fill the needs of his soul; (2) as the only guarantee of his reaching that union. Hence, hope cannot flourish where a man is satisfied with what he is and has – even in the spiritual order – or where he is confident that he can make out all right by himself. He can only know his need by feeling his weakness and frailty and proneness to sin. He has to ‘fear’ his weakness, as the Council of Trent says. This can only be if he experiences his own need, the reality of his finite sinful nature. Yet, when such an experience comes to one who is trying to live the spiritual life, he is often afraid that something has gone wrong. Something may have gone wrong, and this he must check. But something is wrong, also, if a man expects to feel in himself, and of himself, the strength that is his only from the grace of God. To those who expect such things, even subconsciously, God will send trials and temptations that they might know the reality of self, and lean on the only reality, looking to God alone, in whom they put their trust. They come to what Fenelon called the ‘despair of nature,’ that they might be lifted to true hope in God. It must be added that this hope is a joyous thing, ‘gladly glorying in our weakness.’

 “It must be added that this hope is a joyous thing, ‘gladly glorying in our weakness.’ It is like the joyous hope and confidence which flooded the hearts of the apostles at the Resurrection. They had hoped, it is true, but their hopes had been imperfect; and with the death of Christ, their own hopes had died. Then came the glad news of the Resurrection. With it would have gone the numbing realization of how utterly they, the apostles, had failed Christ; with this realization went the knowledge of their own unworthiness for renewed friendship with Christ. At His coming they waited in wordless longing for a sign of His continued love. Wait they must, for how could they, who had failed Him so utterly, presume to expect anything from Him? If they received only His scorn, that was what they deserved; and they knew it through and through. Yet, knowing their need of Him and what He had meant to them, they waited and looked to Him, not even daring to hope. As they waited, they heard His words of kindness and no reproach. Wordlessly, in the abundance of their gratitude, they took hope again. The hope that came flooding back, tremulously at first, and gradually in joy-filled torrents, poured out in refashioning strength on undeserving hearts. Their response was total self-surrender: a love that was stronger and purer, for it was humble now, convinced of its own inadequacy unless constantly supported by the love of Christ. For the spiritual life to flourish in the soul of any man in similar newness and humble purity, each must see something of his own hopes die. All of us start our way to God, to some extent sure of ourselves; hoping for great things, but hoping from ourselves, almost as much as from God; more endowed with self-assurance than with deep humility; leaning on ourselves, instead of waiting and looking only to God for a love and a strength which we know are undeserved. We are sure of ourselves and the way we will go to God. All of this must die to give way to humble trust in God and confidence in the way He leads us. The trust and confidence will flow forth fresh and strong only, when to us, who, like the apostles, have known our failure in bitterness of heart and despair of self, comes the glad realization of the love of God poured out on us, undeserving and all as we are. ‘The grace of God our Savior has appeared to all men’; it is the light which gives joy and confidence to our lives and sets them on the path of humble trust.”

April 24

Security: The Virtue of Hope (Part 6 of 12)

Fr. E. J. Cuskelly, M.S.C.

“To some this realization of the great love of God in its uplifting power poured out on them, who in no way deserve it, comes as a gradual revelation over the years. To others it comes in an experience that shatters their old complacency and self-confidence. It comes in a soul-stirring experience which is like a lived re-birth, a death, and a resurrection. In its poignancy and spiritual import it will stay with them all the days of their lives, as a source of gratitude, sweetness, strength. Either way, if we are to grow in the spiritual life, such a realization must come to us all. Our life begins at baptism. We are baptized into the death and Resurrection of Christ who, in the human failure and complete renunciation of His passion and death, gave Himself into the hands of the Father, abandoned Himself to the power of God that raised Him up. It is this mighty power which, according to St. Paul, is to be the measure of our confidence in God. In other words, it is to be without measure. Like all things in the spiritual life, this is not done once and for all. Our life is a progressive entry into the dual mystery of Christ’s death and Resurrection. We find that over and over again we are asked to die to self, to face the reality of our own weakness, in order that we might cling more closely to the love of Christ.”

April 25
Security: The Virtue of Hope (Part 7 of 12)

Fr. E. J. Cuskelly, M.S.C.

“The contemplative answers the call to a life of prayer, convinced of its value. He finds in his exercise of prayer a certain satisfaction, feeling that he is getting something out of it and that he is really doing something worthwhile in God’s sight. Since the hidden life is his whole way to God, his whole work for God, it must be within this field that he undergoes his essential purification. This passive purification begins when he finds that his prayer has lost its fervor and no longer gives him any consolation. He feels that it is worthless, that he has not progressed, that all his efforts are of no avail. Naturally, he becomes anxious and troubled. Anxiety is one of the chief notes characteristic of this stage, for the security felt in one’s former way of prayer and the practice of virtue is gone. The soul has drawn security from the fact that in prayer and the practice of virtue, it had something worthwhile. In this, as St. John stresses, it was leaning on itself, relying on its own efforts. Its motive of confidence was in itself. Furthermore, if temptations and other trials are added to shatter even more all confidence in self, all its hopes for union with God seem to die.

“It is then, of course, as St. John of the Cross taught, that it must turn to God, look to Him alone, attentive to His presence in the darkness of faith. Thus it comes to a purification of its faith, hope, and charity. At this stage the soul stands on the threshold of the unknown. It is called to leave behind the less perfect, less mature ways of prayer wherein it found much natural consolation to follow the leading of God. The psychological process is the same here as at all such stages of crisis. St. John warns that the soul must on no account seek consolation, nor must it try to return to the old ways of prayer. This would be seeking the comfort and security of less mature ways that it is asked to transcend. If it insists on trying to remain in the ‘shelter’ and security of what it has grown used to, it is condemned to remain forever immature. It must take the risk, trusting in God who will lead it forth to wider horizons and to an appreciation of greater spiritual values.”

April 26

Security: The Virtue of Hope (Part 8 of 12)

Fr. E. J. Cuskelly, M.S.C.

“It should be noted that many of the accompanying trials are either aspects or consequences of this anxiety in spiritual matters. Tanquerey lists temptations against faith, hope, patience, and peace of soul. All these will follow by a sort of psychological necessity from the state of soul we have described. All will cease to have the same disturbing force when the soul has learned to trust in God alone, in a calmer, more mature, more purified way. Still, one or other can continue in more acute form. Other temptations can be permitted by God to bring the soul to a deeper knowledge of the reality of its weakness and need of God’s strength. External trials are sometimes added: temporal losses, misunderstandings, and persecutions. These are obviously incidental. … Sometimes, too, the trials of faith are due to the imperfection of our hope in regard to what we expect from God. Because God does not hear our prayers in the way we expect, our faith is tried. …For contemplative and apostle alike, there is need of mature faith and hope in a God who wills to bring us to mature spirituality through facing reality, shouldering responsibility, without looking to Him to make our tasks easy and our prayer consoling. At times, of course, trials of faith concern objects of faith – the infallibility of the Church, the Real Presence, etc. Although not the result of the imperfection mentioned above, these trials, too, are meant to perfect our faith even further.”

April 27

Security: The Virtue of Hope (Part 9 of 12)
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“St. John of the Cross, in his treatment of the night of the senses, considers more the life of prayer and the practice of the interior life. This was in accord with his purpose, which was to write for contemplatives. Some wrongly have thought that what he says does not therefore have any application to the active life. Others, also wrongly, have tried to apply it without any modification to the life of the apostle. The truth is that the underlying principle of the necessity of passive purification applies to all, but the way it will be effected will be in accord with the circumstances of life in which God has placed them. The contemplative gives his whole life to prayer and the interior life. In the imperfect beginnings of his spiritual life, he will seek security and satisfaction in his own efforts within this sphere. In consequence it is within this sphere that he will be purified by the action of God. The apostle and the active religious will not be exempt from the general law of passive purification. But their purification, their night, will of necessity be within the whole sphere in which they try to give themselves to God and do something for Him. In the field of prayer, it will be less acute, although it will be there. For them this is not the whole field of their spiritual effort. Neither will it be the whole sphere of their purification. 

“It will be in the active life that they ‘feel they are doing things for God.’ It is there they will tend to rely on their own efforts and expect to achieve great things. They will seek security in what they achieve, relying on the things they have done, the successes that have come their way. Hence their trials will be the setbacks they meet in this sphere, the little success, the contrast between what they manage to do and all that there is to be done for God. There is a world to convert; millions of souls need the grace of God; the true apostle, especially in his early years, will endure anguish of soul when he sees how little he can do. He will feel his own powerlessness as he meets with hardened sinners and as he sees the failure of those for whom he worked and for whom he prayed. Then he, too, will be tempted against faith, against hope, patience, and peace of soul. He will wonder what is the use of prayer and what is the use of his efforts. He will have entered upon his night. He is called to grow to maturity as an apostle, to relinquish the idealism and dreams of youth, to face the reality of human limitations, and to face, too, the reality of God and His power and His will for the world; to persevere in prayer and devoted effort, to trust in God Who gives the increase, Who wills that all men be saved and come to the knowledge of truth.”

April 28
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“It is the exercise of his ministry that the apostle will find, his whole life long, the means which God uses to detach him from the natural desire to achieve something, with the credit going to himself instead of to God who gives the increase. In that same ministry he will also be provided with many opportunities to learn to lean on God. It is a well-known fact that the big danger for the young apostle is that of discouragement. ‘In every flame, there is sufficient impurity to leave a residue of ash; in every life there is enough meanness to leave a taint of sin; in every action there is enough powerlessness to leave a feeling of failure; in every meeting there is enough incomprehension to leave a consciousness of loneliness. Therefore, for anyone who lives his life in the truth of his being and his action before God, the great temptation is not to vanity but to discouragement. The great danger is not to think that we will succeed with such a poor instrument…The priestly ministry is at bottom a purification of hope.’ 


“Apostles begin their mission with high hopes of achieving great things for God. They find that, in reality, men resist grace, fail to respond with generosity, and are unenthusiastic about the things of God. They meet with opposition, misunderstanding – and this on the part of those who work with them and over them. The hardest part is that many of these things which the apostle must accept from superiors or confreres can seem to him a hindrance to the work of God – as the cross seemed to be to the work of Christ. Thus is the apostle early brought to face reality: the reality of human limitations – his own and those of others. He will have to live through disappointment and failure. But facing reality is not merely a philosophical acceptance of these limitations. It includes an acceptance of the reality of God and His power and His plan for the redemption of the world through the efforts of human instruments. The apostle must see, too, that this experience of his own powerlessness is not meant to make him resign himself to little effort, but to work his purification, to make him lean on God alone, knowing that in all success it is God who gives the increase. Discouragement or bitterness, becoming soured or cynical, an apathetic ‘what’s the use?’ attitude, or limiting one’s efforts to ‘chosen souls’ – all these things are witness to the fact that the apostle has, to some extent, failed in his own personal spiritual life. He has failed to see that failures and setbacks are, in the plan of God, meant to be there as instruments of his own sanctification, as part of his agony in the garden, as part of his failure of the passion and cross, which will be transformed by God into victory. There is a dynamism in faith, a confidence that God can convert the world, no matter how much we might fail. This is the erectio animi which gives rise to persevering effort, never daunted by failure, although never surprised at human failure. ‘We will fight and God will give the victory.’ So spoke Joan of Arc, a soldier of Christ and a saint. Every apostle must have something of her spirit of confident dynamic trust; every apostle must be strong in hope. The strength will come only through living an experience of weakness, only through fighting and overcoming temptations to discouragement and apathy, only through leaning on God.”

April 29

Security: The Virtue of Hope (Part 11 of 12)
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“Many spiritual authors cause more heartburn than they know. They cause not a few to resign themselves to mediocrity against which, ironically enough, they frequently warn. Much damage is done by the frequent use of phrases such as ‘striving for perfection,’ ‘striving for sanctity,’ ‘trying to be a saint,’ ‘aiming at the higher ways of sanctity.’ If anyone starts on the spiritual life with one of these things as his conscious aim, he is doomed to disappointment; or, if not disappointed, he becomes a victim of illusions. These may seem surprising statements, but a little reflection shows how true they are. Sanctity, perfection, holiness – these are abstract terms, and one cannot go on for long aiming at an abstraction. Furthermore (and this is the most important point) they give the beginner the impression that he ought to be able to know that he is becoming more perfect, traveling the higher ways of sanctity, becoming a saint. Unless he is a theologian he cannot but think this. But if he does think he is becoming a saint, if he is convinced that he is on the higher ways of sanctity – then, by that very conviction, he proves that he is not. As he grows in sanctity he must grow in hope in the realization of his own weakness and imperfection before a God of infinite holiness. As he draws nearer to God, he will become convinced of the truth of the infinite transcendence of the holiness of God compared with his own. And as he becomes conscious of his imperfection and reflects on the exhortations ‘to be a saint, to travel the higher ways of sanctity,’ he concludes regretfully that the higher ways are not for him. The ones who have issued the exhortations are instrumental in making him resign himself, regretfully, with uneasy conscience, to what he considers ‘a lower way.’ They also contribute to the lack of real peace that is to found in some whose joy should be full because they have given their lives to God. Let them all reflect on the implications of the virtue of hope; on the necessity of knowing the reality of self, of accepting their weakness, and looking in loving confidence to the power of God. Our journey toward God is like a voyage on the open sea. Each day, the horizon seems just as far away; each day it seems that we have made little progress. It is not until our journey’s end that we will see how close we have come to God.”

April 30
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“Another unfortunate consequence of such expressions is that they tend to center attention upon oneself. I will be a saint; I work at my perfection. Very well; as long as you do that, your life will be self-centered. We will start to get somewhere in the spiritual life as soon as we begin to forget ourselves. Christ did exhort us to be perfect as our heavenly Father is perfect. He did not, however, stop with the exhortation to perfection. He immediately got us to look to the Father, out from ourselves toward God. The perfection of which He speaks is the perfection of love, a love which, in the context, is completely self-forgetful. The spiritual life is not thinking of our own perfection – at least not when we have made any progress. If we want to live the spiritual life more fully, we must aim at living a personal devotion to Christ, our life centered on Him in personal faith, love, and hope; receiving the gifts of His love and grace, and making our lives the joyful response of our self-giving. And if you do want to know whether you have drawn closer to Christ, the one true test is – gratitude. If, looking back over the years, you can thank God for all that He has given you, for His love lavished on you, then you have got somewhere in the spiritual life. You will not see that you have done much for God. You will know rather that God has done much for you; and it is that which matters after all. We should not strive for ‘the higher ways of sanctity,’ but for a more intimate personal union with Christ, living in His love, gladly giving Him the little we can. Then, although we might express it in humbler fashion, we will find someday that our ‘lower’ way was higher than we knew.


“Growth in perfection means growth in self-forgetfulness. Positively it means growing more alert to the calls of God’s grace and the indications of His will, growing in personal intimacy with Him and in personal dedication to Him. These must be our conscious aims, for these turn our attention habitually away from ourselves. It is hope in its dynamism that urges us on in our continued search for a deeper knowledge of Christ, a closer union, a more generous dedication. This means that hope always gives something of that vitality which was characteristic of St. Teresa of Avila, of whom Claudel wrote: ‘Each day younger, each day stronger, each day more sure in faith; each day more ardent, each day less satisfied yet more joyful, carried on, when bodily strength fails, by the strength of our desire.’ In its dynamism hope is purified and perfected in time. Beginning with the confident enthusiasm of youth, it can be combative and impatient, brooking no delays. As the years go by, while losing nothing of its persevering effort, hope does lose something of its impatience and becomes a peaceful aspiration toward union with God and the full coming of His Kingdom. The soul knows that this will all be done in God’s good time; it is content to strive, to endure, and to wait. And so, in all its aspects, hope takes on the calm and confident character which breathes through the Psalms: our eyes lifted to the Lord, whence help will come to us, the Lord, our Rock, our Deliverer, in Whom alone we trust.”

May 1

St. Joseph the Worker


Few Catholics realize the tremendous spiritual value of a life of ordinary unimportant work lived by one who offers it to God as a prayer. This is one of the greatest lessons we should learn from St. Joseph, the humble and holy worker of Nazareth. He, and his Divine Foster-Son, Jesus Christ, not only worked, but were of the working class. They lived an ordinary, modest, unassuming life of monotonous poverty and labor as poor village carpenters. They did not putter around the shop as some sort of hobby, or as weekend-warriors. They had to work hard, real hard, earning their bread by the sweat of their brow. It was not as though they could just sit back and have everything done for them by the angels, or by the continual working of miracles. They had to do all the work themselves, or else the work would never have gotten done. They, like us, had to struggle to make ends meet, or else there would never have been “meat” for the table, and they would have starved. The Holy Family did not seek to escape the responsibilities of life, or to take it easy and have everything go their way. Their “meat” was to do the will of the Father, and His will for them was to work and to endure the million-and-one humdrum burdens of life. But because they did all, and suffered all, out of love for God and out of abandonment to His will, they turned their work into worship, their lives into a prayer. And so can we. In his well-known book, The Spiritual Life, Fr. Tanquerey writes: “As St. Thomas justly remarks, we pray not only when we explicitly make a request to Almighty God, but whenever we turn our hearts to Him or direct any act of ours towards Him; so much so, indeed, that our life becomes a continual prayer when our activities are constantly directed towards God. ‘Man prays whenever he so acts in thought, word, and deed as to tend towards God; hence, life is a constant prayer if wholly directed towards God.’” All we have to do to turn our work, our daily duties, into a prayer is to make the simple intention of offering it all to God. It is, however, a good idea to renew this offering throughout the day, and for this all that is needed is the simple prayer, “All for You, dear Jesus,” or something similar. Or, we can renew this offering by the simple turning of our mind and heart towards Him, remembering His presence, and making even just a wordless act of love for Him and abandonment to His will.

The humble life of work of St. Joseph and of our Lord teaches us that it is not what kind of job we have in life that matters – whether it is one of social importance or one that is humble and unnoticed – but how well we do it for God. It is not fame, fortune, or material success that matters in life, but whether we have used our work for the purification and sanctification of our soul. By remaining patient, meek, humble, and ever confident in God’s loving Providence, we can use our work, however hard and discouraging it may often be, as a means to draw ever closer to God. Our life, like the life of the Holy Family at Nazareth, may be homely, full of simple everyday duties, unnoticed, colorless even, yet it too can veil an intense interior life of divine worship and love of God. And it is this which will draw down grace and blessing upon ourselves, our loved ones, and even the whole world.

May 2

The Feast of St. Athanasius (Part 1 of 3)

For the Catholic remnant, struggling to remain faithful to the traditional teaching, discipline, and liturgy of the Church, the great St. Athanasius has become both an inspiration and a model in the fight for tradition and orthodoxy. Born in Egypt in 295 and dying in 373, this saint lived during the height of the Arian heresy, considered to be the greatest crisis ever to befall the Catholic Church. This heresy, which denied the divinity of Jesus Christ, was so widespread that the vast majority of the clergy were Arian heretics. As St. Jerome wrote: “The whole world groaned and was amazed to find itself Arian.” But strong in the true Catholic Faith that Jesus, the Word Incarnate, is truly God, a Divine Person, equal with the Eternal Father in all things, Athanasius courageously spent his whole life in defense of the truth, virtually alone. “Even if the whole world,” he said, “were to be become Arian, then it would be Athanasius against the world.” In spite of all danger, suffering, and threats, he stood unmoved against four Roman emperors, and was therefore banished five times. Indeed, he himself had to bear the lion’s share of the heretic’s insults, calumnies, and persecutions, living in constant peril of death. By his zeal for the truth, which he defended and explained by preaching and writing, he preserved for the Church, and therefore for us, the ancient Catholic Faith, whole and undefiled. Cardinal Newman described Athanasius as a “principal instrument, after the Apostles, by which the sacred truths of Christianity have been conveyed and secured to the world.” He is honored as one of the greatest Doctors of the Church and one the greatest defenders of the Faith in the entire history of the Church. But great as the Arian heresy was, it was perhaps not so great as the present crisis and apostasy afflicting the Church today, namely, that of modernism, false ecumenism, and liberalism. We should pray to St. Athanasius that he obtain for us the grace to remain strong and full of Faith in the present trials that are afflicting Christ’s Church. We owe so much to the labors and sufferings of this one man, who preserved for us the very foundations of our whole religion – the divinity of Jesus Christ. For this we must be grateful, both to God, and to St. Athanasius.

May 3

The Feast of St. Athanasius (Part 2 of 3)

The following letter, written by Athanasius to the remnant Faithful of his day, could almost have been written for our own encouragement in the present crisis in the Church: “May God console you! … What saddens you … is the fact that others have occupied the premises – but you have the Apostolic Faith. They can occupy our churches, but they are outside the truth Faith. You remain outside the places of worship, but the Faith dwells within you. Let us consider: what is more important, the place or the Faith? The truth Faith, obviously. Who has lost and who has won in the struggle – the one who keeps the premises or the one who keeps the Faith? True, the premises are good when the Apostolic Faith is preached there; they are holy if everything takes place there in a holy way. … You are the ones who are happy; you who remain within the Church by your Faith, who hold firmly to the foundations of the Faith which has come down to you from Apostolic Tradition. And if an execrable jealousy has tried to shake it on a number of occasions, it has not succeeded. They are the ones who have broken away from it in the present crisis. No one, ever, will prevail against your Faith, beloved brothers. … Thus, the more violently they try to occupy the places of worship, the more they separate themselves from the Church. They claim that they represent the Church; but in reality, they are the ones who are expelling themselves from it and going astray. Even if Catholics faithful to tradition are reduced to a handful, they are the ones who are the truth Church of Jesus Christ.”

May 4

The Feast of St. Athanasius (Part 3 of 3)


If, on the one hand, the story and example of St. Athanasius has inspired and strengthened many of the Faithful, it has also led others to imagine themselves to be other “Athanasiuses.” Roaming about the world, or surfing about the Internet, there are some who believe that they are on a special mission from God to convert the world by their preaching and writing. They act as though they are prophets, and infallible prophets at that. As if they alone understand and have the truth, they treat everyone else as heretics, destined for eternal perdition, who do not entirely accept their skewed understanding of theology, their particular cause and crusade – their twisted brand of Catholicism. Filled with the spirit of Athanasius, or so they think, they boldly exclaim, although perhaps not in so many words: “Even if the whole world were to reject my words, then it would be me against the whole heretic world!” And thus we have chaos and confusion, for each one claims to have the whole truth and nothing but the truth, and yet each has a different answer, each one condemning all others to hell. Will the real Athanasius, please stand up!  

Everyone, it seems, wants to imitate Athanasius in his apologetic preaching and writing, but few seem to want to imitate his holiness of life. If Athanasius was firm in the defense of the Faith, he was also meek and humble, pleasant and amiable in his relations with others. He was a man of deep prayer and personal penance. And it is this, the reformation of our own lives after the pattern of Christ, which will more effectively help to reform the lives of others. It is this which separates the true apostle, the true reformer, from the false. The true reformer starts out first to reform himself. He reads, not so much to become learned, but to nourish his own interior life, so that he may give to others the fruits of his contemplation. He studies, not so much to defend the Faith, as to first live the Faith, and then his living example spreads out to others. The false reformer, on the other hand, wants to impose his own ideas on everyone else, even though his own life is far from what it ought to be. He tends to be most hard on others, but quite soft on himself. It is rather easy to conquer and rule others, but not so easy to conquer and rule oneself. It is quite easy to argue and denounce an opponent, but it is not so easy to be patient, meek, and humble. It is extremely easy to be zealous about external activities of the Catholic apostolate, and yet forget the interior activity – the interior life – of the soul. “The most difficult task of all is the one that has to be undertaken within oneself, self-conquest,” says St. Teresa of Avila. “That living death is worth more for the salvation of souls than all the others put together.” Now, there is nothing wrong with wanting to uphold and propagate the truth, but there is something wrong if we think that our words, learning, or eloquence will convert the world. It has always been true that the soul which more perfectly reflects Christ will draw more souls to Him, for it is not what we say, but how we live. It is not so much the truths we possess that will convert others, but the truths which possess us. The preaching of an Athanasius, Francis, Dominic, or any other saint, would not have had such a powerful and fruitful effect on others if they were not so personally holy. The saints knew that the most effective defense of the Faith was their own uncompromising, personal, loving devotion to Jesus Christ. They knew that the greatest apologetic proof for the divinity of Christ was to live for Him so deeply, so fully, so intensely, that their life would not make sense unless Christ were truly God. What the Church needs most of all today is the bold, uncompromising expression of the life of Christ, namely, the sanctity of holy men and women. If we believe Christ to be God, then all He said is true, and we are fools if we do not follow Him as closely as possible and take seriously the interior life of the soul.

May 5
Convert The World By Converting Yourself First
Abbot John Chapman, O.S.B. (1865-1933)
“For one can probably – or rather certainly – do more to convert the world by keeping very close to God, and growing in union with Him, than by any outside work; though it seems difficult to believe sometimes. It is really best to preach a continual mission to oneself than an occasional one to others! And it is not selfishness for our own soul; for if God wants souls, He first wants mine from me, and until I have given it to Him entirely without any reserve, I have plenty to do for Him, without saving others’ souls.”
May 6
Parents’ Example: A Millstone or a Magnet?

“Parents often complain of their children’s want of obedience. These complaints would be far less frequent, were the conduct of the parents themselves more exemplary. How many parents you find whose conduct is far from inspiring their children with confidence, respect, and veneration towards them! How many parents destroy at home whatever good has been done by the priest and the teacher! How many parents are selfish, dishonest, devoid of all patience, meekness, and charity! They break the laws of abstinence, habitually neglect their prayers, holy Mass, the word of God, the reception of the Sacraments, the reading of good books and papers; and yet they expect their children to become models of virtue! Remember that you can reap only what you have sown.


“Often the father shows no love for his home or his family; and the mother shows no respect, no submission to the father. Such conduct causes the children to lose all reverence for their parents. It were better for such parents that a millstone were hung around their neck, and that they were drowned in the depths of the sea, than to scandalize their little ones. Remember that example is better than precept. You should conduct yourselves so that your children may be able to look up to you as models of virtue. Live in peace with your neighbor. Avoid quarrels and lawsuits. Go regularly to Mass and to confession with your children. Go with them to confession, at least once a month and on the principal festivals. Pray with them before and after meals. Your children should be convinced that there is no one in the world so industrious, so good, so upright, so worthy of their respect and confidence as their father and mother. Let your conduct be such as to win their esteem and confidence, and they will look upon you as their best friends, their most disinterested advisers. They will place all their confidence in you. They will entrust to you their most hidden secrets, and will readily ask your advice and usually follow it. Your children will then revere and cherish you. They will not undertake anything of real importance without first consulting you; and will make every sacrifice rather than displease you.” (Taken from The New Mission Book of the Congregation of the Most Holy Redeemer, 1902)

May 7
Counsels of Peace For A Married Couple … and For Everyone Else Too


“You must share in each other’s joys and sorrows. Crosses and trials are inseparable from every state of life. Before marriage you saw only each other’s good qualities. After marriage your defects cannot remain long concealed. You need therefore great meekness, kindness, and mutual forbearance. Be not jealous-minded. Avoid fault-finding, listen not to tale-bearers, no matter whence they come. Never use harsh or abusive words towards each other, especially in the presence of the children. They will thereby lose all respect for you. Be always kind and loving to each other. Gentleness is the best remedy against anger and ill-humor. ‘A mild answer,’ says Scripture, ‘breaketh wrath; but a harsh word stirreth up fury.’ If you have to admonish each other, do so gently and affectionately (and not in the presence of children). ‘One teaspoonful of honey,’ says St. Francis de Sales,’ catches more files than a hundred barrels of vinegar.’” (Taken from The New Mission Book of the Congregation of the Most Holy Redeemer, 1902)

May 8

May – The Month of Our Blessed Mother (Part 1 of 2)

Throughout the ages, the Church has always endeavored to keep Mary constantly before our minds. Why does the Church insist so strongly that we venerate her and be devoted to her? The reason is that God has given Mary a unique and essential role, although a role subordinate and dependent upon Christ, in the whole plan of the Incarnation, the Redemption, and the sanctification and salvation of souls. For she was to be the Mother of God, the “Co-redemptrix,” the Queen of Heaven and Earth, and the Mediatrix of all Graces. So that she might be worthy of, and perfectly fulfill, her role, her mission and office, God lavished upon her the greatest gifts and privileges of divine grace, raising her to the heights of holiness and union with Him. Thus, we are to venerate her because she deserves our veneration. We honor her because God has honored her and desires that we honor her also. We are to love and be devoted to her because Jesus Christ loves her and is devoted to her. As our Divine Redeemer chose to come to us through her, becoming Incarnate only through her consent, He desires that we go to Him through her mediation and intercession. 

Of course, Mary is not absolutely necessary to God. Being Infinite and Almighty, He is completely sufficient unto Himself and fully capable of doing anything He wants without the need of any person, thing, or creature whatsoever. Strictly speaking, He had, or has, no absolute need to use the Angels, the Apostles, the Bible, the Sacraments, etc., or even the Sacred Humanity of Our Lord Himself, for His Humanity, although belonging to a Divine Person, is a created human nature. All these are means, but they are means that God has chosen to use for our salvation, each in its own way and degree. We cannot reject them or ignore them as we please without suffering serious detriment to our soul’s sanctification, and possibly in certain cases, our very salvation. In this, as in other matters, we must conform ourselves, and be obedient, to His plan, His divine revelation – the Catholic Faith – and not try to invent our own religion. We must go to God in His way and on His terms. It has always been God’s way to use His creatures as means, as instruments, as channels, for the sanctification and salvation of souls. And therefore we cannot reject or bypass Mary with impunity. Devotion to Mary, in some degree and in one of its various forms, is not something that the true Christian can accept or reject willy-nilly. One who wishes to fully participate in God’s plan of Redemption and live the Christ-life fully, must acknowledge her God-given role, and revere, honor, venerate, and love her as Christ desires us to and as the Catholic Faith teaches us. 

May 9

May – The Month of Our Blessed Mother (Part 2 of 2)

The month of May is especially dedicated to the honor of Our Blessed Mother, Mary. During the remainder of this month, let us honestly re-examine, and earnestly try to increase, our devotion to her. As we have said before, Catholic dogma and theology lay the foundation for true Catholic morality and spirituality. Devotion not founded on dogma is questionable devotion, and this is particularly true of devotion to Our Lady. Now, in order to solidify and increase our devotion to Mary, we will especially try to emphasize during this month one of the most consoling truths of our Faith concerning Mary, from which flow all the manifold relations between her and us. Unless this basic truth is firmly grasped and consistently realized, there is danger that our devotion to Our Lady may degenerate into a vague and shallow sentimentality. It would lack the clear and precise notions that are needed to form the foundation for a solid and lasting devotion, and therefore, for the proper formation of a strong spiritual life. This supremely consoling truth is that of Mary’s Motherhood, that she is the Mother, not only of Christ, but of His whole Mystical Body, as well – the Whole Christ, Head and Members. Being the Mother of Christ in the natural order, she is the Mother of our souls in the supernatural order of divine grace. She is literally, not merely poetically, the Mother of the interior life of our soul. Even if we were to learn nothing else this May than to realize and appreciate this fact, we will have come a long way in laying the foundations for a solid, deep, and loving devotion towards our Blessed Mother. 

May 10

Mary, the Mother of God
All the mysteries of Our Lady’s life, all the titles by which we address her, all the privileges and prerogatives, which are hers, and all the supernatural influence she exerts, all of them flow from one great truth, that she is the Mother of God. Every honor or grace that is bestowed upon her is contained in this title. Since we are not able to comprehend the infinite greatness of God, we are not able to grasp the awesomeness of this unique privilege of the divine maternity of Mary. “God could make a bigger world or a wider sky, but He could not raise a pure creature higher than Mary, for the dignity of Mother of God is the highest dignity that can be conferred on a creature.” (St. Bonaventure) 

The key to understanding the mystery of Mary is to start by looking at her only-begotten Son, or we will not understand Our Lady’s greatness, her fundamental importance in Christianity, or her role in our own spiritual life. If we think little of Christ it is inevitable that we will think little of His Mother. The more highly we think of Him and adore His Divinity, the more highly we will think of, and venerate, Mary. “One who fears that a tribute to God’s most perfect creature might detract from the honor due to God Himself seems already unaware of the infinite distance that separates the human from the divine, the creature from the Creator… A correct notion of the divinity of Christ excludes the possibility that honor given to the Blessed Mother may be confused with the honor due her Son.” (Father McSorley) Those who object to calling her the Mother of God forget that a mother gives birth, not just to a human nature, but to a person. Now, the person that Mary gave birth to was a Divine Person, not a human person or a divine-human person, but the Second Person of the Blessed Trinity Himself. She and the Eternal Father share a mutual Son. And she could rightly say of the Second Person of the Holy Trinity what the Eternal Father said of Him: “Behold my beloved Son!” It can all be put in this simple logical syllogism: Mary is the Mother of Jesus. Jesus is God, Therefore, she is the Mother of God; not, of course, of the Divine Nature, but of a Divine Person. In his encyclical on Our Blessed Lady, Pope St. Pius X speaks with sadness “of those men, who, seduced by the wiles of Satan, or deceived by false doctrines, persuade themselves that they can dispense with the aid of the Virgin Mary. They err deplorably who, under pretext of honoring duly Jesus Christ, ignore His Mother. They fail to see that one does not draw near to the child without drawing near to the child’s mother.” 

May 11

“God’s Mother is My Mother”

Fr. Vassall-Philips, C.SS.R. (1857-1932)

“God, therefore, has given us His Mother to be our Mother, and to care for us with a mother’s love. The statement that Our Lady is our mother is not merely a poetic expression – something which is a figure of speech. It is a strict truth, belonging to the supernatural order – to that order which is far more real because more lasting. The Motherhood of Mary has its roots in time, but its promises are for eternity. We read in the life of St. Stanislaus Kostka that he would constantly repeat, with wonderful happiness, ‘Mater Dei, mater mei – God’s Mother is my mother’ – and we can, each of us, say the same.”

May 12

The Meaning Of The Spiritual Maternity of Mary (Part 1 of 2)
Fr. Emil Neubert, S.M.


“Even the least instructed among Catholics know that Mary is their Mother. Before he has heard the words Immaculate Conception, Virginity, Assumption, any child who can lisp a prayer knows that the Mother of Jesus is also his Mother. But exactly what does that name mean? A great number of Christians, even those devoted to the Blessed Virgin, have but an imperfect and narrow idea of it. Since Mary’s spiritual motherhood is the basis of our filial love toward her, this love itself can be only narrow and imperfect, if her motherhood is not clearly understood.


“Incomplete Ideas: 1) Metaphorical Motherhood. In the eyes of some, Mary is termed our Mother because she helps us and loves us as if she were our Mother. When applied to her, this tender name would indicate a motherhood as touching as one could desire, but still a merely figurative and not a real one. Others see in the name of mother an expression of the care Mary takes to nourish us and to raise us; she showers upon us so many spiritual favors to strengthen our supernatural life, to develop it, to preserve it from all danger; she even surrounds us with so many natural favors in health and in sickness, in all the circumstances of our life, that never has a real mother done as much for the most cherished of her children. And yet, is a woman who merely feeds a child, though it be with her own milk, really its mother? 2) Adoptive Motherhood. For others, Mary is our mother by adoption. At the moment when she was about to lose her only Son, Jesus gave her in His place the well-beloved disciple John, and, in the person of John, all His present and future disciples, saying to her: ‘Woman, behold thy son,’ and to John: ‘Behold, thy mother.’ At that moment Mary is supposed to have adopted as her children those whom her Son’s love entrusted to her, and to have treated them therefore as though she had actually borne them. It is true that the words of Jesus on the cross referred to Mary’s spiritual motherhood. But to see the basis of her spiritual maternity in this expression alone is to have a very superficial idea of that motherhood. For it would be something purely accidental, depending on a word which our Savior could have failed to pronounce; at any rate, something extrinsic to Mary and to us. An adoption is only a legal fiction – it gives to the adopted one the rights of a child, but cannot make him a true child; it confers on him exterior goods, but cannot make him receive his very nature from the father or mother who adopts him. But the spiritual motherhood of Mary is a reality much more intimate and true than a simply human adoption; it is a reality bound up with the whole mission, the entire raison d’etre of the Blessed Virgin.””

May 13

The Meaning Of The Spiritual Maternity of Mary (Part 2 of 2)
Fr. Emil Neubert, S.M.


“The True Meaning: Mary Transmits to us Supernatural Life. This spiritual motherhood means that Mary has given us supernatural life just as truly as our mothers have given us natural life. What our mothers do for our natural life, Mary does in the supernatural order, nourishing, protecting, increasing, and developing our life so as to bring it to maturity. We all understand the reality of natural life, for we see it, touch it, feel it, and perceive it in all our exterior and interior activities. It is identified, so to speak, with our ego, for we are conscious of our ego only to the extent that we know ourselves to be alive. It is the wonderful reality which is so dear to us that, if need be, we would sacrifice all our other earthly goods, fortune, pleasures, and ambitions, in order to save it. Parallel to this life, faith teaches us there is for the Christian another life, called supernatural or spiritual, or the state of grace. But as this life cannot be seen, or touched, or known directly, to many Christians it seems something vague, ethereal, indefinite; something rather negative – the absence of serious sin; or, if something positive, an external bond of friendship between the soul and God. And yet this supernatural life is a reality far superior to any other created reality, far superior even to this natural life which is so dear to us, for the martyrs have joyously sacrificed the latter for it, and we, too, must be ever ready to lose our natural life rather than lose the state of grace; this superiority is especially evident when we consider that the Son of God became incarnate and sacrificed His life to merit this life of grace for us.


“But what is this supernatural life, so imperceptible and yet so precious? It is nothing else than the very life of God, the life of Christ in us. By it, St. Peter tells us, we become ‘partakers of the divine nature.’ And St. Paul writes: ‘It is now no longer I that live, but Christ lives in me.’ And again: ‘For me to live is Christ.’ In another place he teaches us that we form one body with Jesus Christ who is our Head. Now, in a body, the same life animates the head and the members. Besides, even before Peter and Paul, Jesus Himself had taught His disciples: ‘I am the Vine, you are the branches. He who abides in Me, and I in him, he bears much fruit.’ The same sap circulates in the trunk and in the branches; the same life circulates in Christ and in His disciples. And this participation in the infinite life, the eternal life of God, is communicated to us by Mary.” 

May 14

What Our Mother Is To Us (Part 1 of 2)

Fr. Joseph Schryvers, C.SS.R. (1876-1945)

“By a mysterious disposition of Providence, Christ communicates no supernatural aid whatsoever to any man without the cooperation and the mediation of the Blessed Virgin. Beyond doubt, God, and God alone, is the source of all good in the natural order as well as in the supernatural. But He desires His goodness to be diffused in varied ways, by means of creatures. Thus He created the earthly mother. The principal source of all motherly goodness is God Himself; but He caused His own love to be reflected in a created heart, and He made a mother’s heart like a mirror where children might see at least, and at most, a faint reflection of His substantial love; made a mother’s heart like a reservoir whence the children might draw and taste the sweetness of unselfish love. He has acted thus, too, with regard to the Blessed Mother. He made the heart of that sublime creature the reservoir of all the graces which will one day be distributed to men, and He has commissioned her to make the distribution. Yes, beyond question, all graces come from Jesus; but without the consent, the desire, the prayer of the Blessed Virgin, no grace passes from His divine hands to the soul of the Christian. Jesus willed to be born only with her consent; He will not be born anew in any heart without that same consent. ‘It is and will always be true,’ says Bossuet in his third sermon for the feast of the Immaculate Conception, ‘that once having received through her the universal source of grace, we receive again through her mediation its various applications in all the different states that go to make up the Christian life. Her maternal charity, having contributed so greatly to our salvation in the mystery of the Incarnation, will always assist us in applying to our souls the benefits of the Incarnation.”
May 15

What Our Mother Is To Us (Part 2 of 2)


Fr. Joseph Schryvers, C.SS.R. (1876-1945)

“God really, and not only apparently, rules the world and distributes His favors through secondary causes; and those who have the honor of being chosen by God to scatter His kindnesses can, by an act of their free will, cause other creatures to benefit by or to be deprived of the aid which God has destined for them. Since the most holy Virgin has been constituted our Mother, that is to say, the Mediatrix of all graces, God makes the communication of all the aids which He destines for us depend upon her free will. He does not force her will any more than He forces the earthly mother to play the role of love He has assigned to her. Certainly, He has given to that divine Virgin a Mother’s heart, capable of loving all her children; but He does not compel and dictate to her love. He leaves a special predilection, or a particular vigilance and tenderness for certain of her children. And as the heart of the divine Mother is a human heart, the most perfect human heart after that of Christ, it preserves all the distinguishing qualities, emotions, and sympathies of the human heart. It is responsive to the attentions which her children show her; it permits itself to be softened by prayers and tears, it is moved at the sight of misfortune; it is powerless to resist a mark of affection; it is drawn by simplicity and humility of heart. And as God allows the Blessed Virgin to love and act freely, He will not thwart her in her work nor in her motherly affections; He will be good toward those she loves and for whom she prays; He will love especially those who are especially devoted to her.”
May 16

Our Spiritual Childhood and Mary’s Motherhood 
Fr. Edward Leen, C.S.Sp. (1885-1944)

“How greatly then, are we dependent on our good Mother. How essential to our happiness is her motherly care. Our dependence on Mary is perfectly illustrated by the dependence of a child on its mother; not the child who has seen the light of day, but the little infant yet unborn. The reason for the choice of this illustration is evident. The little infant is absolutely dependent on its mother. We too, whatever may be the degree of sanctity which we have reached, are completely dependent on Mary. At each moment Mary is essential to us. We can do nothing without grace, and it is through Mary, that every grace comes to us. We cannot, therefore, at any moment, no matter how holy we may be, be without Mary’s care. Her motherly care is ceaselessly active. We are the very infants of the most holy Virgin, and our lips ought to address her as ‘Mamma’ rather than Mother. This childlike title has nothing about it of the puerile or the affected. It shows in its own way, and perhaps in the fullest way, this incontestable truth – the fact of our littleness, of our utter dependence as infants and of Mary’s preparation by God that in her ceaseless solicitude as Mother, she might answer our need. This attitude of spiritual infancy towards our good Mother is not a pious excess, but it expresses simply our very real condition. It clarifies and makes easier our relations with God, Our Father. Led, so to speak, by the hand of Mary, we are brought with Jesus, and in Jesus, Our Brother, to the true home of the family of the Blessed Trinity.” 
May 17

Mary, the Co-Redemptrix


By now we should have begun to see how far-reaching and all-embracing is Mary’s Motherhood of our spiritual life. We have seen that she is the Mediatrix of all graces, that every grace that we receive, or have received, or will receive, comes through her maternal love and intercession. This alone should cause us to have the profoundest love and devotion towards her, and yet her role in our redemption and sanctification goes even deeper. Mary, whom the Fathers of the Church loved to address as the New Eve, intimately co-operated with the very act of Redemption itself – the Passion and Death of her Divine Son, the New Adam. She was not merely a spectator but took an active role in the offering of the atonement for the sins of mankind. As Pope Benedict XV wrote in 1920: “With her suffering and dying Son, Mary suffered almost to the point of death; she renounced her maternal rights over Him and, for the purpose of appeasing the Divine Justice inasmuch as it was dependent upon her, she offered up her Son so that it can truly be said of her that with her Son she ransomed mankind.” This is why she has been called the “Co-redemptrix.” Admittedly, this title is at first misleading, perhaps even a little shocking, but by it we are in no way putting her on an equal level with Jesus Christ, the Redeemer Whose Passion and Death adequately atoned for the sins of all men, meriting all grace and giving us the possibility of attaining the Beatific Vision of God in heaven. What we mean by “Co-redemptrix” is that all the graces that Christ merited for us in strict justice, she, in a lesser sense, truly merited for us by her own sufferings, prayers, and love. Every grace that is given to us we owe not only to her intercession, but to her compassion (her “co-passion”), her co-suffering with her Son. The difference between Christ’s merits and hers is that His merits make demands of the Father’s grace and mercy, whereas her merits make supplication to God for these graces. They are simply petitions, but eminently powerful petitions that have been infallibly heard, obtaining for us every grace. Christ’s merits acquired all grace, even every grace bestowed upon Our Lady, but her merits obtain from Him all these graces in order for them to be distributed and applied to the souls of all men. All this teaches us one very important truth in the spiritual life, namely, that each of Christ’s mystical members are called to be other “Christs,” other redeemers, other saviors, in their own way and in their own degree for the salvation of the world. We are all to unite our prayers and sufferings with our Lord’s Great Sacrifice. The Sacrifice of the Head is perfect, but there are still things wanting to His sacrifice in His Mystical Body that we must fill up. As St. Paul said: “I fill up those things that are wanting of the suffering of Christ, for the sake of His body, which is the Church.”
May 18

Mary, the Co-Redemptrix

Fr. Raoul Plus, S.J. (1882-1958)

“The Catholic Faith formally declares, according to Saint Paul, that there is one Mediator, Jesus Christ. To give foundation to its refusal to adhere to the Marian credo of the Catholics, the Protestant Reform argues that, by placing a mediatrix on a par with Christ and attributing to her the same efficacy of action, the Mediator is no longer unique and too much is accorded Our Lady. The Protestant Reform seriously misunderstands the doctrine. In the first place, although mediatrix, the Blessed Virgin was none the less redeemed herself. She exercises great power in obtaining the salvation of souls, but first she herself needed to be redeemed. Saint Paul is right: There is one Savior, one Redeemer. Mary has benefited as well as all have by the Redemption. She is different only in this: her redemption has been more sublime, as Pope Pius IX says in the Bull which defines the Immaculate Conception. It consisted in preserving her from every stain of sin from the very beginning of her existence. Being redeemed in the passive sense, as we all are, does not prevent Mary from becoming redemptrix in the active sense. To question Mary’s active role in the Redemption evidences a gross lack of understanding, since every baptized person, whoever he may be, has his share of responsibility in the salvation of the world. Each one of us, by the very fact that we are one with the Savior, cannot but be a savior with Him: a secondary savior, of course, but really and efficaciously a savior. This does not take away anything from the merits of Christ. Moreover, without detracting from His power, it makes His mercy marvelously resplendent. His own power is not diminished in any way; His own merits are merits of strict justice: they alone have efficacy capable of furnishing an adequate and complete compensation for the injury done to God by sin. Our Lord is willing, nevertheless, to call upon our collaboration under the triple from of exterior zeal, prayer, and sacrifice. The merits of these acts are not saving in strict justice; they are so only by divine complacence, because Our Lord wills to consider the multiple contributions of each one of His members and to use them for the salvation of souls. It follows then that if every Christian owes it to himself – if he would fully understand his vocation as a Christian – to be a redeemer with Christ, why should anyone be surprised that Mary, the creature blessed among all women and so closely united to Our Lord, is called upon to participate in the Redemption like us, only more splendidly and more efficaciously? No one likes the word co-redemptrix, it seems to indicate equal collaboration. That may be, but we may disregard the word itself – the reality alone is important. Nothing is easier to admit than the mediation of Mary in the salvation of the world, since God asks the least of us to be mediators.”
May 19

Something is Missing

St. Louis de Montfort has said that the reason why the Holy Ghost does not now do startling wonders in our souls is because He does not find there a sufficiently great union with His faithful and inseparable spouse, Mary. Without doubt, he would have said the same of our own day and, perhaps, even concerning many traditional Catholics who appear to be very devoted to her. On the surface of things it would seem that traditionalists in general have a very deep devotion to Our Lady, but how very deep is it really? Or, rather, how spiritual is it? If we made an honest, yet charitable, evaluation of the situation, we would be forced to admit that in too many traditionalist circles there is something, some quality, ingredient, element, or spirit that is sadly and tragically lacking. The absence of this ingredient not only unbalances and hollows out devotion to Our Lady herself, rendering much of our devotion to her fruitless, it also undermines and cheapens all other aspects of the Catholic life as well. What is so often missing is any real reference to the interior life of the soul, to a simple, practical, balanced Catholic spirituality. The shell, the outside, of Catholicism is presented, but rarely is the kernel, the inner life, of Catholicism spoken about, and thus, it is rarely ever known or deeply lived. 

So much is written, spoken, and circulated concerning Our Lady and yet the vast majority of this seems to be at best only about devotions – the thousand-and-one pious practices – rather than interior devotion, and at worst, it is limited to controversies, conspiracies, curiosities, and Catholic trivia. It is not uncommon to find one who can defend and expound Marian doctrines apologetically, spending hours in study and debate, and yet who cannot, apparently, speak three consecutive and meaningful statements about the interior life of the soul. This is likewise often the case with those who show an unbalanced regard, and in some cases, a pathological obsession, with the numerous Marian apparitions, visions, and private revelations. Of these there seems to be a never ending stream of articles and books and speeches, presenting, analyzing, hashing and re-hashing them, until the core of Our Lady’s message at Fatima, for example, becomes practically obscured in a tangled web of speculation and conspiracy. Whether these apparitions, etc., are considered authentic and are ecclesiastically approved, or whether it is the latest sighting of “Mary” on the side of a building, or inside a pancake, or in a chocolate bar, is beside the point at the moment. (However, those who tend to put too much emphasis on the former, that is, on authentic and orthodox apparitions such as Fatima, La Salette, etc., tend to be naively, and even dangerously, credulous about the latter and believe every vision, revelation, and Marian sighting that anyone claims to have received, no matter how wacky and heretical it appears to the rest of us.) The point is that all these things, whether authentic or spurious, are not of the essence of the Catholic Faith. The Faithful are not, strictly speaking, obliged to believe any of these private revelations and apparitions, not even Fatima, although it is wise and prudent to accept and take heed of Fatima since the Church has considered it authentic and orthodox. Nevertheless, all such things are accidentals, the fringe elements, the extras, of Catholicism, not the whole of it as some seem to make them out to be. Sometimes, indeed, such things edify and lead souls to God, yet only too often they merely pre-occupy us and distract us from the true purpose of life – prayer, penance, self-control, the sanctification of our daily life. 

May 20

Not in Words, But in Deed and in Truth

Catholics are all too often content with praising the glories of Mary, the Mother of our Divine Redeemer, by words only. But both she and her Divine Son would be much more pleased with us if our wonderful words were backed up by a holy and virtuous life, a life modeled upon theirs. While many like to honor Our Lady with rosaries, novenas, processions, songs, etc., they often fail to honor her in that way which brings her the greatest honor, the imitation of her interior dispositions and virtues. It is not uncommon to meet with those who are apparently very devoted to her, who perhaps even recite several rosaries a day, but who think nothing of frequently, and sometimes seriously, violating the virtue of fraternal charity by their backbiting, gossiping, rash judging, or rude behavior with others. Without doubt, these people would honor Our Lady far more by biting their own tongue and reforming their un-Mary-like behavior than by reciting a whole mountain of prayer formulas. As Fr. Hubert Van Zeller wrote: “It is not much good having a devotion to Mary if her example means nothing to you. Unless you aim at thinking as she thinks, at doing what you feel pretty sure she would do, at avoiding the evils which you know must displease her, you are not really serving her at all. True devotion to Mary is not stuffing your prayer-books with pictures of her, putting Madonna statues in every room, clinking a rosary as you come into church, building grottoes and shrines in the garden. True devotion to Mary is trying to love God as she does, trying to do for the world what she is doing. Outward devotions can help, and they may well be true signs of the real thing inside, but imitation of Mary is far more pleasing to God and to her than a truckload of pious objects.”

We must honor her not in words only, but in deed and in truth. It is not those who say “Mother, Mother,” who love Our Lady the most, or who obtain from her the greatest graces, but those who do her will. True love does not consist in always thinking or speaking of someone, and certainly not merely in shedding tears and getting all sentimental, but rather in willing and not willing the same things as the beloved. To love Mary, therefore, means far more than invoking and venerating her. It consists rather in showing her the greatest devotion and childlike reverence by willingly striving to do everything that is pleasing to her, and avoiding, to the best of ones ability, everything that is displeasing her, even at the cost of personal sacrifice and inconvenience. And we know very well what is pleasing and displeasing to her for it is the same as that which pleases and displeases her Divine Son. At Cana of Galilee she gave us her “commandment,” when she said: “Whatsoever He (Jesus) shall say to you, do ye.” “If you love Me,” Jesus said, “keep my commandments.” If we truly love Jesus and Mary we will strive to avoid all mortal sin, and even the least venial sin, and courageously struggle to overcome our bad habits, and be faithful to the duties of our state in life. And we can be assured that if we offer her our struggles, placing our sanctification under her protection, she will not fail to obtain for us the grace and the strength to keep picking ourselves up each day, even after an unfortunate but repented fall. The struggle for sanctity gives her the greatest honor, for we are becoming more and more like Jesus, her beloved Son.

May 21

Imperfect Devotion

If Our Lady is capable and only too willing to help us become saints, but there is little or no evidence of true fervor and holiness amongst us, it leaves us to wonder if perhaps we are not approaching her correctly. Perhaps too much stress has been laid on devotions rather than on devotion. We must not confuse the two and think that if we merely multiply our pious practices in her honor we are thereby more devoted to her. Sometimes less devotions, or rather a wise choice of them, will help us to have a greater interior devotion. It is not the quantity of prayers and pious practices that we must regard, but the quality of them, the interior devotion and love which we put into them. We must remember that all such devotions and pious practices are only means to an end – they must not become an end in themselves. Too much of even a good thing can be most detrimental to our spiritual progress. Also, we must understand that although devotion to Mary is vitally  important in our spiritual life, each of us manifests this devotion in different ways and to different degrees. In regard to devotion to Our Lady there is always the possibility that we have erroneous ideas concerning it, or are misguided in its practice. What applies to the spiritual life in general, especially with regard to prayer and spiritual progress, will also apply to devotion to our Lady. If we have faulty, shallow, or misguided notions of the spiritual life in general or of prayer, perhaps through no fault of our own, it will undoubtedly affect our devotion to our Blessed Mother, causing it to cramp and hinder our spiritual progress. It is very possible that our devotion to her may become somewhat mechanical, superficial, unbalanced, or even perhaps a little superstitious. It may even be cold, intermittent, or, God forbid, practically non-existent. In any case, there is always room for improvement, and let us not be so narrow minded as to imagine that there isn’t room. No matter what degree of devotion we have, or think we have, towards her, it can always be increased and deepened. It can always grow more sincere, more spiritual, more tender, more trusting, more childlike, more simple yet more profound, affecting more and more our entire view of life and our union with Jesus Christ, her Divine Son.
May 22

Devotion to Our Lady (Part 1 of 4)

Fr. E.J. Cuskelly, M.S.C.


“Marian devotion is an essential part of any true Christian piety or spirituality. Sometimes it is very much to the fore in certain ‘spiritualities.’ At first sight, this may seem an unlikely place to treat of such devotion. However, since we shall consider mainly progress in this devotion, the principles for progress in prayer in general apply to it and give the best norms for seeing how it should develop. As in the matter of prayer in general, it is common enough to hear people say that their devotion to Mary is not what it used to be, and they are wondering if they have true devotion to her. Here again, the general principle applies: If their devotion has progressed, it will not be what it used to be. Like all parts of Christian prayer and devotion, devotion to Our Lady will develop along the lines of simplicity, maturing from the more emotion-tinged, sensation-seeking, image-needing beginnings to a more personal and theological simplicity. 


“In our day much is being written on Mariology. Laurentin, in reviewing recent literature on the subject, says, in half-despairing fashion, that it has reached ‘almost pathological proportions.’ Influenced by the enthusiasts of the ‘Marian age,’ many repeat what has been called ‘that pious fiction, de Maria nunquam satis (concerning Mary there is never enough),’ and regard any question as to the value of much ‘Marian’ devotion as disloyalty to Our Lady. Such an attitude – that of not tolerating constructive criticism – is itself a sign of unbalanced devotion to Mary. For mature devotion can always regard itself calmly and reasonably. St. John of the Cross (and every theologian after him) pointed out that there are necessary imperfections in our devotion to God that must gradually be purified. From a too-human devotion we must rise to a more mature and spiritual one. If that be true of our devotion to God, it will be even more true of our devotion to Our Lady which, more easily still, is mixed with much that is merely human and natural. It is a field in which, since Mary is woman and mother, there can remain more of the infantile and the sentimental than in other fields of piety. Sometimes this is not adverted to – or is cloaked over with the facile phrase that ‘we are all Mary’s children.’ She is our Mother – true; and for that very reason she would want to see us grow up.”

May 23

Devotion to Our Lady (Part 2 of 4)

Fr. E.J. Cuskelly, M.S.C.


“The whole matter of progress in Marian devotion can be fairly adequately treated by considering three different aspects of it: The theological basis or core of all devotion to Mary. … There are the ‘extra-theological’ elements of devotion to Mary. Under this head I would class all those things which, while they can and should be connected with the theology of Mary in her relations with God and men, are yet not part of the deposit of faith, nor of the practice of faith, to which all Christians are bound. These would include: apparitions of Our Lady, miraculous medals, special titles, shrines and statues, scapulars, specially efficacious devotions, novenas, etc., and other Marian ‘devotions.’ Of this second class of elements in Marian devotion, it can be said that:


“Insofar as they are linked with the theological ‘core’ of devotion, helping us to a deeper understanding and living of it, they are good, useful, and – in varying measure for different people – necessary. If they are not so linked, then they bear the stamp of imperfection in devotion to Mary, and, at times, can be even worse than that. It must be remembered, too, that imperfection is always a necessity in human life and devotion. The more imperfect forms of prayer are not rejected just because they are less perfect. The prayer of beginners is necessarily less perfect than the prayer of the mature; but it would be wrong to try to get beginners to practice a more advanced form of prayer. So, too, with Marian devotion; it would be wrong to reject all ‘imperfect’ forms of such devotion. This would be a parallel to those art ‘purists’ who want to smash all plaster statues! Here, as in all popular devotion, a careful distinction must be made between outward popular expressions, which could not be used in a scientific work of theology, and the inner content which, though imperfectly expressed, is often true and most theological. However, it must be admitted that wrong attitudes, often bordering on superstition and ‘false messianism,’ can come into these things. Some people tend to attach more importance to the latest apparition or Marian revelation than to the deposit of faith. Others incline to regard Mary as being more merciful than Christ, obtaining favors from Him which His severer justice would not incline to give. Again, there is the tendency to regard one novena as more efficacious than another, Our Lady of Guadeloupe as more powerful than Our Lady of La Salette, etc. With regard to these special devotions, I think that the title The True Devotion is somewhat unfortunate. It is not uncommon to meet with people who have no attraction toward it. Yet, since it is called The True Devotion, many of them feel – wrongly, of course, but quite understandably – that they have not true devotion to Our Lady. But, fortunately, true devotion to Our Lady is wider than any particular form of spirituality in which it is practiced.”

May 24

Devotion to Our Lady (Part 3 of 4)

Fr. E.J. Cuskelly, M.S.C.


“Devotion to Mary in the subjective sense, as lived by the human person, is part of his prayer and spiritual life. This devotion should follow the universal law, maturing from the more human and more ‘emotional,’ to the more spiritual and simpler forms. The first will be the equivalent of the first stage in prayer – with the same characteristics and the same defects. It will be more ‘natural,’ dependent upon emotion, imagination, and feeling. It will delight to ‘weave patterns of thought’ about Our Lady, to think out all the implications of her privileges, her relations with God and with men. It will love to sing ‘the glories of Mary,’ to think over her relations with Christ at Bethlehem and Nazareth. There will often be a lot of sentimentality mixed with this – as is evidenced by Marian hymns: ‘Lovely lady dressed in blue…’ ‘O Mother, I could weep for mirth, joy fills my heart so fast,’ etc., with pleas to be taken under Mary’s mantle and shielded from all that can hurt or harm us: pleas which often hide a wish to be saved from facing up to the responsibilities of life with its realities of hardship and struggle and battle. Then comes the stage which parallels that of the night of the senses, and in Marian devotion, too, there will be the necessary transition stage – with its inherent worries about loss of devotion, because of loss of delight in these older things, less inclination to multiplication of practices, novenas, medals, and so forth. This is an entering into the phase of deeper and more mature devotion. In it we will come closer to Mary in the depths of our soul: in her cleaving to God in darkness, in the renunciation of all that as ‘natural’ in her relationship with Christ, a renunciation culminating in her standing beneath the Cross. We will come closer to her in charity – in the depth of our personal dedication to Christ and the Father’s will; closer to her in hope, trusting in God when our world is shattered about us, and our looking to God only for spiritual realities, not for human consolation. We will now learn more of her true dignity and glory. Our devotion will be more theological and more true.”

May 25

Devotion to Our Lady (Part 4 of 4)

Fr. E.J. Cuskelly, M.S.C.


“Our devotion to her will thus be more deeply personal: as the devotion of an adult toward the mother whose wisdom, self-sacrifice, and understanding he has come to appreciate over the years. It is precisely because it is more deeply personal, because it is a more supernatural contact with the Mother of God in faith and charity, that we can no longer, in praying to Our Lady, go through all the old reasoning and emotional reactions to truths about her. … Our seeking after further knowledge of Mary will not be so much a search for new truths about her, but rather an effort to penetrate more deeply into the supernatural realities of her relationship with Christ and the Body of Christ. And this – since it is supernatural – can come only from the light of God’s grace. Thus does our devotion grow more perfect, in its ontological reality and in its deeper personal level – simpler and more unified because more centrally contained in the simple reality of our union with God in Christ.


“Not infrequently, there comes a stage in which a person reacts against his earlier use of all the accidentals of devotion; he rejects many of his old practices in honor of Our Lady – novenas, kneeling before statues, medals, etc. (One of the main causes of this can be overzealous insistence by the devotees of Mary on the ‘value’ of these things.) Later, he may resume some or many of these practices, as the simple expression of his deeper, more theological devotion. But his devotion to Mary can never be ‘what it used to be.’ He is still ‘Mary’s child,’ but the child has become a man, and his devotion will have matured with him.”

May 26

Lord, Be With Us
Father Daniel Considine, S.J.

“We ought to go through the world holding God’s hand. There is much suffering that has to be gone through in this life, and it makes all the difference between pleasure and pain whether we have our hand in God’s or not. It will make a joy of even mortification. The Angel Gabriel said to our Lady, ‘The Lord is with thee.’ We ought to make the intention, every time we say the Hail Mary, of asking our Lord to be with us.” 

May 27

Pentecost

Today is the Feast of Pentecost. “Have I really prepared myself by prayer and recollection for the coming of the Holy Ghost into my own soul? Do I have a real devotion to this Divine Person? Is the Holy Spirit Someone real for me? Is He scarcely more than a name that I often repeat?” Our faith is so often weak and deficient concerning Who this Divine Person is, what He has done, and what He still does for our holiness and happiness. He is so often forgotten or ignored, if not entirely unknown, and we cannot love what we do not know. Ignorance of the Holy Ghost is indeed lamentable. Let us stir up in our hearts a great desire to know Him better so as to love Him more ardently and attain to close union with the Most Holy Trinity. If our aspirations rise higher than the mere avoidance of sin, if we are truly eager to taste the happiness of the union of the soul with God, we will find in the study of the Holy Spirit a powerful aid in our efforts to grow in intimacy with God. Prayer and recollection are amongst the best preparations for this fruitful understanding and appreciation of the Holy Ghost’s essential role in the sanctification of our souls. If we have been negligent in preparing for Pentecost, know that each new day can be its own mini-Pentecost because the Holy Ghost so earnestly desires to give Himself to us and to flood and penetrate our souls with the fire of His love. He may not come to us as He did the Apostles, visibly in the form of tongues of fire, but nonetheless, He will come to enlighten and guide us. In fact, if we are in the state of grace, He already dwells within us, there to be our greatest treasure and the source of light and strength.

“Come, Holy Ghost, fill the hearts of Thy faithful, and kindle in them the fire of Thy love.”

May 28

The Indwelling of the Holy Ghost (Part 1 of 2)

Archbishop James Leen, C.S.Sp.

“The following avowal is found in the life of St. Teresa as written by herself. ‘At the outset,’ she says, ‘I was not aware that God is, in very truth, in all creatures. It appeared to me that such an intimate presence was unthinkable. But, on the other hand, it was utterly impossible for me not to believe that He was there in my inmost being. The (experimental) proof of His presence imposed conviction on me. I was told by persons, who were but poorly enlightened, that He was in the soul only inasmuch as sanctifying grace was there. They could not persuade me that this was so, for I repeat, it was clear to me that He was present within me in person. This conflict between what I experienced and what I was told, caused me great distress. This endured until a learned Dominican set all my fears at rest and dispelled all my doubts. He informed me that God was truly within me and unfolded to me the mode of this presence. His explanation brought me immense consolation.’ This ignorance of the special, real and substantial presence of God in the soul when in the state of grace, to which the great saint of Avila makes allusion is only too common amongst the faithful. And yet, this union with God, which results from the indwelling of His Holy Spirit in us, is the unique object of our existence. It is for this alone that we have been created and have been redeemed. No other purpose whatever can be assigned to our life’s effort. It is much to be regretted, then, that ideas about this central, pivotal dogma – the dogma upon which the whole supernatural system turns and from which that system draws meaning and coherence – are so vague. Is it not because of this vagueness that much genuine spiritual effort resembles the movements of a noble ship tossing about, rudderless and without direction on the bosom of the waters? There is a good deal of movement but nothing that can be called progress.


“Speaking generally, it is more or less assumed that when a preacher asserts that the Holy Spirit ‘takes up His dwelling in,’ or ‘inhabits’ the human soul, he is using a picturesque and perhaps, apt figure of speech – but yet, merely a figure of speech. It is of logical necessity that a theory and practice of perfection raised on this assumption should suffer from inherent complexity. The variety of ‘methods’ of spirituality is, to some extent, a proof of this. It is supposed that there are ‘distinct’ schools of spirituality – Carmelite, Franciscan, Dominican, Jesuit, and so on. That there should be a certain variety in the ways in which souls of diverse temperaments make their approach to God stands to reason. But if the unity that underlies this variety is not made clear and if, what is worse still, the diversity of schools is stressed and if, in consequence, it is thought that there are different kinds of spiritual life, there is serious risk that what is achieved through methods conceived in this way will not be a real spiritual life at all. The method, from being but a means, can come to be taken as an end.” 

May 29
The Indwelling of the Holy Ghost (Part 2 of 2)

Archbishop James Leen, C.S.Sp.

“A too sedulous analysis of self rarely discloses God. It is a vice in method to aim at discovering the Lord of light in the darkness of ourselves, instead of aiming at discovering ourselves in the brightness that envelops the Lord of glory. The early Christians never made this mistake. Their spiritual gaze, from the very start, was educated to fix itself on God. Their regard was outward and upward before it was turned inward and earthward. The dogma of the indwelling of the Holy Spirit in their souls was the mental food on which they nourished themselves and developed their spirituality. Their minds were fully penetrated with this most consoling and elevating truth of the Faith; they had received it directly from the lips of the apostles, or from men of the apostolic age, and they proclaimed it proudly before their judges and executioners. This truth was their strength before the tribunals and their consolation in their torments. … Example after example could be cited to show how deeply penetrated with this doctrine of the divine indwelling was the early Christian conscience. This was because they studied Holy Scripture so assiduously. The Sacred Books abound in statements that bear witness to this dogma of Faith. In the epistles of Saint Paul, especially, references are frequent to the ‘Donation,’ or the ‘Mission’ of the Divine Persons to souls in the state of grace. In this he but follows the tradition handed down by the Evangelists. On the eve of His departure from the scenes of His mortal life, our Savior, seeking to comfort His apostles, promised He would send them the Paraclete, to supply for His loss. ‘I tell you the truth,’ He said, ‘it is expedient to you that I go, for if I go not, the Paraclete will not come to you, but if I go, I will send Him to you. … If any man love Me, he will keep My word, and My Father will love him, and We will come to him, and will make Our abode with him.’

“According to St. Paul’s teaching, the Holy Spirit dwells in us to communicate to us the aptitude of loving God with the love of friendship. He abides there to encourage us to preserve the fair treasure of grace. He makes of our spirit a temple, a holy sanctuary, which cannot be violated without incurring the anger of God. He is given to us on earth as the pledge of the glory that is held out to us. He is in us as the principle of our glorious resurrection. It would be useless to multiply quotations from Scripture and from the writings of the great Christian teachers. From the testimony of the Sacred Writers and from the statements of the saints, it is impossible not to draw the conclusion that no doubt can be entertained as to a special, real, and substantial presence of God in the souls of those who are in grace.”

May 30

Intimacy With God Dwelling Within
Fr. Paul De Jaegher, S.J.

“The ecstatic love of God is revealed especially in the twofold gift which comprises on the one hand the Incarnation and the Holy Eucharist, and on the other the presence of God in the soul which is sanctified and deified. The first gift, which is more tangible, is relatively well known and appreciated by the faithful; the second is all but non-existent so far as they are concerned. And who is responsible for this? Those apparently who should have fathomed, relished, and have given expression in their lives to these magnificent truths, and then have striven with enthusiasm to make them known to the faithful. Yet how much has been lost to the spiritual life by this neglect! What an uplift beyond the trivialities of this present life would be provided by the consciousness that we are no longer simply children of men but sons of God by adoption! How contemptible would appear the petty things of earth in the light of the knowledge that we are naturalized children of God and, so to speak, transformed into His Being! Above all, how it would transform the lives of innumerable Christians, and even of priests and religious, were they only to realize this sublime truth: ‘God is the Divine Guest of my soul, dwelling there day and night, desirous of receiving the unceasing homage of my intimate friendship and love’

“What greater incentive to the practice of the interior life and recollection is there than such considerations, if we but made them pass into our lives! In comparison with them how weak and ineffectual are the many other motives so often put forward to urge us on in the spiritual life. The advantages of a life of recollection are praised, the dangers of dissipation are detailed, perhaps even some mention is made of a God everywhere present, Who beholds our most secret thoughts, but we forget the God Who in His infinite love deigns to stand in need of our friendship and Who, in order the more easily to secure it, gives Himself to us in the intimacy of our souls, and makes of  them His heaven – His living tabernacles. Not enough stress is laid on the fact that, though we cannot, whenever we wish, enjoy the company of the God-Man on our altars, it is, however, possible for us to withdraw, like St. Catherine of Siena, into ourselves to commune with the God of our hearts. We believe that no consideration would be more conducive than this to a life of unceasing prayer and continuous converse with God. Is not the love of interior recollection and familiar intercourse with God a special characteristic of interior souls? If they have great devotion to Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament, they are equally devoted to Jesus the Eternal Word, the guest and life of their soul. The eighth chapter of the second book of the Imitation of Christ shows this very clearly. But it is regrettable that, on account of the silence maintained on the dogma of the abiding Presence within us, many souls take so long to attain to this very excellent practice of the devotion to God, the guest of our heart, while others never arrive so far in all their spiritual life.”

May 31

Our Lady of the Broom, the Pot, and the Washtub
It is a mark of weak supernatural faith to fail to see the spiritual in the ordinary events of life. This is evident in the common tendency amongst the faithful to imagine the hidden life of Mary, or of the entire Holy Family, as filled with extraordinary or miraculous occurrences. They like to think of Mary as lost in ecstasy and unapproachable in her inaccessible greatness, far removed from our lives. But it requires greater faith to believe and understand the hidden workings of divine grace in doing ordinary actions extraordinarily well. We tend to view the life of Mary through the sunset of the past, making it colorful and picturesque. Just because Our Blessed Mother lived on earth so many centuries ago, should not cause us to forget that she did live here. It is bad enough that time itself tends to glamorize people and events of long ago. Hers was not a life lived on a pedestal, very pretty but also very idle. We must see her real life. She was not spared the toil of household duties or such trials and difficulties of daily life as each of us encounters. “What does me good when I think of the Holy Family,” writes St. Therese, “is to imagine them as leading a very ordinary life…Everything in their life was just like ours.” Mary was like to us in all things except sin. Her life was just a run of routine days, monotonous months, commonplace years. It was between the fireplace and the well, between the loom and the broom that Our Lady passed her relatively uneventful life. Let us remember that she lived at a time when there were no electrical appliances to make household work easier. She is the Madonna of the Broom, the Pot, and the Washtub. “When the Angel Gabriel came to Our Lady, I am quite sure he found her on her knees (she would not be dressed up as she is in the pictures, in brocaded silk), but whether she was praying or scrubbing the floor I have not made up my theological mind” so wrote the holy Dominican, Father Vincent McNabb. But we can be sure that she was doing both, praying and working. For her, work was not a living, it was a loving – the loving of God with all of her strength.

June 1

Life In Mary (Part 1 of 2)
Fr. M. Philipon, O.P.

“Since Mary is our Mother, we ought to go to her with the heart of a child. No need, here, of precise formula or complicated method. The more simple one’s spiritual life, the more divine it is. Unhappily, this is not always so well understood as it ought to be. It is not unusual to find certain individuals who are greatly distressed because they cannot feel their devotion to the Blessed Mother. And so they are driven almost to despair, thinking themselves lacking in love. All this fret and worry is unnecessary, to say the least. Such individuals should stop being worried. Let them rest assured that devotion need not be felt. The ways of God are infinitely varied. Every soul must follow, freely and in all earnestness, the form of devotion that nature and temperament impose. Our particular form of intimate affection for Mary should be mirrored in, and be expressive of, our personality. In the saints, the veneration of Mary always reflects the basic features of their spirituality. Nevertheless, after all is said and done, there remain two great providential laws in the economy of salvation, and in order to advance on the way to divine union all Christian souls must conform to them. In the first place, our spiritual life must be centered in Christ; but, and this is the second point, it will be more perfect in proportion as it develops and grows under the influence of Mary. This does not mean just mumbling a few quick prayers every day. Indeed not. Our recourse to Mary has to come from the heart, and it has to be regular and persistent. In times of great decision or difficulty it is natural enough for us to look to Mary, but we ought to bring her our joys and expectations as well as our sorrows and adversities. Then, if we have confidence in her, prayer to Mary will obtain all things. She is at all times our Mother, from the cradle to the grave – and beyond. At the beginning of life, on the day of baptism, it was she who conveyed to each of us the title of child of God; at the end of life, it is she who will open to us the gates of heaven. …


“Yet Mary is not an end in herself, but a means of coming to Christ. She is, however, the best and quickest means of coming to Him and, through Him, to the Blessed Trinity; for it is in the Trinity that all is made perfect in the unity of the Father and the Son together with the Spirit proceeding from Both. Instead of being an obstacle, Mary is in fact the most direct way to Christ and, through Him, to the Father. She is, in a manner of speaking, the short-cut to the Blessed Trinity. In many things in life, it is each to his own taste. Within limits this also applies in choosing our particular form of devotion to Mary. Each one should feel free to follow the way he prefers.” 

June 2

Life In Mary (Part 2 of 2)
Fr. M. Philipon, O.P.

“Let us recall briefly where Mary stands in the eternal plan of God. As we have seen, God the Father, loving us with His eternal love, took mercy on sinful man and decreed to send His Son so that we might share in His own life. Such being God’s will, it was necessary to provide a mother for His Son become flesh. God chose Mary. Not only men, however, but also the angels were called to become intimate members of the family of the three divine Persons, to be made perfect in the same unity with the Father, the Son, and the Spirit of Love. This final consummation in the Trinity is the whole end and purpose of the creation of the world and of the mysteries of salvation. From the point of view of mankind, God created the whole universe of spiritual and material beings, and then sent His only Son into the world for no other reason than to lead us to the intuitive contemplation of the inmost life of the Blessed Trinity. This, too, is the ultimate purpose of the mystery of Mary, namely, to establish souls in the life of the Trinity. God the Father, who has made us His children, wants us to be conformed to the image of His only-begotten Son and to be vivified by His own Spirit of Love. But for God’s family of adoption, even as for His Son, the Word Incarnate, a mother was necessary. To be our mother, God gave us the Mother of His own Son. Therein lies the substance of Mary’s role. Without her we should be orphans; divine Wisdom knew it. Hence the reason why, in the present order of providence, all who are children of God are, like Jesus Himself, sons of Mary as well. Hence, also, why no one can have God for a Father who does not have Mary for a Mother.


“On the morning of the Resurrection Jesus Himself, having reconciled us with God, was pleased to declare how much He regarded us as His brothers. Appearing to Mary Magdalene, He admonished her, ‘Go to My brethren and say to them, ‘I ascend to My Father and your Father, to My God and your God.’ And the Apostle John, to whom Jesus entrusted His Mother at the foot of the Cross, does not hesitate to say that on earth it is impossible for us to realize how much God has loved us, ‘that we should be called children of God; and such we are.’ There will come a day, however, when we shall see and understand, and when all shadows and obscurities will be removed; when, in other words, ‘we shall see Him just as He is.’ On that day, when the sun will have set to rise no more and all men are gathered together for the last judgment, the unbelieving and sinful nations, seeing Him whom they pierced, will tremble in terror. Then, He who was crucified on Golgotha will appear in all His majesty. And as He turns to the elect, we shall hear the same voice that was heard on Calvary, saying to us, not in the tragic tone of one in agony, but in the triumphant tone of the Savior of the world: ‘Blessed of My Father, see and behold your Mother!’ In that instant, Son that He is, He will honor His Mother finally and forever. He will reveal to us, in the full light of eternity, a woman shining with beauty and glory, her golden crown set in brilliant stars, the woman whom by her character and countenance we, together with Him, shall recognize as our true, our common Mother.”

June 3

Feast of the Most Holy Trinity

With never-ending astonishment and intoxicating bliss, the angels and blessed souls in Heaven eternally contemplate face to Face this awesome reality of One God in Three Divine Persons. It is the mystery of mysteries, which infinitely transcends our feeble minds. The interior life of the most Blessed Trinity is something which baffles language and thought. Like all the mysteries of our holy Catholic Faith, we are not asked to fully comprehend it but only to believe it firmly, submitting our minds and hearts in all humility, reverence, adoration and love. Ordinary common sense should tell us that the tiny thimble of our mind can only hold a tiny amount of the water of Truth and not the whole ocean of Truth. 

Yet, although we cannot probe the depths of the limitless ocean of the divinity, the mystery of the Holy Trinity has not been revealed to us by Jesus Christ merely to be shelved as an enigma of no practical importance to our spiritual life. Just because we cannot entirely comprehend the mystery, does not mean that we should cease contemplating it. Just because we cannot drink the whole ocean of Truth, does not mean that we should not try to fill the tiny thimble of our mind with all of the water of Truth that we can. For it is to know and love the Holy Trinity that angels and men were created; to know and love through the obscure light of divine faith here on earth, and in heaven, to know and love face to Face in the Beatific Vision. If God has revealed to His human friends the intimate secrets of His inner life, secrets that only He could know, it was in order to incite us to love and adoration. Without this revelation God would appear to us as a distant and lonely Being, without a family or social life and far removed from our lives. Even in this life we should rejoice in the sublime perfections of the Triune God, and in the countless graces and benefits that we owe to the Blessed Trinity. As God is the fountainhead and last aim of all things, our sole and highest good, so He must be for us the center of all our desires, all our endeavors, all our hopes, and all our love.

June 4

The Mystery of the Most Holy Trinity


With the deepest reverence and humility, and guided by traditional Catholic theology, let us penetrate into the sanctuary of the Divinity to catch a glimpse of the interior life of God Himself! God is infinitely and supremely alive! God does not have life, He is Life Itself. The highest kind of life is spiritual or interior activity, that is, the activity of the mind in knowing and the activity of the will in loving; to know and to love, therefore, is the expression of the inner life of God. From all eternity, God’s mind is infinitely active. God the Father, the First Person of the Blessed Trinity, knows and contemplates Himself and all His infinite and boundless perfections, and through the process of knowing Himself, there is conceived in His Divine Mind one single and continuous Thought. This Thought is the perfect Idea or Image of God, the exact reproduction of ravishing beauty of all that God is. We call that Divine Idea the Word of God. But to be an adequate expression of God, this Word must Itself possess the Divine Nature in all its fullness and perfection; nothing short of God could adequately express God. The Eternal Father eternally generates this Word, to Whom He communicates His nature, His life and all His perfections. This divine generation is eternal. It does not begin; it does not end; it always is. Indeed, this Word is so perfect that It is a real Person, a Divine Person, like the Father Himself, infinitely alive, for in God there can be no imperfection. Behold, the Second Person of the Blessed Trinity, begotten from all eternity: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” He is called the Son of God, the Word of God, the Splendor of His glory, His only begotten Son. And the Father and Son, gazing upon Each Other’s infinite loveliness and perfection, are drawn towards Each Other’s limitless attraction in a mighty surge of “spiritual emotion” as it were – a sigh of infinite love and satisfaction in the presence and possession of what is supremely good and lovable. They see Each Other and They love Each Other. And into this movement of love is poured all God’s energy, all His Reality, all His power of loving – all His divinity. They love Each Other so perfectly and completely that Their mutual Act of Love is equal to Them in all things, possessing all of Their divine perfections, sharing with Them the one Divine Nature. Their love expresses itself as we do in some ineffable moments by that which indicates that we have given everything; namely, a sigh or a breath – and that is why the Third Person of the Holy Trinity is called the Holy Spirit (spiritus, that is, breath). He is the Eternal, Everlasting, Subsistent, and Unchanging bond of loving Union between the Father and the Son. He is Love Itself. He is Love Personified. He is the Holy Spirit, or in old English, the Holy Ghost. And all Three Divine Persons, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, possess equally the one and undivided Divine Nature, and all Three live in the most complete union and perfect intimacy. The interior life of God is one of inexpressible joy. God is pure and infinite Happiness. Our own spiritual life, on earth as well as in Heaven, is meant to be a participation of this interior life of knowing and loving the Most Blessed Trinity with all of our minds and hearts.


June 5
Consecration to the Blessed Trinity

Abbot Columba Marmion, O.S.B. (1858-1923)


“Eternal Father, prostrate in humble adoration at Thy feet, we consecrate our whole being to the glory of Thy Son Jesus, the Word Incarnate. Thou hast established Him as King of our souls; submit to Him our souls, our hearts, our bodies, and may nothing within us move without His order, without His inspiration. Grant that united to Him we may be born to Thy bosom and consumed in the unity of Thy love. O Jesus, unite us to Thee, in Thy life all holy, entirely consecrated to Thy Father and to souls. Be Thou our justice, our holiness, our redemption, our all. Sanctify us in truth! O Holy Ghost, love of the Father and the Son, dwell like a burning furnace of love in the center of our hearts. Bear our thoughts, affections, and actions, like ardent flames, continually heavenwards into the bosom of the Father. May our whole life be a Gloria Patri, et Filio, et Spiritui Sancto.”
June 6
The Holy Trinity Within the Soul

St. John of the Cross (1542-1591)


“The Word, together with the Father and the Holy Spirit, is hidden essentially in the innermost center of the soul. Wherefore, the soul that would find Him through the union of love must go forth and hide itself from all created things according to the will and enter within itself in deepest recollection, communing there with God in intimate and affectionate fellowship, esteeming all that is in the world as though it were not. Hence St. Augustine, speaking with God in the Soliloquies, said: ‘I found Thee not, O Lord, without, because I erred in seeking thee without when Thou wert within.’ He is, then, hidden within the soul, and there the good contemplative must seek Him.”
June 7
The Great Someone

Fr. Raoul Plus, S.J.

“How many times have we not heard Christian souls express the longing to live in intimacy with God, to have with Him more than simple, formal, and semi-official relations limited to occasional acts of devotion observed more to fulfill a command than to respond to a real need of love! Often one asks: ‘What can I do to attain to this intimacy? What is the basis of a life of true union with God?’ Blessed are you if you desire divine intimacy! No grace could be more precious for you than this yearning to leave off formalism in order to live intensely our magnificent religion. Never to drive God from one’s soul by grave sin is an essential but a negative task. The true Christian will wish to do more. Having sounded the depths of the gift of God, he sees that it consists not only in the presence of a certain something in his soul, and in the super-elevation of his powers of knowing and loving, but in the intimate presence of Someone, the Great Someone, of the Holy Trinity Itself. From this conviction he will advance to the realization that the logic of love requires him to cultivate this Divine Presence, to honor It, to make the most of It, to surround It with a positive devotion. If among the best Christians many lack an interior spirit, it is because they do not sufficiently fathom the mystery of the Divine Indwelling. They lack faith and motivation.”
June 8
“Heaven is God, and God is in my Soul”

Sister Elizabeth of the Holy Trinity (1880-1906)


“Let us live with God as with a Friend. Let us make our faith a living thing, so as to remain in communion with Him through everything. That is how saints are made. We carry our heaven within us, since He Who completely satisfies every longing of the glorified souls, in the light of the Beatific Vision, is giving Himself to us in faith and mystery. It is the same thing. It seems to me that I have found my heaven on earth, since heaven is God and God is in my soul. The day I understood that, everything became clear to me and I wish I could whisper this secret to those I love in order that they also might cling closely to God through everything, and that Christ’s prayer might be fulfilled: ‘Father…that they may be made perfect in one.’”
June 9

The Forgotten Three


It is amazing that for the majority of us, the central mystery of our holy religion – the mystery of the Most Holy Trinity – means practically nothing. It is, of course, something we profess to believe, and do sincerely believe, as best we can. But other than this, we rarely ever give it a thought. We live almost totally unconcerned and uninterested in regard to God’s greatest revelation about Himself. God reveals to us that in the Divinity there are Three Divine Persons in one Divine Nature, and we say, “That’s neat.” And then we proceed to think about other matters: what’s for dinner, or what’s on television, or about such religious subjects as the crisis in the Church, this or that apparition, or even about next week’s confession. Some of these things, especially the religious matters, may be vitally important things, but compared with God Himself – they are as nothing. And the Holy Trinity is God Himself. Now, there is nothing wrong with thinking about such things, whether secular or religious, since we have to live and work, but we must not get so wrapped up in them, or anything for that matter, that we lose sight of God Himself. We must not place more importance on the passing things of time, or on religious extras, or even on the necessary religious means of sanctification, in such a way that we lose sight of the end and purpose of our existence and sanctification – intimate union with the Triune God.


We all want to get to heaven, and that means spending all eternity with the Holy Trinity, but we consider it almost a penance to spend more than a minute here below contemplating the same mystery. We expect that heaven – the vision and possession of God as He is in Himself – will be an experience of unutterable bliss and happiness, and it will be, but it is a curious fact that we derive practically no consolation, no joy and happiness, in contemplating the same mystery here below. Of course, we are not saying that all need to become highfalutin, hair-splitting theologians in order to contemplate this mystery, but simply devoted Catholics in love with the Triune God, ever desirous of greater intimacy with the Blessed Trinity. Never to think about this mystery shows a certain kind of insensitiveness and coldness to the love of God. God revealed this doctrine because He not only wants to be served by us, but to be known and loved by us for Who and What He really is. In this mystery God reveals to us the profoundest secret of His own interior life: that within the Godhead there is an infinite activity that is eternally going on, a life of infinite knowledge and infinite love. It is a mark of truest love to want to be intimately known. He need not have told us this secret, but such is the way with all who are in love; they want to share. But perhaps what is even a bigger secret, at least for us, is that God desires to share with us His own interior life of infinite happiness and joy for all eternity.
June 10

The Blessed Sacrament (Part 1 of 2)

Our holy faith teaches us, and thus to be Catholic we are bound to believe, that after the priest at Mass has consecrated the host it is no longer bread, but Jesus Christ Himself. By virtue of the words of consecration the bread is transformed, changed, transubstantiated into the Body of Christ. And similarly, by virtue of the sacred words of consecration for the wine, the wine is changed into the Blood of Christ. Of the bread and wine, only the accidents, that is, the outward appearance, shape, smell, taste, etc. remain; inwardly, their very substances have been miraculously changed into Christ. But we must not think that in the Host, only His Body is present, or in the Chalice, only His Blood, for Christ is not dead but alive and one – wherever His Body or His Blood are, He is there whole and entire: Body, Blood, Soul, and Divinity. And wherever either of these consecrated elements are placed, there Christ is, really and truly. (Hence the reason communion under only one kind, namely, that of the host, is necessary.) At Mass, the separate consecration of the bread and wine into the Body and Blood of Christ signify a mystical separation of His Most Precious Blood from His Sacred Body – a mystical death. It is the real, yet un-bloody, re-enactment of the great sacrifice of Jesus Christ on Calvary. Although this re-offering and re-presentation of Christ’s sacrifice is most real and efficacious, it is only a mystical death, for Christ is now and forever gloriously risen from dead, incapable of suffering or death.


These fundamental truths lead us to the practical point for our spiritual life which we wish to present today, namely, that the Blessed Sacrament is not just a holy thing, dead and inactive, but a Divine Person – the gloriously Risen Christ, Who is living, conscious, and fully aware of what we are doing and thinking. The Blessed Sacrament does not somehow symbolically represent Jesus Christ, It is Jesus Christ Himself, the Living Bread Who has come down from heaven. We must never forget this. Of course we would never deny these truths in so many words, but we often do so in one way or another by the way we act and think in the presence of the Blessed Sacrament. Some of us are guilty of this by defect, and sometimes by excess; by defect, by being irreverent, indifferent, careless, or perhaps, which God forbid, even by making sacrilegious communions. But even if we are not guilty of serious sins in this regard, many of us still are rather cold and unmindful that we are in the presence of a Divine Person, Jesus Christ, not in the far off heavens, but right before us. For example, we genuflect so often out of routine, and often in hurried, slipshod way, but rarely do we genuflect with conscious devotion, as a personal act of love and reverence for a very personal God right before us. We forget that the Blessed Sacrament is a Person – our loving Savior, living amongst us. “There hath stood one in the midst of you, whom you know not.” 

June 11
The Blessed Sacrament (Part 2 of 2)

Although it may sound contradictory, sometimes we fail to truly reverence Christ in the Blessed Sacrament by being too reverent. In this sense, we often treat the Blessed Sacrament more like a holy thing, rather than a living Person. What we mean is that it is very easy for traditional Catholics to become so concerned about outward reverence, honor, and pomp, that we become unmindful of the fact that Jesus Christ, present in the Blessed Sacrament, desires loving intimacy with us, even more than reverence and worship. It is possible to become so reverently scared of the Blessed Sacrament that we fail to draw spiritually close to Him. We sometimes act as if, under the sacramental veils, there is hidden a dread Lord ready to strike us down and punish us for the least “irreverent” movement or thought, instead of our beloved and merciful Savior, Who desires above all that we approach Him with childlike confidence and love. Indeed, we must be always truly reverent, but we must not be cold and distant. It is not so much the “bells and smells” that give honor and glory to Jesus, not so much the music and incense (although outward devotion is certainly good), but the interior devotion of our hearts; a personal devotion to a personal God, a loving devotion to the God of Love in the Sacrament of Love. In this glorious Sacrament, Jesus Christ is present as on a throne of love and mercy, ever desirous of dispensing grace abundantly to all who come to Him with open hearts. However, we so often stand on ceremony and get so wrapped up in formulas that we fail to truly open our hearts to Him. We so often forget that the Blessed Sacrament is truly a Person – our loving Savior.

June 12
Assisting at Mass

There are millions of ways and methods of assisting at Mass and making our thanksgiving after Holy Communion, but the principle that we should always keep in mind is that we should use only that which truly helps us to raise our minds and hearts to God, and not be afraid or feel guilty about dropping what simply doesn’t help us. This is especially the case when we find that our method is spiritually cramping, and of little help in stirring interior recollection and devotion within us. The old principle of Abbot Chapman should be applied here, as in other areas of our prayer life: pray as you can, and do not try to pray as you can’t. As in all matters of prayer, we must not let ourselves become so enslaved to one method and means, or to this or that formula, that we can’t live without them. There are those who have become so dependent upon a Missal, for example, that they could not intelligently, with attention and devotion, attend a Mass without one. And when they use one they become glued to the text of the Missal, never raising their eyes to see what is happening at the altar, never closing their eyes in private interior prayer, almost fearful of missing a prayer or even a word, lest by so doing they stop “praying the Mass.” Indeed, it is often said, “Don’t pray at Mass, but pray the Mass,” but we must not take this recommendation to mean that we must slavishly follow the text of the Missal. It implies much more than this. It means making the inner dispositions of Christ our own, namely, His dispositions of love, adoration, oblation, thanksgiving, petition, etc.. If the Missal helps in this regard, well and good, but we need not follow every single word in order to stir up these interior sentiments. Very often we can find all the help we need in a few of the Missal’s prayers, or even with a word here or there. Before Daily Missals became popular and so easily available, how in the world did the faithful attend Mass with devotion? They did this by interiorly uniting their hearts with Christ’s sacrifice on the altar with earnestness and all simplicity. They offered themselves to God as an oblation and sacrifice, protesting that they wanted to abandon themselves to Him, ready and willing to do and suffer His will in all the duties and trials of everyday life. In this way, they not only prayed the Mass, but lived the Mass. The Missal is obviously not the only means of uniting oneself to the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass. And no one should feel guilty if they are able to maintain interior recollection at Mass or make their Thanksgiving without the aid of a Missal, Rosary, spiritual reading book, or prayer-book. These are only means, and useful insofar as they help one to pray with interior devotion and bring the soul into loving contact with God. Indeed, one person may find help from a prayer-book, another may find that a book on the spiritual life helps him raise his mind and heart to God, another the Rosary, and perhaps another with just a crucifix or holy picture, but in any case, the principle remains: we should use, or not use, any of these means according as we find they help or hinder us. In all such things let there be personal liberty and interior freedom. By all means, we should try to maintain recollection and devotion, but we need not strap ourselves into a spiritual straightjacket. 
June 13
Thanksgiving After Holy Communion

What we said yesterday concerning methods of attending Mass will similarly apply to how we make our Thanksgiving after Mass. The two principles are to be kept mind: first, that we use what we find helpful in maintaining recollection and nourishing devotion, without being afraid to drop some or all of those ways and formulas that may be fine for another person but which we find to be a hindrance or not to our taste. The second principle that we should keep in mind is that progress in prayer is progress towards simplicity and towards getter love, not words, words, and more words. With interior liberty, let us not be afraid to approach Our Lord present in the Blessed Sacrament within us, as a little child, with all simplicity and candor. All too often we pray and make our thanksgiving, not out of the abundance of our hearts, but by merely reciting someone else’s words and sentiments which rarely have anything to do with what we are truly feeling and thinking at the moment. Often we can be a little superstitious in this matter. We think that the more words we use the better, or as if a certain formula will have the infallible, almost magical, effect of gaining all that we ask for. We fail to draw nigh to Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament because we think He wants fine words and grammatically perfect prayers, when all He wants is our hearts. As St. Benedict wrote, “Let us be assured that it is not in many words, but in the purity of heart and tears of compunction that we are heard. For this reason, prayer ought to be short and pure.” All that Our Lord wants is for us to tell Him, in all simplicity, how much we love Him, what we truly need and desire, what is actually bothering us and weighing upon our souls, and for us to ask that He give us all the graces that we need to live and act as He would so as to please Him. We wants us to do all this with simplicity and sincerity, with absolute confidence that He understands what we mean and what is truly good for us. 

June 14

Jesus, I Love You

Archbishop Alban Goodier, S.J. (1869-1939)

“I would rather say ‘Jesus, I love you’ for an hour, if I could mean it all the time than repeat or read the most perfect act of love composed by the greatest saint.”

June 15

A Good Prayer

Abbot John Chapman, O.S.B. (1865-1933)

“Possibly the best kind of prayer is when we seem unable to do anything, if then, we throw ourselves on God, and stay contentedly before Him; worried, anxious, tired, listless, but – above all and under it all – humbled and abandoned to His will, contented with our own discontent. If we can get ourselves accustomed to this attitude of soul, which is always possible, we have learned how to pray. We are never afraid of prayer and we can pray for any length of time – the longer the better, and at any time.”
June 16

A Sign Of A Good Prayer

Abbot John Chapman, O.S.B. (1865-1933)

“I think you will find that the more time you can reasonably give to being alone with God, the easier it becomes to enjoy it (I don’t mean pleasure, but the feeling that it is worth doing – that you are not simply lazy and wasting time). The test is not whether you feel anything at the time, but whatever afterwards you feel (quite illogically) better and more determined to serve God. The one thing you should gain by quiet prayer (just remaining with God, and making a number of aspirations to keep your imagination from wandering) is to feel the rest of the day that you want God’s will and nothing else.”

June 17
Another Sign Of A Good Prayer

St. Teresa of Avila (1515-1582)

“I should never wish for any other prayer than that which would cause me to grow in virtue. So I should consider that a good prayer which was attended by many aridities, temptations, and desolations, that left me more humble. Can he be said not to pray, who is in the midst of such trials? On the contrary, if he offers them to God and bears them with conformity to His holy will, as he ought, this is prayer, and very often much better than he who wearies his brain with various reflections, and persuades himself that he has made a good prayer if he has squeezed out four tears.”

June 18
Don’t Be Discouraged About Distractions

Bishop John Hedley, O.S.B. (1837-1915)

“One of the most important lessons that a servant of God can learn in the practice of mental prayer is not to be discouraged by distractions. Let him be concerned about them and take means to obtain recollection as prudence may suggest. He must not permit distractions to make him lose heart. In the first place, he will have them to the end of his life. In the second place, a very little earnestness will prevent them from spoiling the precious moments of mental prayer. … Put out of the question how far we are the guilty causes of distractions by what has occurred before the hour of our prayer. No distraction is sinful until is had been noticed by the mind. How then are we to act? Simply the moment we notice that we are distracted, turn quietly once more to God. If the whole time of prayer is spent in this exercise it would be a time well spent and meritorious.”

June 19

We Must Want the Prayer That God Allows Us

Abbot John Chapman, O.S.B. (1865-1933)

“Don’t’ ask or worry about any kind of prayer or recollection or union, but wish for exactly what God provides you at any given moment. ‘Take no thought for tomorrow.’ Trust in God. You are at each moment in touch with Him through all the arrangements of His Providence, and these include your own state and your own feelings at the moment that you are trying to unite yourself with His will. If you do your best, at the moment, the result (however dry, weak, unsatisfactory) is just exactly what God wants you to have here and now. Worry is useless and harmful. Try to be absolutely at peace, because you are satisfied with God as He is with you at this moment.”

June 20

The Trial of Not Feeling That We have Faith

Abbot John Chapman, O.S.B. (1865-1933)
“You seem not have learned to think about other people, and not about yourself. Try to serve God for His own sake, as He wishes you to, and not for His gifts. What does it matter whether you enjoy your prayer, or are unhappy in it? What does it matter if you have all these feelings of having no faith? (You know quite well that you have faith; for if you had none, you would not mind having none: but your pain is caused by your ‘feeling as if’ you had not any.) You have not arrived at simplicity; you should take everything as it comes, and thank God for it. It is easy to be ‘abandoned’ when one is quite comfortable. But it is difficult when God seems to leave us to ourselves. But I think God is much more pleased with you than when you felt His presence; and He is working in you much more. All these trials are helping you. You say they do not make you humble: but if you thought you were being made humble, you wouldn’t be. There is nothing to be frightened about, or to worry about. You will find in St. Therese of Lisieux’s account of herself, (so much better than other people’s rather sentimental lives of her) how much she suffered from the want of ‘feeling’ faith, and from being apparently left by God. Internal grace is generally imperceptible, so do not try to feel or see. It is far better to walk in darkness, and to trust in God.”

June 21
The Heart of Prayer is the Prayer of the Heart (Part 1 of 13)

Father John Grou, S.J. (1731-1803)


“When you are praying, says Jesus Christ, speak not much, as the heathens. For they think that in their much speaking they may be heard. Be not you therefore like to them: for your Father knoweth what is needful for you before you ask Him. It is a fault, then, to use so much speech in prayer; and it must be a serious fault, since Jesus Christ takes so much care to warn us against it, and even likens those who pray thus to the heathen. Assuredly he could not express Himself more strongly. We should never have dreamed that such was the case, had not the Gospel made this definite assertion. This passage, therefore, contains an instruction of great importance for us if we fully penetrate its meaning. The heathen idea of the divinity was as low as it was false. They degraded their gods almost to the level of humanity, believing them to have no direct knowledge of the needs of those who invoked them; and they therefore had to use many words to explain their wants. They imagined too that these deities, being subject, like men, to passions and prejudices, were not always inclined to do good to their suppliants, and so they so used all their eloquence to influence and change their dispositions.


“Although Christians are very far from having similar ideas of the true God, Whose knowledge has no bounds and Whose goodness is infinite, it is a fact that their ignorance and foolishness sometimes leads them to deal with Him as they might deal with a man. In making their requests they describe their situation to Him at length, as though He did not know it; they explain their intention to Him with the utmost precision, apparently fearing that He may misunderstand it; they reproach themselves for omitting to mention a person or a circumstance, as though God, who reads the heart, could not supplement their faulty memory; they tell Him all their reasons, and enlarge on the motives most likely to touch Him, as if His goodness needed to be urged; and they rise from their knees quite satisfied with themselves, if they have talked much, insisted forcibly and repeated the same thing over and over again. It seems as if, like the heathen, they mistrusted God; and as though they could never inform Him of their needs sufficiently, nor do enough to dispose Him in their favor. It is not faith, nor is it even reason that governs such prayers as these; it is the work of the imagination and the senses. Uneducated persons, and women in general, are the most inclined to err in this way.”

June 22
The Heart of Prayer is the Prayer of the Heart (Part 2 of 13)

Father John Grou, S.J. (1731-1803)


“Our Blessed Savior did all He could to prevent us from falling into this habit, and to cure His disciples of it; and He could not have adduced a more potent reason for avoiding it than that such was the method of the heathen. So He forbade them to use many words in their prayers; since God knows what they are going to say before they open their lips. It is not words that He answers, but the purity of the man’s intentions and the disposition of his heart. 


“When a child with even the least glimmer of reason asks something of his father, knowing that he is dearly loved by him, is he not content to express his wish, and, having done so, to rely on his father’s kindness? Does he think he will obtain nothing unless he importunes him and teases him without ceasing? It would be very wrong of him to act thus; he would deserve to be told that he is wanting of respect for his father. We who are Christians, we who are the children of God ought to treat our heavenly Father at least as well as we treat our earthly parents. A child hardly thinks at all of his own needs; his parents care for him and think of everything that concerns him. Are God’s care and tenderness not as great as theirs? Is it right that, seeing we have such a Father, we should be anxious about His care for us? Earthly fathers would feel themselves wronged by such anxiety in their children. Why should not God feel equally wronged?”

June 23
The Heart of Prayer is the Prayer of the Heart (Part 3 of 13)

Father John Grou, S.J. (1731-1803)


“Do not conclude that, because you must not use many words when praying, your prayers ought therefore to be short. Nothing is further from the intention of Jesus Christ, who in another place bids us pray always, without ceasing. It is vocal prayers He does not wish us to multiply, especially when they are for the same object. But the prayer of the heart, which is true prayer, cannot possibly continue too long, and God never tires of it. If we are observant and reason correctly, this advice which Our Lord here gives us is an invitation to the prayer of quiet, or silent prayer. Having simply expressed our wants, in words if we prefer it, he would have us be silent and allow our hearts to speak. It speaks far more eloquently than our lips. Do not tell me that you only pray with the heart when your lips say the words, and that the moment your mouth is silent you become idle and inattentive. If such were the case you would not be praying with your heart even while your mouth prayed; you would only be following the words with your mind, and feeling would have no part in your prayer. The heart, when it prays, often inclines and even forces the mouth to be silent; and if this silence in God’s presence be an unknown experience to you, there is no injustice in applying to you the words of the prophet: ‘This people honoreth Me with their lips, but their hearts are far from Me.’


“The reason our Blessed Lord gives for withdrawing us from the multiplicity of words in praying is to lead us to silent prayer. He says: Your Father knoweth what is needful for you before you ask Him. He does not require your words to know what you want. Yet elsewhere He lays it on you as a duty to pray to Him, and pray without ceasing. So it is silent and wholly interior prayer that He expects from you continually, and He only accepts others for the sake of this. How much then are we to be pitied if we do not know what is meant by interior prayer and if we make no use of it! It does not follow from the reason put forward by Jesus Christ that we should never speak at all to God, because He knows beforehand what our needs are. It simply means that we do not instruct Him when we speak, and that it is for other reasons that He requires our prayers, whether vocal or mental.”
June 24
The Heart of Prayer is the Prayer of the Heart (Part 4 of 13)

Father John Grou, S.J. (1731-1803)


“It is an abuse to exclude vocal prayer from devotion, but it is much more common to banish mental prayer from it. This may be excusable in the case of poor and ignorant people, who are not accustomed to reflect, as it is also in the first flush of youth, when the imagination is so volatile that it needs some sensible object to keep it from wandering. But is it pardonable in persons of riper years, who are better informed, not to know how to pray except with a book in their hands; to imagine that they are idle unless they move their lips, and that God does not hear them unless they actually pronounce their petitions, often so loud that it disturbs others who are praying nearby? How many pious folk go to church loaded with books, to which the whole of their devotion is confined! They take up now one, now another, to find a way of hearing Mass, of going to confession, and so on. The acts and formulas are all there: all they have to do is to repeat them, and provided they have omitted none they think they have discharged their duty worthily and that God asks nothing more of them. Yet surely, the least act or even sentiment coming from the heart would be more pleasing to God and more profitable to them. But no: their heart is cold, empty and dry; it says nothing amidst the flow of words which their lips utter. In vain do they allege that these ready-made prayers inspire and feed their devotion. I can hardly believe it of these methodical and prearranged acts, in which are expressed in fine language sentiments that are foreign to those who recite them, and perhaps even to those who composed them! But I will allow that at first reading they may have some effect because of their novelty, and that the imagination is fired rather than the heart touched. But after a time people tire of formulas which they repeat daily. These cease to make any impression on them and become wearisome. They are repeated mechanically and as a matter of course, and so these people turn to other formulas with no better result, until there are no more left!”

June 25
The Heart of Prayer is the Prayer of the Heart (Part 5 of 13)

Father John Grou, S.J. (1731-1803)


“Long vocal prayers seem to be characteristic of those whose devotion is only external. Jesus Christ makes them the subject of a special rebuke to the Pharisees, accusing them of deceiving widows by this apparent act of piety, so as to extort money from them. God forbid that I should impute such motives to all who recite long prayers. But, with the exception of simple, earnest souls who pray thus because they have never been taught to pray otherwise, I think such prayers are generally accompanied by a great deal of self-love. Wherever the slightest degree of affectation appears there is reason to suspect the presence of conceited or self-seeking motives. … You may perhaps think that I am condemning the rosary, which is but a repetition of the same vocal prayers. I am certainly not condemning the rosary. But you must remember that the institution of the rosary took place in a century of profound ignorance, when the greater part of the faithful knew nothing of mental prayer, and little more than the Pater and Ave. St. Dominic’s intention was that the faithful should at the same time meditate on the principal mysteries of religion. So do not think you transgress our Blessed Lord’s prohibition by multiplying Paters and Aves to obtain more surely the object of your petitions; but your intention must be to devote a certain time to invoking God and honoring Our Lady by a method that the Church approves and that is calculated to reanimate the faith and piety of the soul. 


“The great advantage of vocal prayer – which, to be good must of course come from the heart – is to fix the attention of untrained and ignorant minds, of lively and frivolous imaginations, of persons distracted, or too busy about their worldly affairs, or those even attacked by temptation. Some of these dispositions are more or less voluntary, and we must strive to correct them. In this, vocal prayer is a great help, when it is well made and from the heart. But, except in these cases, it is a good thing to relax the practice of vocal prayer little by little, and replace it by mental prayer, either in the form of meditation or the prayer of silence. The action of the Holy Spirit on the heart cannot be allowed too much freedom; and that action, which tends to draw us inwards and aims at creating peace, recollection, and silence, cannot endure to be disturbed by external prayer, which distracts the souls attention.”
June 26
The Heart of Prayer is the Prayer of the Heart (Part 6 of 13)

Father John Grou, S.J. (1731-1803)


“The reason why many people are so much attached to vocal prayer, and care for no other manner of prayer, is, in the first place, that they cling too much to the objects of sense; in the second place, that they wish to be quite certain they are praying, and think that that certainty would be weaker if their prayer were altogether spiritual; and in the third place, that they fear distractions and hope to avoid them to some degree by fixing their imaginations and sense on a book. It is for this reason that some people pray audibly, not troubling themselves if, by so doing, they are annoying or disturbing others. These are deplorable limitations! We must endure them in others, of course, but let us at least consent to take warning and strive to cure them in ourselves. 


“My intention is by no means to frighten souls, or to make them uneasy about their manner of prayer. All I wish is to convince them there is a better and more excellent manner of prayer than that by word of mouth. It is that they should beg the Holy Spirit to teach them, and to attempt repeatedly to keep silence in God’s presence for a few moments; to refuse to be discouraged if we should not at once be as successful as we should like; to keep our imagination from taking fright at a method of prayer that it finds strange and difficult; and to accustom our minds to it little by little. I can answer for it that those who adopt this course with discretion will find it profitable to them, and will be glad that they made the effort of renouncing their former practices.” 

June 27
The Heart of Prayer is the Prayer of the Heart (Part 7 of 13)

Father John Grou, S.J. (1731-1803)


“I do not suggest, however, that they should give up vocal prayer entirely, and still less do I wish them to despise it as being only suitable for a lower type of soul. There would be intolerable pride in the idea that they could do without it, and they would be infallibly be led into the deceits of a false piety. Those who have made the greatest progress in mental prayer still have their regular times of vocal prayer, in the morning, the evening, and in the course of the day; to say nothing of the prayers of obligation and public worship. … I do not think, therefore, that on any pretext whatever, except in very rare and extraordinary cases, a Christian should pass a single day without offering or reciting a vocal prayer of some kind. Why is it, I shall be asked, that the Church uses vocal prayers only? The answer is easy. It is because the liturgy of the Church is a public office, and even the priests who recite the breviary in private do so in the name and for the sake of the Church; and because the Sacrifice of the Altar is offered by the minister in common with the faithful who are present, and who are supposed to join in the prayers of the celebrant; and lastly it is because all the sacraments are administered according to a formula prescribed by the canons, and no minister is permitted to make any change in it. Vocal prayer is public prayer; mental prayer is private and personal.” 

June 28
The Heart of Prayer is the Prayer of the Heart (Part 8 of 13)

Father John Grou, S.J. (1731-1803)


“Unless God should teach us we shall never have a thorough knowledge of the nature of prayer; and I have no hesitation in asserting that many Christians, even among the able and learned, do not possess it. God is a Spirit, said Jesus Christ, and they that adore Him must adore Him in spirit and in truth. Prayer, then, is in itself an entirely spiritual act, and is addressed to the Supreme Spirit, the Spirit who sees all things and is present in all things, and is, as St. Augustine says, more closely united to our soul than its deepest depths. If we add to what is of the essence of prayer certain bodily postures, words, external marks of devotion, all these of themselves mean nothing, and are only pleasing to God inasmuch as they express the sentiments of the soul. It is, properly speaking, the heart that prays; it is to the voice of the heart that God lends an attentive ear. Whoever speaks of the heart means that which is most spiritual within us. It is indeed noteworthy that in Holy Scripture prayer is always attributed to the heart; it is moreover the heart that God teaches and it is the heart, when instructed how to pray, that afterwards enlightens the understanding.


“If this be so, and we cannot doubt that it is, why do we pray so much with the lips and so little with the heart? Why do we not draw our prayer from this source, instead of having recourse to our memory and our lips? Why in meditation do we rack our brains so much in the search for considerations, while there is little action of the will moving it to make acts of love? Why, indeed, do we not simply hold up our heart before God, and beg Him to put into it whatever prayer is pleasing to Him? For no method can be bad when it results from humility, from a deep sense of our own incapacity, and from an ardent faith and confidence in God; and when the Holy Spirit Himself suggests it to souls who ask Him to teach them to pray. ‘But my heart says nothing to me,’ you say, ‘when I am in the presence of God; If I attempt to look inward I find nothing but emptiness, dryness, and distractions; to fill up my time, to excite feelings of devotion, to withdraw my mind from troublesome thoughts, I must absolutely make use of a book. What? Your heart says nothing? Certainly, so long as it is silent, you are not praying; but if it is dumb when left to itself, it is more so when your lips are uttering words. Do you not see that the high-flown sentiments which you borrow from books act only on your imagination; that they are not your own, or rather only seem to be your own for the moment. You are reading them, and once the book is closed, you are just as dry, just as cold as you were before. Nevertheless I have prayed, say you, while reading or reciting these formulae. Your self-love thinks so, and is satisfied; but is God’s judgment the same as yours? Is God equally satisfied? What does He care for words, He who listens only to the heart.”
June 29
The Heart of Prayer is the Prayer of the Heart (Part 9 of 13)

Father John Grou, S.J. (1731-1803)


“You ask me what is this voice of the heart. How can I put it into words, and how could you understand me? The voice of the heart is love. Love God and your heart will always be speaking to Him; it will always be praying to Him. The germ of love is the germ of prayer; the development and the perfection of love are the development and perfection of prayer. If you do not understand this, you have never loved and never prayed. Ask God to open your heart, and to kindle in it a spark of His love; then you will begin to understand what praying means. …


“If it is the heart that prays, it is evident that sometimes, and even habitually, it can pray by itself, with no assistance from words either expressed or mental. This is a fact that few people realize, and many absolutely reject. They insist on the necessity of definite, formal acts, interior if not external, which must be distinctly perceptible, and of which the soul must be conscious: apart from such acts they recognize no prayer. They are mistaken, and God has not yet taught them how the heart prays. It prays as the mind thinks. Now thought is formed in the mind before it is clothed in words. The proof of this fact is that we often search for the right word, and reject one after the other till we find one which expresses our thought precisely. We need words to make us intelligible to others; but they are of no use to us in our minds, and if we were pure spirit we should use no language, either to formulate or to communicate our thoughts. It is the same in the case of the heart and its feelings. The heart conceives feelings, adopts them, and puts them in practice without any need of resorting to words, unless it wishes to express them outwardly or make them manifest to itself. But God reads the secrets of the heart; he perceives its most intimate sentiments, even those that are neither formulated in the mind nor perceived by the soul. And if these should be religious and supernatural sentiments He certainly could not fail to see them, since it is He who implants them in us by His grace, and helps our will to adopt them. To make ourselves understood by Him, then, it is not necessary to resort to formal acts, even such as are purely interior; and if we should make some in the course of our prayer it is not so much on His account as on our own, to keep our attention fixed in His presence. Our weakness often demands the assistance of these acts; but they are not of the essence of prayer, and God, when He pleases, gradually lifts the soul above this need.”
June 30
The Heart of Prayer is the Prayer of the Heart (Part 10 of 13)

Father John Grou, S.J. (1731-1803)


“People treat with God as they do with men, thinking they are not understood unless they go into detailed explanations of the things they require. They carefully get ready their intention, they have express forms for each and every act, they name separately each person they wish to pray for, and if  the least detail escapes their memory they do not think that God can supply it. Souls of little faith, and who know not God, your intentions are present to Him before you open your mouth! He sees them as soon as they are formed in your heart; what need have you to torment yourselves in explaining them to Him? You desire all spiritual blessings as much for yourselves as for those in whom you take an interest. Is He ignorant of this, since He Himself inspires you with these desires? Do not then have any anxiety concerning this matter.”
July 1
The Heart of Prayer is the Prayer of the Heart (Part 11 of 13)

Father John Grou, S.J. (1731-1803)


“Be simple in your piety. Do not rely upon your mind, nor on the subtlety and depth of your reasoning. Solid piety is not founded on thoughts, but on the affections. And do not use many books, exercises, and methods. Look into your heart for what you wish to say to God and say it to Him simply, without being too particular about the words. It is absurd to aim at eloquence when you are speaking to Him, and to confine yourself to well-composed prayers instead of using those that are more natural to you. Simplicity is the characteristic of all real prayer, and nothing is more pleasing to God. He does not desire so much formality in His service: the reduction of devotion to an art and the use of so much method has had a very injurious effect. After all, everything depends on the Holy Spirit. He alone teaches the true way of conversing with God, and we see that when He takes possession of a soul the first thing He does is to withdraw it from all the methods devised by man. It is generally considered very profitable to hear Mass, and make one’s confession, and communicate in accordance with certain fixed forms in books. I shall always believe that to accustom oneself to these forms to the point of being unable to do without them is a great hindrance; since those who count on this help do not think of drawing on the resources of their own heart, or of appealing to the Holy Spirit, though real prayer is created by the co-operation of the two. I recommend the reader, therefore, to accustom himself gradually to praying without books, even though we should feel rather dry and out of his element for some time; to ask Jesus Christ confidently for the thoughts and feelings He desires him to have during the offering of the Holy Sacrifice; to appeal to the Holy Spirit for the dispositions necessary for a good confession; and – above all – in Communion to surrender himself entirely to Our Lord, depending upon Him to inspire the best preparation and act of thanksgiving. Oh, how much we should do by doing nothing of ourselves and appealing to God to do everything in us! I am convinced that we should find it far more profitable and I have made the experiment more than once. 


“This was the custom of the early Christians, who were far more advanced than ourselves in the path of devotion and who received the Body of Jesus Christ with greater fervor and spiritual profit. A great number of simple, devout souls, easily recognizable, are quite ripe for the practice of mental prayer: they are only waiting for a director to introduce them to it, and relieve them of the innumerable exercises which they dare not abandon without advice. But to discern these souls a director must be inspired by the Spirit of God, and be himself practiced in the ways of mental prayer.”
July 2
The Heart of Prayer is the Prayer of the Heart (Part 12 of 13)

Father John Grou, S.J. (1731-1803)


“Let us say a word about children. Up to a certain age they are capable of vocal prayer only. But, when reason begins to develop in them, would it not be well to teach them that there is another kind of prayer more pleasing to God and more useful to the soul? Let them be led on very gently by being taught to begin every prayer with an act of interior adoration, to end them in the same way, and at short intervals to pause for a few moments. This practice would be very profitable, for girls especially, who can make use of their affections at an earlier age than boys, and who, if well brought up, might be able to give a quarter of an hour daily to mental prayer by the time they were ten years, and even to make a few minutes meditation daily. It would not be difficult, either, to incline boys to this practice in the same way at the time of their first Communion, or to induce both boys and girls to keep up the practice for life. The Holy Spirit would make a very perceptible impression on these innocent hearts, and make them taste of a sweetness of which they would never forget. Should they forsake this practice later on, this memory would bring it to their mind, and at some moment of grace induce them to resume it. In any case, when a confessor spoke to them of it, or they read something on the subject, it would not be new to them and they would understand it more easily.”

July 3
The Heart of Prayer is the Prayer of the Heart (Part 13 of 13)

Father John Grou, S.J. (1731-1803)


“Lord, I acknowledge that until now, either to please myself, or from habit, or from want of courage, I have given myself too much to vocal prayer, neglecting and even rejecting the simple prayer of the heart, which is less flattering to self-love, and detaches us from the things of sense and makes us more spiritual. I am resolved henceforward to apply and consecrate myself to mental prayer for a certain time every day. Bless this resolution and grant that I may be faithful to it. I place myself under the guidance of Thy Spirit in this matter, and will have no other master but Him, and those through whose instrumentality He desires to teach me. And in all my requests I will learn to speak little; to tell Thee simply of my needs, that I may thereby humble myself and turn to Thee as the fountain of all good, and then to hold my peace and await the result of my prayers confidently. Give me childlike simplicity, give me faith, give me love; and whether my prayer be vocal or mental it will then be pleasing to Thee and useful to myself. Amen.”

July 4

In the Middle There is Virtue (Part 1 of 2)

In the spiritual life, we must find the middle ground between laxity and scrupulosity, also finding a delicate balance between trust in God and fear of ourselves. As the saying puts it, In medio stat virtus – in the middle there is virtue. But if one is to err it is better to err on the side of a little laxity than on the side of scrupulosity, for scrupulosity is really far more of a hindrance to our spiritual progress. Some, especially those who tend to be on the stiff side, may find the above a little scandalous and shocking. “What? We are always being admonished and scolded for not taking our Faith and the spiritual life seriously enough, and that we need to be more fervent and devout and spiritual. But it sounds like you’re saying the opposite; that we should take it easy and not worry so much about such things.” Indeed, we must take Almighty God, our Faith, and the spiritual life very seriously, for they are the most important things in life. By all means, we must be faithful, devout, fervent, very spiritual, ever striving after virtue, but by no means should we be scrupulous or overly strict and rigorous. One can err just as badly by going too far to the right as by going too far to the left. The scrupulous or overly rigorous person has developed a disposition of soul that is usually based on misconceptions and warped ideas of God, morality, and the spiritual life. They tend to be almost superstitious in their spiritual life, putting undue value on external practices, on mere external “perfection,” than on the perfection of their interior dispositions. They forget that God sees their heart, their true intention and motives, and that He is a God of Mercy and Justice, Who has compassion on their infirmities and weaknesses and Who will reward them for their least good thought and good will. But the scrupulous person, because of their misconception of God, will keep far away from Him, being afraid to draw close to Him, lest they offend Him without even meaning to. They insult Our Lord’s Sacred Heart by their mistrust and misunderstanding of Him. They forget that God is their Father and not a task-master waiting to catch them in some sin or temptation in order to crush and punish them. They often see sin where there is no sin at all. They become spiritually paralyzed, afraid to breathe or enjoy themselves in the legitimate pleasures and joys of their state of life. And when they do actually fall into real sin, mostly from weakness, they become dejected and downcast, and their spiritual life is thrown off track. They do not know how to make acts of love and perfect contrition, and so they fail to shake off their unfortunate fall as soon as possible in order to return to God with increased fervor and grace. They put too much trust in their own strength and carefulness, rather than in the providence of God and His Merciful Love. And this trust in themselves is simply hidden pride and self-love. Life becomes dark and depressing, and the big wet blanket of sadness and anxiety smothers peace of soul and liberty of spirit. Without peace of soul and trustful abandonment to God, one will never progress in the spiritual life.

July 5

In the Middle There Is Virtue (Part 2 of 2)

We have already pointed out some of the faults of the scrupulous and overly strict which hinder true spiritual progress. There are two more important points we must briefly mention about the overly strict “devout” souls. They usually make life more difficult for those around them. And they also tend to judge their spiritual life by how they feel. If they feel good and consoled, everything is well, but if they feel dry, they immediately suspect that God is angry with them. What is important to keep in mind is that for spiritual progress we need to have interior freedom and peace of soul. God does not work in muddy waters. We must be faithful and fervent, but above all, we must approach the spiritual life with humility, common sense, balance, simplicity, and most of all, complete trust in God. Although it is said, that it is better to be safe than sorry, we must understand that our only safety in the spiritual life lies in God’s mercy rather than us being scrupulously “safe” and afraid to do anything. A balanced person usually takes life in stride without letting the “little” things destroy him. When such people fall, they repent, and are truly sorry for offending God, but they also know that for those who really want to love God all things work together towards the good of their souls, even sin. They have enough common sense to know that as long as they are human and half-way normal they will, despite all the good will in the world, inevitably fall into some sin at least once and a while. No one is impeccable. They know that as long as they live they will have to fight fallen human nature, their passions, their inclinations towards sin, and just plain human weakness. Of course, just because God can bring good out of sin, doesn’t mean that we can become negligent and lukewarm, not caring about offending Him. It simply means that we must not let anything, not even an occasional fall of weakness, destroy us and stop us from striving after holiness. We must be of tender conscience (while avoiding all scrupulosity), striving to avoid the least venial sin, especially deliberate venial sin, for the habit of deliberate venial sin is one of the greatest hindrances to spiritual progress. But in any case, we must, like the saints, use even our faults and sins as means of drawing closer to God by humbling ourselves and making heartfelt, sincere acts of contrition and love, together with a sincere effort toward amendment of life. 

July 6
Confession: A Sacrament of Mercy and Peace (Part 1 of 5)

Fr. Alfred Wilson, C.P. (Pardon and Peace, 1946)

“Many non-Catholics cannot see any necessity for confession nor what good it would do God to ask a man to confess to his fellow-man. A question often on their lips is: ‘Why confess to a man?’ Confession, they think, slights the Divine Mercy and makes God appear exigent, hard to satisfy and slow to forgive. When this opinion does not spring from a spirit of arrogant insubordination, but from a sensitive concern about the attributes of God, it is worthy of respect. Non-Catholics are wrong in concluding that because they can see no need for confession, therefore there is no need. God, Who is infinitely more far-seeing than they, may see reasons where they see none. At the same time, we must admit that if Confession did actually reflect badly on God, it would be proved false. Any sacrament which obscured the Divine Mercy and made God appear an exacting tyrant, would have to be rejected. Our whole point is, however, that Confession proves the exact opposite. Confession is not necessary to appease God’s anger and win His pardon. An act of perfect contrition gains us instantaneous pardon and immediate restoration to grace. The truly contrite receive pardon as readily and as quickly as the Good Thief. We must not allow our faith in the readiness of God to forgive to be dimmed or obscured by Confession; otherwise, our attitude towards God will be far more misguided than that of non-Catholics. They endeavor to honor the Mercy of God; whereas, the Jansenistically-minded dishonor it.”

July 7
Confession: A Sacrament of Mercy and Peace (Part 2 of 5)

Fr. Alfred Wilson, C.P. (Pardon and Peace, 1946)
 
“Confession expresses a human need, not a Divine need, and is necessary to satisfy man, not to satisfy God. When our Savior instituted Confession, He was thinking of us, not of Himself. Whenever there is sincere contrition, He pardons in a flash, and would pardon without more ado, if such an arrangement were good for us. He saw, however, that it would not be good for us to be let off without an apology for serious sin. Parents often insist on an apology from an erring child even when they have long since forgiven it in their hearts. They insist, not for their own sake, but for the sake of the child, whose ultimate good they unselfishly consider. In the same way, God insists on an apology from us, for our sake not for His. It is evident that penitents often fail to realize this, because if they did realize it, they would not approach Confession as they do. Many of them seem to think that they have no hope of recovering the Divine Friendship until they have been through all the formalities of Confession, and woe betide them if they make any slips. What a complete misconception of the Sacrament! In that case, God is more difficult to propitiate now than He was before the Incarnation. If they are truly contrite, they are already in the grace and friendship of God. Confession is designed not to placate the Divine Justice nor to win a tardy concession of mercy, but to enable us to gain the maximum benefits of Divine Mercy. If you are contrite, He has already forgiven you, and Confession means that He wants to enfold you in His arms and bathe you in His Precious Blood. …


“Besides being (as we have seen) indispensable medicine for the regaining of perfect spiritual health, Confession is also necessary to intensify our realization of the malice of sin. If we ‘got away with’ sin too easily, we might make light of it. God insists on a formal, penal apology for serious sin to prevent us from confusing His mercy with unconcern. If He made no fuss about serious sin, we might easily conclude – to our own undoing – that it is not really so heinous and so odious to Him. He has, therefore, obliged us to confess our sins because He is wise and kind.”

July 8
Confession: A Sacrament of Mercy and Peace (Part 3 of 5)

Fr. Alfred Wilson, C.P. (Pardon and Peace, 1946)

“The Sacrament of Penance was instituted to make reparation for sin easier, not to make it more difficult. The inspiration of Confession is mercy not justice. It is remedial not revengeful. To have other thoughts about it, is to insult the mercy of God and regard Jesus as a task-master. Let us never lose sight of the fact that Confession is meant to be a help not a bugbear. It is evident that confession to a fellow-man can never be easy, and may be extremely difficult, if there is a shameful tale to tell. From the nature of the case, Confession is a burden. It is unthinkable that our Savior would add unnecessarily to the natural difficulties of Confession. He was indignant with the Pharisees because they ‘bound heavy and insupportable burdens and laid them on men’s shoulders.’ It would be implicit blasphemy to presume that He has followed their vicious example. A law which is too severe for ordinary mortals is no law at all. Instead of being ‘an ordinance of reason for the common good,’ which is the definition and purpose of law, an excessively severe law would be a stumbling-block to the common detriment. If Confession were made too difficult, it would be not a help but a terrifying bugbear. The burden would then be insupportable, and the remedy worse than the disease. It is safe to presume, therefore, that our Savior has not added to the inevitable intrinsic difficulties of Confession. It is impossible to visualize Him piling on the agony. Better for Him not have instituted Confession at all than to have done that. Better to have left us free to confess directly to God in secret. He would defeat His own purpose if He made Confession unnecessarily difficult. The burden was imposed to be a blessing in the long run. Unnecessary requirements would be unnecessary sources of anxiety and insecurity, tending to make Confession a sacrament of strain and worry instead of a sacrament of peace. Let us not defeat our Savior’s merciful designs by approaching Confession as though it were the imposition of a prosecuting-attorney anxious to trap us into further mistakes. We must be careful not to hurt our Savior by want of trust. If we make Confession a botheration, we are not using it properly, because we are not using it according to the mind of Christ.”

July 9
Confession: A Sacrament of Mercy and Peace (Part 4 of 5)

Fr. Alfred Wilson, C.P. (Pardon and Peace, 1946)

“We must never lose sigh of the fact that Confession is preeminently a sacrament of mercy. Jesus comes to us as our merciful judge on the Way, that He may not have to be a stern judge at the Journey’s End. If we treat Him as a taskmaster, we completely misunderstand Him. It is no excuse to say that we want to be on the safe side. We do not put ourselves on the safe side by insulting Him and nursing heretical ideas. Not merely need we not, but we must not, make Confession a worrying nerve-straining effort. Straining is prohibited not commanded. Because Confession is not meant to be a bugbear, all theologians teach that no one is obliged to put himself to serious inconvenience when he goes to Confession. This is a principle of great importance, which should be well pondered and never lost sight of. If we act on any other principle, we guilty of obstinate pride by constructing our own practical theology in direct opposition to the teaching the Christ and His Church. All our Lord demands is that we take enough trouble to make our confession sincere. When we have confessed sincerely, there is absolutely no need to worry because we did not confess with the greatest possible earnestness and intensity. We are bound to do our best; but we are not bound to do our bestest-best (if I might be pardoned the ugly phrase.)

“If penitents remember this, they would save themselves much entirely unnecessary worry and nervous strain. It is a patent fact that many Catholics go infrequently to Confession because of a false notion of its requirements. They imagine that they must make a super-effort every time, and naturally they cannot make such an effort often, because it takes too much out of them. Even some of those who go frequently to Confession find it a strain, and are relieved when they have got Saturday night over. To act like this is to play into the hands of unbelievers. At the Reformation, Confession was called a ‘butchery of consciences,’ and Catholics were accused of leaving nothing to the mercy of God. Over-anxious penitents might profitably ask themselves what they do leave to the mercy of God.”

July 10
Confession: A Sacrament of Mercy and Peace (Part 5 of 5)

Fr. Alfred Wilson, C.P. (Pardon and Peace, 1946)

“It is unfortunately true that some penitents find Confession a source of serious nervous strain. The mere thought of the approach of Confession day causes them to become nervous and preoccupied; and for days beforehand they are recurrently spring-cleaning their consciences. After Confession they never feel satisfied that they have done enough; perhaps their examination of conscience was not sufficiently thorough, perhaps they should have given more time to preparation, perhaps their sorrow was not what it ought to have been. They keep going over their examination of conscience in case they left out something, they multiply acts of contrition and scheme to test the sincerity of their contrition, they try to work themselves up to a fakir-like frenzy of fervor and devotion. How insulting all this to the merciful Christ! What sort of a Master do they  think they have? A single, simple, straightforward effort is enough. He who has done his best, with moderate diligence, has done all that Christ demands. If a penitent wants to do more than is demanded, he should examine his motive. If the motive is love, well and good; if the motive is fear, it is cowardly distrust and far from good. If he thinks a never-racking effort necessary, he insults Jesus by implying that He intended to make Confession a botheration. If he does not think all this fuss necessary, he condemns himself as ridiculous and his conduct as dishonorable to God. If Jesus is satisfied, there is no reason why anyone should worry. 


“Let us hope that the scrupulous will not approve this doctrine as consoling theory and then do nothing to reduce it to practice. Those who are inclined to go back on past confessions, and have repeatedly done so despite explicit prohibitions of the confessor, could profitably change the direction of their scruples and examines themselves instead of their confession and – confessors! They suspect, perhaps, that the confessor is lax and taking a risky course of action – which, besides being a rather serious rash judgment of the priest, amounts to an obstinate refusal to submit to any judgment but their own. Obviously, in their own conceit, they are wiser and more prudent than the confessor. Not realizing how meticulously exact they are, he is dispensing them from an obligation, and they want no dispensations. He is doing no such thing. He is not dispensing them from anything but simply declaring that the law no longer obliges, because they have already done more than the Lord demands. Further effort would imply self-will, secret pride, want of trust and an appalling misconception both of the nature of the Sacrament and of the goodness of God.”
July 11
The Extent of the Law of Confession

Fr. Alfred Wilson, C.P. (Pardon and Peace, 1946)

“Jesus has obliged us to confess mortal sins according their kind and number. There is never an obligation to confess venial sins, unless we have no other matter; in which case, we must confess at least one venial sin for which we are truly sorry. A law to confess all sins, mortal or venial, would be extremely onerous and worrying, and it was to be expected that our kind Savior would not impose it. Confession of only the theological species of sin, ‘I have sinned mortally or venially,’ would, by its vagueness, destroy to a great extent the efficacy of the Sacrament. A vague confession would not induce adequate relief of mind, and would deprive the Sacrament of much of its satisfying and therapeutic value. It is not surprising, therefore, that our Savior did not choose that form of confession. The actual obligation of confession is surprisingly easy and should reassure those who are inclined to make examination of conscience a fierce, nerve-racking ransacking of the soul. We are obliged to confess only mortals sins. Now even a very ordinary Catholic would not need to look for mortal sin. The thought of the sin would have been torturing him ever since the time it was committed, and the difficulty would be to forget rather than to remember. As soon as he knelt down to prepare for Confession, his sin would be nagging at him, and would, so to speak, give him a knock-out blow between the eyes. No need to find out the sin; it will find him out and, like an unwelcome guest or a bore, will introduce itself. A sincere person can, therefore find necessary matter for confession in a split-second. There is never any obligation to make a complete catalog of venial sins, and it is seldom or never wise to try. If some venial sins are omitted, it does not matter; because, provided we are sorry for them (there’s the rub!), they are forgiven by the absolution. It is a mistaken policy to rake up forgotten venial sins at the next confession. There never was any obligation to confess them, so there is no need to make so much fuss about them. They are forgiven already, no extant obligation to confess them remains, so there is absolutely no reason why we should not be done with them. It is pathetic to find people harrying themselves to a state of stupor by excessive concern about the confession of venial sins.” 


(N.B.:  The above instruction is not saying that we must never confess venial sins, but simply that we need not confess all of them or any of them in particular. However, it is a very good practice to confess two or three of the more serious, or deliberate, venial sins for humility’s sake, and to incite contrition for them and to receive, if needed, a some advice and counsel in their regard. It is also a very good practice to add at the end of confession: “I am sorry for these sins, and for all the sins of my life.”)
July 12
Venial Sin and Confession (Part 1 of 6)

Fr. Alfred Wilson, C.P. (Pardon and Peace, 1946)

“The statement has already been made that there is no obligation to confess venial sins. This statement deserves to be underlined and its practical implications drawn out, because experience teaches that it is news to some Catholics and that many others regard it as a truth to be stored away in an attic of the mind and not allowed to be any practical influence on conduct. There seems to be reluctance to teach this truth; or, at any rate, reluctance to emphasize it. It is considered more prudent to let people take the impression – the false impression – that they are obliged to confess every venial sin they can remember. Whatever may be said in theory, (they think) to confess every venial sin is the only safe course in practice. The idea is that penitents might become slipshod and superficial if they realized that they are not obliged to confess venial sins. Let us beware of presuming that the clear teaching of the Church requires the corrective of our more factual and practical prudence. The suppression of any part of the Church’s teaching, however wise and justified it may seem at first sight, is always, in the long run, disastrous; and the attempt to make the confession of venial sins obligatory is largely responsible for the ineffectiveness of the Sacrament of Penance as a constructive instrument of virtue.


“For the present it will be sufficient to indicate some of the evil consequences of this mistaken policy. Here are a few of them: 1. It is partly responsible for the undue concentration on confession (rather than on contrition and amendment). 2. It creates at least a subconscious idea of God as a taskmaster. 3. It makes confession a torture to pious souls. Earnest souls (and are they not the majority?) are ‘put through it’ and their efforts misdirected in order that the minority (the laxer folk, who won’t be cured in any case) may not let themselves off too easily. 4. It causes the very defect which it is designed to obviate, namely, superficiality. If our enemies are spread out over a wide field, it is impossible to put much drive into our efforts. An attack along a whole front is like likely to make a deep penetration into the enemy’s position than a concentrated attack at one given point. The false prudence of rigorism prevents concentration.”
July 13
Venial Sin and Confession (Part 2 of 6)

Fr. Alfred Wilson, C.P. (Pardon and Peace, 1946)

“Before we go any further, let us briefly review the official teaching of the Church on this matter. The Council of Trent is very clear and explicit: ‘Venial sins may without guilt be omitted in Confession and expiated by a variety of other means.’ Canon 901 of the Code of Canon Law states that all who have committed mortal sins after Baptism are bound to confess them. Canon 902 says: ‘Sins committed after Baptism, either mortal sins already confessed or venial sins, are sufficient, but not necessary, matter for the Sacrament of Penance.’ This clear and repeated teaching of the Church will be confirmed and illustrated by a short review of the history of devotional Confession.


“For the first four centuries of the Christian era (according to some, until the seventh century), it was the universal practice to employ Confession only for mortal sins. Many of the faithful never received the Sacrament of Penance at all, and it seems fairly certain that we must include in this number some of the saints, e.g. St. Ambrose, St. Cyprian, St. Augustine and St. Jerome. … For the deleting of venial sin, the early writers recommend ‘prayer, almsgiving, a forgiving spirit, daily acts of mortification, the word of God, the Holy Eucharist’ – but never Confession. In all the early Christian literature there is not a single sentence which clearly states that the Christians of those days went to Confession solely for the purpose of obtaining forgiveness for venial sins. From about the fifth century onwards, and largely as an outgrowth of monasticism, the confession of venial sins became common. In the thirteenth century, devotional Confession was recommended two or three times a year. In the fourteenth century, St. Catherine of Siena recommend it once a month, more often if possible, never less often. After the council of Trent, frequent Confession was encouraged by all spiritual writers, and it became the practice of many of the saints to go to Confession daily. In modern times, and especially since the reintroduction of frequent Communion, there has been a tendency to exaggerate the necessity of frequent Confession. If present day (traditional) Catholics were asked if it would be wrong deliberately to omit to confess venial sins, some would reply with an emphatic ‘Yes,’ whilst others would be uncertain how to answer.’ … The official teaching of the Church about the means of deleting venial sins is perfectly clear, and may be summarized thus: 1. Venial sin “may be expiated by a variety of means.’ 2. Of all the means of expiating venial sin, sacramental Confession is eminently the most effective; and, therefore, 3. The confession of venial sins is highly advantageous and much to be encouraged, but must not be considered rigorously necessary.”
July 14
Venial Sin and Confession (Part 3 of 6)

Fr. Alfred Wilson, C.P. (Pardon and Peace, 1946)

“However favorably the practice of frequent confession or devotion to absolution as it may be called, is viewed by the Church, and in spite of any obligation that may have been imposed upon certain classes of the faithful – priests, religious, and others – by laws and regulations that particularly concern them, it remains true that according to the common law and general teaching, there is no universal obligation to submit venial sins to the power of the Keys. There is no obligation even to do penance or seek forgiveness for them before death. Venial sins, however numerous, cannot deprive us of the friendship of God, and therefore can be no obstacle to our salvation; it only remains before being admitted to the enjoyment of Heaven, to be purified of their stain and to suffer a penalty for them in Purgatory. However, the spirit of penance conspires with considerations of personal interest to urge us to be freed from them without delay. The early Christians were so well aware of the multiplicity of ready-to-hand means of deleting venial sin that they overlooked the benefits of devotional Confession. The attitude of the early Christians seems to have been something like this: ‘You can confess venial sins if you want, but we don’t see why you should.’ Confession as a tonic sacrament was practically unknown to them. The modern attitude is the exact opposite and may be summed up like this: ‘You can confess venial sins, and we don’t see any reason why you should not.’ Modern Catholics have lost sight of the truth that venial sins may be deleted without Confession. It would be interesting to trace the causes of the smoke-screening of this truth. Perhaps it is due to a lingering shadow of Jansenism, or to an excessive reaction against Protestantism. If it is stated that no sins need be confessed, there is an obvious danger of going to the opposite extreme and insisting that all sins must be confessed. Whatever may be the explanation of our mistaken notions, there is no doubt that they are widespread. Let us integrate our doctrine by learning from the mistakes of others, so that we may be able to utilize all the means of deleting venial sin from our souls.”
July 15
Venial Sin and Confession (Part 4 of 6)

Fr. Alfred Wilson, C.P. (Pardon and Peace, 1946)

“It is easy to see why the confession of venial sins is not necessary. Among friends, little slights are not magnified into great wrongs, and are soon repaired and cast into oblivion by a few little extra attentions. Why should it be different with the Divine Friend of Friends? Moreover, venial sin does not destroy the supernatural life of the soul. No matter how many venial sins we have committed, the soul still lives. Now living things can throw off minor ailments by increasing their own vitality. Venial sin decreases the fervor of charity; any act of virtue, therefore, which restores our charity undoes the harm caused by venial sin. Possibly the reader thinks that this is a matter of no great practical importance, which hardly deserves so much insistence. It is a matter of vital importance. There is at stake the rectitude of our idea of God and His Christ. If venial sins can be remitted only with comparative difficulty, the logical conclusion is inevitable that our Divine Friend is touchy and slow to forgive injuries and not ‘a gracious and merciful Lord, patient and rich in mercy and easy to forgive injuries.’ I am not suggesting for a moment that any Catholic will draw such conclusions consciously and deliberately. That is the very point of the danger. He may draw them unconsciously and be unaware that he has drawn them. If he saw where his ideas led, he would reject them at once with horror. If he does not see where his ideas lead, he may draw false and disastrous conclusions – unconsciously. It is a well-known fact that our activity is often inspired by unconscious motives. How many scrupulous and timid souls are tortured and paralyzed by unconscious false ideas of God. ‘Something tells them that they ought to do this or omit that.’ The ‘something’ is probably a false idea of God, which, because it is unrecognized, cannot be dealt with and removed. We cannot be too careful not to store our minds with erroneous notions from which we may unconsciously deduce disastrous ideas of God. One such idea is that it is difficult to repair the damage done by venial sin. The implication of that idea is that God is less forgiving than human parents. Earthly parents do not demand a formal apology for every peccadillo of their children. If the child shows sorrow and tries to make amends, is not the fault immediately forgiven and forgotten? ‘If you, then, being evil know how to give good gifts to your children: how much more will your Father Who is in heaven give good things to them that ask Him?’ ‘For you have not received the spirit of bondage again in fear: but you have received the spirit of adoption of sons, whereby we cry: Abba (Father).’ ‘Our Father Who art in heaven.’ If any idea threatens to obscure the fatherhood of God, let it be anathema. The paternal kindness and tenderness of God are infinitely greater than the combined tenderness and love of all parents of all time. It would be an implicit surrender to ghastly heresy to drift into an attitude of mind which implied that we though God less forgiving than human parents.”
July 16
Venial Sin and Confession (Part 5 of 6)

Fr. Alfred Wilson, C.P. (Pardon and Peace, 1946)

“There is another very important practical aspect of this question. If a person decides that God ‘keeps things up’ and that once a venial sin has been committed nothing effective can be done about it until the next confession, it is morally impossible for that person to preserve a joyous, unclouded peace of mind. If God ‘keeps things up’ our plight is indeed pitiable. None but the greatest saints can persevere for long without committing some semi-deliberate venial sins. Must those sins, once committed, overshadow and darken the soul until the next confession? Is there no other way of removing the blight? If there is not, the conclusion is inescapable that it is morally impossible for the devout, unless they become callous to venial sin, to maintain a joyous peace of mind and an intimate sense of close union with God. The very first sin after Confession starts the subtle process of gradual estrangement from Christ. As the sins multiply – and alas they do! – the sense of estrangement grows; the clouds darken and deepen and produce a spiritual black-out; the soul is oppressed with a depressing sense of sinfulness, and becomes nervous of our Divine Savior and almost afraid to think of Him. Whilst the soul lives in such a spiritual atmosphere, it can have no sense of the indwelling of the Blessed Trinity, and must tend to become servile and lose the liberty of the children of God. The divine Friend of Friends is relegated to the position of a task-master or slave-driver. Instead of enjoying the friendship of Christ and delighting in the Lord, the soul lives in an almost unbroken state of spiritual uneasiness. When people think that Our Lord is ‘difficult to get on with,’ it is not surprising that they give up trying to cultivate His friendship and content themselves by doing only what they consider rigorously necessary. Confession must be an ordeal for anyone who approaches it without confidence in the mercy of Christ, based on personal experience.


“The Jansenistic attitude towards the forgiveness of venial sins has done enormous harm to souls. It has such a speciously pious and safe look about it that it deceives many, even the elect. The devil is always most successful when he appears as an angel of light. False rigorism prevents Our Lord from ‘being friends with us,’ and deprives us of the greatest of all blessings – the intimate, secure, experimental knowledge of the personal friendship of Christ.” 

July 17
Venial Sin and Confession (Part 6 of 6)

Fr. Alfred Wilson, C.P. (Pardon and Peace, 1946)

“Sensitive souls are rightly distressed when they feel that a barrier has been placed between themselves and God. They must be taught to remove the barriers at once, or it is good-bye to holiness. Obviously they will not remove the barriers unless they realize the possibility of doing so. No one will attempt what he considers impossible. If venial sins are repaired quickly, they may ultimately become occasions of gain. Consider attentively what Our Lord said to St. Gertrude: ‘When anyone perceives a dirty spot on his hand, he wash it away at once; after washing, however, not only has the spot disappeared, but the whole hand is clean. Thus it happens that if a person commits a slight offence, but makes an act of contrition, he thus, by humility, becomes more pleasing to Me. Greater humility, more interior attachment to God: this is the only conclusion you should draw from your failings.’ If that is not done, what was only a scratch is allowed to fester and become a real sore. Too much fretting over minor faults wastes time, depresses the soul and makes the remedy worse than the disease. ‘If you have a vase,’ says the Cure of Ars, ‘and it receives a slight stain, you don’t get the scrubbing brush to it.’ If you did, you would not have the vase for long. It is not necessary to use the scrubbing brush of Confession for every venial sin. Perhaps the importance of this doctrine will be made still clearer by a homely illustration. 


“There were two housekeepers, one of whom had the strange notion that it was not permissible to do any cleaning or dusting except on Saturdays. Her home was always dirty and unsightly, and she was confronted with a formidable task every Saturday morning. Because of the untidy state of home, she was ashamed to invite friends to visit her and full of apologies and excuses if someone dropped in on her, uninvited. The other woman wisely did some cleaning, dusting and polishing during the week, as need arose. Her home was always neat and clean and Saturday was an easy day. If we restrict spiritual housework to one day per week or per month, it will hardly be surprising if we find the task dismaying and laborious. Worst of all, we shall be ashamed to invite our Divine Friend into our dirty and disorderly home. Not unnaturally we shall feel that a spiritual spring-cleaning is necessary before we can respectfully issue such an invitation. Let us repair venial sins at once, and aim at keeping our souls spotless, so that there may be nothing in us to impede the operation of grace or make Our Lord look upon us with less pleasure. The habit of deleting venial sins, as soon as we become conscious of them, will conduce to peace of mind and sensitiveness to sin.”
July 18
Expiating Venial Sin: Ways and Means

Fr. Alfred Wilson, C.P. (Pardon and Peace, 1946)

“Sacred Scripture praise many works of virtue as means of expiating sin, notably almsgiving, the corporal works of mercy, prayer, and fasting. ‘Numerous,’ says Galtier, ‘are the ways by which pardon for venial sin may be obtained. As a general rule, it may be said that to seek it is to obtain it, provided always that sorrow is there … It is possible, therefore, to speak of the ease with which the remission of venial sins may be obtained from God by one who is in the state of grace.’ Venial sin may expiated by a quick trusting return to God with humble acknowledgement of the fault and protestation of undaunted trust in His mercy; by devout use of the sacramentals, e.g., holy water; and by any act of virtue, especially by acts of fraternal charity. Sacred Scripture makes it clean that an act of perfect contrition instantly obliterates the guilt of mortal sins, a fortiori the guilt of venial sin. Theologians teach that venial sin may be expiated by acts of attrition. In the present state of human nature, it is easy to fall into semi-deliberate venial sin; and it is unlikely, to say the least of it, that our Savior would have allowed it to be easy to fall and difficult to rise. 


“No suggestion is made here that we should think lightly of venial sin. On the contrary, our precise point is that because venial sin is a horrible and disastrous thing, we should do our best to expiate it at once, so that it may not continue to damage the soul and obstruct our union with God. In any case, we are speaking here of souls who are anxious to obviate venial sin, and are depressed and discouraged by an apparent impossibility of doing so without disproportionate difficulty. A person who has acquired the habit of instantly expiating venial sin may approach the Sacrament of Penance with great tranquility of mind and without any constraint and worry. He is in need of a tonic rather than of medicine; for him Penance is a sacrament of prevention rather than of cure. Unless he approaches in that spirit, Confession will do him more harm than good.”
July 19
Frequent, Devotional Confession

Fr. Alfred Wilson, C.P. (Pardon and Peace, 1946)

“We know from experience the beneficial ‘tonic’ effect of devotional Confession, which has an effect on the soul similar to that of a hot bath on the body. It renews our vigor and enables us to keep spiritually fit. It is sun-ray treatment for the soul. If we neglect frequent Confession our spiritual life soon begins to languish and decline. Bad habits gain renewed strength, temptations are harder to conquer, spiritual truths seem unreal, and we lose our sense of contact with the Master. Quite rightly we make a great point of keeping physically fit; it is infinitely more important that we should keep spiritually fit. Spiritual fitness is essential for spiritual health as physical fitness is for physical health. If we keep in training spiritually, we shall be able to take in our stride obstacles which prove insurmountable to the spiritually flabby. If you have not already done so, join the ‘keep-fit’ movement of frequent devotional Confession. 


“For brevity’s sake, I can do no more than give a list of some of the reasons why devotional Confession has such a beneficial effect on the soul. Each point deserves attentive consideration: 1. Its delete sin. The Sacrament has special efficacy. 2. It remits the temporal punishment due to sin, and does this more effectively than ordinary acts of virtue because of Sacramental efficiency. 3. It heals the soul from the evil effects of sin. 4. It has an incomparable power of restoring peace of soul. Making a clean breast of things gives us the maximum relief of mind and powerfully restores our resolution. 5. It gains us a right to actual graces for future combats and supernaturally strengthens our purpose of amendment. 6. It is a powerful moral and educational force, which fosters self-knowledge and self-control, gives insight into human nature, and makes us more sympathetic and understanding and therefore more helpful to our fellow-men. 7. Confession to a fellow-man helps to knock the conceit out of us and nullifies a grave danger to personality and salvation. 8. It enables us to get useful advice and surer guidance. 9. It increases sanctifying grace and the fervor of charity. These reasons have been summed up admirably by Pope Pius XII in his encyclical on The Mystical Body of Christ. ‘To hasten daily progress along the path of virtue, we wish the pious practice of frequent confession to be earnestly advocated. Not without the inspiration of the Holy Spirit was this practice introduced into the Church. By it genuine self-knowledge is increased, Christian humility grows, bad habits are corrected, spiritual neglect and tepidity are countered, the conscience is purified, the will strengthened, a salutary self-control is attained, and grace is increased in virtue of the Sacrament itself.’”
July 20
Confession: A Sacrament In Its Own Right

Fr. Alfred Wilson, C.P. (Pardon and Peace, 1946)

“From all this it should be evident that Confession, even when it is approached without rigorous necessity, is a great Sacrament in its own right and not, as many seem to think, a mere appendage to Holy Communion. Many Catholics never dream of going to Confession unless they intend to go to Holy Communion; and if something turns up to prevent them from going to Holy Communion, they abandon immediately the intention of going to Confession. This is lamentable logic. The fact that they are prevented from receiving the Bread of Life should be an additional incentive to go to Confession. If one channel of grace is closed to them, all the more reason for using the one which still remains open to them. Perseverance and immunity from sin may depend on this. Many people, who on account of circumstances are seldom able to receive Holy Communion, would receive invaluable help from frequent Confession. Probably they are struggling against new, strong, and insidious temptations; and precisely because they are deprived of the graces of the Blessed Sacrament, they have imperative need of all the graces and helps they can get. A frank exposure of their difficulties would take the sting out of them. ‘A temptation revealed is half-conquered,’ says the wise St. Philip Neri. The moral support of the confessor will give them confidence; and the feeling of solidarity with the good will be a powerful antidote to the herd-instinct. The grace of the Sacrament itself will transform them into spiritual athletes and enable them to stand the pace.


“No one will go far wrong if he devoutly approaches the Sacrament of penance every week. Of course, this habit will take a good piece out of his time and force him to curtail many pleasures. Pleasure, however, is of little use if there is torment in the soul. If we want to keep our souls pure and in the grace and peace of God, we must seize all the available means of spiritual self-preservation. Many people will not take the trouble and then wonder why they fall into sin. When they have fallen into sin, through not suing the means of grace at their disposal, they exonerate and console themselves with the thought that religion is impossible in this busy work-a-day world of ours. Of course it is, if we put this world first. If we have not got time for necessary religious duties, we must make time and not treat religion as a side-issue. Many people seem to expect heaven for a song and see nothing shameful in their attitude. ‘The kingdom of heaven suffereth violence and the violent bear it away.’”
July 21
Confession and Communion (Part 1 of 3)

Fr. Alfred Wilson, C.P. (Pardon and Peace, 1946)

“It is dangerous to get the habit of regarding Confession simply as part of our preparation for Holy Communion, because such a habit of mind may lead to an unconscious limiting of our purpose of amendment. We must not fix time-limits to amendment. After Confession, some people seem very anxious to avoid all sin until they have been to Holy Communion, in fact, they make themselves slightly ridiculous and are afraid to laugh heartily or play cards or pay the marriage debt; but they are not nearly so anxious to avoid sin afterwards. They remind one of a certain Irishwoman who replied to an insulting neighbor: ‘Its well for you, Biddy, that you insulted me now, when I’m in the grace of God. But beware! I won’t always be in the grace of God.’ We must not limit our resolution to the interim between Confession and Communion. … Such an attitude of mind is an impediment to permanent reform, perverts the main purpose of Confession, and involves self-deception. People feel pure when they have been to Confession, but if they are secretly clinging to their faults and determined to make only a temporary effort to avoid them, they are not really as pure as they feel. Probably the majority intend to make a permanent effort, but are prepared to relax somewhat when they have received Holy Communion. …

“Confession is, of course, an admirable preparation for Holy Communion, and it would be a sign of an unbalanced and slovenly spirituality to go frequently to Holy Communion and seldom to Confession. But Confession is not a necessary preparation. After all that has been said, it should not be necessary to insist on this. Fussy, over-anxious and scrupulous prospective communicants say: ‘I don’t want to go to Holy Communion with sin on my soul.’ Naturally! On that we are all agreed. But you are presuming that you must inevitably approach Holy Communion with sin on your soul unless you go to Confession; and in that you are quite wrong. You can obliterate venial sin without Confession, and you ought to have done so long ago. You should not be hugging venial sin like this. You should have thrown off the guilt as soon as you became conscious of it. These mistaken notions about Confession are poisoning your spiritual life and making impossible habitual union with God. If you do not feel fit to go into Our Lord’s sacramental presence as you are, you cannot have been living in His spiritual presence. ‘Know you not that you are the temple of God and that the Spirit of God dwells in you?’ If your relations with the indwelling Christ are more or less habitually strained, you will hardly be able to approach Him with confidence in any case, even after Confession, and your periods of complete peace and conscious union will at the best be of very short duration and restricted to brief periods after Holy Communion.”
July 22
Confession and Communion (Part 2 of 3)

Fr. Alfred Wilson, C.P. (Pardon and Peace, 1946)

“It is permissible to approach Holy Communion when we are conscious of the guilt of venial sin on our souls, even when we are conscious of attachment to a habit of deliberate venial sin. Most of us are always in this boat, and if we think we are not, it is a hundred to one that we are self-deceived. One of the purposes of Holy Communion is to free us from these faults. Pope Pius X speaks of it as a ‘Divine Drug,’ and the Roman Decree on Frequent and Daily Communion (1905) says: ‘Although it is most expedient that those who communicate frequently or daily should be free from venial sins, especially from such as are fully deliberate, and from any affection thereto, nevertheless it is sufficient that they be free from mortal sin, with the purpose of never sinning in future; and if they have this sincere purpose, it is impossible but that daily communicants should gradually emancipate themselves (N.B., gradually) even from venial sins, and from all affection thereto.’ 


“Let us not base our right to receive Our Lord on make-belief and a weekly or monthly process of kidding ourselves that we are better than we are. Anxious communicants and nervous penitents have yet to realize the plenitude of significance of the title of Divine Physician, and that He is still the friend of all publicans and sinners who are willing to try again. ‘If He washes us not, we can have no part with Him.’ Behind the fussing of Jansenism lurks an odious pride and self-sufficiency, which obviously presupposes a latent desire to be self-sufficient. The Jansenist is unwilling to put himself under a compliment to the Lord. He wants to approach the Lord purified by his own devices so that he may have to rely in nothing on the mercies of God. ‘If you have sins on your conscience,’ says St. Augustine, ‘as long as they are not mortal sins, do not hesitate to come. But be careful first to pray: Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive them that trespass against us. If you forgive, you will be forgiven. Come, therefore, it is food for you, not poison.’”
July 23
Confession and Communion (Part 3 of 3)

Fr. Alfred Wilson, C.P. (Pardon and Peace, 1946)

“If you are in the state of grace, never refrain from going to Holy Communion merely because you have been unable to go to Confession. ‘His delight is to be with the children of men.’ Don’t deprive Him of the satisfaction of coming to you. Allow Him to do for you what you cannot do for yourself. It is a thousand pities needlessly to miss such a precious opportunity of grace. God alone knows how many graces have been lost in this way and how much harm has been done to souls. Remember that for centuries Christians, saints included, never went to Confession in preparation for Holy Communion. If you are distressed about certain venial sins, offer up fervently the Holy Sacrifice in expiation for them. The Mass is the sacrifice of expiation par excellence and has spiritual efficacy to destroy sin. If you attempts at expiation are inadequate, His expiation is most definitely not inadequate.


“A less respectable variety of the reluctance to go to Holy Communion without previous Confession is sometimes expressed like this: ‘I should not feel happy…right…safe…if I did.’ Think what He feels for a change. Is how you feel all that concerns you? Think less of your badness and more of His goodness, and the result will be beneficial for your spirituality. You may even begin to see and feel the sunshine of His love. It is a disastrous mistake to make feelings and vague fears the laws of spiritual conduct. Jesus invites you, He wants you to come to Him. ‘Compel them to come in that my house may be filled … the blind, the halting, the lame.’ If you will not take Christ at His word you are not reverent but unbelieving and encrusted with spiritual egotism. It is a matter of importance that the last traces of Jansenism should be eradicated from our devotional life. Far too many souls still resemble those of whom Our Lord complained to St. Gertrude: ‘Some souls tie the bandage of their unworthiness so tightly over their eyes that they cannot see Me and My love.’ Exessive fussing about venial sins is a distressing symptom of spiritual hypochondria. Approach the Sacrament of Penance frequently, but approach it with tranquility and peace of mind and imperturbable confidence in the readiness of the Mercy of God.” 
July 24
The Distinction Between Mortal And Venial Sin (Part 1 of 2)

Fr. Alfred Wilson, C.P.

“In human friendship there are certain faults which, much as they may regret them, friends are nevertheless prepared to tolerate, and there are other faults incompatible with friendship which destroy it at once. Exactly the same holds good with the Divine Friendship. Mortal sin is an offense against God’s law which ‘destroys divine friendship, robs man of sanctifying grace and the right to eternal happiness, and so kills the spiritual life of the soul. Venial sin is an offence against God which does not destroy Divine Friendship but leaves grace and the right to eternal happiness substantially intact, does not imply complete aversion from God, and is more easily pardoned than mortal sin.’ (Fr. Davis) Mortal sin implies the practical preference of some created good to the friendship of God by breaking His law in a serious matter and defying His sanction of eternal damnation. To prefer the creature to the Creator (and the mortal sinner does this since he knows that he cannot have the two together and that it is therefore a question of either – or) is a supreme defiance of God which makes farcical any profession of friendship with Him.


“It is immediately obvious to common sense that certain sins are, of their nature, serious; e.g., murder, suicide, adultery, robbery with violence; and that other sins, e.g. white lies, are not serious. In between the obviously serious and the obviously not-serious sins, there are other sins whose gravity it would sometimes be impossible to decide without the help of revelation and God’s infallible Church.”
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The Distinction Between Mortal And Venial Sin (Part 2 of 2)

Fr. Alfred Wilson, C.P.

“In discussing the gravity of sins we must bear in mind: 1. The importance of the law, and 2. The willfulness of the offence. A venial sin cannot destroy God’s friendship, no matter how deliberate it is. On the other hand, even a serious offence will not destroy God’s friendship unless it is committed with full deliberation. Before a sin can be mortal there must be: 1. Serious matter, i.e., question of an important law. 2. Full advertence of the mind to the gravity of this matter; i.e., we must know and recollect its gravity at the time of acting; and 3. Full consent of the will in the act of the sinning; e.g. if we were hustled by spontaneous and indeliberate passion into acting before we had had time for sufficient deliberation, there would be no mortal sin. If any of these conditions is not verified, the sin is not mortal. It is important that these distinction should be understood. 


“We must beware of a pharisaical mentality which would make all sins mortal and the friendship of God almost impossible to preserve; and, on the other hand, we must beware of whittling down God’s law and deluding ourselves that hardly any sins are mortal. In practice the laws of God and His Church are made known to us individually by our minds. Conscience is the final, intimate promulgator of law; and, therefore, it is of the utmost importance that conscience should be rightly informed and register law as it really is. To disobey a law which conscience proclaims serious (even if it isn’t) is a mortal sin, because such conduct reveals a person prepared to forfeit the friendship of God rather than restrain his self-will. Theologians distinguish three main grades of sins: 1. Sins which are, of their nature, light; e.g., lies. A lie is never a serious sin unless it involves serious uncharity or injustice. 2. Sins of their entire nature grave; e.g. murder, impurity. 3. Sins which may be mortal or venial according to the gravity or levity of the matter; e.g., uncharity, injustice, immodesty, gluttony, drunkenness, pride. If a sin is of its nature light, only a false conscience can ever make it serious. If a sin is, of its nature, grace, only incomplete willfulness, due to imperfect advertence or only partial consent, can make it venial.”

July 26

Dryness and Difficulties in Prayer

Many of us think that progress in prayer means that we will have the ability to pray with greater and greater ease and delight, and that we shall be increasingly filled with consolations, sensible peace, and beautiful holy thoughts and images. However, one could say that it is precisely the absence or disappearance of these spiritual comforts and crutches that marks the beginning of real fervor and solid progress in one who is really striving to practice a deeper prayer life. For one who truly desires to grow closer to God, by struggling to avoid all sin, even deliberate venial sin, and who has formed the habit of daily prayer, aridity is usually a sign that all is well and one is are progressing spiritually. The consoling feelings in prayer are usually given more at the beginning stages of the spiritual life, and beginners are apt to think that the loss of consolations means a defective prayer and a diminished love of God. We must not think that we have no fervor simply because we cannot feel it. Fervor and love of God are not in feelings and emotions but in the will, in the desire for God and His will, and in the firm determination to avoid sin and to please Him in all things, however unfelt all this may be. Emotions may help our will in its work of love, but they are not love itself. Feelings, therefore, are not stable, sold foundations on which to build a deep spiritual life. Everything and anything can affect how we feel. The lack of sensible consolation may be due to any number of things: food, weather, stress, lack of sleep, indigestion, or gas. Therefore, we should not judge or measure our spiritual life by how we feel, or not feel. True prayer, true spirituality, must be based on faith, and this is above the senses, above mere feelings. Aridity is a normal and healthy experience in the spiritual life. Its presence does not destroy the value of prayer. In fact, it can greatly increase the value of our prayer in the sight of God since we must cling to Him with greater trust, making pure acts of our will to believe, adore, and love Him. In the Agony in the Garden, Our Lord’s prayer was a dry and arid one, full of weariness and sorrow, yet it was infinitely powerful and full of love. It is not important that we feel our acts of love and devotion, we should be satisfied that He feels them. As long as we will to believe, adore, trust, and love God, by that very fact, with the help of His grace, we do adore, trust, believe, love Him; all feelings to the contrary notwithstanding.
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Aridity: Sometimes Our Fault (Part 1 of 2)

We have said that it would be wrong for us to imagine that aridity is always a bad sign indicating divine punishment and that our spiritual life is all wrong and off-track. However, sometimes aridity is our own fault, the result of personal infidelity to divine grace. Obviously, a worldly, indifferent soul who simply does not desire to live a spiritual life will not be filled with spiritual consolations but instead will have a distaste for spiritual things. Similarly, in the case of a devout soul, aridity can sometimes be due to a habit of deliberate venial sin, or to an inordinate attachment and affection for something, some sin, which the soul knows to be wrong and contrary to God’s will. It should not be too difficult to understand the reason why such a one has difficulty in prayer, or a diminished sense of interior peace and joy, for the very heart of prayer is love, and love of God is union with His will. Prayer is nothing but a familiar friendship and communion with our Lord and anything that makes or mars this friendship will promote or hinder our prayer. Deliberately and habitually to will something outside of, and contrary, to the will of God will create an impediment – a decrease in real fervor – not so much in the feelings, as in the will. Instead of desiring to belong wholly to God, the soul is consciously and deliberately wounding this friendship by small infidelities, deliberately holding back part of its love. 
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Aridity: Sometimes Our Fault (Part 2 of 2)

Much of our difficulty in prayer finds its source in the failure of one of the four ‘purities’ of the spiritual life: purity of conscience, purity of mind, purity of heart, and purity of action. In order to get prayer right, the rest of our life must be put right. We must renounce any inordinate attachment or else the aridity and disgust for spiritual things will most likely continue, hindering our progress and destroying our peace of soul. But if this is the case, we will not have to go scrupulously digging around in our conscience to find the “sin” causing the aridity, for it will usually be instinctively known to the honest and earnest soul. Most probably our conscience will have already been reproaching us for quite some time about it. In this connection Abbot Boylan wrote: “When we have just told Jesus that we love Him with our whole heart, it is only if we are sincere that we can remain silent in that sentiment. Otherwise, we feel compelled to go on saying something, lest we should hear Him saying to us: ‘If you really loved Me you would not do so-and-so!’ That is one of the ways in which our Lord moulds us to His heart’s desire.” But if, after sincere reflection, and a brief examination of conscience, we fail to find anything, any vice, that we are not willing to renounce and work against, then we must be at peace and continue praying despite the dryness, for this dryness is then a good sign, a sign of progress, and something to be embraced since it purifies our love for God.
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Perfect Contrition: A Golden Key of Heaven (Part 1 of 15)

Rev. J. Von Den Driesch (1904)


“Preface: This little work treats of an important truth, one which, however, is too little appreciated by the faithful, and it treats of it in so attractive and instructive a manner that these few pages are more valuable and practical than many volumes. St. Alphonsus Liguori, among many other little books, wrote one on prayer, which he called ‘The great means of salvation.’ He desired to see the book in the hands of everyone, because it treated of so important and effective a means for enabling souls to gain heaven. In a slightly different, but not less true sense, may we call acts of perfect Charity and Contrition the great means of salvation; nay, they are more closely related to the attaining of salvation than prayer alone. And hence I desire that this little booklet may be in the hands of all – convinced that by the attentive reading of it, and practicing its maxims, the gates of heaven will be opened to many, very many for whom otherwise they might have been closed forever; and that many more remaining in God’s grace, will preserve their right to heaven, and their eternal happiness will grow and be increased immeasurably. All Christians should be solidly instructed concerning the extent of the efficacy of an act of perfect Charity and of perfect Contrition. It is a matter of incalculable importance for the time of their own death, and that of others at which they may be present. No one should forget this truth while in health; in time of sickness or in danger of death it is all the more important that the nature of perfection contrition should be clearly and deeply impressed on those who may have forgotten it or who only imperfectly understand it. For this reason I wish this booklet the widest circulation possible, and I doubt not that it will bear fruit of innumerable graces.” (Fr. P.A. Lehnkul, S.J., 1903)
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Perfect Contrition: A Golden Key of Heaven (Part 2 of 15)

Rev. J. Von Den Driesch (1904)


“Introduction: Dear Reader, the title of this little booklet has, no doubt, excited your curiosity and you wish to know what is meant by ‘A Golden Key of Heaven.’ It may be that your suspicions have been aroused, and your pastor may have warned you in his Sunday instructions against superstitious pamphlets and leaflets of prayers – miraculous prayers that absolutely guarantee to protect you from sudden death by lightning, drowning, etc. ‘But’ you may think, ‘if the title of this little booklet tells the truth, it suits me exactly. I could make good use of a key of heaven, and it is even a golden key which the author holds up before my eyes and so it must be a valuable one; if the key fits and is not counterfeit, it is just the right thing for me.’ Yes, my dear friend, the key of heaven fits – it is pure gold, and it is easily handled; it is nothing else than perfect contrition. It opens heaven for you at will, on any day and at any moment, when mortal sin has barred heaven against you. It may be that the priest, the bearer of the keys of God’s mercy, cannot be with you in the hour of death, then perfect contrition is your last and only key to heaven, by which, with God’s grace, you can still open heaven for yourself, if during life you have learnt how to use it. You will have perceived that it is an important matter which is recommended to you in this little booklet, for innumerable souls are now in heaven by means of perfect contrition who would have been lost without it. Hence the learned and pious Cardinal Franzelin said: ‘Could I preach throughout the whole world, of nothing would I speak more frequently than of perfect contrition.’ … May the grace of our loving and merciful God help you to understand it rightly, and above all to practice it, for that is the most important point. And now, in God’s name, I begin.”
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Perfect Contrition: A Golden Key of Heaven (Part 3 of 15)

Rev. J. Von Den Driesch (1904)


“Contrition is a sorrow of the soul, a detestation of sin committed, to which is joined the purpose, the sincere determination to lead a better life, and to sin no more. To be of any avail, contrition must be interior, that is, it must be in the soul, and not merely uttered with the lips, without reflection; that would be merely sorrow of the lips. It is not necessary that this interior contrition should manifest itself outwardly, as for instance, by sighs or tears; these may be signs of contrition, but they are not the essence of contrition. The essence of contrition is in the soul, in the will, which sincerely turns away from sin, and to God. Contrition must also be universal; that is, it must include all the sins committed, at least all the mortal sins. And finally, Contrition must be supernatural. Contrition, like all things, must come from God, through God’s grace, and with the help of God’s grace it must produce its effect in the soul. But be not uneasy if you do not feel it, for God certainly will give you the necessary grace if you ask Him for it, if you have a good will, if you are contrite from a right, supernatural motive. If the motive for contrition is derived from nature, from pure reason, for example, if you are sorry only because you must suffer sickness, disgrace, temporal loss, etc., then the contrition is merely natural and worthless; but if the motive for contrition is a doctrine of Faith, for example, if you are sorry because you offended God, deserved hell, purgatory, lost heaven, etc., then it is true and supernatural contrition. This true and supernatural contrition may be twofold: perfect and imperfect.  What is perfect contrition? Perfect contrition is a sorrow which comes from the love of God; imperfect contrition, or attrition, is sorrow which comes from the fear of God. Contrition is perfect if it comes from perfect love of God. Our love of God is perfect when we love God because He is infinitely perfect, beautiful, and good in Himself (this we may call love of benevolence), and because He has shown His love and goodness to us in so effective a manner (or love of gratitude). Our love of God is imperfect if we love Him because we hope for some benefit from Him. When our love is imperfect we are thinking principally of the gift; when it is perfect, on the goodness of the giver. In imperfect love it is rather the gift that we love, in perfect love it is the giver that we love, not so much for the sake of his gift, as for the love and goodness which are shown in the gift.”
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Perfect Contrition: A Golden Key of Heaven (Part 4 of 15)

Rev. J. Von Den Driesch (1904)

“Contrition is measured by love. According to this standard, our contrition is perfect if we are sorry for our sins from perfect love of God, from the love of benevolence or gratitude. Our contrition is imperfect if we are sorry for our sins because we fear God, because by our sins we lose God’s reward, heaven, and deserve God’s punishment, hell or purgatory. In imperfect contrition, or attrition, we think principally of ourselves, of how sin makes us unhappy – according to the doctrine of Faith. In perfect contrition we think principally of God, of His greatness, beauty, love, and goodness, of how sin is an injury to Him, yea, how it has caused Him suffering and pain in the work of our salvation. In perfect contrition we desire God’s good and not merely our own good. An example will make this clear to you.


“Peter denied our Savior: he went forth in the night and wept bitterly. Why does Peter weep? Not because he thinks, ‘Ah, how ashamed I must feel before my fellow Apostles!’ His sorrow in that case would have been merely natural and worthless. Nor because he fears that his divine Master will deprive him, as he deserves, of the apostleship and of his office of chief pastor and will exclude him from His kingdom; for then his contrition would have been true, but imperfect. No, Peter is sorry and weeps for his sin chiefly because he has offended his dear Master, who is so good, holy, and worthy of love, and because he has repaid His exceeding love with ingratitude; and thus he had true, perfect contrition. Have you, my brother, reason, as Peter had, to be sorry for your sins through love – true, grateful love for God? Certainly! You could more easily count the hairs of your head than the benefits of God. And if I enumerate a few, you may well answer with St. John at the mention of each one: ‘Let us therefore love God, because God first hath loved us.’ How then has God loved you?”
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Perfect Contrition: A Golden Key of Heaven (Part 5 of 15)

Rev. J. Von Den Driesch (1904)


“‘I have loved thee with an everlasting love,’ He says to you, ‘therefore have I drawn thee, taking pity on thee.’ Yes, He has ‘loved thee with an everlasting love.’ From eternity while as yet there was no trace of you on earth, He hast His eyes upon you with infinite wisdom and love, and prepared for you a body and soul, heaven and earth, as a mother’s love prepares everything before her child has come into the world. He has given you life and health, and all your natural endowments, and He gives them anew to you every day of your life. By reflections like these, the heathen could come to the knowledge and perfect love of God, how much more you who are a Christian; for you know in quite a different way the love and the goodness of God which you enjoy in a supernatural manner; for God has taken pity on you. When you as well as the whole human race were lost through original sin, God gave His Only-Begotten Son, and He, your Savior, redeemed you by His cruel death on the Cross. He thought of you with heartfelt love when He suffered the terrible agony in the Garden of Olives, the bloody scourging and crowning with thorns, and when He carried his heavy Cross up the long, bitter way of Calvary, and when He shed His blood in unutterable torments on the Cross – He was ever thinking of you with heartfelt love as if you were the only human being on earth. And what follows from this? ‘Let us therefore love God, because God first hath loved us.’ God has drawn you to Himself by Baptism, the first great grace of your life, by the Church whose child you then became. Others are obliged to take trouble and pains to find the truth Faith; God in His infinite love gave it to you in infancy. God has drawn you to Himself, and is ever drawing you by the Sacraments which you have received, by the numberless interior and exterior graces wherewith He daily overwhelms you, yes, you are, as it were, swimming in a sea of the bounty and love of God! And He will finally crown His love by taking you to Himself in heaven, and making you eternally happy. What do you owe Him in return? Love for love. ‘Let us therefore love God, because God first hath loved us.


“Now ask yourself the great question: ‘What return have I made to God for His love and goodness?’ Answer: ‘I have repaid Him with ingratitude and sin!’ And are you sorry for this ingratitude? ‘Yes, certainly.’ Surely you will make amends for your past ingratitude by greater love towards your great and loving Benefactor? ‘Yes.’ Then you have perfect contrition, sorrow arising from the love of God. This repentance, this sorrow, from love of God, is called Perfect Contrition.”
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Perfect Contrition: A Golden Key of Heaven (Part 6 of 15)

Rev. J. Von Den Driesch (1904)


“Perfect contrition is a grace, a great grace of the love and mercy of God. You must earnestly ask for this grace, and not only when you are preparing yourself for confession. The sincere prayer – ‘Lord, give me the grace of true repentance, of true contrition for my sins’ – must be one of the chief exercises of your spiritual life. And then God’s grace will not be wanting, provided there is good will on your part. How can we easily dispose ourselves for contrition?


“Place yourself really or in imagination before a crucifix in the church or in your room. Look with pity on the wounds of your Lord, and seriously think for a short time – Who is it that is hanging there and suffering on the Cross? Jesus, my God and Savior. What is He suffering? The most dreadful pain in His bloodstained body all covered with wounds, and in His soul overwhelmed with sorrow and shame. Why is He suffering so? For the sins of men, and for my sins. (He also in His bitter sufferings thought of me). He suffered for me, desired to atone for my sins. Thus let the warm saving blood of your Redeemer as it were, trickle down upon you; and with heartfelt love look upon your suffering, crucified Savior; forget heaven and hell in the thought of your sins; repent of them because they have been the cause of such suffering to your Savior; protest that you will never again crucify Him by new sins – and then with heart and lips, slowly and recollectedly repeat your act of contrition. An act of contrition may be made in various forms, and you may express it in your own words.”
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Perfect Contrition: A Golden Key of Heaven (Part 7 of 15)

Rev. J. Von Den Driesch (1904)


“Perhaps you think perfect contrition is too difficult, and impossible for you, that it is not for ordinary men. Is that true? Is it difficult to make an act of perfection contrition? It is true that more is required for perfect, than for imperfect contrition, the latter alone being necessary for confession. And yet with the grace of God perfect contrition is attainable by all who have the good will; for it is in the will, not in the feeling. Everything depends on whether we have the proper motive for our sorrow, namely, because we love our good God above all things, and detest our sins from love; it depends on this, not on the duration or intensity of our sorrow. Perfect contrition is often confounded with a supposed great intensity of sorrow; but perfect contrition has degrees and stages, and it need not be the highest and the most intense, such as that of St. Peter, St. Mary Magdalene, St. Aloysius, and many others. Such contrition is edifying and good, but it is not necessary; a much lower degree of true and perfect contrition effects the forgiveness of sin.


“To give you confidence in your ability to make acts of perfect contrition, you must remember that for many thousands of years before the time of Our Lord, in the Old Law, perfect contrition was the only means whereby men could obtain forgiveness of sin, and enter heaven. And as for the millions of heathens and heretics at the present time, many of these will be saved only and entirely by perfect contrition; therefore the good God could not have annexed the forgiveness of sin to a very difficult condition, but to one which is possible for all, for ‘He wills not the death of the sinner.’ But if perfect contrition is possible for those who without any fault of theirs live and die far from the fount of grace, the Catholic Church, can it be difficult, Catholic soul, for you who have so many more graces, and are better instructed? I maintain that you often have perfect contrition without knowing it or thinking it; for example, while devoutly hearing Mass, while making the Stations of the Cross, while piously contemplating a crucifix or a picture of the Sacred Heart, while listening to a sermon, and so forth. Furthermore, you can often express the most ardent love and the most heartfelt sorrow in a few words, provided you have the proper intention and motive, namely, the love of God. For example by the aspirational prayers: ‘My God and my All!’ ‘O my Jesus, mercy!’ ‘O my God, I love thee above all things!’ ‘God be merciful to me a sinner!’ ‘Jesus, I live for Thee!’ Finally, perfect contrition cannot be beyond our reach because God has given it the power to produce such excellent effects; therefore, He desires us to excite ourselves to it, and He will help us to do so.”
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Perfect Contrition: A Golden Key of Heaven (Part 8 of 15)

Rev. J. Von Den Driesch (1904)


“What are the effects of perfect contrition? Exceedingly great! It always and immediately produces in the sinner forgiveness of sins before he has confessed them in the Sacrament of Penance (but he must have the intention of confessing them later, for this intention is necessarily included in perfect contrition); and perfect contrition produces this effect not merely in danger of death, but whenever it is excited in the heart. The sinner therefore obtains the remission of the punishment of hell, from being an enemy he becomes a child of God and an heir of heaven, and his former merits revive. In the just man, perfect contrition secures and increases the state of grace, remits venial sins of which he repents in the act of contrition. It also remits the punishment due to sin, secures and strengthens the soul in the true and steadfast love of God. This is the great miracle of the love and mercy of God which He works in the Christian soul through perfect contrition. These effects of perfect contrition are so great, that they might appear to you incredible. You have heard that a person should make an act of contrition in danger of death, but as you may think it scarcely possible that perfect contrition works such divine wonders in health and at all times, we will see whether this statement is true and can be proven. Yes, the truth about perfect contrition is as firmly established as the rock on which the Church is built, and as the Word of God.


“In the general Council of Trent, the Church has placed in clear and unmistakable light the most important dogmas of faith which were always taught in the Church. This great Council teaches: ‘Perfect contrition, contrition from love of God, justifies man and reconciles him with God even before the reception of the Sacrament of Penance.’ And perfect contrition does that always; for the Council says nothing of doing it only in case of necessity and in danger of death. And the Church bases her doctrine on the word and teaching of Christ, when for instance He says: ‘If any man love Me (and he does this who has true contrition in his heart), My Father will love him, and we will come to him and will make our abode with him.’ But that God may dwell in him, his sins must be blotted out; and thus perfect contrition, sorrow from love, effects this. The infallible Church has always taught the same doctrine, and when the heretic, Baius, taught otherwise, his teaching was definitely condemned by the Church. The Fathers and theologians without exception teach the same truth. Reason tells us the same. For if, as has been said, in the Old Law which was the Law of Fear, perfect contrition produced such great effects, how much more must this be the case in the New Law, which is the Law of Love.”
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Perfect Contrition: A Golden Key of Heaven (Part 9 of 15)

Rev. J. Von Den Driesch (1904)


“But now you may say: ‘If perfect contrition remits sin, why go to Confession?’ It is true that perfect contrition effects what the Sacrament of Penance effects, namely, the forgiveness of sin; but it does not produce this effect independently of the Sacrament of Penance. The sinner must have the intention of confessing the sins forgiven by perfect contrition; at least all mortal sins must be confessed; for so it has been ordained by Christ, and His ordinance cannot be changed. Should anyone refuse to confess the sins already forgiven by perfect contrition, these sins, it is true, would not revive, but the sinner would lose the state of grace because he is unwilling to fulfill the bounden duty of confession. Must we, after making an act of contrition for sins committed, confess them as soon as possible? It is not strictly necessary, but advisable and most earnestly to be recommended, because then you are more certain of having obtained forgiveness, and because the Sacrament of Penance confers other great graces, called actual sacramental graces. 


“A wicked thought might easily occur to one who knows what perfect contrition and its effects are. ‘If the forgiveness of sin can be so easily obtained by means of perfect contrition, I need not go to confession so often, nay, I may sin as much as I like for I can always elicit an act of contrition afterwards. Isn’t this true?’ No, it is not true; for he who thinks thus certainly has no perfect contrition; he does not love God above all things, he does not wish to break entirely with mortal sin, he is not earnest about amending his life, which is as necessary for perfect contrition as for Confession; in short, he is wanting in good will, and therefore he will be without the grace of God which is absolutely necessary for perfect contrition. He cannot deceive God even if he deceives himself; for he who has perfect contrition is firmly resolved to avoid mortal sin, he will be more eager than ever to receive the sacraments, he will strive with God’s grace to free himself more and more from sin so that he may always be a child of God. Perfect contrition is an excellent means of assistance for such who faithfully and honestly strive to gain, and to remain in, the state of grace, especially for habitual sinners who have a good will but in consequence of former transgressions fall occasionally into their former sins, but it is no help for such who hope to be able to sin the more fearlessly. These pervert the precious heavenly remedy of perfect contrition into a hellish poison. Therefore be not perverse, and do not allow the precious grace of perfect contrition, the great means of good, to become for you a means of evil.”
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Perfect Contrition: A Golden Key of Heaven (Part 10 of 15)

Rev. J. Von Den Driesch (1904)

“Why is perfect contrition so important, so necessary? It is important in life. How precious is the state of grace! Sanctifying grace is not only the ornament of the soul, but it penetrates its whole being and makes it a new creature, a child of God and an heir of heaven. Sanctifying grace is the magician’s wand, as it were, which changes all to gold, to the gold of heavenly merit. How sad, on the contrary, is the condition of the Christian who continues to live in a state of sin. All his actions, all his prayers and good works remain without reward for eternity. He is an enemy of God, and when he dies, his soul goes to hell. For this reason the state of grace is so very important and necessary for the Christian. The Christian who has had the misfortune of losing sanctifying grace recovers it chiefly in two ways: through Confession and through perfect contrition. Confession is the proper and ordinary means of regaining sanctifying grace. But this means is not always at hand, therefore God in His goodness has given us an extraordinary means, and this is perfect contrition.


“Imagine that you have had the great misfortune to commit mortal sin; and when the turmoil of the day is over, your conscience reproaches you and you feel remorse. It is impossible to go to confession; what is to be done? God places into your hand the golden key which opens heaven for you; be sorry for your sin out of true love for God, promise Him sincerely never to commit it again, and resolve to go to confession as soon as you will have the opportunity; then you may hope that you are again reconciled to God, and you may lie down in peace. How sad, however, is the condition of a poor Christian who does not know about perfect contrition, and does not make use of it. He lies down and gets up with mortal sin in his soul, he continues to live in his sad condition for two, three, or four months, even until his next confession. Thus it may be for years, and the almost constant spiritual night of mortal sin is interrupted only by short intervals of the sunlight of the grace of God after each confession. How sad is the state of this person, almost always in mortal sin, an enemy of God, without merit for heaven, in danger of eternal damnation!”

August 8

Perfect Contrition: A Golden Key of Heaven (Part 11 of 15)

Rev. J. Von Den Driesch (1904)


“If the Christian is conscious of grievous, unforgiven sin before the reception of a sacrament, for example, of Confirmation or Matrimony, he can make himself worthy of its reception by making an act of perfect contrition. Only before Holy Communion, an act of contrition would not suffice, it is then of obligation first to go to confession. [N.B. However, even in this case there are a few exceptions, particularly if there is likely danger of serious public scandal if one refrained from going to Communion when expected to. But even here one must at least make an act of perfect contrition and resolve to Confess one’s mortal sins.] But the practice of making frequent acts of perfect contrition is important for the Christian even in the state of grace.


“First of all, we are not infallibly certain whether we are in the state of sanctifying grace. The certainty is increased by every act of true and perfect contrition. Again, how often is the Christian in doubt whether he has yielded to some temptation; this uncertainty cripples all joyful activity in the service of God. What should he do? Examine whether consent has been given or not? This would be fruitless. Make an act of perfect contrition, and he will be secure. But supposing we had all possible certainty of being in the state of grace, even then perfect contrition would be most precious, because grace in the soul is increased by every act of perfect charity and contrition, and an increase of a degree of grace is worth more than all the riches of the world. By every act of perfect charity and contrition venial sins and imperfections, which are the stains of the soul, are forgiven, and the soul becomes ever more beautiful before God. By every act of perfect charity and contrition temporal punishment due to sin is remitted. Think of Mary Magdalene, of whom Our Lord said: ‘Many sins are forgiven her because she hath loved much.’ In this connection we highly prize indulgences, good works, almsgiving, and justly so; but here is something even better, here is charity, the Queen of Virtues. Finally, every act of perfect charity and contrition confirms the Christian ever more in good, he becomes stronger to resist evil, so that he may hope for the great grace of final perseverance.

August 9

Perfect Contrition: A Golden Key of Heaven (Part 12 of 15)

Rev. J. Von Den Driesch (1904)


“Perfect contrition is important in life, but especially so in death, or in sudden danger of death. During a great fire in a town the lives of hundreds of persons were endangered. In the midst of a heap of moaning people, a child of twelve years knelt down and began to recite aloud an act of contrition, briefly explaining why he did so, and asking them to make it aloud with him, and thus perhaps many of the dying were saved forever. You are continually exposed to many dangers and you may meet with an accident when least expecting it. Railroad accidents, death from injuries by fire, electricity, street cars, and in other ways too numerous to mention, are of daily occurrence. Having met with one of these accidents, you may be carried dying into the house, and people may run for the priest; but before the priest can come it is too late, and you need him so badly! What can be done? Interiorly make an act of true contrition, of contrition from a grateful love towards God, towards your suffering Savior, and you will be saved forever; then will perfect contrition be for you a key to heaven at the last moment, in the last great need of body and soul.

“I do say this, that for a habitual sinner, presumptuously trusting in perfect contrition at the last moment, it is very doubtful if anyone guilty of such abuse of grace will be in a proper disposition to make an act of perfect contrition. What was said above of the great benefit of perfect contrition pertains to persons of good will. But in case of accident, when no priest can be had, will there be time for an act of perfection contrition? With God’s assistance, yes – for it does not require much time to make an act of perfect contrition, especially if one has been accustomed to make it frequently while in health; the soul can form and finish it in an instant. In such extraordinary cases the grace of God is more efficacious, and the mind quicker. At the awful time of death a moment seems as long as hours do now. I will prove this to you from my own experience.”

August 10

Perfect Contrition: A Golden Key of Heaven (Part 13 of 15)

Rev. J. Von Den Driesch (1904)

“I was once in great and terrible danger of death, it lasted scarcely eight or ten seconds. But in that short time I could, and did think of much; my whole past life and what would happen after my death, flashed through my mind in an instant. But may God be thanked, it was fortunately decreed that I should live, or I should not have been able to write for you the Golden Key of Heaven. The first thought that occurred to me in those dreadful moments, was what the catechism teaches is the duty of every Christian in danger of death, namely, a cry of sorrow and a prayer to God for contrition. This was my experience, and perhaps it was this that first taught me the value and esteem of perfect contrition, and that I now seek as much as possible to spread the knowledge and esteem of it among others.


“But the compassion which you have for your own soul in danger of death, you must also have for your fellow Christians in similar cases. How foolishly do people often act at such a time! They run to and fro, stand about lamenting, yell to one another, run for the doctor, for the priest, for water, for any remedy, while the dying person is nearing his last moments – and perhaps there is no one that thinks of his immortal soul, to use the few precious moments remaining in trying to save it by repeating the act of perfect contrition. In such a case, go quietly and gently to the sick and dying person; place the crucifix before his eyes when that can be done; ask him in a low voice to direct his thoughts to what you are saying, and to pray with you; repeat to him slowly and distinctly the act of contrition, even if he seems to hear and understand nothing. Thus you will have performed a great act of charity, and the dying person will thank you for it eternally in heaven. You can, in this way, assist even a dying person who is not a Catholic. Without speaking to him of confession, make with him an act of the love of God, of the love of our crucified Savior, and then repeat to him slowly the act of contrition.”

August 11

Perfect Contrition: A Golden Key of Heaven (Part 14 of 15)

Rev. J. Von Den Driesch (1904)


“When must we make an act of perfect contrition? If you have thus far followed me willingly and faithfully, I may sincerely and earnestly request you to do God and your own soul a favor by devoutly making an act of contrition every night in your night prayers. As there is no perfect morning prayer without a good intention, so there is no perfect night prayer without the examination of conscience and an act of contrition. It is certainly no sin to omit it; but it is a good advice which I am giving to you. ‘Examination of conscience and an act of contrition at night,’ you say, ‘that may be very well for the religious and the perfect, but it is not for such as I, who have no time for it, and am too tired at night.’ Indeed! How long do you think it takes? Half an hour? No. a quarter of an hour? No, it may be done in a few minutes. Listen: you say your night prayers every night, I suppose. Think then for a few seconds of the faults and sins of the past day, and before the crucifix, slowly and attentively make an act of contrition. Then you may rest in peace. By saying your night prayers, you say, as it were to God, ‘Good night, Father,’ and by mercifully forgiving you your sins God answers, ‘Good night, child.’ What do you now think? Do this in future, and you will not regret it in eternity. If at any time you should have the misfortune of committing mortal sin, do not remain in that wretched state, but immediately rise from it by making an act of perfect contrition. Arise in that same hour, or at least when you say your night prayers, and do not delay your confession too long.” 

August 12

Perfect Contrition: A Golden Key of Heaven (Part 15 of 15)

Rev. J. Von Den Driesch (1904)


“Finally, dear Christian soul, sooner or later you must die. Should sudden death overtake you, which I sincerely hope will not be the case, you now know where the “Golden Key of Heaven” is to be found. Quickly raise our heart to God in heartfelt, perfect contrition. By the good and frequent use of it during life, you will have time, grace, and will to make your act of perfect contrition, and perfect contrition will save you. If, however, you are prepared for the journey before death overtakes you, then let your last conscious act here on earth be one of heartfelt love towards God your Creator, your Savior and Benefactor; let it be an act of perfect contrition for the sins of your whole life. Then you may cast yourself into the arms of a forgiving God, and may God be to you a merciful Judge! Now, dear reader, I bid you farewell. Practice what you have read in this booklet. Love and practice perfect contrition, this grand means of grace which the mercy of God gives you to rise from mortal sin at any moment, and not only in danger of death. This easy means which profits you so much, this last means which, in case of need, alone can save your soul, and rest assured, perfect contrition will be to you a source of grace in life and in death – a true Golden Key of Heaven.”

“O my God, I love Thee above all things!” “My God and my All!” “God be merciful to me a sinner!”

“O my God, I am sorry that I have sinned against Thee, for Thou art so good; I will never sin again; forgive me, and grant me Thy mercy and grace.” “O Jesus, I love you, have mercy on me!” 

“O my God, I am heartily sorry for having offended Thee, and I detest all my sins, because I dread the loss of heaven and the pains of hell, but most of all because they have offended Thee, my God, Who art all good and deserving of all my love. I firmly resolve, with the help of Thy grace, to confess my sins, to do penance, to amend my life. Amen.”

August 13

Truth is Love and Love Means Sacrifice

It is so easy to deceive ourselves that we are truly searching for the truth. At one time or another we have all asked with Pilate, “What is truth?” And like Pilate we quickly turn away before Christ has time to answer. We drown out His voice because we know deep down where truth will lead us and we are afraid of all that it might entail. We drag our feet in our search for union with God because we fear the demands such a union might make upon our creature comforts. What is truth? Truth is love. And love means sacrifice. There is that unappealing word again! It is always lurking behind every paragraph that we read concerning the spiritual life. But why is this? Because love is nourished and expressed by sacrifice. Love inspires renouncement and self-denial. Love’s cry is: “My God and my all!” And the logical consequence is that everything else is nothing. A soul whose love for God is ever growing deeper and more tender will soon experience the need of renouncing, at least in spirit, all that is not God or which does not lead to God; anything that ruins or hinders this union. It is here that so many souls, so many potential saints, are afraid to go forward. Their spiritual life stands still because they are afraid to make the break with some tiny attachment that chains their heart to earth, an attachment that they know full well love is asking them to renounce, and which they will have to renounce at the time of death anyway. But it is not just one attachment, one act of mortification which God desires of us. It is a spirit of sacrifice, a life of love. If we truly desire God above and before all things, it will manifest itself in our striving to avoid sin and the occasions of sin, by a greater effort at acquiring the habit of prayer, by frequenting the Sacraments, by a general spirit of self-denial and penance. We are afraid of what the love of God might do to our cozy way of life. Holiness does indeed demand a great deal of renunciation. But we need never fear. God will always be there to help us in our sincere efforts towards a complete and selfless union with Him.

August 14
Pearl of Great Price
We must never be frightened or discouraged by any talk of dryness in prayer, or about self-denial, self-control, and self-sacrifice, or about any of the trials of the interior life, which sanctity might demand of us. God will always give us proportionate strength and grace to bear any trial that He sends us or to make any sacrifice that He wants of us. One might wonder if all this dryness and suffering is worth it, whether it were better not to try to lead a deeper prayer life, a more fervent spiritual life, if this is all we can expect. If we have perhaps discussed the dry aspect of prayer or suffering often, it is because it is easier to discuss and describe such common things than the very real experience of the profound peace and joy that prayer, contemplation, and deep union with God, give to the soul. These are beyond words and can be known only by experience. One has only to read, for example, St. Teresa of Avila’s autobiography to see the dizzying heights of union with God to which persevering prayer (contemplation) can lead us. She herself admitted that God sometimes gave her such great favors in prayer that just one of these experiences alone would have amply compensated her for all her sufferings and efforts of her whole life. There is a whole world of spiritual realities, an “undiscovered country” of divine union, that so few care to seek and explore. The depth of union with God in prayer is a pearl of great price but so few are willing to pay the price to obtain it. The only way for us to reach the Promised Land of mystical union with God is to embark on a long journey through a spiritual desert, a dark night. It would, therefore, be a tragic mistake for us to become discouraged and give up prayer when we are plunged into aridity and darkness, since they often indicate that one is following the path leading to union and sanctity. We must have our times of aridity, and this usually means most of the time. The reason for this is that unless we often experience the sense of “losing” Him, or our absolute need for Him in one way or another, we will never earnestly seek Him each day. And if we do not earnestly and perseveringly seek Him, we will never find Him. 

August 15

The Assumption of Our Blessed Mother and the Desire For God (Part 1 of 2)


On November 1st, 1950, Pope Pius XII solemnly defined as a dogma of the Catholic Faith, that is, a truth which has been revealed by God, that, “Mary, the Immaculate, perpetually Virgin Mother of God, after the completion of her earthly life, was assumed body and soul into the glory of heaven.” It was indeed fitting that after her holy death, our Blessed Mother’s pure body, which knew not the least shadow of sin and from which Our Savior derived His Sacred Humanity, should have been preserved from all corruption and gloriously reunited with her soul in heaven. There in heaven, she is forever united with her beloved Son, not just spiritually, but physically as well. It has often been said that our Blessed Mother died of love, that her love for God and her Divine Son was so intense that it broke the bonds of life. She desired and longed for God so much that her soul simply flew to God, and perhaps we may say, that it was her love also that brought her body into heaven. One of the effects of love is ecstasy, which, in its basic meaning is a going out of oneself, a being carried away, as it were, out of ourselves, “out of our body,” by a strong love for some subject, for something or someone. 


In his book, The World’s First Love, Bishop Sheen wrote: “Love, like fire, burns upward, since it is basically desire. It seeks to become more and more united with the object that is loved. Our sensate experiences are familiar with the earthly law of gravitation, which draws material bodies to the earth. But in addition to terrestrial gravitation, there is a law of spiritual gravitation, which increases as we get closer to God. This ‘pull’ on our hearts by the Spirit of God is always present, and it is only our refusing wills and the weakness of our bodies as a result of sin which keep us earth-bound. …If God exerts a gravitational pull on all souls, given the intense love of Our Lord for His Blessed Mother which descended, and the intense love of Mary for her Lord which ascended, there is created a suspicion that love at this stage would be so great as ‘to pull the body with it.’ Given further an immunity from original sin, there would not be in the Body of Our Lady the dichotomy, tension, and opposition that exists in us between body and soul. If the distant moon moves all the surging tides of earth, then the love of Mary for Jesus and the love of Jesus for Mary should result in such an ecstasy as ‘to lift her out of this world.’” 

August 16

The Assumption of Our Blessed Mother and the Desire For God (Part 2 of 2)


We have said that the Blessed Virgin died from love, from the burning desire of her soul to be reunited with her Divine Son. Although she was united with her Divine Son in each of her Communion’s, and each was heavenly joy, it was not yet heaven. “How could her body continue to contain a soul which so ardently desired union with the Eternal, face to face?” writes Fr. Plus, S.J., “It is impossible to explain, except as a sort of permanent miracle. Why did God permit Mary to live so many years after the death and ascension of her Divine Son? The first reason was probably that He willed through this long preparation for the Beatific Vision to increase immeasurably the Blessed Virgin’s capacity for love. Having known the visible and continual presence of the Savior during thirty-three years, she longs with all her heart for the great reunion. The days pass; she must wait. As Saint Augustine says, ‘God thirsts that we thirst for Him.’ May the Lord be praised and may His thirst be quenched! The thirst of all the saints for heaven in comparison with Mary’s maternal and virginal heart is as a drop of water lost in the immensity of the ocean, for Mary’s yearning surpassed that of all creatures.”


Mary’s life was one of desire for God, to see Him, to possess Him, to be wholly and eternally united with Him. This was the supreme desire of her heart, and it must be ours as well. But is it? The reason for our existence is to attain the vision and possession of God Himself, as He is in Himself. Heaven is essentially, God – God seen, God possessed, God loved, God relished, God delighted in; it is to be perfectly satisfied with God without this satisfaction ever diminishing or growing old. It is not, as some imagine, merely a glorified earthly paradise where we can all have our natural bodily cravings satisfied. All other pleasures and joys which we will have in heaven are only secondary and are as nothing compared with possessing God, Who is the fulfillment of our being, our supreme and perfect good – the source of all happiness. And yet many of us, perhaps most of us, rarely if ever give this a thought. It is as if it meant absolutely nothing to us. We say we love God, but how much do we truly desire Him? How seldom do we even think about Him, much less long to possess Him. Do we keep the thought of heaven, the Beatific Vision, before our minds as we go through life? We must pray for the grace of a greater desire for God. Without this desire, we will not make any progress in the spiritual life. Everything depends upon how much we really desire God. Desire – love – is what spurred the saints on in their struggles for holiness, for purity of body and soul, for the habit of prayer, and it made all the necessary sacrifices relatively easy. In all honesty, how much do we really desire God?

August 17

Purgatory and the Desire for God


One of the reasons why so many souls must spend a long time in purgatory is simply because they did not desire God ardently enough to go straight to heaven after their death, like Our Blessed Mother did. Indeed, the last, and probably the greatest, punishment in purgatory, when all other punishments have ceased, is simply to wait and long for God. This we may call the Purgatory of Desire, where there is no fire, but the greatest suffering, more than any fire, is desiring to but not seeing God. It is truly a martyrdom for these holy souls who now know What and Who God is ever so much more clearly than we do here on earth. With all their being they are irresistibly attracted to God as to an infinite magnet, for He is their all, their complete fulfillment and happiness, Beauty, Goodness, Truth, Love Itself. And yet they are repulsed and kept back, for they are not ready to possess the all-pure God of Love. Although perhaps very few escape purgatory, or at least this last stage of only desire, it is still possible for us. In fact, it is God’s will that we strive to do so. If only we ardently desire heaven and the vision of God here on earth, and strive to love Him with all our heart, we could bypass purgatory altogether. Perhaps the reason why this is rare is that the greater majority are quite indifferent to the whole question, and in the case of pious people, they too often seek God out of fear rather than out of love and trust. If only on earth these souls had loved and desired Him as they ought to have done, there would not be so many of them in that place of expiation, for love of God expiates our sins and purifies our soul. A soul that really tries to love Jesus with all its heart finds that even with all its efforts it cannot and does not love Him as much as it wants to, and so love itself becomes a perpetual martyrdom, a purgatory on earth. Besides, suffering in purgatory is merit-less. It does not increase sanctifying grace in our soul, and thus does not increase our degree of union with God for all eternity, nor the glory which He derives from our degree of holiness. It is best, therefore, to strive to bypass purgatory altogether, or at least to spend as short of time as possible in that place of expiation, not primarily for our own sake but for the greater glory of God. Love makes us long to be united to the object of our love, to Jesus – to the Most Holy Trinity. If God saw this burning love in our hearts, this pining for Him, He could not but wipe away our sins and much, if not all, of the temporal punishment due to them, so that He might unite us to Himself in the ecstatic joy and happiness of the Beatific Vision. 

August 18

Purgatory and the Love of God

It is always necessary to insist that everything in the spiritual life depends on love. Love is what our Lord really wants. Many people have the idea that the only way to make satisfaction for our debt of sin is by extraordinary sufferings or penances. Without these, they think, it would be futile to hope to bypass purgatory. But this is not so. It is not the intensity of sufferings, as such, that purifies us and makes us pleasing in God’s sight. It is love which does this – love for Him burning in our hearts. Love is a consuming fire. It penetrates deeper and deeper into the soul, burning away all the dross of our egoism and selfishness, which is the real obstacle to intimate union with God. This is why St. John of the Cross wrote: “It is of the highest importance that the soul should be well exercised in love, so that, being rapidly consumed, she will tarry but a short time here below and quickly attain to the vision of God face to face.” The above words of St. John imply that we should aim straight for Heaven, for the Beatific Vision, but to do this, we must be well “exercised” in the love of God. St. Therese, speaking of those who have offered themselves to the Merciful Love of God, to be consumed as “victims” as it were by love, wrote: “For victims of Divine Love there will be no judgment, but rather the good God will hasten to reward with eternal delights the love for Him which He will see burning in their hearts. The fire of love is more sanctifying than is the fire of purgatory.” (N.B. Such an offering as St. Therese here refers to is not an automatic “passport” into heaven. We must love God, not in word only, or in wishful thinking, but in deed and in truth. To be a “victim of Merciful Love” demands sacrifice, and the striving after total, interior conversion of life.) A soul perfectly in love with God will have no need of purgatory. “How could He cleanse in the flames of purgatory souls consumed with the fire of divine love?” asks St. Therese. The answer is He could not, there would be nothing left for the fire of purgatory to do. The great medieval Dominican, Tauler, speaking about the power of love, wrote: “If such a man had been guilty of the sins of all other men put together, God would forgive him everything the instant he had attained this state of perfect love.” And St. Therese tells us: “The chief plenary indulgence which is within the reach of everybody, and can be gained without the ordinary conditions, is that of charity, which covers a multitude of sins.”

August 19

The Assumption and Our Death

Fr. Raoul Plus, S.J. (1882-1958)

“The Blessed Virgin died from the burning desire of her soul to rejoin her Son; she died of love. And the angels carried her blessed body into heaven. As Mother of Christ the King, she is crowned queen of earth and heaven. From above she watches over poor humanity and waits for each one of us. At the moment of death, she will be present in spirit at my bedside, she whom I have so often invoked in my Hail Marys: Pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death.


“After the death of a Carmelite of Montreal, an act of resignation to death was found upon her heart. With all my soul I will make this act my own: I desire that my death may be an act of the most perfect adoration and of the most humble submission that a poor creature can render to its well beloved Creator. Yes, my God, may my death adore You in proclaiming your sovereignty. May my voluntary, free, and loving abandonment be agreeable to You. My soul bows down to accept it. I wish to die to obey You because You have thus decreed it. I wish to die because Jesus died. I wish to die for love of Him because He died for love of me. I wish to die because Mary, my sweet Mother, died. I wish to die when and how it pleases You, O my God, in the manner You wish, under the conditions You have determined, with all the physical and mental sufferings that You have apportioned and prepared in Your eternal foreknowledge. I ask only one grace: to die in the act of the most perfect love a creature can possess. I offer You my death as my profession, my irrevocable consecration. May this complete abandonment of my being into Your hands repair all my failures. If it is not too rash, I beg You to let me have my purgatory before dying. O my God, give me the grace to see You without delay at my departure from this life. Grant that my last act of love on earth may be followed by an act of love in heaven.”

August 20
We Learn to Love By Loving
Whenever someone asked Father Adolph Petit, S.J., how to nourish this life of love, he would reply: “I know of but one, to love. Just as one learns to read by reading, and to write by writing, so does one learn to love our Lord by multiplying one’s acts of love for Him. Each one of these acts is as it were, an armful of kindling to be thrown on the fire; it renders the flame of love more ardent.”
August 21

An Act of Love for God

We can express acts of love for God in words, such as: “My God, I love you,” or, “Jesus, Mary, I love you, save souls”, or whatever words we wish, or without words. The important thing is the act of love, not the formula we decide to use or not use. In his book Jesus Appeals to the World (1949), Fr. Lorenzo Sales, I.M.C., beautifully explains this: “The unceasing act of love must not be a superficial thing, a mechanical repetition of a formula, but rather a true canticle of love. In fact – and this must be stressed – it is not even necessary that the act be pronounced with the lips. An act of love is not a simple spoken phrase but an interior act of the mind which thinks of loving, and of the will which desires to love, and so loves. Thus the unceasing act of love is a continuous silent effusion of love. The formula, one must remember, is no more than an aid which enables the soul to concentrate more easily upon love, upon perfect love…It is with the heart, therefore, that one must be unceasingly loving. And that, we repeat, does not mean that the soul must feel delight of sweetness in doing so, nor must she feel herself to be loving. It suffices to desire to love. Saint Francis de Sales writes that the desire to love is love, both being dependent on the same will.”  

August 22

Getting Above, or Below, It All (Part 1 of 9)


One of the greatest secrets of the spiritual life is to know how to live “in the spirit,” or in what spiritual writers have called the apex, or high point, of the soul. This is another golden key which opens for us the way to greater spiritual progress and a deeper, more enduring peace of soul. However, this is one of those things which is a little difficult to explain in a simple way precisely because it is so extremely simple, and even obvious, in actual practice and experience. Yet, unless we are introduced to this idea of the “high point” of the soul, we will most likely never realize it nor avert to it, and thus never acquire the beneficial habit of living there. First of all, when we use the term “high point” of the soul we are using a metaphor, something which our imagination can picture to help us understand and relate to a purely spiritual reality. In fact, instead of high point, some spiritual writers use the terms depth, base, ground, or center of the soul. But whichever metaphor is used it all refers to the same thing. The “high point” of the soul, or whatever we want to call it, is not a physical place but a kind of psychological or mental place within us which we can make use of and “live in,” as it were. In this sense, it might help if we imagine our soul as though it were a tall mountain with the peak far above the clouds. To live in the high point is to train ourselves to view and judge everything, even our own soul and its present passing state, objectively, as though we were a spectator from the serene heights of this mountain. We can then look down from the peaceful peak, the “high point” of the soul, and see ourselves all disturbed below at the base – full of clouds, storms, and all sorts of disturbances – but without letting any of this really disturb us in the high point. Or, changing the metaphor, we can plunge into the depth of our soul, as if it were a deep ocean. No matter how rough the waters get on the surface, we remain at peace in the depths. From the depths we can see everything that is passing on the surface of life, indeed we will still feel the trials and storms of life, but we will know that, even if everything seems to be falling apart all around us, all is well because God is still God, that He is still in control, that He is still carrying us in His loving arms. And what else do we need? God and union with Him is all that really matters in this short life. And so we must learn to get mentally above all of the vicissitudes of life, whether outside of us, or inside of us, in such a way that no matter what happens, no matter what we may feel or not feel, we can remain united to God with our will, clinging to Him through all the storms of life, letting nothing really disturb our inner peace. “Cast your care upon God,” says St. Peter, “for He has care of you.” Cast – the original Greek word actually implies something closer to dump, a more expressive term meaning utterly “letting go” with complete childlike abandonment – complete trust. 

August 23

Getting Above, or Below, It All (Part 2 of 9)


It may help us to understand what is meant by living in the high (or low) point of the soul, if we picture it as a big boulder in the middle of the stream which remains firm despite being continually buffeted by the contrary currents of life and all the little rocks and pebbles of trial and adversity. But let us now put aside and transcend such metaphors and plunge a little deeper into this concept of the “high point” of the soul by a more accurate, albeit, a little bit more dry philosophical approach. To have a deeper understanding of Catholic spirituality it is helpful, indeed necessary, to stick to the traditional Catholic way of describing, or of “dissecting,” as it were, the human soul. First of all, let us always keep in mind that the soul is a spirit, perfectly simple and indivisible, that is, without parts, sections, length, height, width, weight, shape, or color, etc., and therefore, strictly speaking, the soul does not have a high point or a low point or any other point or place. But the soul does operate through certain faculties or powers, and some of these are of a higher nature, some lower. The higher spiritual powers are the intellect and will, and with these powers the soul exercises the functions of knowing, determining, and loving. It is primarily through these two spiritual powers that we resemble the angelic spirits and God Himself, the Spirit of Spirits. A spirit, in itself, is pure intellect and will – a space-less being, having no body, and hence, no emotions, or feelings, or passions, etc. But a man is not pure spirit. He is not an angel trapped in a “cage,” nor will he ever become an angel. Unlike the angels, a man’s spirit is a soul, that is, it is intimately united with a physical body, animating it, making it to be a living body. He is, of his very nature, a composite being of spirit and matter. He has a soul, as well as a body, and therefore has lower powers corresponding and “connecting” him more directly to his physical being and sense nature. These lower powers are the imagination, memory, and sensual appetites, together with all the feelings and emotions. Now, what we mean by living in the “high point” of the soul is that we must learn to identify our real self, the real “I,” with our will and intellect and their acts, and not with the lower part, that is, with all of our feelings, emotions, moods, imaginations, attractions, or temptations. These last are constantly changing in reaction to the passing events of life, whereas the real “I” remains the same. The lower sensible feelings and emotions may at times help the higher powers in the quest for union with God, but it is the higher which really counts in the spiritual life and in the eyes of God.

August 24

Getting Above, or Below, It All (Part 3 of 9)


One of man’s greatest glories is his intelligence. He can think and reason. There are few problems which we have to face in life which we cannot solve, with the help of God’s grace, by thinking them through. Of course, we may not always be right, but we need only follow the judgment we reach after mature reflection, and be willing, when we learn that we are wrong, to make the necessary adjustments or corrections. One of the deadliest obstacles to a strong and deep spiritual life is the tendency to let emotions and feelings usurp the place and work of the intellect and will. We like to feel our way too much through life and let the emotions do the work that they are simply not qualified to do. We make the mistake of trying to think with our heart and not with our mind. However, what we are here cautioning against is not that intuitive wisdom which is acquired by experience, but the following of those irrational feelings which so often get us into trouble. One way this tendency is revealed is by the number of people who say, “I feel that…” instead of “I think that…”  Many times our decisions and judgments are influenced by secret inordinate attachments or wishful thinking instead of common sense and reason enlightened by faith and by the solid principles of Catholic spirituality. We judge things too much with our heart and not enough with our head. 
August 25
Getting Above, or Below, It All (Part 4 of 9)


Even without realizing it, we usually live on the lower level of the senses, and judge everything, our whole spiritual life, even other people and external events – life in general – by how we feel or do not feel. The spiritual life then becomes a topsy-turvy roller coaster ride with so many ups and downs that it makes us spiritually sick. Everything is right with us and our spiritual life one day because everything feels right, while on another day everything is wrong, our whole spiritual life is off track, simply because we feel rotten, or are distracted or tempted, or whatever. We worry because we do not feel our devotion at prayer, or we doubt our contrition because we do not feel very contrite. And so we let our nerves get all into knots because we never know whether we’re coming or going in the spiritual life. We feel that somehow we have lost our way; that all our efforts are wasted; that everything’s wrong; that God is angry with us, for some reason. Our enthusiasm and determination will thus be inevitably dampened. In this way, our spiritual life will lack all stability, consistency, and depth. We simply must refuse to ride the roller coaster of feelings. We must try to get above them or below them and pay no attention to them whatsoever. One of the most important things in the spiritual life is to never give up, to always pick ourselves up each day and continue striving for closer union with Our Divine Lord no matter how or what we feel or do not feel. We go to God, not through our feelings and emotions, but through the intellect and the will. Besides, much of the feeling of lack of fervor in the spiritual life can be blamed simply on nerves, weather, or just plain indigestion. 

August 26
Getting Above, or Below, It All (Part 5 of 9)


As with most temptations, the key to dealing with an unruly imagination or disturbed emotions, is to try to ignore them, rather than to directly fight them or violently resist them. To directly fight them usually makes them worse because it focuses and intensifies our attention upon them. Such things feed on attention. Actually, this is really the only way to overcome many of those tiny annoyances which so irk us – stop objecting to them. If we do this we will usually find that the annoyance (real or imaginary) will lose its sting and evaporate, as if by magic, or at least it will be reduced to a manageable level. It is so easy to let little insignificant things, the little annoying habits of others, or a continually recurring sound, or whatever, get to us, becoming a form of the Chinese water torture which slowly wears away our patience and our hold on sanity and peace of soul. 

August 27
Getting Above, or Below, It All (Part 6 of 9)

Unfortunately, we often let our feelings and imagination have far too much power to upset and disturb our interior peace of soul. Emotions, of themselves, are good – after all, they are God given – but they must be controlled and their energy channeled constructively. Much of the battle will be won by simply recognizing them and their work within us. “I realize that it is just my feelings which are upsetting me.” Of course, recognition of the emotions will not completely eliminate them, nor should we desire them to be completely eliminated. But this can, and will, give us a tremendous advantage in the struggle to control them more and more and not be controlled by them. Their control is the mark of a stable, mature person. It will take will power and practice, but we can refuse to be really, interiorly, upset by any disturbance arising from our lower nature – from our emotions, imagination, or a physical commotion, or any other type of temptation and trial. If such things were understood for what they are, and simply accepted as part of human life, that is, the sad but inevitable result of having a fallen human nature, then their persistence, violent or subtle, would seldom cause a real upset in the spiritual life. We would be able to see them for what they are. Understanding them, controlling them, and refusing to be upset by any feeling or temptation, is nowhere more important for the devout soul, including religious, than it is in the realm of purity or sex. For here, due to false notions, improper instruction, or lack of instruction, too many demand of themselves the reactions of an angel rather than of a human. Too many think that to have such disturbances is a sign that something is wrong. Not so at all. Just because we have  set ourselves on the road towards holiness does not mean that we have ceased being human. We will experience the same rebellions in our lower nature that everyone else feels. In fact, precisely because we have refused nature so much, it will rebel all the more. If only, in the midst of some terrible temptation, unwanted attraction, or disturbed feelings, we can stand back and see ourselves objectively, then we could see that all is well with the real self – the high point of the soul – despite all these storms below. All things pass, especially feelings, and so it only makes sense to not let ourselves get blown off track by a passing storm.

August 28
Getting Above, or Below, It All (Part 7 of 9)

All the real activity of the spiritual life: knowing and loving God, willing, choosing, conviction, consent, virtue, sin, essentially takes place in the will and intellect – the high point of the soul. God does not judge us according to our feelings, that we feel holy and pure, but that we are holy and pure by our choices, the actions of our will. It is not our temptations,  environment, distractions, or whatever, that make us what we are, it is how we react to them – it is our choices. We can always refuse to give our consent to sin, especially mortal sin. God looks to the high point of our soul, our convictions, our determinations, our sincere love for Him. The only thing that really matters in this life is keeping the “high point” of the soul turned towards God and united with Him, and this can be done instantaneously by a simple act of the will, a simple desire to love God. As long as we will to believe, adore, trust, and love God, by that very fact, with the help of His grace, we do adore, trust, believe, and love Him. This is why an act of love, “My God, I love you,” is very meritorious and beneficial, even when it feels so dry and insincere; if we truly desire it to be sincere, it is in the sight of God, all feelings to the contrary notwithstanding. Granted, the act may be very imperfect, for in all such acts, there will always be room for improvement in their purity, selflessness, and firmness. But the more we make acts of love, or faith, or hope, even though not felt, the greater and stronger the bond we are forming between our soul and God. 

August 29

Getting Above, or Below, It All (Part 8 of 9)

Our advance in spirituality is really the gradual increase of the habit of living in the spirit, not in the “flesh.” In reality, the spiritual life is extremely simple in itself, and it all essentially takes place in the “high point” of the soul. Perhaps it could best be described as the right intention, an act of the will turning itself towards God. We should renew this union as often as we think of it, or simply remain united. When this is done, the rest of the soul could be in complete disturbance, unrest, rebellion, and misery, while the “high point” of the soul looks down upon all disturbances and accepts, embraces, and wills them for the love of God. Of course, we will continue to feel disturbances in the lower part. We shall continue to feel suffering, temptations, dryness, distaste, distractions, attractions, repulsions, but we shall know that the real self is not these feelings and passing phenomena, but rests in our will. We will know that all is well because we truly desire to give ourselves to God, and be united with Him, despite all feelings to the contrary. Our emotions and imagination, as we have said, are a part of us but they are rarely under our complete control, whereas we can always turn our will towards God. We can always say “I want God and His will,” or if we do not feel that we do, we can at least want to want God, which is ultimately the same thing. We must detach ourselves from the natural desire to see results, to feel progress in the spiritual life, and to have everything go our own way. 

August 30
Getting Above, or Below, It All (Part 9 of 9)

The only way to spiritually survive the storms of life, inside us or outside us, and to truly benefit from them, is to live in the “high point” of the soul – up on that mountain peak where we can see everything objectively. It is a matter of living on a higher plane, with a more spiritual way of acting, thinking, and looking upon the events of life. We should be able to see our own sufferings, or the sufferings of our loved ones, or the crises in the world or in the church, or an impending disaster, or bombs bursting all around us, and yet remain with peace in the depths of our soul, perhaps with an unfelt peace, but a real, solid, unshakeable peace and joy above mere feeling. There on the mountain top, or there in the depth of the ocean, nothing can really touch us, unless we let it. We – in the “high point” of our soul – are completely safe, not selfishly so, but wisely so, for it is only there that we can be united to God in perfect peace and union, and thus be of greater benefit to souls, especially our loved ones, and for the whole world. It doesn’t mean that we have ceased to care about anything, nor does this mean that we have become cold, unfeeling machines. It is simply that we have started to care about things in the right way, as God sees them, and as pilgrims should who are traveling on the road to eternity. Sometimes we adversely react to things that should be used to draw us nearer to God, instead of letting them push us away from Him. That is the whole point of trials, of the cross, but unless we live on the peak, we shall be too wrapped up in what we are suffering to see it objectively as a gift, as a stepping stone to greater union with Him. No matter what happens, we are safe in God, if only we climb into His loving and providential arms, or rather, if we don’t jump out of them in the first place. The question is: Do we really want God? Do we really believe that He loves us and cares for us? Do we really believe that He is truly All-powerful and in control? If so, then we should remain in peace and keep our retreat in the “high point” of our soul, that “Interior Castle,” where God dwells with us, and not worry so much about the passing things of this world or the passing emotions of our soul. 


Abbot Chapman, describing how one might express this peace, writes: “What does it all matter? What does it matter whether I enjoy Mass, or feel distracted or annoyed? What do my feelings matter? I came here for God, not for myself. What do I matter? Only God matters. The whole world doesn’t matter. Glory to God, that is the whole of everything. And you look down at your soul, with a sort of amused pity, as a little wriggling worm that won’t keep still.” 

August 31
In Touch With God

Abbot John Chapman, O.S.B. (1865-1933)

“We have to learn in practice what we always knew in theory: everything that happens is God’s will. God’s will always intends our good. God’s will is carving us into the likeness of His Son. Every moment is the message of God’s will; every external event, everything outside us, and even every involuntary thought and feeling within us is God’s own touch. We are in living touch with God. Everything we come in contact with, the whole of our daily circumstances, and all our interior responses, whether pleasures or pains, are God’s working. We are living in God – in God’s action, as a fish in the water. There is no question of trying to feel that God is here, or to complain of God being far, once He has taught us that we are bathed in Him, in His action, in His will.”

September 1
Perfect Trust

“Oh, for the peace of a perfect trust,

My loving God, in Thee;

Unwavering faith, that never doubts

Thou choosest best for me.

Best, though my plans be all upset;

Best, though the way be rough;

Best, though my earthly store be scant;

In Thee I have enough.

Best, though my health and strength be gone,

Though weary days be mine,

Shut out from much that others have;

Not my will, Lord, but Thine.

And e’en though disappointments come,

They too are best for me;

To wean me from this changing world,

And lead me nearer Thee.

Oh, for the peace of a perfect trust

That looks away from all;

That sees Thy hand in everything,

In great events and small;

That hears Thy voice – a Father’s voice – 

Directing for the best,

Oh, for the peace of a perfect trust,

A heart with Thee at rest.”

(Author unknown)
September 2
Living in the Spirit (Part 1 of 4)

Abbot John Chapman, O.S.B. (1865-1933)


“In times of desolation we must try to be equally detached from our own feelings. We must always have in our minds the intention of accepting the state we are in: ‘O God, I am distracted, without devotion, full of temptation, extroverted, worldly – but I don’t like it – I am ready, therefore, to remain so, as long as it is Thy will.’ We must always go on praying not to sin, not to give way to willful imperfections, and if we do give way we can thank God for the humiliation that results. But all the time we must try and not take ourselves too seriously – laugh at ourselves for the state we are in, and laugh at ourselves for minding it. Because the great principle is that all these commotions, all these consolations, are effects in the lower part of the soul, and do not in themselves matter in the least; they purify and strengthen the lower part of the soul, if they are patiently and lovingly accepted.


“What does matter is the upper part of the soul; but that is something which we can’t feel, but only know. But we have to make that the highest part of our soul (or the deepest, if you prefer this metaphor – St. Francis de Sales says ‘highest point,’ Blosius says ‘the depth’ – it is the same thing) is united to God, and nothing else matters at all in this world. The right intention is the only way I can describe it. The essential interior act of religion is the giving ourselves to God, turning to Him and remaining turned, uniting ourselves to His will and remaining united. When this essential act is going on in the high point of the soul, all the rest of the soul can be in a disturbance, unrest, rebellion, misery – it does not matter – on the contrary, the ‘point of the soul’ accepts it, embraces it, wills it.”

September 3
Living in the Spirit (Part 2 of 4)

Abbot John Chapman, O.S.B. (1865-1933)

“We must not think that distraction, dryness, desolation, is merely a state of trial which we pass through on our way to perfection. Perfection in this world is not a calm union with God, unless God so wishes. Our Lord suffered temptation and desolation to show us that they are not incompatible with perfection, but are perfection. Progress will mean becoming more and more indifferent as to what state we are in. We ought to care less and less about our own souls, except about that higher part in which we ought to live united to God. We must not worry about perfection; simply be what God enables us to be at this moment. When we realize that God is not only in every external event, but in every internal event – I mean in every involuntary feeling we have – we realize that, at every moment of our life, we are in touch with God, and His hand is on us. We have only to be carried in His arms. Our one care must be not to jump out of them and try to walk alone.”

September 4
Living in the Spirit (Part 3 of 4)

Abbot John Chapman, O.S.B. (1865-1933)

“I hope you see why I don’t think you would get much good by talking about yourself. Don’t look into your soul, but look at God. Don’t ask yourself whether you are distracted, or at peace; but, if you can’t help noticing that you are full of distractions or worldly thoughts, just say: ‘What a pity I am like this today! How silly I am!’ And add, as the case may be: ‘God is not angry, but amused at me, as it is not my fault,’ or ‘it is largely my fault’; and in either case renew and intensify your acceptation of what has happened, and then think of something else. Look upon it as a temptation to think about your state. It is always mixed up with self-love. Laugh at yourself, and then think of God – or (outside of prayer) of what you have to do. There is a danger of ‘devout people’ living for themselves instead of living for others. In prayer, of course, your own soul (the ‘point’ of it) and God are enough; but outside of prayer, charity to our neighbor is the whole of virtue, and includes everything. Give the supreme point of your soul to God, and all the lower part to your neighbor. Always try to forget your own sufferings or your own joys; minimize them. Try to think other people’s joys are more important, and their sufferings much greater. We ought not to concentrate ourselves on our own spiritual life, but think about God and other people. Just as a mother does not think about her love for her child, but about the child, so we must not think about our love for God, but about God. But we can’t think too much of His love for us.”

September 5
Living in the Spirit (Part 4 of 4)

Abbot John Chapman, O.S.B. (1865-1933)

“I pray that you may receive the grace of not minding whether you feel love of God or not, or whether you feel commotions or rebellions or not; but that you may feel that to cling to God in absolute detachment is all you care for in this life. You will find roughly the same teaching, I believe, in St. Francis de Sales, in St. Jane Francis de Chantal, in St. John of the Cross, and in the letters of Father de Caussade (Abandonment to God). The letters of the second volume will probably be useful to you, if you have not read them. 


“You don’t need  to be ‘put right’ you are all right. If you doubt it, offer yourself (an instantaneous act) to God entirely – and you are united to Him. There is nothing so simple as the spiritual life. It has no difficulties, no troubles – these are all in the lower, the unspiritual part of us. You belong to God. Let that union be your real life, and look down on all the rest. Make light of it, whether it is floods of light, or darkness and devils – it is all God’s touch, whether caressing or hitting you hard; have confidence in it, and pay no attention to it; be sure it is all right, and try to forget it; it is God’s work, not yours, so don’t interfere with it, or look at it more than you can help. I repeat: minimize all that happens in your soul, although you must maximize God’s love for you. Abandonment, humility, charity, those are virtues; anxiety, self-dissection, wondering what God means, wanting to know whether we are making progress, these are very nearly vices. God is everything, and He is all Love as well as all power. We are nothing, and deserve nothing. And He loves us in our misery, and is bringing us to Himself in His own way – not in our way. Let us try to be humble, to be nothing at all. Then we shall be simple, having only one act – doing God’s will, and only one ‘passivity’ – embracing God’s will.”

September 6
Agony In The Garden (Part 1 of 2)
Fr. Daniel Considine, S.J.


“Our Lord’s agony was an anticipation of suffering: specially helpful in these days so full of subjective troubles. ‘My soul is sorrowful even unto death.’ A sadness of itself such as to produce death. His soul, generally in such peace and calm, was taken possession of by a suffering that was enough to take His life. What was the cause? The knowledge, the anticipation of His Passion. ‘He began to fear and to be heavy’ – a sickness of heart – agony – fear. Jesus was mortally sad. This fact ought to be of the greatest comfort and consolation to us. To find a parallel to our sufferings in the Blessed Son of God! It is a lifelong asset of consolation that can’t be prized too highly. If that most perfect soul of our Lord could, without grossest injustice, be so dimmed by sadness that there and then the soul might have parted from the body, what right have you or I to think our lot hard? Whatever our trial is, this thought ought to follow us all day, whether our trouble be physical or mental. When I am sad, I am undergoing the same experience as my Lord and Master. Much less is it wrong that I should undergo this sadness. It is the very best proof of love I can give Him, and if it knits me nearer to Him, I ought to look upon it as a gift from God. There are so many of us over whose life hangs a continual shadow. Our lives wrecked – everything gone wrong – got myself into such a mess – impossible that I can do anything for God. Jesus, in that mortal sadness, showed the depth of His love for us more than at any other time.”
September 7
Agony In The Garden (Part 2 of 2)
Fr. Daniel Considine, S.J.


“I am probably never serving God so well as when I am bearing the Cross, standing under its shadow. Some of us think that if we feel sad when we have something to do for God which is hard and unpleasant, we are doing wrong. If my sorrow comes from anticipated trouble, my Lord’s sorrow was from the same cause. … When our Lord came to grips with His pain, He did pray, ‘If it be possible, let this chalice pass from Me.’ When we have no courage, the devil says go back. No; go on. It is nonsense to say the mortifications of the saints cost them nothing. To feel dreadfully afraid, and as if we cannot do what we have made up our minds to do, proves nothing. Remember our Lord’s prayer. Finding Himself in this dreadful depression, He set Himself to pray, and cast Himself down on His face. The repulsion was so great, it set up a kind of wrestling – a struggle, thoughts which brought a pressing of the blood from the veins in such abundance that it soaked His garments, and dropped on the grass. Some people think that the saints drank down pain like a sweet draught. A mistake. Our Lord shrank from the pain presented to Him. The use of the will had to be strong so that His whole Body was bathed in blood. He began ‘to be afraid.’ Fear seized upon Him by His own permission. He was pale, and shudders went through His Body. There is nothing so terrible as to see a man afraid. He seems to lose the power of guiding himself. It might have seemed impossible that our Lord should have felt fear. How He stoops for love of us! Learn from this that fearing our trouble is no sign of unfaithfulness to God. Meanwhile, He prays. His very trial consisted in putting aside the consolation He might have had. What makes our darkness so dense is that God does not let us have the consolation we had expected to feel in time of trial. An angel appeared, strengthening and comforting Him. We come away from the Tabernacle perhaps without an atom of consolation or sweetness, but He always strengthens us.”

September 8
Seeing Christ in Others


Admittedly, it is sometimes very difficult to see Christ in others, particularly certain individuals whose temperament and character clashes with our own. But “seeing” Christ in others is not a matter of using our imagination in giving our neighbor the outward appearance of Christ, and then trying to conjure up an artificial religious feeling towards that person. All that seeing Christ in others basically means is that we must strive to treat others as we would Christ. It is a matter of exercising the virtue of faith. Faith “sees” Christ in others by knowing that what we do to others is done to Christ. “Whatsoever you do to the least of My brethren, you have done unto Me.” Feelings of annoyance and repulsion that we may unintentionally feel towards another does not necessarily mean that we are sinning against the virtue of charity. We cannot always control such things, in the sense of completely eliminating such feelings, for some people simply rub us the wrong way, even without meaning to, but we can suppress external manifestations of this interior dislike. As it is often said, we do not have to like everyone but we must love them. To do love others for the love of God, especially when this is difficult or distasteful, is very meritorious and purifies our charity. In these cases, being charitable despite the difficulty proves that the motive is supernatural and not merely a natural liking for that person. Charity is not the work of the emotions and imagination, but of the will, in the sincere and efficacious desire to do good to others, to anticipate their needs and wants, whenever this is prudently possible. We should always try to bring joy, light, and peace, into the lives of others, to assist them in their quest for God. This is to play the part of Christ; this is being Christ to others. “A New Commandment I give unto you, that you love one another as I have loved you.” We must love others as Christ loves them, that is, we must be willing to sacrifice ourselves for (“lay down our lives for”) our neighbor, no matter who he or she may be. 

September 9
Pride, Criticism, and Resentment


A proud man does not like to be criticized. He resents it. But we must not think that one must be very proud simply because, at the time of the criticism, he shows a little impatience, maybe becoming a little red in the face and arguing the point a little heatedly at the time. Unfortunate as such a reaction may be, difficult as such a person may be to deal with at times, this is not necessarily a sign of an incurably proud person. There may be pride present, of course, but it is more on the surface, not so deeply rooted and pernicious. Such a one often really takes the criticism to heart, and eventually sees the truth of it, or at least that it is true to a certain degree, as the case may be, and quietly seeks to rectify the situation or is at least willingly to give in for the sake of peace. He or she does not bear an everlasting grudge, but treats the criticizer the same, if not better, afterwards. What is a worse reaction by far – a sign of a deeper pride and self-love – is when one apparently takes the criticism with quiet meekness and all humility at the time, but who is, deep down, very resentful of it and who manifests this resentment in little, subtle, quiet ways. Sometimes they even make it a point to thank the person for the criticism, declaring that they are certainly open to criticism and that their feelings are not hurt. But all too often this last declaration really means the exact opposite – their feelings have been hurt, or rather, their pride has been wounded and they resent it. And often, as soon as the one who brought the criticism to their attention is out of ear shot, they will turn to a sympathizer (or so they think) and start tearing the criticizer apart. Such ones tend to hold grudges for a long, long time. They resort to the silent treatment, or they play the martyr and go around with big puppy-dog eyes, or they have a pity-party for themselves, or, they seek indirect revenge. The one who dared criticize them (that is, who had enough courage to tell them the truth) is put on their black list. They even forbid their family and friends to associate with this person. Very, very rarely do such people quietly and honestly take any criticism to heart and change their way of acting and treating others. No matter from how many people they hear the same criticism, they do not move an inch. No matter how obviously they are in the wrong and are violating justice and charity, they refuse to accept the truth. They cannot be wrong. 

The mark of tyranny is intolerance of criticism. The mark of an honest and humble man is that he loves the truth and is willing to look at all things, especially himself, objectively. A humble man realizes that it is very possible, indeed likely, that he is in the wrong, at least to a certain degree, and is willing to rectify the situation. One who has good judgment has the ability to apply the truth for the good of one’s own soul, and for the good of those with whom he or she comes in contact with, especially for those whom one is responsible for in charity and justice. A humble man is the man of charity, who puts the needs and legitimate requests of others before his own preferences. He seeks to bring peace to the hearts of others.

September 10
(Mis)Judging Others

Fr. B.W. Maturin (1857-1915)


“It is in the light of our thoughts that we see and interpret the people and things around us. By a change of thoughts we change our view of life. It often seems to change the very people with whom we have to do. A feeling of resentment has sometimes the effect of apparently changing the expression of another’s face. And the same people look very different to the cynic and to the man of gentle and kindly feeling. It is undoubtedly true that the lines and shadows on the faces of those about us deepen or grow lighter under the changing thoughts within our own minds; we are astonished again and again to find how a person’s face grows more attractive, becomes sometimes wholly transformed as acquaintance kindles into friendship and friendship into affection. Even the tone of the voice, even the meanings of the words that are spoken, have a different sound and receive a different interpretation from the changing moods of the person who hears them. It sometimes seems impossible that some simple, kindly meant words should be misunderstood, but to the ears of one person the voice sounds insincere and the words receive the coloring and interpretation that comes from a mind filled with bitterness and antagonism. Surely there are not a few who look back upon misunderstandings, broken friendships, and some of the greatest mistakes in life, mistakes that it is now too late to rectify, and see clearly that the cause of them had no objective existence; it sprang wholly from their own subjective attitude of mind, which led to a false interpretation of words that were spoken and things that were done. Others who heard and saw and knew things as they were, sought in vain to explain, but it is the mind that sees, and the mind in its bitterness was out of tune with the world.


“And so, again, a bad man sees evil everywhere and a good man sees the world radiant with goodness. ‘To the pure all things are pure, and to the impure nothing is pure, but even their own conscience and heart is defiled,’ and because of the defilement of the heart everything looks defiled. Two men go through the same streets, see the same scenes and people, yet the impression left upon the mind of each is different. The impression is the result of what their minds looked for.”

September 11

God’s Merciful Love


One of the main points of the teaching of God’s Merciful Love is that we must not be surprised or discouraged when we do fall and fail with Our Blessed Savior. We are weak. If we are human and half-way normal, we will be unfaithful sometimes, despite all the good will and effort in the world. But more is often gained by humbling ourselves after a fall, after an infidelity, than if we had never fallen. This is precisely why God allows us to fall, so that we, like Him, may draw good out of evil and use everything, even our faults, as a stepping stone to closer union with Him. No matter how rotten we are (or  feel we are), no matter how many times we stumble and fall, we must never give up, but always climb back into His lap every time and beg His forgiveness with childlike simplicity and confidence. It is not the number of falls which we should count so much as the number of times we picked ourselves up for the love of God. If He has commanded us to forgive “seventy times seven times,” than surely He Himself will forgive us even more divinely, not seventy times, but seventy times infinity, if we humble ourselves and turn to Him with true repentance, love, and trust. It is precisely our weakness, our misery, our helplessness which gives us a claim on His mercy and grace. As a mother is most attentive to the child who falls the most, so our faults and failures can be used by us as a prayer for more “attention” and grace from God. Of course, we must do our best to avoid all infidelities, even  deliberate venial sins, but the world is not over and everything is not lost if we do happen to fall through weakness. And so, our prayer and hope should be, not only that we live up to our holy desire for close union with God through Jesus and Mary, but most of all that we have the grace never to stop picking ourselves up, each day, and starting again for the love of God and the salvation of souls. We must stay strong, or rather, we must let God be strong in us, giving Him our weakness itself. “Remaining little,” says St. Therese, “means recognizing one’s nothingness, to await everything from the goodness of God, to avoid being too much troubled by our faults, not to worry over amassing spiritual riches, nor to be solicitous about anything.”
September 12

Prayer and Sleep
St. Therese of the Child Jesus (1873-1897)

“I ought to ascribe my aridity to my lack of fervor and fidelity. I ought to be miserable at constantly falling asleep during my prayers and thanksgivings, Ah well. I do not break my heart about it. I think how little children are just as pleasing to their parents when they are asleep as when they are awake. I remember that Our Lord ‘knoweth our frame. He remembereth that we are but dust.’”

September 13
Embracing A Gift From God

The important thing is to really accept our crosses from the hand of God. But we must do more than just accept them. We must embrace them. It is one thing to be merely resigned to the will of God. It is quite another thing to actually want it, to be united to it, rather than just “putting up” with it and tolerating it as we tolerate bad weather or the flu. We must will it. When God sends us suffering (and it always comes from Him in one way or another, ultimately) we must be grateful and say “whatever you want Lord, I want too.” One of the secrets is to look upon trials, adversity, or any type of cross, not so much as a burden, but as a gift from God, as an opportunity to grow in our love of Him and abandonment to Him.
September 14

Humility: A By-Product of the Love of God

Fr. Cuskelly, C.SS.R
 “Humility is the foundation of the spiritual life. This is frequently stressed, and so we set about ‘learning humility’; we take the last place and accept humiliations, make acts of humility – and often succeed in getting no nearer to real humility than did Uriah Heep. It has been wisely said that for beginners to be formed in humility, it is probably best not to think about humility at all, but to concentrate on developing a sense of gratitude to God for all that he has done for us (Chesterton). We cannot grow in humility if we think mainly about ourselves, but only if we see God and ourselves in the right perspective. Towers are not tall unless we look up at them, and ‘giants are not giants unless they are larger than we.’ With a little more looking out and looking up, some day we will see ourselves in true perspective, with a deep gratitude to God Whose love has been lavished on us, and a realization of our own need of God’s help. Our need of God’s help – if we do not know this deep down, we will never appreciate what it means to ‘believe in God’s love.’ The prayer ‘Jesus meek and humble of heart, make my heart like unto Thine’ is not as innocent as it looks. We are, in effect, praying that we might know our own weakness and our need of God’s help; and this weakness and need go very deep indeed. If the Lord lets us feel them in their reality, we will come close to despair – which will not be a bad thing after all, if we then look to the love and the power of God.”

September 15

“And Night Shall be My Light…”
Bishop Jacques Benigne Bossuet (1627-1704)

“It must be borne in mind that one of the greatest secrets of the spiritual life is that the Holy Spirit guides us therein, not only by lights, sweetness, consolations, and attractions, but also by obscurities, darkness, insensibility, contradictions, anguish, revolts of the passions, and inclinations. I say, moreover, that this crucified way is necessary; that it is good; that is the surest, and that it leads us much more rapidly to perfection. An enlightened soul dearly appreciates the guidance of God, which permits her to be tried by creatures and overwhelmed with temptations and neglect; and she fully understands that these things are favors rather than misfortunes, preferring to die on the cross of Calvary rather than live in sweetness on Thabor. Experience will teach her in time the truth of these beautiful words, ‘And night shall be my light in pleasures, and my night knoweth no darkness, but all things shine with light.’ The soul, after her purification in the purgatory of suffering through which she must necessarily pass, will enjoy light, rest, and joy through intimate union with God, Who will make this world, exile as it is, a paradise for her. The best prayer is that in which we most freely abandon ourselves to the sentiments and dispositions which God gives the soul, and in which we study with most simplicity, humility, and fidelity to conform ourselves to His will and to the example of Jesus Christ.”
September 16
The Remembrance of God (Part 1 of 2)


Most of us let ourselves get so wrapped up in our own daily schedule and petty problems that we lose sight of the tremendous reality of God. It is not as though we never think of Him, and much less have we ceased believing in His existence. But, He is rarely felt to be a personal, living, and loving reality; a reality which actually motivates and affects our thoughts and actions throughout the day. In the practical order, we live and act as though God does not exist. We put Him on the back burner, as it were, more or less forgetting Him, so that we can attend to the thousand-and-one important (or seemingly important), occupations and pre-occupations of life. Even those of us who could be classified as “devout,” frequently compartmentalize life. The “religious” and “secular” parts are carefully separated into water-tight compartments. We give God an hour or so on Sunday, and perhaps a few minutes in our morning and evening prayers, but during the rest of the time our thoughts and actions center around ourselves, the world, the passing things of time, in one way or another. Of course we must live and work, taking care of ourselves and of our families. We cannot always be actually thinking about God or reciting prayers non-stop, for if we tried to do so we would either be derelict in our duties, or else end up driving the car into a ditch, or let the pot boil over onto the stove, or end up in an insane asylum. But if we cannot actually be always thinking of God, we must at least try to go about doing the “secular” parts of our life in the spirit of prayer, offering all to God by frequently raising our mind and heart to Him. We must not leave God out of our mental vision or else we will become so near-sighted that we will fail to see the big picture – the real purpose of life: God, His Glory, and our personal sanctification. And if we do this we will undoubtedly end up by driving our souls into a moral ditch. All this is elementary religion, but it is vitally important to remember, even for those who are devout – especially for religious and priests. 

September 17
The Remembrance of God (Part 2 of 2)

It is relatively easy to get so wrapped up in routine that we forget God as a living and loving God, or we act as though He were dwelling far away in a distant galaxy, a distant deity, unconcerned with us individually and in the little details and troubles of our everyday life. We forget God because we so often imagine that He has forgotten us. But He never does; not even the minutest detail of our lives is forgotten by Him, or else we would cease to exist. What is primarily important to Him, however, is not our physical well-being, but our spiritual well-being. He would turn the universe upside down if it meant the sanctification and salvation of our soul. This is why He allows trials and disasters, to draw from us acts faith, hope, trust, adoration, and love for Him. This is the whole purpose of our life, even the “secular” parts of it. So if we fail to keep the vision of God, the atmosphere of prayer, with us throughout the day we shall fail in the one purpose of life – the glory of God by the sanctification of our daily life in union with God. If only God were to dwell in our thoughts a little more often, and in our hearts even more often, then would our lives become unified, and we would possess greater peace.

September 18

The Spirit of Prayer

Fr. Raoul Plus, S.J. (1882-1958)


“God does not ask me to make continual acts of prayer, but to be always in the state of prayer. To make acts of prayer only would mean to perform one exercise after another in which my sole occupation would be to think of God. There can be no question of that: I would fail in the duties of my state. When I am at prayer, I must exert myself to occupy my thoughts with God. At other times my essential duty is not to think of God, but to execute my work as well as possible for the glory of God. That is living in the state of prayer, in the state of elevation toward God. I am united to Him, not by my memory but by my will. And if to do well what I am doing I must force myself not to think of God I need not hesitate. At prayer, I must think of God as perfectly as possible for it is the thought of God that excites love of God. Outside of prayer, it is not as important to think of God but to act for God. To do this I must make the good intention and not be disturbed if, seeking God alone in everything, I do not think of Him for some time. As I become more accustomed to the invisible world, the thought of God will become more familiar to me.”
September 19

True Prayer Is From the Heart
St. Gregory the Great (ca. 540-604)

“True prayer is not in the sound of the voice but in the desire of the heart; not our words but our desires give power to our cries in God’s hearing. If we ask for eternal life without desiring it from the bottom of our heart, our cry is a silence; but if without speaking we desire it from our heart – our very silence cries out.”

September 20
God Alone (Part 1 of 2)

One who has God, has everything for God alone is sufficient. But few really live out this truth. If they did, they would not let the petty events of this world, or even the big apocalyptic ones, destroy them and their inner peace. They would know that nothing outside of them can really harm their soul unless they allow it to. Oh yes, we may suffer physically and may even be deprived of all outward possessions, but nothing can take from us our greatest treasure, namely, interior union with God, with Jesus Christ, Who dwells in the depths of our souls. However, although God alone should be entirely sufficient for us, yet that which is sufficient does not always suffice for us. Our Lord knows that few of us are at such a high degree of complete detachment from creatures and entire abandonment to Him. And so He has pity on our weakness and bends down to our infirmity, and gives us many helps in this life to lead us ultimately back to Him. God is a loving Father and we are simply poor, ignorant, weak children who need Him completely, and we must receive with loving gratitude all the care, concern, and help that we receive from Him. He has sprinkled life’s journey with many blessings, with many means, that are meant to help us and lead us back to Him, and yet, we must always strive to keep a certain spirit of detachment in regard to any and all of these. It may very well happen that this or that particular help, or even most of them, may be suddenly taken away from us and so we must not place our hope and peace of soul in them but in Him. We may lose our health, our home, or any of our material and temporal securities. Our family members or friends may die or drift away or somehow become separated from us. We may lose access to a nearby church, to a priest, to Mass and to the Sacraments. We may lose our dear and most helpful priest, confessor, friend, or confidant upon whom we depended so greatly. Even a religious should be interiorly detached from the externals of their way of life – the buildings, daily routine, community life – since all this can easily be taken away from them, as has happened so often in the history of the Church. The government may one day forbid them to wear their religious habit, or even dissolve the monastery or convent, scattering the community. And one must learn to be detached from any particular external help to devotion and the spiritual life – holy pictures, Crucifixes, prayer books – and learn little by little not to be so dependent on such things, which, after all, are only means to an end. So often, especially in the spiritual life, we confuse the means with the end. God alone, and interior union with Him through love, is the end and purpose of life, and this does not, in itself, depend on anything, any circumstance or help, except in our will to be united to Him and united with His will.

September 21
God Alone (Part 2 of 2)

Perhaps the word “detached” can be misleading, since it implies a rather cold or “I don’t care about anything or anybody,” attitude. Instead of “detached” let us look upon it rather as being attached to things and people in the way and to the degree that God wants us to be attached to them. For example, it is God’s will that we be attached to our family and friends, that we love them and care about them. If these are ever hurt or taken away from us, it would be inhuman not to feel it keenly and to suffer from it, as Our Sorrowful Mother did when her beloved Son suffered. Our Lord Himself was very attached to certain of His disciples. He had His close friends who He loved with a particular, special love. He wept at the tomb of Lazarus. But ultimately in every case we must love God’s will above all things. We must love God and be attached to Him, in and through all these means, solely for His glory and not for our own selfish pleasure. God and the accomplishment of His will must be the top priority in our life, and if such is the case nothing that happens in this short life will destroy us, or take away our peace of soul, at least not for long. All things pass away, all things may leave us, but God never will. Let us often remember that saying of St. Teresa of Avila: “Let nothing disturb you, let nothing frighten you, all things pass. God never changes. Patience obtains all things. He who has God lacks nothing. God alone is sufficient.” But let us also keep in mind that there is a right way and a wrong way to be attached to family, friends, devotional practices, or whatever. It is not that we must reject everything and everyone and be physically separated from them so that we can “be all” for God. It is simply that we must always keep God first. Abbot Marmion wisely writes: “Place all your consolation in God, not in the sense that you should reject all other joys, but that no human consolation should be necessary for your peace.”

September  22
Patience Makes Us Partakers of the Passion of Jesus Christ
Abbot Columba Marmion, O.S.B. (1858-1923)

“I want so much to teach you this great truth and to help you to put it into practice. To do so, you must give yourself up unconditionally to Jesus Christ by accepting in pure faith all that He sends or permits. Know, my daughter, that in a soul like yours, which has left all for Him, which in reality seeks only Him,  there is an unconscious prayer, unfelt but very real, which rises up to God in the midst of your sense of failure, for our desires our true prayers for Him ‘Who searcheth the reins and hearts.’ ‘The Lord hath heard the desire of the poor: Thy ear hath heard the preparation of their heart.’ But, for this, the great virtue for you must be patience. It is by patience, the absence of any, even inward, murmuring, by meeting every trouble with a smile, that Jesus makes you share in His Passion.”
September 23
Christ Alone Has Given Me His Peace

John Wu


“With Christ, there is peace even in war. Without Christ, there is war even in peace. With Christ, the poor are rich. Without Christ, the rich are poor. With Christ, adversity is sweet. Without Christ, prosperity is bitter. With Christ, the ignorant are wise. Without Christ, the wise are fools. With Christ, life is a prelude to Heaven. Without Christ, life is a prelude to hell.”
September 24

Others Need Us

It has wisely been said that no man is an island. Whether we like it or not, whether we intend to or not, we affect and are affected by, those around us, for good or for bad. Our actions, our choices – our virtues as well as our sins – inevitably ripple through the lives of others, building them up or tearing them down, contributing to the sanctification and salvation of souls or to their corruption and damnation, bringing them closer to God or drawing them away. This is the obvious reason why it is so important to give good example, to remain strong in the faith, to persevere in our vocation, and to continue striving to live a good holy life despite all the trials and difficulties which may come our way. We all need someone to look up to, someone to lean on, and we may be this someone for another person in need; someone who is hurting, who needs us to turn to for comfort or counsel. We have no idea how many souls may be depending on us for spiritual strength and that if we were to fall, how many of these might possibly fall with us, or at least be weakened or scandalized because we gave up the fight. We must, therefore, never give up, but remain strong, not only for our own sakes, but also for others – wherever and whoever they may be – who are counting on us. Our perseverance may mean the perseverance and salvation of a soul, perhaps of a loved one, a friend near and dear to us, or perhaps that of a stranger far away, unknown to us, but very dear to God. All this is true even when no one apparently sees or takes heed of our good example, for there is a hidden, supernatural world of grace and this spiritual realm is ruled by prayer, penance, and sacrifice. Even though it may seem that we are not influencing others, or helping our loved ones, by our prayer and the practice of virtue, we must never doubt that God is using our efforts for the good of souls, but in His own hidden way. No effort, no prayer, no sacrifice done for the love of Christ is ever wasted. Since God is present everywhere, to every soul, if we remain close to Him, we remain close to them, and we are able to influence them for good in and through Him, no matter how far away from us they are physically. We cannot force others to be good, but we can live so as to obtain all the graces necessary for them that God may ultimately draw them away from sin and to the practice of virtue. We may not see the good we are doing, or have done, and perhaps may never see it in this life, but one day we shall see the big picture – on Judgment Day – and the part we have played in the lives of others, and we shall be so happy that we remained strong in God, for there surrounding us shall be a multitude of happy faces, full of joy and gratitude towards us that we never gave up.

September 25

Perseverance In The Battle Of Life

Overwhelmed, crushed, bleeding, broken; these are only some of the words that describe so many hearts today struggling to persevere in the Faith amidst all the overwhelming odds. If it is not one thing, it is another, for almost everything seems to be working against our perseverance by weakening our faith and sapping our spirit to fight and resist. It seems, sometimes, that one more straw will simply break the camel’s back. And in all the confusion, tension, and anxiety that weighs upon our aching souls, we feel like crying, “Dear Lord, please have mercy on me. I am so weak and my heart just cannot bear any more. Please, O Jesus, carry me.” There are few souls who have not felt this way at one time or another, and some feel this way most of the time. But in whatever form our crosses come to us, whether it is one of those heavy crosses which we are asked to carry from time to time, or one of those tiny annoyances that seem to multiply into a veritable martyrdom of pin-pricks, we must hang on and hope on and fight on against all odds. We must grit our teeth and stand strong, even if all those around us fall by the wayside and lose their faith. And many will, even amongst our own family and friends. These are the crosses that hurt the most. One by one we see them drift away from God and from the practice of the Catholic Faith. One by one we see them completely and obstinately turn their backs on God, ceasing even to believe in Him, because they have taken their Faith for granted and refuse to make even the slightest effort to persevere. But we must never give up for only “he that shall persevere unto the end, he shall be saved,” said our Lord. Each soul must ultimately answer for itself. Clearly, this perseverance demands effort, courage, fortitude, a firm faith, and a dogged determination to survive and stay strong no matter what the cost in blood, sweat, or tears. Life, indeed, is a warfare. It is a fight to the death where there is no retreat and no surrender because it is a fight for the supernatural life of our immortal soul – the eternal life of each one of us. Let us keep in mind that all things, all trials, pass quickly and come to an end. And when the end of life comes to us may it please God that each of us can say with St. Paul, “I have fought the good fight. I have finished my course. I have kept the faith.” We must hold on and keep fighting valiantly for the love of Christ and for the salvation of souls! In these days we must exercise heroic trust and hope in God.
September 26

Trust in God, In Union with the Suffering Christ (Part 1 of 3)

There are some souls who find it very difficult to trust God, particularly because He has allowed so much suffering or misfortune to enter into their lives. If God has “let them down” in the past, how can they be sure that He will protect them in the future? “Does He,” they ask, “really care?” If He is so good, so loving, why does He allow evil things to happen? To a certain extent, this difficulty is understandable. Naturally, it is hard to trust someone whom we feel has “betrayed us” or “let us down.” But, as is often the case, we fail to see the big picture and to see past the surface of things. We live in a fallen world, where there is, sadly, much evil, suffering, injustice, and sin. But this is simply how things are because of the Fall. God will not change this. He will let things take their course. He will allow men to sin and do unjust things to each other. He will not violate their free will. But ultimately, He is always in control. He is so powerful, so good, that He is able to draw greater good out of all these evils. This we must firmly believe, or else God would not be a good God. But this “greater good” will not always be apparent to us because we do not see things as He sees them, nor do we really understand what is truly good for us. Has He ever really betrayed us or let us down? No, never, even though it sometimes seems like it. He has always had our true welfare – our eternal and spiritual welfare at heart. If He has allowed evil things to befall us, it is only so that a greater good may be brought out of it, yet this good often depends on how we use and react to all the real (or apparent) evils in our life. If we have been “let down” perhaps we were expecting the wrong things, or had an inadequate understanding of the purpose of this life. Perhaps we thought that His protection and love meant that He would always shield us from suffering, smooth away all obstacles, and grant us our every wish and whim. Actually, it is precisely because He does love us that He allows us to suffer. He wants us to abandon ourselves completely to Him, to let Him have His way with us, to trust Him completely, and by this to show Him that we love Him above all things. He wants us to be united and conformed to His Beloved Son, our suffering Savior Jesus Christ. These are priceless “goods” worthy of all the suffering possible in this life. 

September 27

Trust in God, In Union with the Suffering Christ (Part 2 of 3)

If God has allowed us to suffer, it is ultimately to draw us closer to Him, by showing us the vanity of pleasure and all the passing things of time, or to draw from us acts of virtue: many interior, supernatural acts of faith, hope, love, and trust. Crosses are among His greatest blessings, among the greatest gifts that He could give us, even though they often really hurt and even though we do not understand them or what He has in mind. If we have suffered in the past, nothing we do will ever change the past, but we do have the power in the present, right now, to use what has happened for our greater spiritual benefit, no matter what kind of suffering or injustice or misfortunate befell us. Instead of letting suffering destroy us, we can use it to strengthen our character, by increasing the virtues of patience, understanding, compassion, and charity for others in their suffering. We can learn to completely forgive others, to hold no bitterness towards them (although this does not mean that we have to let ourselves be hurt again; we must be prudent). As for the past, especially the evils which we have suffered, it is best to forget it, and not to brood over it. We must not live in the past. We must live in the present. If the memory of the past sufferings or trials or injustices comes into our mind of its own accord, we must try to use it as a stepping stone to closer union with God, and then try to forget it. Let the past remain in the past. It is over and done with. Yes, the past has affected us, made us what we are now, in a sense, and yet we must not let it continue to dictate and control our lives for the future. We must not allow the past to force us into a shell from which we fear to ever venture out of. We must admit that even though we may have suffered, God has given us the strength to come through it thus far. He has proved His love for us in many ways, but usually we fail to appreciate all the help and blessings that He has given and is giving us right now in various ways. He is constantly showering upon us graces and blessings. He hears our prayers and He comes to us, but secretly, through someone or something else; perhaps through an understanding friend, or by a good spiritual book or a spiritual thought that He has allowed us to “accidentally” stumble upon. The list could go on and on. But we must be assured that He never truly abandons us, although it often may feel like it. No, He remains very close to us, but He is never so close than when we are suffering; then, He is carrying us, but carrying us so close to His heart that we cannot always see His face. And when it seems dark, let us tell Him that no matter what He has allowed to happen in the past, and no matter what the future holds, we know that He holds the future, that we will trust Him, that we will believe in His love for us.
September 28

Trust in God, In Union with the Suffering Christ (Part 3 of 3)

In all our sufferings we must turn to Christ and unite ourselves with His sufferings. He, the Man of Sorrows, knows what it means to suffer. When we suffer, or when we reflect on our past sufferings, and are tempted to rebel against God or to question His goodness or His love for us, let us think of Jesus in His sufferings. We should let Christ speak to our soul: “My child, have you suffered? So have I. Have you been mistreated, abused, and beaten? So have I. Have you been misunderstood, betrayed by a friend or a loved one? So have I. Have you been unjustly accused and calumniated? So have I. Was any of My sufferings My fault? No. Did I deserve it? No. So neither are all your sufferings, nor all the injustices that you have suffered, necessarily your fault. Did My suffering prove that God had abandoned Me, or was angry with Me, or was punishing Me? No. The Father loved Me even though He allowed all these sufferings and evils to befall me. He allowed wicked men to mistreat Me, but through it all, I always knew that He was in control, that He loved Me. And so it is with you in your sufferings. Unite yourself with Me in My sufferings. Let us offer ourselves to the Father as an act of love for Him and for the salvation of souls. I am in need of souls who will help Me save sinners, to fill up all those things which are wanting in My Passion for My Mystical Body, of which you are a member. In all your sufferings, from whatever source they come, look to Me and you shall know how to bear it. And no matter what you have to suffer, know that it is only temporary. All suffering shall one day cease, and soon you shall be with Me in heaven. And when you get to heaven you shall look back upon your life and the first thing that you shall say to Me is ‘Thank you, dear Lord, I was not worthy to have so many crosses. They have purchased for me such bliss for all eternity.’ In all your sufferings, never forget, My dear child, that I am always with you.” 

September 29

In Temptation, Remember the Passion of Christ 

(Counsels of a Holy Nun)

“Increase your prayer life. Develop a big devotion to the Passion. When going through heavy temptations; when it seems like you’re at the edge of the abyss imagine yourself chained to the pillar being scourged; feel the lashes and wince as they hit you, and find a holy joy at being able to imitate Christ in His Passion. At times fall to your knees in the privacy of your room and say things like: ‘O my Lord, let not Thy passion be in vain for me. Help me. I’m weak and wretched; no good can come from me but at Your bidding. I want to be all Thine. I trust that You will get me through this trial. My Jesus, pardon and mercy through the merits of Thy most holy wounds. O Virgin Mary, my Mother, come to my aid; leave me not an orphan. Intercede for me constantly, lest I fall. Help me to be loyal to thy Son. Save me from the pains of hell and of purgatory. Be with me at the hour of my death and judgment and intercede for me on my behalf.’ Pray thus from your heart, not your mind.”
September 30

Holy Abandonment, An Act of Hope

Abbot Columba Marmion, O.S.B. (1858-1923)

“Sometimes, it seems to us as if God does not keep His promises, that we are mistaken in confiding ourselves to Him. Let us however learn how to wait patiently. Let us say to Him: ‘My God, I know not where Thou art leading me, but I am sure that if I do not separate myself from Thee, if I remain generously faithful to all that Thou askest of me, Thou wilt be solicitous for my soul and for my perfection. Therefore, though I should walk in the midst of the shadow of death, even if all should seem to be lost, I will fear nothing for Thou art with me, and Thou art faithful.’ This is an admirable, heroic act of confidence in God, suggested by the spirit of abandonment; an act which glorifies God’s almighty power, and forces from Him, as it were, the most precious favors.”

October 1

Holy Abandonment, An Act of Love

Abbot Columba Marmion, O.S.B. (1858-1923)

“The love which abandonment supposes is so great that it honors God perfectly. It is equivalent to this declaration: ‘I love Thee so much, O my God, that I want none but Thee; I only want to know and do Thy will; I lay down my will before Thine, I wish to be directed only by Thee. I leave to Thee all that is to befall me. Even if Thou shouldst leave me the choice of Thy graces, the liberty of arranging all things according to my will, I would say: No, Lord, I prefer to commend myself wholly to Thee; dispose of me entirely, both in the vicissitudes of my natural life, and in the stages of my pilgrimage towards Thee; dispose of everything according to Thy good pleasure, for Thy glory. I desire one thing alone: that all within me may be fully subject to Thy good pleasure, to Thyself and to those who hold Thy place; and this, whatever be Thy will, whether it leads me by a flower-bordered path, or makes me pass by the way of suffering and darkness.” Such language is the translation of perfect love; the spirit of self-surrender which is nourished with such dispositions of love and complacency and makes us find in them the rule of all our conduct is likewise the source of a continual homage to the wisdom and power of God.”

October 2
Weariness In Prayer

Fr. Jean De Caussade, S.J.  (†1751)

“The weariness, distaste, and dryness from which you frequently suffer are the usual vicissitudes through which all those souls aiming at union with God are accustomed to pass. What merit should we gain, and how should we prove our fidelity to God if we were always supported, helped, and consoled in a sensible manner by interior grace? What is essential is to be faithful in the fulfillment of all our duties, and of those interior and exterior practices that belong to our state, as much during dryness and distaste as in sweetness and sensible devotion. Although when we do everything with effort and repugnance, the merit is none the less great. In this way only is our love of God completely free from that unhappy self-love which thrusts itself everywhere, mixes with everything, and spoils everything, as St. Francis de Sales says. As there is a sweet and delightful peace to be felt during prayer, so also there is a dry, bitter, and sometimes a suffering peace by which God operates more freely in the soul than by the former which is more subject to the inroads of self-love. Therefore one must abandon oneself to God in this as in all other things. We must allow Him to work, because He knows better than we do what is good for us. Let us fear only one thing, and that is to allow our self-will to lead us astray. To avoid this danger we only need to will exactly what God wills, always, at every moment and for everything. This is the safest, the shortest, I even dare to say, the only, road to perfection; any other is subject to illusion, pride, and self-love. For the rest, drop gradually but quietly the lengthy reasonings which absorb your mind during prayer, and aim, rather, at affections, aspirations, desires for God, and a simple repose in Him. This will not prevent you, however, from pausing a little over good thoughts, if they are simple, quiet and peaceful, and seem to come and go of their own accord.”
October 3

Feast of St. Therese of the Child Jesus


Ever since her death in 1897, at the ripe old age of 24, St. Therese of the Child Jesus, has become one of the most widely loved saints of all times. For millions, she has been both an inspiration and a challenge. Yet although so famous, both she and her teaching have not always been properly understood. Perhaps this is largely due to the very fact of her popularity. She has been popularized in order to be sold, and this has often led a kind of “dumbing down” of her life and teaching. Too often she has been presented in a cheap, sticky-sweet, sentimental way – a cotton-candy saint, complete with flowers and angelic smiles; a comforting saint, who taught a “comfortable” spirituality of love, trust, abandonment, and other warm and cozy words. But anyone who has really studied the life of this saint and her “Little Way of Spiritual Childhood” knows that just below the surface of her apparent sentimental language, there is an example and teaching which are anything but “comfortable” to self-will, to self-love, or to the love of ease and comfort. Her teaching on the Fatherhood of God, on love, trust, and complete childlike abandonment to Him and to His Merciful Love, must never obscure the fact that her way is one of mortification, self-denial, and self-control as well. Love, for her, as for all the saints, means giving oneself, sacrificing oneself, for the Beloved. It means denying oneself, offering Him a host of tiny sacrifices to please Jesus alone. To sanctify, and if needed, to sacrifice, the little things of everyday life can be very mortifying. By trust in God, and abandonment to Him, she means that we must let God have His way with us; to allow Him to treat us as a little ball which He could play with, or kick around, or stick in the corner, or poke a hole in, or whatever He wanted to do with it. She herself lived what she taught; she practiced what she preached. Besides suffering a host of other spiritual and physical crosses, she had almost no sensible consolations in prayer throughout her entire religious life and went through severe interior trials against faith. But through it all, she remained as a little child with God, always trusting Him, always abandoned to Him, always cheerful, letting Him do what He wanted with her. The Little Flower is truly, as someone has said, a “core of iron wrapped in cotton.” But great as the number of her devotees have been, and are, there are few who actually follow her example and live her spiritual teaching. Many read about it, speak about it, even write about it, and everyone is full of praise for her and her teaching, but few actually live it. 
October 4
Feast of St. Francis of Assisi: Joy in Creation (Part 1 of 3)


One of the most outstanding traits of St. Francis of Assisi was his irrepressible joy. Being faithfully wed to his dear ‘Lady Poverty,’ he had no material possessions, none of the goods of this world which are usually considered essential for being happy. And yet he was exploding with happiness. He would run through the fields singing, shouting, and leaping with unbounded delight just for being alive and seeing God’s goodness in creatures. In this, St. Francis is a prime example of one of the central paradoxes of Christianity, namely, that to the degree that we detach ourselves from created things, and seek God alone, to that degree are we able to return to creatures with a fresh vision and holy enjoyment. The closer we come to God through faith and charity, the more are we able to share his vision and love of creation. If we rise above the world by prayer and penance, becoming truly “poor in spirit,” we shall be able to appreciate and see God’s goodness and beauty reflected in the most insignificant creature or event. “Blessed are the clean of heart, for they shall see God.” Yes, see God; see Him in the sunset, in the rose, in a blade of grass, in a bird, and above all, in neighbors and in trials and tribulations. By denying ourselves, our vision and perception of divine realities become keen and sensitive, and our capacity for experiencing true joy increases. If we become as a “little child” with God, we shall begin to find pure, innocent joy in the “little” things of life; joy which the pleasure-seeking worldling knows nothing about. Visitors to our monastery may at first be shocked at finding the monks, all grown men, deriving so much enjoyment, for example, at seeing a cute little bunny hop around in the cloister, or in a little baby chick that has just hatched out of its shell. It is because religious have given up so much of the legitimate pleasures and activities of the world, that they often experience the above paradox in a marked degree. “Forsake all,” it has been said, “and you shall find all.” “Seek first the kingdom of God, and all these things shall be added unto you.” Seek the world, and you lose both the world and God. Seek God, and you get the best of His world also.

October 5
St. Francis of Assisi: Joy in Creation (Part 2 of 3)


It is ironic that the more we desire and seek after possessions, pleasure, amusement, or entertainment, the less and less are we satisfied, the less do we actually enjoy things, and the more quickly and easily do we become bored and disgusted with them. This follows the law of diminishing returns. Indeed, there is a legitimate enjoyment of created pleasure. But the secret of truly enjoying the good things that God, in His goodness, has given to us, is to learn to mortify and control ourselves. Not only must we renounce and avoid sinful pleasures, we must also control ourselves in the enjoyment of legitimate pleasure. For the sake of gaining self-control, we should occasionally (perhaps often) sacrifice, go without, or refrain from doing, something which may be perfectly legitimate in itself, but not absolutely necessary. Mortification, sacrifice, and penance, are means to make reparation for sin and its effects, and to strengthen and purify our soul. But mortification, self-denial, pain, etc., are not things desirable in themselves, for their own sake. These are good only in so far as they lead us to God. It is not a question of trying to go through life without experiencing and enjoying the legitimate pleasures or joys of life, or feeling guilty because we do enjoy something. It is a question of control, of putting first things first, of putting God and the spiritual welfare of our soul first and foremost. There is a danger of devout people misunderstanding the purpose of mortification, and thus imprudently practicing it. Some get the idea that pleasure and enjoyment are, of themselves, somehow wrong and should be carefully avoided. They falsely think that if something does not directly and explicitly have God or some spiritual purpose in view, it is worldly and probably sinful. There is a tendency for such people to consider that only those things can help us “God-ward” which are explicitly pious, or rather, considered pious by “pious” people or by a “holy” book. This spells disaster in the spiritual life, and much unhappiness as well. Such ones, for example, get it into their heads that eating always displeases God, and fasting always pleases Him, or that to sleep and rest is being un-mortified and that we should try to get by with less than the bare minimum. Or, that what is the most perfect thing, the thing that pleases God most, is necessarily that which is most difficult and unpleasant. Yes, sometimes this last may be true, but not always. This is the trouble when “pious” people cling to their pre-conceived notions of what pleases God or what “ought” to please Him. Indeed, there can be pleasures that please God, pleasures which can be purely for the honor and glory of God, and yet indirectly, without us necessarily thinking of Him as we enjoy ourselves. We can give honor and glory to God indirectly, for example, when we eat and sleep and enjoy eating and sleeping (within reason, of course), but ultimately, implicitly, to maintain our strength to go on serving God. Everything, even pleasure, then becomes a prayer when it is within certain limits and according to God’s will. Otherwise, why did God create pleasure?

October 6
St. Francis of Assisi: Joy in Creation (Part 3 of 3)


The purpose of life is to attain to holiness, and this requires a great deal of detachment of the heart from created things. What is actually more important than acts of corporal penance, is mortifying our inordinate desires and attachments, and this is self-denial. It is not wrong, in itself, nor is it detrimental to sanctity, to enjoy ourselves. But what does hurt our spiritual life is to be always on the lookout for pleasure, to seek it for itself, to anxiously desire it. It is our unruly, inordinate desires, more than anything else, which upsets or destroys our peace of soul, our liberty of spirit, and the spirit of prayer and recollection. We so often let ourselves get all wrapped up in something, or someone, and forget God, forget prayer, forget the spiritual life. We allow ourselves to get so anxious and uptight because we cannot have something, or cannot do something. It is not so much the enjoyment of pleasure that is the problem, or which leads us to sin and away from God, it is our anxious desires. This is the key to understanding those words of St. John of the Cross, which at first can be very discouraging: “In order to arrive at having pleasure in everything, desire to have pleasure in nothing. In order to arrive at possessing everything, desire to possess nothing.” The emphasis should be on the word desire, that is, inordinate, unruly desire, a desire that is voluntary and contrary to God’s will. Notice, however, that the saint is not condemning pleasure or joy; he wants us to enjoy ourselves, to “find pleasure in everything.” Yet the only way to do so is by renouncing, controlling, and curbing our unruly desires, disorderly concupiscence, the love of trifles, vain hopes, vain fears, and attachments that are not in keeping with God’s will and our state of life. The greatest tragedy is that a man should give up the quest for true and lasting happiness and content himself with mere amusement and pleasure. 

October 7
Feast of the Most Holy Rosary

For centuries, the Holy Rosary has been a very popular and central devotion amongst the faithful. It has been promoted by many popes, saints, and spiritual writers. Many books have been written explaining it and extolling its many spiritual benefits. And this is as it should be. It is a very beautiful devotion, a heaven-sent devotion. It is a very simple and easy devotion; a devotion which can be the source of many graces to our soul and to the world. It consists in reciting certain vocal prayers on their appropriate beads, namely, the Our Father and Hail Mary, while meditating on a particular Mystery in the life of Our Lord or of Our Lady. The procedure is well known, and so we need not explain it in detail here. But what we do wish to point out is that few seem to make use of this devotion as they should. We are not here referring so much to the fact that the faithful, in general, do not pray the Rosary as often as they should. The point we wish to bring out is that even amongst those who are devoted to the Rosary, it is often done in a manner that is actually detrimental to true spiritual progress and liberty of spirit. Too often, we fail to apply the general principles of the spiritual life, particularly concerning progress in prayer, to the practice of reciting the Rosary. The Rosary is often used in a superstitious manner. For example, quantity is too often sought rather than quality. It is thought that the more Rosaries said, the more Hail Mary’s recited, the better. And so they try to squeeze in and rush through as many as they can, mostly so they can have that warm feeling of assurance that they prayed well because they’ve prayed much. But anyone who knows anything at all about prayer, knows that what matters is quality, not quantity. Our Lord and Our Lady would be much more pleased if we recited less prayers, but prayed with greater interior devotion and attention. The Rosary is not magic. It is not a sacrament. It is a sacramental and its efficacy depends on our interior dispositions of faith, hope, and love. It is not an end in itself. It is a means, a help, to raise our minds and hearts to Jesus and Mary. If we are recollected after one Hail Mary, and feel that we just want to remain in the presence of God in silent adoration, or if our heart wants to dwell a little longer on a particular mystery and is deriving fruit from doing so, there should be no hesitation to pause. (We are here especially referring to the private recitation of the Rosary where we have more liberty). There should be no guilty feelings if we take an hour to get through a mystery, or even if we do not finish the whole Rosary. Besides, the practice of reciting the Rosary, beautiful and helpful as it may be, is not an obligation and thus does not bind under pain of sin. If the Rosary, or if even just a part of it, has helped us to devoutly raise our heart and mind to God, then, and only then, have we really prayed the Rosary, and not merely recited it, usually while our mind is occupied with anything and everything except what our lips are saying.

October 8
A Reminder on Vocal Prayer
St. Thomas Aquinas (1225?-1274)

“Vocal prayer is a means of exciting internal devotion and it is by means of internal devotion that the mind is raised to God … Vocal prayer should be used to the extent that it is useful in stimulating devotion, but as soon as it distracts the mind or hinders its soaring it should be abandoned – a point which happens especially with those whose mind is so sufficiently prepared for mental prayer as to have no need for vocal prayer.”
October 9
Of Detraction (Part 1 of 3)
St. Francis de Sales (1567-1622)


“Rash judgment produces anxiety, contempt of our neighbor, pride, self-complacency, and many other most pernicious effects. Among these, detraction, the plague of our society, holds the first place. He who would deliver the world from detraction would free it from a great number of sins. Whoever robs his neighbor of his good name is not only guilty of sin but is also obliged to make reparation; for no man can enter into heaven with the goods of another; and, among all exterior goods, a good name is the best. All slander is a kind of murder; for we have three lives – the spiritual, which consists in the grace of God; the bodily, which depends on the soul; and the civil, which consists in our good name. Sin takes away the first, death takes away the second, and detraction robs us of the third. But the slanderer by a single stroke of his tongue commits three murders: he kills not only his own soul and by a spiritual kind of homicide the soul of him that hears him, but he also takes away the civil life of the person slandered. I earnestly advise you, therefore, never to detract anyone, either directly or indirectly; beware of falsely imputing crimes and sins to your neighbor, of discovering his secret sins or of magnifying those that are manifest, of making an evil interpretation of his good works or of denying the good which you know that he possesses, or dissembling it maliciously, or diminishing it by your words. In all these ways you will offend God, but most of all by false accusations and denying the truth to the prejudice of your neighbor. For it is a double sin to lie and hurt your neighbor at the same time.”

October 10
Of Detraction (Part 2 of 3)
St. Francis de Sales (1567-1622)


“Those who, for purposes of detraction, make professions of friendship and regard for the person detracted are the most subtle and venomous of all detractors. ‘I love him; in every other respect he is a worthy person; but yet I must speak the truth, he was wrong to commit such an act of faithlessness.’ Do you not see the artifice? As the archer draws the arrow as near as possible to himself, that he may shoot it away with greater force, so when these detractors seem to draw the detraction towards themselves, it is only with a view to shoot it away with more violence, that it may penetrate further into the hearts of their hearers. Say not that such a one is a drunkard because you have seen him drunk, nor that he is an adulterer because he has been surprised in that sin; for one act alone is not sufficient to constitute a vice. The sun was darkened once in favor of the victory of our Savior; yet none will say that the sun is dark. St. Peter was not a blasphemer, though he once blasphemed. To receive the name of a vice or a virtue one must be familiar with it and have made some progress in it. It is, then, an injustice to say that such a man has an ungovernable temper or is a thief because we have seen him angry once or caught him stealing once. Although a man may have been a long time vicious, yet we are in danger of accusing him falsely if we call him vicious. Simon, the leper, called Magdalene a sinner because she had been so not long before; yet he accused her falsely, for she was then no longer a sinner but a most holy penitent; and therefore our Savior took her cause under His protection. The foolish Pharisee considered  the publican an unjust man, an adulterer, a ravisher; but he was greatly deceived, for at that very time the publican was justified. Since the goodness of God is so immense that a single moment suffices to obtain and receive His grace, what assurance can we have that he who was yesterday a sinner may still be so today? The day that is past ought not to judge the day present, nor the present day, the day before. It is only the last day that judges all. We can, then, never say a man is wicked without exposing ourselves to the danger of lying. What we may say, if we must speak, is that he did such an act which was evil at such a time; that he does wrong now. But we must never draw consequences from yesterday as regards today, nor from today as regards yesterday, much less tomorrow.”

October 11
Of Detraction (Part 3 of 3)
St. Francis de Sales (1567-1662)


“Now though we must be extremely careful never to speak ill of our neighbor, yet we must avoid the contrary extreme into which some fall who, to avoid the sin of detraction, commend and speak well of vice. If a person be indeed a detractor, say not in his excuse that he is a frank and free speaker; if a person be notoriously vain, say not that his behavior is praiseworthy; never call dangerous familiarities by the name of simplicity or innocence, nor disobedience by the name of zeal, nor arrogance by the name of freedom, nor lewdness by the name of friendship. No, we must not, in order to avoid the vice of detraction, favor, flatter, or cherish other vices; but we must openly and freely speak of evil as evil and blame that which is blamable. By doing this we glorify God, provided we observe the following conditions: To justly blame the vices of another it is necessary that we should have in view the profit either of the person spoken of or those to whom we speak. My tongue, while I am speaking of my neighbor, shall be in my mouth like a knife in the hand of a surgeon, who would cut between the nerves and the sinews. The blow I shall give shall be just if it be neither more nor less than the truth. Above all it must be our principal care, in blaming any vice, to spare as much as possible the person who gives way to it. If you hear any slander, make the charge doubtful, if you can do it justly. If you cannot, excuse the intention of the party accused. If that cannot be done, express a compassion for him, change the topic of conversation, remembering that they who do not fall owe their happiness to God alone. Recall the detractor to himself in some gentle way and say something good of the person accused if you can.”

October 12

Learning Christ
(Author Unknown)


“Teach me, my Lord, to be kind and gentle in all the events of life: in disappointments, in the thoughtlessness of others, in the insincerity of those I trusted, in the unfaithfulness of those on whom I relied. Let me put myself aside: to think of the happiness of others, to hide my little pains and heartaches so that I may be the only one to suffer from them. Teach me to profit by the suffering that comes across my path. Let me so use it that it may mellow me, not harden nor embitter me; that it may make me broad in my forgiveness, not narrow, haughty, or overbearing. May no one be less good for having come within my influence; no one less pure, less true, less kind, less noble, for having been a fellow-traveler in our journey towards Eternal Life. As I go my rounds from one distraction to another, let me whisper from time to time a word of love to Thee. May my life be lived in the supernatural, full of power for good, and strong in its purpose of sanctity.”

October 13

Our Vocation
Cardinal John Henry Newman (1801-1890)

“God has created me to do Him some definite service: He has committed some work to me which He has not committed to another. I have my mission. I may never know it in this life, but I shall be told it in the next. I am a link in a chain, a bond of connection between persons. He has not created me for naught. I shall do good. I shall do His work. I shall be an angel of peace, a preacher of truth in my own place, while not intending it, if I do but keep His Commandments. Therefore, I will trust Him. Whatever, wherever I am. I can never be thrown away. If I am in sickness, my sickness may serve Him; in perplexity, my perplexity may serve Him; if I am in sorrow, my sorrow may serve Him. He does nothing in vain. He knows what He is about. He may take away a friend; He may throw me among strangers. He may make me feel desolate, make my spirits sink, hide my future from me, still He knows what He is about.”
October 14

Human and Divine Love (Part 1 of 5)

Between human love and divine love there is a very close similarity. The reason for this is not hard to understand. For as all goodness, beauty, and truth found in creation are faint reflections of God the Creator, Who is Goodness, Beauty, and Truth Itself, so all true love is a faint reflection of God also, for He is Love Itself. This does not mean that all that goes by the name of “love” in this world is godly; all “love” is not necessarily noble, pure, or holy, nor is all “love” justified in expressing itself in any way it pleases, particularly if this expression offends divine love. Nevertheless, the way of true human love reflects and resembles the way of divine love. By this we are especially referring to true and noble love between a man and a woman, for this relationship, perhaps more than any other, mirrors forth in an eminent degree the way in which a soul should love God, and the way in which a soul is loved by God. And this is especially true when two people not only love each other, but are actually in love with each other; in love, not just emotionally or superficially, but deeply and perseveringly, with a sacrificial love. By understanding, by experiencing, by knowing what human love is, we can more readily understand all the implications of divine love. We will understand the “mechanics” of love – how it works, what it does, what it means, how it expresses itself, and what deep changes it effects within the soul, indeed, what changes it makes in one’s whole outlook on life. Is it absolutely necessary that one first know human love in order to love God or to understand divine love? No, not necessarily. But it does help a great deal; actually, for some persons, experiencing a deep human love has been the stepping stone leading to a more intense, deep, and pure love of God. Anyone who has ever been in love, or is still in love, knows from experience how much life can be changed because of love and the presence of the beloved: how much more rich, full, bright, joyful, and meaningful love makes life. But if they have known the joys of love, they have also known the pains of love. Love is the greatest force there is and it reaches deepest within the human heart. Its joys are beyond words, as are also its pains. And yet to the one who loves, even the pain is embraced. It is a bitter-sweet pain, for the beloved is worth all the pain and sacrifice. If intimate union and friendship with a mere human being can be so wonderful, so beautiful and fulfilling, then what must intimate union and friendship be like with a Divine Being Who is Love Itself? If the tiny spark of human love can be so bright and warm, then what must be the Flame? 

October 15

Human and Divine Love (Part 2 of 5)

We can learn a great deal about what it means to love God and to be loved by Him by comparing divine love to the ways and characteristics of noble human love. The application of these characteristics to divine love should not be too difficult to see, so we need not explain how each point applies to the love of God. Love is not a mere feeling or emotion. Although it may be accompanied by them, it does not depend upon them. Love itself resides in the will and is much deeper, more constant, and stable than any passing feeling, attraction, or affection. Love cannot be turned off and on like a light switch. Although it may have its ups and downs, true love sails on, never letting itself become drowned or lost at sea by any storm of difficulty or opposition. Indeed, love becomes stronger from the very struggle to survive. It is purified by the pains it must undergo. It remains firm both in prosperity and in poverty, in health and in sickness, all during life until death; nay, true love reaches even beyond death into eternity. As Bishop Sheen once said, there are three words in the vocabulary of love: you, I, always. There is a saying that love makes time pass and time makes love pass. True love knows the truth of the first half, but would deny the rest. True love is forever. The lover and the beloved are forever one, for love desires union, a union of wills, minds, and hearts far more than mere physical union. Although no distance will diminish true love, the lover and beloved earnestly desire to be with each other. They love to be in each other’s presence, for here they find peace and rest and joy. Love begets a communion of interests and desires. They want to be there for each other, to help, to support, to counsel, to encourage each other, or even just to be there to listen and understand. They want to share each other’s lives – all their joys and pains. They want to become one in heart and soul. Actually, no matter the distance, they are never really separated, for they carry one another within their hearts. And, as if by a magnetic force, they often find themselves dwelling upon each other, even without realizing it. The face of the beloved is ever before the interior gaze of the lover. The lover lives in the presence of the beloved. And even when not explicitly thought about, the reassuring warmth of the beloved is always felt. 

October 16

Human and Divine Love (Part 3 of 5)

The beloved’s pleasure, happiness, and peace of soul are what the lover seeks above all, even its own. And often to procure this, the lover must sacrifice much, sometimes life itself. But love willingly suffers for the beloved. It cannot stand to see the beloved suffering or in want. It hurts when the beloved hurts just as it rejoices when the beloved rejoices. It wants to relieve the aches and pains of the one loved, somehow and someway, even just a little, and it would be more than willing to suffer in the place of the beloved. Love always serves. The lover kneels at the feet of the beloved, eager to be of help and service. If there is something the beloved wants or needs or likes, no effort is too much to procure it for the beloved. And it never forgets the likes and dislikes, the wishes and desires, of the beloved. It always keeps these in mind to be of use in the future to bring happiness and joy. Time spent on the beloved is considered time well spent. Love makes one free, and yet love does have a constraining force. If one loves, certain things must follow because of it, and yet this force is freely yielded to. Like a hiccup or a cough, love cannot really be hid. It will inevitably express itself. Love is ingenious in finding ways of expressing itself, perhaps not in big ways, but in a thousand and one little ways. And yet nothing is really little or unimportant where love is concerned. The littlest thing, when we know that it was done with love by the one we love, becomes precious. Just a word, a look of understanding, a thoughtful gift, a token of friendship, a handful of wildflowers, can express volumes of meaning. Because there is a mutual understanding between the two, words are often superfluous. And yet they never get tired of saying ‘I love you,’ for each time it is said, it is not only true, but it is also felt to be fresh and new. Each time it acquires a deeper and richer meaning. 



October 17

Human and Divine Love (Part 4 of 5)

Love creates a desire for greater knowledge of the beloved. Everything about the beloved is of interest and is seen as important simply because it has some reference to the beloved. Their way of acting or speaking, the little mannerisms, become dear and special. If knowledge feeds love, even more so does love feed knowledge. And this knowledge is not simply knowledge about the beloved, but a knowledge that is personal and intimate. Love understands and sees things that the reason simply cannot grasp or analyze. The heart has reasons that the mind knows nothing of. Love gives vision. It gives insight. It is not superficial. It sees past appearances and externals. It sees beauty and value where another person may not see it. What was at one point ignored or perhaps not even noticed despite its being always present before one’s eyes, suddenly becomes present, by the power of love, as something new and attractive. 
In some mysterious way, love has changed and transformed the beloved – or rather, love has wrought great changes within the lover. The lover has discovered a treasure, a precious crystal – a pearl of great price – and it feels rich indeed. The lover always feels so unworthy of the beloved, not quite good enough for someone so special. The beloved is always placed on a pedestal, raised above everyone. This is why when someone is in love they often say metaphorically, that they just “adore” the beloved. What the lover fears most of all is to lose this treasure. This would be felt as a kind of death, a sundering of one’s heart and soul, for the beloved was a large part of oneself. There would remain an aching void, which nothing else could really fill. Without the beloved, life would never be quite the same, never so rich or full or bright or merry. 


In the seventeenth century Our Lord appeared to St. Margaret Mary, whose feast day is today, and showed her His Sacred Heart all on fire with love for men, and yet wounded by men in return. “Behold this heart which has loved men so much, but is so little loved in return.” Those who love should understand at least a little of the suffering of the Sacred Heart, especially if they have been forgotten too. Nothing so deeply wounds a heart as unrequited love. Love scorned, ignored, rejected, or despised is more piercing and painful to the heart than any physical wound. And so love strives to avoid anything that might offend or hurt the beloved. If it does hurt, it immediately begs forgiveness with sincere sorrow for having offended the one so loved. And if one is wounded in return and seemingly forgotten, it does not retaliate, but remains patient, kind, and understanding. True love is compassionate and long-suffering. It is always ready to forgive and receive the beloved back again with open arms. It always holds out hope despite overwhelming odds. It believes, when others doubt. It loves, when others would not, because true love is unconditional and forever. 

October 18

Human and Divine Love (Part 5 of 5)

We have pointed out only some of the characteristics of human love, in order to compare it to divine love. Let us now reflect how these characteristics apply to our love for God, or to His love for us. However, we should remember that God is the perfect Lover and Beloved, so any fault in the relationship between Him and a soul is not due to Him but to the individual soul; any characteristic of human love that implies an imperfection cannot be strictly applied to God’s love. Anyone who has known what it means to love and be loved will be able to think of other manifestations of love. Do we love God at least as much as we have loved another human being?


Unless we approach the spiritual life as a personal and loving intimacy with God, in absolute trust and abandonment to Him, it is almost inevitable that we will aimlessly drift along and become discouraged. It is here, more than anywhere else that the truth shall set us free. And the truth is this: the road that leads to union with God is love, for God is Love Itself and they who abide in Love, abide in Him, and He in them. Love is the essence of holiness and the only way that leads to it. Whether it is due to a misunderstanding, a false humility, a Jansenistic reverence, an exaggerated fear, or even just plain ignorance, failure to absorb this truth is what hinders so many from giving our Beloved Savior the generous love of intimate friendship that His Sacred Heart so earnestly desires. Love is what our Lord wants. But He wants a love that is free and not one that is constrained and forced from us through fear of hell-fire or the desire of just scraping by with saving our souls and lessening our Purgatory time. Not everyone can accomplish great exterior works and penances, or have visions or ecstasies, but everyone can love. God asks nothing more. Let us aim, not at a cold mechanical perfection, but at a life divinized by love. Let us strive to do and to suffer all out of love for God. To transform everything, even the most indifferent actions, into acts of pure love. Nothing is too small or too insignificant to be an expression of our love for God, for He does not ask great things of us – only great love and the gift of oneself. We must recognize the greatness of the ordinary, the humble, the humdrum, the indifferent, the trivial, and never miss the opportunity to offer everything – our work, our rest, our recreation, our meals, our sorrows, and yes, even our joys and pleasures – to the God Who is Love Itself. Spirituality is nothing else than a soul’s falling in love with God, and progressing in that love until purified from everything that might offend Him, thus becoming deified, transformed, and wholly united to Him.
October 19

Love for God
St. Teresa of Avila (1515-1582)

“Love for God does not consist in shedding tears, in enjoying those consolations and that tenderness which for the most part we desire and in which we find comfort, but in serving Him with righteousness, fortitude of soul, and humility.”
October 20

Extracts from: Of Spiritual Friendship
St. Aelred (1109-1166)


“I demand of any human friendship that it begin in Christ, be preserved according to Christ, and find its end and usefulness in Him. Obviously, there can be nothing more sublime, nor true, nor advantageous, than that our friendship begin in Christ. … Friendship is a virtue which through a bond of very sweetness and love knits souls together so as to make one from many. Philosophers regard friendship as among the virtues, and as undying. We have it from Solomon: Whoever is a friend loves eternally. …. There can be no genuine happiness without a friend. The man who has no one to feel glad of his success or to sympathize with him in sorrow, no one to whom he may pour out the perturbation of his mind, or with whom he may share such luminous thoughts as may come to him, that man can be likened to a beast. ‘Woe to him who is alone, who when he falls has no one to lift him up.’ (Eccles. 4:10) On the other hand, what happiness and security there is in having someone with whom you may dare to speak as with yourself! One to whom you have no hesitancy in acknowledging your failures, and before whom you do not blush to reveal your progress even in spiritual matters; one to whom, finally, you may confide your plans and your heart’s secrets. Can there be anything sweeter than to unite mind with mind, to make one of two to the extent of having no fear of seeming to boast in mutual confidences? The one should not suffer pain because of the correction or the good advice of the other, any more than he should tolerate the other fawning upon him in adulation. ‘A friend,’ a wise man says, ‘is a remedy for all the ills of life.’ The wise man observed well, for medicine is not more healing in bodily ills than to have a friend who is a fellow sufferer in our troubles as if they were his own. We have apostolic sanction for the statement that ‘friends bear their burdens on joint shoulders, unless it be that each supports his own injury a little more lightly than that of his friend.’ Thus, prosperity becomes more prosperous when we have someone to rejoice over it, and adversity is lightened by being shared. Cicero observed that ‘neither fire nor water comes into more general use than the services of a friend.’ In every work of zeal, in positive or in doubtful circumstances, in every issue whatsoever, friendship by reason of its charm produces good. The foundation of spiritual friendship is the love of God.” 
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The Friendship of Christ (Part 1 of 2)
Msgr. Robert Hugh Benson (1871-1914)

“Catholics, above all others, are prone – through their very knowledge of the mysteries of faith, through their very apprehension of Jesus Christ as their God, their High Priest, their Victim, their Prophet and their King – to forget that His delights are to be with the sons of men more than to rule the Seraphim, that, while His Majesty held Him on the throne of His Father, His Love brought Him down on a pilgrimage that He might transform His servants into His friends. For example, devout souls often complain of their loneliness on earth. They pray, they frequent the sacraments, they do their utmost to fulfill the Christian precepts; and, when all is done, they find themselves solitary. There could scarcely be a more evident proof of their failure to understand at least one of the great motives of the Incarnation. They adore Christ as God, they feed on Him in Communion, cleanse themselves in His Precious Blood, look to the time when they shall see Him as their Judge; yet of that intimate knowledge of and companionship with Him in which the Divine Friendship consists, they have experienced little or nothing. They long, they say, for one who can stand by their side and upon their own level, who can not merely remove suffering, but can himself suffer with them, one to whom they can express in silence the thoughts which no speech can utter; and they seem not to understand that this is the very post which Jesus Christ Himself desires to win, that the supreme longing of His Sacred Heart is that He should be admitted, not merely to the throne of the heart or to the tribunal of conscience, but to that inner secret chamber of the soul where man is most himself, and therefore most utterly alone.

“Jesus Christ speaks to us more than once in the Scriptures, not merely in hints and implications, but in deliberate statements, of this desire of His to be our Friend. He sketches for us a little picture of the lonely house at nightfall, of Himself who stands and knocks upon the door and of the intimate meal He expects. ‘And if any will open – (any man!) – I will come in to him and will sup with him and he with Me.’ Or again, he tells those whose hearts are sick at the bereavement that comes upon them so swiftly, ‘I will not now call you servants … but I have called you friends.’”
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The Friendship of Christ (Part 2 of 2)
Msgr. Robert Hugh Benson (1871-1914)

“If there is anything clear in the Gospels it is this – that Jesus Christ first and foremost desires our friendship. It is His reproach to the world: not that the Savior came to the lost and that the lost ran from Him to lose themselves more deeply; not that the Creator came to the creature and that the creature rejected Him; but that the Friend ‘came unto His own, and that His own received Him not.’ Now the consciousness of this friendship of Jesus Christ is the very secret of the saints. Ordinary men can live ordinary lives, with little or no open defiance of God, from a hundred second-rate motives. We keep the commandments that we may enter into life; we avoid sin that we may escape hell; we fight against worldliness that we may keep the respect of the world. But no man can advance three paces on the road of perfection unless Jesus Christ walks beside him. It is this, then, that gives distinction to the way of the saint – and that gives him his apparent grotesqueness, too – for what is more grotesque in the eyes of the unimaginative world than the ecstasy of the lover? ‘Commonsense’ never yet drove a man mad; it is ‘commonsense’ that is thought to characterize sanity; and ‘commonsense,’ therefore, has never scaled mountains. But it is the maddening joy of the conscious companionship of Jesus Christ that has produced the lovers, and therefore the giants, of history. It is the developing friendship of Jesus Christ and the passion that has inspired those lives, which the world in its duller moods calls unnatural, and the Church, in all her moods, deems supernatural. … Truly we cannot live without Him, for He is the Life. It is impossible to come to the Father except by Him Who is the Way. It is useless to toil in pursuit of truth, unless we first possess it. Even the most sacred experiences of life are barren unless His Friendship sanctifies them. The holiest love is obscure expect it burns in His shadow. The purest affection – that affection that unites my dearest friend to myself – is counterfeit and an usurper unless I love my friend in Christ – unless He, the ideal and absolute Friend, is the personal bond that unites us.”
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Prayer, the Source of Strength
Dr. Alexis Carrel

“If you make a habit of prayer, your life will be very noticeably and profoundly altered. Within the depths of consciousness a flame kindles. And man sees himself. He discovers his selfishness, his silly pride, his fears, his greed, his blunders. He develops a sense of moral obligation, of intellectual humility. This begins a journey of the soul toward the realm of grace. Prayer is a force as real as terrestrial gravity. As a physician, I have seen men, after all other therapy had failed, lifted out of disease and melancholy by the serene effort of prayer. It is the only power in the world that seems to overcome the so-called ‘laws of nature.’ The occasions on which prayer has dramatically done this have been termed ‘miracles.’ But a constant quieter miracle takes place hourly in the hearts of men and women who have discovered that prayer supplies them with a steady flow of sustaining power in their daily lives. Too many regard prayer as a formalized routine of words, a refuge of weaklings, or a childish petition for material things. We sadly undervalue prayer when we conceive it in these terms, just as we would underestimate rain by describing it as something that fills the birdbath in the garden. Properly understood, prayer is a mature activity indispensable to the fullest development of personality – the ultimate integration of man’s highest faculties. Only in prayer do we achieve that complete and harmonious assembly of body, mind, and spirit which gives the frail human reed its unshakable strength.” 

“The sovereign cure for worry is prayer.” – William James
October 24

Progress in Love and Progress in Prayer

We can compare the way in which human love and friendship progresses and develops to the progress and development of prayer. Prayer is what nourishes our love for God, and one could say that our prayer is the very measurement of our love for God. When two persons first meet there are words of introduction; conversation is somewhat formal and forced and guarded; usually kept to generic stand-by topics, such as the weather and health. Silence, at this point, is embarrassing and uncomfortable, especially when it lasts more than five seconds. But after they meet again and again, they begin to feel more at home and at ease in each other’s company. They begin to say things more naturally without an elaborate introduction or fear of expressing their true thoughts and opinions and feelings. And as they begin to learn more and more about each other, about each other’s good and bad qualities, like’s and dislikes, a friendship is formed, particularly if they seem to have compatible, or even complimentary, personalities. Over time, this friendship may ripen into love. Now, they simply desire to be in the presence of each other. Words become more or less superfluous; there is now a mutual understanding between them, and much can be communicated by only a few words, a look, a smile, a nod of the head, or whatever. Silence between lovers speaks volumes. In this progress of friendship and love, we can see the progress of the love of God and prayer. In the beginning of the spiritual life, more vocal prayer is usually required. The soul feels obliged to do all the talking, as it were, and usually with someone else’s words and sentiments. Then the soul begins to feel freer and at ease expressing its own feelings and desires to God with its own words, however awkward and inadequate these words may seem. The soul cannot be restrained by a set of rules in prayer or limited to a formula; it needs to express its own love and devotion with all simplicity and sincerity. The soul loves to dwell and meditate on God, its Beloved. It desires to learn more and more about Him and His works. Meditation and affective prayer is the growing of friendship, but contemplation is the silence of lovers. At this point, the soul does not want merely thoughts about God, but God Himself. All the soul wants is His will. The soul is drawn more and more to remain in the Divine Presence in a loving complacency, a loving attentiveness to God. 
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The Three Signs of the Beginnings of Contemplation (Part 1 of 3)
Fr. Gabriel Diefenbach, O.F.M.Cap. (1946)


“The period of transition from discursive to contemplative prayer is the most important phase of the soul’s spiritual journey, and generally the most difficult: important for the advance it marks in prayer-life and the graces of interior union; difficult because of the soul’s inability to appreciate its state. This change of prayer ordinarily comes early, especially if the way is prepared by desire for God and detachment from the world. ‘When this is in some degree effected,’ says St. John of the Cross, ‘God begins at once to introduce the soul into the state of contemplation, and that very quickly, especially in the case of Religious, because these, having renounced the world, quickly fashion their senses and desires according to God; they have therefore to pass at once from meditation to contemplation. This passage takes place when discursive acts and meditation fail, when sensible sweetness and first fervors cease, when the soul cannot make reflections as before, nor find any sensible comfort, but is fallen into aridity … Souls in this state are not to be forced to meditate or to apply themselves to discursive reflections laboriously effected; neither are they to strive after sweetness and fervor, for if they did so, they would thereby be hindering the principal agent, Who is God Himself, for He is now secretly and quietly infusing wisdom into their soul, together with the loving knowledge of Himself, without many divers distinct or separated acts.’” 
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The Three Signs of the Beginnings of Contemplation (Part 2 of 3)
Fr. Gabriel Diefenbach, O.F.M.Cap. (1946) 


“The three signs indicative of this transition (meditation to contemplation) have been explained by various authors. A brief but sufficient discussion of them is given here. First sign: The soul is unable to meditate. It feels a repugnance in reflecting and centering the mind on anything definite. This is experienced ordinarily only at prayer. Outside of prayer the faculties retain their customary use. Of course, what is meant here is not that inability to meditate which results from voluntary distraction, neglect, fault, or sin. There is question here of fervent souls in search of God. Second sign: The soul takes no pleasure in using the imagination or fixing it on any particular thing, earthly or heavenly. No comfort is found either in the things of God or those of nature. The soul feels a general distaste for everything. A dryness has set in, replacing the former sweetness and facility in spiritual things. And generally – in the beginning of this state – the soul is distressed, thinking it has lost its love for God. Its prayer then is one of aridity, in which the senses, imagination, and emotions find no delight and cannot be exercised. Third sign: The soul delights to be alone, in quiet and repose, waiting lovingly upon God, without reflecting upon anything or even desiring to do so. 

“The last sign, the soul’s loving attention to God, is the decisive one of the three. If the soul did not possess it, and yet were not using the faculties discursively, it would be unoccupied, idle. The beginning of this contemplation is imperceptible to the one experiencing it because it is unfelt in the senses. It leaves them (the senses) dry, in a kind of ‘night’ in which they cannot be used. The soul is scarcely conscious of this contemplation. Perceiving nothing distinctly, its faculties are useless in the way of reflecting and feeling, and it thinks it is without fervor, doing nothing, wasting time. This imperceptible contemplation, together with the aridity felt in the soul, begets an inclination toward solitude and quiet without the ability to reflect on any distinct thing. If the soul should attempt to do so, it would experience a difficulty in withdrawing the attention from that which peacefully absorbs it. The mind cannot be attentive at once to a particular thought of its own and to that other impression, spiritual, vague, and general, which is now holding it in a simple regard. That it is occupied is evident from the difficulty it feels in detaching the mind for this confused, loving knowledge and fixing it on some particular image, thought, or idea. Nothing can now satisfy it save the peace of remaining in God’s presence in a calm, loving waiting upon Him, without any particular consideration of either God or creature.”
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The Three Signs of the Beginnings of Contemplation (Part 3 of 3)
Fr. Gabriel Diefenbach, O.F.M.Cap. (1946) 


“This same spiritual impression by which God is delicately absorbing the mind and inclining the will to a simple operation of love, also acts as an impediment to vocal prayer. If one begins to say some vocal prayer he will quickly find repugnance or weariness in it, slight or pronounced according to the strength of the interior prayer. He may be able to with some effort say the words as words, but if he tries to think of their meaning, or arouse devotion by them, he will not succeed. The reason is that the attention cannot be fixed on two things at one time. It is much the same as with a person absorbed in the reading of a book. His mind is oblivious to all else. If someone nearby addresses him, he may not be consciously aware of it for some moments. He hears the sound of the voice, but the meaning of the words will be understood only when they have penetrated his consciousness, that is, when he has withdrawn his attention from what he is reading. In the case of contemplative prayer, it is the spiritual impression absorbing the mind in a loving attention that makes it impossible for the mind to think of and be attentive to something else. The simpler activity of the soul’s faculties checks their discursive use, and vice versa. Of course, nothing is said here of vocal prayers of obligation, such as the Divine Office. These are said in conformity to the obligations assumed. But if one’s new state brings a strong abstraction of mind due to the operation of interior prayer, a material recitation will generally be the only possible one. The attention cannot be centered on the meaning of the words for the heart is attentive rather to its own loving attraction. Generally, there will not be great difficulty. There are, however, more pronounced cases, especially in the lives of the saints, where the interior operation of grace is so strong as to hinder the recitation of all vocal prayer, even the Divine Office. These instances furnish sufficient reason for dispensation, which accordingly as been given (e.g. St. Ignatius). But such cases are comparatively rare. Fr. Poulain remarks that such cases meet the objection sometimes heard: ‘If your prayer thus prevents your performing exercises that are of obligation, it cannot come from God, for He would be contradicting Himself.’ As this author further observes: ‘God is no more contradicting Himself here than when He sends an illness that hinders the hearing of Sunday Mass or the keeping of the Friday abstinence. When a law of the Church is morally impossible of execution, it ceases to oblige. God would be contradicting Himself only were He still to impose the obligation while taking away the power of fulfilling it.’ Generally in the beginning of mystic prayer the difficulty of saying vocal prayers of obligation will not be sufficient to prevent at least their material recitation, with the heart lovingly attentive to God.”
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Contemplation: Some Important Considerations (Part 1 of 4)
Fr. Gabriel Diefenbach, O.F.M.Cap. (1946) 


“This simple prayer is a good to be wished for with all one’s heart. With it comes all other goods to the soul – strength, consolation, virtue, ever-increasing union with its loving Divine Spouse. Such prayer, indeed, belongs in the line of development of the prayer-life and has ever been considered in Catholic tradition as the likely and normal outcome of a spiritual life earnestly lived. Some who come to this prayer may be very imperfect. They frustrate grace because of voluntary strayings, attachments, sense indulgence, worldliness. They feel miserable because they cannot  meditate, and find no relish in prayer books or exercises of devotion that previously brought consolation; yet because of these willful imperfections, they get nothing out of that simple prayer to which God is now drawing them. They may not be aware of what the obstacles are, or even of their own unwillingness to get rid of them. They may conclude that their apparent distaste for prayer comes from causes outside themselves. But the causes are within, in their unruly senses, interior and exterior. They yield to daydreaming, vainglorious thoughts, vindictive thoughts, imaginings of pleasure of sense and so on. Thus they hinder God’s operation and lose the grace and profit of simple prayer. Let the soul of good will that desires to advance and to taste of the sweet intimacy of friendship with Jesus – let that soul pursue its prayer seriously. Then if it finds difficulties and obstacles, these may be only apparent and not real. For the soul must pray: it is a necessity of human nature, and should therefore be easy. The difficulty comes in our not understanding the true nature of prayer or some of its changing phases. When one knows this and learns to correspond to the workings of grace, one perseveres with little trouble and soon comes to relish prayer as that which is as natural almost as breathing. And if grace brings one to a more affective and unitive form, a contemplative form, a prayer of the heart, there is no reason to shy away at the idea of contemplation, or at the word mysticism, as at some unscalable peak in the Christian and spiritual life. A difficulty here is in inducing a person whom God is leading in this way, to give up his elementary notions of prayer. At least the desire to pray is present, and this of itself is prayer.”
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Contemplation: Some Important Considerations (Part 2 of 4)
Fr. Gabriel Diefenbach, O.F.M.Cap. (1946)


“Very likely it is the experience of many a confessor, director, and pastor to find souls enjoying this spiritual prayer. Both young and old are known to visit churches or chapels and pass long periods before the tabernacle. They seem not to get enough of God. Without book or recitation of words, without even telling themselves distinctly that they hunger for Him as the Being Who alone satisfies the longing of their heart, they are drawn to a holy peace and rest before Him. Perhaps they have never been able to make a formal meditation as prayer but have had a predisposition to love from the very first. Others have prayed and meditated much and now at last rejoice spiritually in the fruit gained by fidelity and perseverance. God is bringing them to another kind of prayer the basis of which is a desire and longing for him. They have distilled the sweetness from the flowers of meditation and other spiritual exercises and now enjoy the honey of their substance, which is divine love, in a simple view of the understanding and a simple movement of the will. It happens much in the way of human love. When persons first meet, they are concerned to find things to say. Conversation must be kept up to avoid feelings of constraint. With more frequent meetings the converse becomes more easy and simple; then as friendship develops the necessity for many words is on the wane, thought actually, converse between them is most natural and delightful. When love arrives they are content to say little or nothing, finding satisfaction merely in each other’s presence, in a silent but deeper union of hearts. 

“Some, again – many and well-disposed persons, and very many Religious – do feel drawn to simple prayer, but do not recognize the manifestations of it when these are present. Perceiving the tendency to calm and peace in the heart and mind, yet not understanding its meaning, they return to the support of sense activity, trying first one thing and then another, and so interfering with the operations of grace. As Abbot Chapman correctly remarks: ‘Many persons pass long years in this dark night, when they cannot meditate, and yet are afraid to contemplate; and the signs may be less easy to recognize. They have tried methods, they have tried reading and pondering; alas, perhaps they have almost given up mental prayer in despair. They find it hard to believe that they are in the mystical ‘obscure night.’ They do not feel urged to frequent thought of God, nor do they dare to say that they have a disgust of creatures. On the contrary, they have found the spiritual life so dry that they have often to take refuge in distractions which are not sinful, because recollectedness seems impossible. They have imagined themselves to be going back, because they have no devotion, no ‘feelings’; and perhaps they are going back, since they have not learned the right path forward.’”
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Contemplation: Some Important Considerations (Part 3 of 4)
Fr. Gabriel Diefenbach, O.F.M.Cap. (1946)


“From this it would appear obvious that the only sensible thing to do is to ‘pray as one can and not to try to pray as one can’t’ (Abbot Chapman). If one can use his powers in prayer he must do so, and he has no justification for a change in prayer. That is, if at time of prayer one can fix the imagination on some particular thought or aspect of God, Our Lord, or the truths of the faith, with facility, as one speaking to God, adoring Him, thanking or petitioning Him, he should use his faculties as he is drawn to do. In this case, evidently, no interior and spiritual impression of grace is absorbing the faculties however slightly. Then, too, it may, and usually does, happen in the beginning of the transitional period that the soul will be able at times to meditate and at other times not. This period is usually very brief. But if the soul cannot use its powers, it simply cannot. To force a continuance of the old ways of devotion and methods of prayer when these have become tasteless and almost impossible is to oppose the call of grace and bar the way to real spiritual progress. It is all a matter of following the soul’s attraction. If the soul experiences a facility in being at rest before God with a desire to be united to Him, it should remain so, not making any particular acts or efforts of its own except as it may be inclined on occasions to do so by the movements of grace. And even if it feels nothing but aridity and vague distress, still it is making an act of love toward God, for the soul desires to be in His presence, adoring Him with its entire being, to be melting in love if it were possible, even to tears. Its great anxiety is to be pleasing to God and not to offend Him in the least thing; all of which is evidence of a very high and solid love, even though the soul may feel as though it were without all love whatsoever. This same disposition of the heart, in which it lies quiet and attentive before God in a simple spirit of abandonment to Him, is to be maintained even while assisting at Mass or receiving Holy Communion.”
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Contemplation: Some Important Considerations (Part 4 of 4)
Fr. Gabriel Diefenbach, O.F.M.Cap. (1946)


“The soul should take encouragement from the satisfaction and peace it derives when it acts thus. It is true it may not be conscious of any distinct enjoyment from this repose of the senses and loving attention of the heart. Yet it will notice an unwillingness to be diverted from it. And if the soul should ask itself: What would I rather being doing than this? It would have to answer: Nothing, or, Where would I prefer to be rather than here? It would have to admit: Nowhere. It simply finds a quiet happiness in thus remaining in God’s presence. All this should reassure the soul and give it confidence. But such is our poor nature that it ever tends to be gravitating toward sense activity, finding not enough satisfaction in the purely spiritual. Self seeks assertion. It wants to be doing something, or feeling that it is accomplishing something or getting somewhere, and it chafes at subjugation to more spiritual operations and realities. … As Fr. De Caussade so well writes to one in this condition: ‘What you want is to find support and comfort in yourself and your good works. Well, this is precisely what God does not wish, and what He cannot endure in souls aspiring after perfection. What! Lean on yourself! Count on your works! Could self-love leave a more miserable fruit? God desires to deliver you from all this and to destroy in you gradually all the help and confidence you derive from yourself so that He may be your sole support and hope.’” 
November 1

Contemplation and the Rosary

As wonderful and as beneficial a devotion as the Holy Rosary is, many devout souls often find it very difficult to pray, not because they are worldly, or have little devotion to the Blessed Mother, or because they find prayer repugnant, but precisely because they feel that this devotion hinders their prayer-life. By this we are referring to those souls to whom God has given the grace of contemplation, even at its beginning stages. As we have seen, a soul at this stage of prayer finds itself unable to meditate during prayer or to use the imagination as a help to excite pious feelings of devotion. The contemplative soul’s prayer has been so simplified by the grace of God, that it is reduced to a very simple, loving gaze upon Him, a loving attention to His presence in faith and abandonment. Because the soul’s interior attention is absorbed with God, even though this might not be perceived by the soul itself at the beginnings stages of contemplation, such a soul usually finds much vocal prayer quite repugnant. It does not wish to speak much, but to love much. Since contemplation is the silence of lovers, such a soul simply wishes to be alone with God in quiet and repose. It does not desire to use many words in addressing Our Lord, or even Our Lady, in prayer. The soul looks at Our Lord and He looks at the soul. They simply love each other and communicate to each other in silence, and this is beyond words to describe. From all this it should be clear why such a soul, and they are many, find it difficult to pray the Rosary, for the Rosary is precisely a combination of meditation and vocal prayer. If one finds both of these forms of prayer to be interiorly repugnant and spiritually hampering, it follows that the combination of them will be doubly so. And so the soul will not usually choose the Rosary as a form of private prayer, although the soul will try to pray the Rosary in public with a group. But in either situation a contemplative will not be able to really meditate on each of the mysteries, for all of them will blend into the one great mystery of God’s loving presence. Again, this is not because the soul has no devotion to Our Lady, or is deliberately trying to exclude her or bypass her. It is simply that, by the grace of God, the soul has found a more direct, spiritual communion with God, beyond words and images; a grace, by the way, which must have come to them through the very intercession of Mary, for she is the Mediatrix of all graces. Therefore, she understands. Her whole office and desire is to bring souls to God, to Christ, in the perfection of love and adoration in all their profound simplicity. All devotional practices, including the Rosary, are simply means, or helps, to attain this end, and if the soul can easily attain this end without a particular means, then all is well. Moreover, sometimes what is meant to be a help becomes a hindrance. Besides, the Rosary is not a prayer of obligation; it is not a sin to omit it if we are attracted to another kind of prayer. This is not to discourage the Rosary in any way, but to give souls the interior freedom to follow the inspiration of divine grace without feeling guilty for doing so. If the Rosary honors Our Lady, so does contemplation, for it is silent adoration of her Divine Son.

November 2

All Souls Day: The Commemoration Of All The Faithful Departed

Today we commemorate and pray for all the faithful departed, that is, those who have departed this mortal life in the state of sanctifying grace, and thus in friendship with God, but whose entrance into heaven is temporally delayed due to unatoned-for sins, venial or mortal. These have departed this life with either unforgiven venial sin on their soul, or they have not yet fully paid the debt of temporal punishment due to the serious sins which they had committed during life, although these were repented of and confessed. They are saved, but as Scripture says, “yet so as by fire” (I Cor. 3:15), for nothing defiled can enter into heaven. Death, unfortunately, finds most souls not pure enough for the Beatific Vision, and therefore these must pass through the purifying sufferings of purgatory, which cleanses the soul of the stain of sin, and makes adequate atonement and satisfaction for all the moral infidelities committed during life. 

All Soul’s Day (and the entire month of November) is especially dedicated to the remembrance of these poor suffering souls. The thought of them should excite in our hearts deep compassion, for they are completely unable to alleviate their own sufferings in any way. They cannot do penance, cannot merit, cannot satisfy, cannot receive sacraments, and cannot gain indulgences. They cannot even pray for themselves. They are completely helpless. They can only accept and offer their own suffering to God as satisfaction. But, God, in His goodness and loving mercy, has made us, who are still “in the flesh,” almost all powerful in their regard, for we have the ability to relieve them of some, or all, of their sufferings by our prayer and penance. As the book of Machabees says: “It is a holy and wholesome thought to pray for the dead that they may be loosed from sin.” God desires these holy souls in heaven. They are His beloved children. He wants to bestow on them their eternal reward, but His justice demands that satisfaction be first made for their sins. This satisfaction is either done by their passive suffering in purgatory, or by us, vicariously, that is, by praying and doing penance on their behalf. Let us always remember: “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy.”

November 3
Purgatory: Sin And Suffering

It is unnecessary for us here to go into detail of the many and sundry ways one can suffer in purgatory, suffice it to say that the sufferings there bear no proportion to any sufferings that we could imagine here on earth. “That fire,” wrote St. Augustine, “will be more painful than anything man can suffer in the present life.” The intensity of the pain suffered by the individual soul in purgatory, and the duration of its purification, are determined, as St. Augustine tells us, by “the measure of sin and penance of each individual.” When we consider this we can begin to understand how great an evil sin really is, and that moral infidelities have consequences which we must face, either in this life or in the next. Sin demands satisfaction. It is not sufficient to simply cease sinning and repent. No, the order of justice has been violated, and therefore satisfaction must be made; order must be reestablished, and this is done by the voluntary acceptance of a compensating punishment. Either this compensation is done in this life or in the next. Sin not only offends God, it morally injures our own soul as well, and nothing brings inner healing to a soul so much as suffering patiently borne for the love of God. This is why we often emphasize the importance of “passively” and patiently suffering the trials of life, for it purifies the soul more than any self-chosen penance. We are meant to use this life as our purgatory. Life is meant to be for us, not a gratification, but a purification of the soul. God desires that we leave this life completely purified so as to go straight to heaven.

Purgatory must not be looked upon as the torture chamber of a cruel, unforgiving God. Rather it is the loving invention of the God of Love on behalf of those of His imperfect children who would have been otherwise eternally unfit for the vision and possession of Himself, the all-pure and all-holy God.  

November 4
Relief  of the Holy Souls: The Heroic Act of Charity (Part 1 of 3)

Fr. F.X. Schouppe, S.J. (1823-1904)

“It remains for us to make known an act which comprises all works and means, whereby we can most effectually assist the poor souls; it is the Heroic Vow, or, as others call it, the Heroic Act of Charity towards the souls in purgatory. This act consists in ceding to them all our works of satisfaction, that is to say, the satisfactory value of all the works of our life and of all the suffrages which shall be given to us after our death, without reserving anything wherewith to discharge our own debts. We deposit them in the hands of the Blessed Virgin, that she may distribute them, according to her good pleasure, to those souls which she desires to deliver from purgatory. It is an absolute donation in favor of the souls of all that we can give them; we offer to God in their behalf all the good we do, of any kind whatsoever, either in thought, word or works, all that we suffer meritoriously during this life, without excepting anything that we may reasonably give them, and adding even those suffrages which we may receive for ourselves after death. It must be well understood that the matter of this holy donation is the satisfactory value of our works, and not the merit, which has a corresponding degree of glory in heaven; for merit is strictly personal, and cannot be transferred to another.


“Formula of the Heroic Act: “O Holy and Adorable Trinity, desiring to co-operate in the deliverance of the souls in Purgatory, and to testify my devotion to the Blessed Virgin Mary, I cede and renounce in behalf of those holy souls all the satisfactory part of my works, and all the suffrages which may be given to me after my death, consigning them entirely into the hands of the most Blessed Virgin, that she may apply them according to her good pleasure to those souls of the faithful departed whom she desires to deliver from their sufferings. Deign, O my God, to accept and bless this offering which I make to Thee at this moment. Amen.” (N.B.  Another version of this act which we recommend, other than the one here suggested by Fr. Schouppe, is: “O my God, in union with the merits of Jesus and Mary, I offer Thee, for the souls in purgatory, all my propitiatory works, and all those which others may apply to me during life or after my death. I beseech Thee, O my God, to accept this offering, for Thy honor and for the salvation of my soul. Amen.” Whatever formula we may prefer, let us always bear in mind that in private devotions, it is the intention behind the act which is important, not so much the words or the formula we use. The formula is merely there to give shape and inspiration to our intentions and excite interior devotion. After we have sincerely made this offering using one of these formulas, or even one of our own composition, we should, from time to time, renew it, or even simply to recall and renew our intention of giving all of our satisfactory works to the holy souls.)
November 5
Heroic Act (Part 2 of 3)

Fr. F.X. Schouppe, S.J. (1823-1904)

“‘I advise all true Christians,’ says Father Mumford, ‘to cede with holy disinterestedness to the faithful departed all the fruit of their good works which are at our disposal. I do not believe that they can make a better use of them, since they render them more meritorious and more efficacious, as well for obtaining grace from God as for expiating their own sins and shortening the term of their purgatory, or even of acquiring an entire exemption there from.’ These words express the precious advantages of the Heroic Act; and in order to dissipate all subsequent fear which might arise in the mind, we add three remarks: 1. This act leaves us perfect liberty to pray for those souls in whom we are most interested; the application of these prayers is subject to the disposition of the adorable will of God, which is always infinitely perfect and infinitely loving. 2. It does not oblige under pain of mortal sin, and can at any time be revoked. It may be made without using any particular formula; it suffices to have the intention, and to make it from the heart. Nevertheless it is useful to recite the formula of offering from time to time, in order to stimulate our zeal for the relief of the Holy Souls by prayer, penance, and good works. 3. The Heroic Act does not subject us to the direful consequences of having to undergo a long purgatory ourselves; on the contrary, it allows us to rely with more assured confidence on the mercy of God in our regard, as is shown by the example of St. Gertrude.”

November 6
Heroic Act (Part 3 of 3)

Fr. F.X. Schouppe, S.J. (1823-1904)

“Venerable Denis the Carthusian relates that the virgin St. Gertrude had made a complete donation of all her works of satisfaction in favor of the faithful departed, without reserving anything wherewith to discharge the debts which she herself might have contracted in the sight of God. Being at the point of death, and, like all the saints, considering with much sorrow the great number of her sins on the one hand, and, on the other, remembering that she had employed all her works of satisfaction for the expiation of the sins of others, she was afflicted, lest, having given all to others and reserved nothing for herself, her soul, on its departure from this world, should be condemned to horrible suffering. In the midst of her fears Our Lord appeared to her and consoled her, saying: ‘Be assured, my daughter, your charity towards the departed will be no detriment to you. Know that the generous donation you have made of all our works to the holy souls has been singularly pleasing to Me; and to give you a proof thereof, I declare to you that all the pains you would have had to endure in the other life are now remitted; moreover, in recompense for your generous charity, I will so enhance the value of the merits of your works as to give you a greater increase of glory in heaven.”

November 7
Purgatory: To Go or Not to Go? (Part 1 of 3)

It is good to meditate on the sufferings of Purgatory, which we know are more painful than anything that we can suffer here on earth, but perhaps it is even more beneficial for us to know that we need not go to Purgatory at all. It is within our power to bypass it entirely and go straight to heaven. To many, this sounds presumptuous. They think that it is practically impossible to avoid Purgatory and that all of us must inevitably pass through that realm of purifying pain and punishment. But this is not necessarily so, for this would be at variance with the all-merciful and all-loving plan of our Blessed Savior. God became Man and died for our sins precisely to give us a perfect Redemption from sin and the effects of sin. He desires that we leave this life entirely purified, so that like a little child, full of trust and abandonment, we might fall asleep in the arms of our Heavenly Father to awake in heaven – in the eternal embrace and vision of Love Itself. What a shame it would be if we were to have to wait to see God, not only after many years here on earth, but perhaps after many years, decades, or centuries of suffering in Purgatory. No, God does not desire this for us, His beloved children. No matter what degree of sanctity God has called us to, He does not desire that any of us should suffer in the purifying flames of Purgatory. As St. Therese tells us: “You do not have enough confidence, you have an excessive fear that offends God. Do not fear the pains of Purgatory, but rather desire to escape them in order to give pleasure to God Who imposes them so reluctantly. Be very sure that you will not go to Purgatory as long as you seek to please God in everything and have an unshakeable confidence that at every moment He purifies you in His love and will not leave one trace of sin in you.” 

November 8
Purgatory: To Go or Not to Go? (Part 2 of 3)

Unfortunately there are many people who have acquiesced to the idea that they will inevitably go to Purgatory and that it would be practically impossible to escape a rather long and painful duration there. “I’ll be lucky if I even make it to Purgatory,” they say, or, “I’ll be satisfied if I escape hell,” or, “I’ll be happy to make it to Purgatory.” It is precisely this attitude, perhaps more than any other reason, which will land such people in Purgatory, if not into hell itself. Such an attitude, so unworthy of a true child of God, for it dampens hope in the mercy and goodness of God and His willingness to aid us. It also stifles serious effort to live a deep spiritual life so as to avoid Purgatory all together, or at least to drastically shorten its duration. Actually, such an attitude really implies bad will, or at least ignorance of God’s Merciful Love. Our Divine Savior has generously provided us with abundant, easy, and efficacious means which will, if generously used, sufficiently purify and sanctify our soul here on earth so as to have no need of purification after death. He will, through the merits of His Precious Blood which was lovingly shed for our salvation, give us the necessary grace and strength to either avoid sin, or, because we are weak, to satisfy for any sins which we may have committed. The Merciful Love of God, no matter how weak we are or how sinful our past may be, is capable of making us saints fit for heaven. Therefore to say: “When I get to Purgatory,” really implies, “I do not really intend on making full use of these means of purification and sanctification. Rather, I intend on abusing divine grace, neglecting prayer, and avoiding penance, mortification and sacrifice. I am going to live my life, not so much to please God and grow ever deeper in love with Him, but to please myself without, hopefully, seriously ‘displeasing’ Him.” Or perhaps more often, such a statement implies, “I’m such a weak miserable wretch that I doubt God’s mercy and goodness are great enough to wipe away all my sins.” It is this attitude, therefore, which will hinder the workings of God’s Merciful Love within our soul more than any other reason. We need not go to Purgatory at all, but if we do, it will be because we want to go there, not because we had to. We will kick ourselves for having failed to take advantage of God’s mercy in this life.

November 9
Purgatory: To Go or Not to Go? (Part 3 of 3)

In the spiritual life it is important to aim high and to expand our hearts with unbounded hope in God’s Mercy and willingness to bring us to Himself in perfect love. Life is like an arrow that is shot at a target; one must aim high, for gravity will inevitably drag the arrow down, causing it to hit below the target. If we aim for Purgatory, or to just escape hell, the chances are that the gravitational pull of self-love and sensuality – fallen human nature – will drag us down and we may perhaps miss our mark altogether. We may, God forbid, end up in hell, all because we did not hope enough, did not desire God enough. Aiming straight for heaven and striving to live so as to bypass Purgatory altogether, is not presumption – it is merely wanting what God wants. He desires this far more than we do. More people have ended up in hell, or ended up suffering a long time in Purgatory, from discouragement or despondency rather than this so called “presumption.” However, it would indeed be presumptuous if one intended to go on deliberately sinning, without making an honest effort to correct one’s faults. But this has nothing to do with the virtue of hope which we are here considering. We must travel along the holy road of hope with a generous sacrificial love, neither straying to the left into the dead end of presumption, nor to the right over the precipice of despair. Unbounded hope in God, combined with loving generosity in His service, will take us where we want to go – straight to God and the heights of sanctity.
November 10
Counsels on Suffering and Death (Part 1 of 2)

“I was sad to hear that you are suffering and that there is a possibility that this illness is perhaps, the beginning of the end. And yet I cannot help but be glad also, for I see the hand of God in all of this. I see this trial, and I hope that one day you shall see it in the same light, as actually a tremendous blessing, a great gift, from God. That is what the cross is meant to be. It is not meant to be a punishment as such, so much as a stepping stone, a ladder, an elevator sent to lift us to higher, better, more spiritual things. The cross is like a scalpel, wielded by the divine Physician for a divine operation, namely, to cut out from our lives the real disease within us, namely sin, and the inordinate love of: self, pleasure, and the passing things of this fickle world. God, as any good and loving father, must sometimes give us, His children bitter medicine to heal us, but whether it heals us or hurts us, all depends upon how we use it, how we re-act to the treatment. The cross is meant to bring us closer to God, not push us away from Him. It is meant to soften our hearts, and turn them towards Him. Never let your condition, or any pain which you must suffer from it or in life, embitter you, or cause you to rebel against God, Who is so good to us, so kind and merciful and loving. He loves you more than you can imagine and only sends or permits trials and tribulations for your greater good. Besides, those who refuse to carry their cross and follow Jesus, by that very fact, must carry two crosses: the one they refuse to carry for God but which they have to suffer anyway, and the cross of loss of inner peace. Therefore never let anything plunge you into discouragement, self-pity, despondency, or despair. It is not worth it and it would be the greatest tragedy to squander such a precious opportunity for changing your life, to do that which will profit you for all eternity in the next life, and in this life, giving your soul a peace and joy that it probably has never known. I think this illness has made you think more seriously about death, and reflect about life. It has also, I believe, led you to pray more. For this, I am very happy. Sadly, it often takes such close calls with death or suffering for most people to turn to God; most of the time He is pushed out their lives, offended and forgotten. I think it is wise and good for you to continue to reflect on death, and I hope that soon, by continued prayer and spiritual reading, you shall have a new outlook upon death, but more importantly, life itself shall begin to have true meaning. The cross gives life, through death. Jesus Christ died for our sins and rose again, so that we may also die to sin, and rise again in Him. ‘I have come,’ Jesus said, ‘that they may have life, and have it more abundantly.’” 

November 11
Counsels on Suffering and Death (Part 2 of 2)

“God is giving you the chance to offer up to Him all your suffering in expiation for all the faults and sins of your past life. It is a truth of our holy Catholic Faith, something that we must believe, that there is such a place as purgatory – a place of purification for those souls not sufficiently pure to enter straight into heaven after death. Nothing defiled can enter into heaven and gaze on God Himself in the Beatific Vision. Purgatory is a place of great suffering, but the souls there are extremely happy too since they know that they are saved for all eternity, only they must remain in that place of expiation for a certain duration until they have satisfied God’s justice. Purgatory reminds us of the absolute justice, purity, and holiness of God, but it should also remind us of His great mercy as well. It is a great act of mercy on God’s part to give souls, otherwise holy but not quite holy enough, one last chance to cleanse themselves of everything hindering their complete union with God. Suffering willingly accepted in this life remits entirely or partially the time that we would have otherwise have had to spend in purgatory. One of the best ways of doing this is by offering to Our Lord all your aches and pains by such words as ‘All for Thee, O Jesus.’ Another way is by the practice of completely surrendering our life and death to God. ‘O Lord, my God, from this moment I accept from Thy hands, with a quiet and trusting heart, whatsoever death Thou shalt choose to send me, with its pains and grief.’ St. Alphonsus Liguori compares this generous acceptance of death to a kind of martyrdom: ‘Whoever offers his life to God, makes the most perfect act possible. Accepting trustfully whatever death it pleases God to send us and accepting it by conforming ourselves to His divine will as to the time and manner He shall choose, makes us resemble the holy martyrs.’”

November 12
A Thought on Death

The moment of death is the most important moment of our life. It is the final exam – the harvest. It determines where we will be for all eternity, heaven or hell, and with whom we shall spend that eternity – with God the Holy Trinity, Our Lord Jesus Christ, the Blessed Virgin Mary, the angels, the saints, all the saved – or with the Devil, the Demons, the damned. The grace of a good and holy death is the greatest gift that we must constantly ask for and prepare ourselves for. That we may at that last moment die in the grace of God is the reason why he gives us so many calls, so many lights, so many chances, and admonishes us by so many threats. We must strive to do now what will profit us for all eternity. The sanctification and salvation of our immortal soul is the most important affair of our life; indeed, it is really the only affair. Our Lord Himself said: “What does it profit a man if he gain the whole world, but suffer the loss of his own soul. Or, what exchange shall a man give for his soul?”
November 13
Another Thought on Death

Only God knows for sure, but it may very well be that death is not far away for us. But even if it is many years away, it will come nonetheless. It is simply a matter of time and all of us shall die one day. Every hour, every moment, brings us closer to death. Life flows on, there is no stopping it. Our life is like a puff of smoke, which is quickly dissipated and seen no more. We all know this deep down, but most of us delude ourselves into imagining death so far off as if it were never going to arrive. But if death is the one thing certain in life, nothing is more uncertain than the hour of death. God knows and has fixed the year, the hour, the moment when you and I are to leave this earth and enter into eternity, but it is unknown to us. To warn us that we must always be prepared, Jesus Christ tells us that death will come like a thief in the night. “The day of the Lord shall so come as a thief in the night.” “Be you then ready; for at what hour you think not, the Son of man will come.” Since death may take away our life at any time or place, we ought, if we wish to die well and in peace with God, and save our immortal soul, to live always prepared, always in expectation of death. Eternity – forever – is much too long to be playing games with. 

November 14
Judgment After Death (Part 1 of 4)
Fr. J.P. Arendzen (1951)

“It is appointed unto men once to die, and after that the Judgment. So we read in the Epistle to the Hebrews. … Thus the Scriptures teach that when we are divested of this body, we are with Christ, unless indeed we must suffer a temporary delay in attaining the vision of God, or have chosen everlasting exile from His glory. The Church, therefore, has always taught that death is immediately followed by a divine judgment on the departed. No sooner has the soul left the body, but, if it was in mortal sin, it is in hell; if it was without any stain or remnant of sin, it is in heaven; if it was in sanctifying grace, but with stains and remnants of sin, it is in purgatory. This necessitates a divine judgment on the state of the departed soul. Now, this judgment considered in God Himself is merely that infinite unchanging act which is both His Wisdom and His own very being. It is that knowledge by which He within His own Self infallibly knows the exact state of every departing soul. God’s judgment, however, viewed from our standpoint, from the standpoint of those who undergo it, is a manifestation to us of the truth of God’s verdict. The judgment immediately after death in consequence consists of the intense and vivid realization of three things: our true moral state as the outcome of all the free acts during our mortal life; secondly, the appropriateness and inevitableness of our future lot, whatever it be, and lastly the presence of that Personal Being, that Individual Intelligence to Whom we are responsible and who now justly carries out His will upon us.” 
November 15
Judgment After Death (Part 2 of 4)
Fr. J.P. Arendzen (1951)


“We shall know our past life, the justice of our present lot, and the presence of a divine Judge. We shall instantaneously know our past life as we have never known it before. In this life one of the most terrible consequences of sins is that we are apt to forget them. A strange imperfection which accompanies our best acts is that we overvalue them. A constant weakness in our estimate of our past actions is that we misjudge them. A sad condition of our present state of trial is that even the good are not certain with infallible certainty whether they are worthy of love or hatred; they have to work out their salvation in fear and trembling. The moment after death the soul sees itself even as it is. Interests which seemed overpowering during our mortal life dwindle into insignificance, and so-called trifles stand out in immense importance. The glamour of earthly praise or blame, and the merely human standards of honor and dishonor are scored for their ludicrous inadequacy, when the cold, steady, white light of the Sun of infinite righteousness shines on our past. For some no doubt it will be as if they were members of a theatre troupe, who in their tinsel and tawdry finery suddenly stepped from the artificial footlights into the blazing light of a summer’s day at noontide. For some no doubt, who in fear and trembling worked out their salvation and who with anxious scrutiny examined and weighed their deeds, despairing of themselves and only trusting in the mercy of God, for them it will be like passing from the twilight of a winter’s day into the clarity of a morning in spring. The searchlight of God shall illumine the deepest depths of the human soul, and nothing shall be hidden that shall not be made manifest to it. Irresistible conviction will grip and hold the soul and in unshakeable certainty it will realize: Such, then, am I!”
November 16
Judgment After Death (Part 3 of 4)
Fr. J.P. Arendzen (1951)

“The second point the departed will realize is the justice of their future lot. The instant after death the damned will be convinced that hell is the only possibility for them. It stands written of Judas: he went unto his own place. Thus even if the verdict be not audibly pronounced at the particular judgment, an overwhelming force from within will lead the damned to their own place. No mental questioning arises, no doubt whatever is possible, the absolute justice flashes upon them with the swiftness of lightning: they must go to their own place. None of the damned have ever asked for mercy, nor will they for all eternity. One moment’s repentance would empty hell. The damned know it, but nothing alters their grim determination to abide by their choice and do without God. Hell is the outcome of the rejection of divine power, wisdom, and love, by created wills fixed in evil. Herein then, lies the mystery, in the fact the human will is such that it can be fixed in evil, that it becomes determined, stark, and stiff in its final choice of self as against God. The lot of the saved, though in total contrast with that of the lost, will in this be the same, that it exactly corresponds with their holy state and the Saints know it. True, their state is the outcome of divine grace, but given it to be what it is, their place is with God. As the iron flies to the magnet, so will they fly to the bosom of God. They may in life have sinned through frailty, but through God’s grace they have so repented that no remnant of sin, no stain or debt whatever, remains. God makes them utter their own sentence, and out of their own mouths He will happily judge them. They see themselves utterly cleansed, perfect and holy, and will with blissful boldness dare to say: Heaven is ours! God will echo the sentence: Heaven is yours!


“Newman in The Dream of Gerontius describes the thoughts of the departed who for a while are bidden to be purified in purgatory. He describes how the loving sentence of God is carried out spontaneously, nay, eagerly, by those Holy Souls; they know in their innermost selves that heaven is not yet for such as they. Willingly do they descend into their depth of sorrow, where they can weep and wait till their eyes can bear the effulgence of the divine light.”
November 17
Judgment After Death (Part 4 of 4)
Fr. J.P. Arendzen (1951)

“The third fact known to the departed, without which the beginning of their eternity would not be a judgment at all, is the presence of the Judge. God is not an abstraction, not even abstract holiness or justice. God is a living, personal, infinite Spirit. Death is the meeting of our spirit with His. This can only be by some divine manifestation of His presence beyond what we realize by our unaided reason on earth. It is not only a judgment we shall hear, it is a Judge we shall face. After the very instant of our death we shall know ourselves in the immediate presence of Someone, Whose reality shall be closer to us than any fellowship has ever been to us in this world, Someone of dread sanctity and boundless power, Someone utterly stern yet kind, Someone, Whose thought searches us through and through and from whom it would be folly to hide, Someone on Whom our eternal fate depends, Someone infinitely great, before Whom we are infinitesimally small, Someone Who can do with us as He wishes. That Someone the damned will instantaneously recoil from in hate. That Someone the souls destined for purgatory will humbly adore and sorrowfully leave for a while. Only to the Saints will that first sight be the Beatific Vision of God as He is, to all others it will be some manifestation less than Himself, but none the less a display of His Presence exceeding any experience on earth. The moment after death everyone stands before the Judge. It has been asked whether at that moment it will be God in His divine nature only or Christ, God-made-Man, Who will be our Judge even in His human nature. Doubtless it will be Christ, for the Father hath given all judgment to the Son, say the Scriptures, and it is meet and just that men should receive their judgment from the Man-God, Christ Jesus. Thus at death the just shall forthwith be brought into the immediate presence of Him whose Precious Blood purchased for them so great salvation. The damned shall face Him, Whom, as the Scriptures say, they have crucified afresh by their sins. Those who shortly before death received the Viaticum of the Body and Blood of Christ shall exchange His Real Presence in the Blessed Sacrament for a Presence, not less real though less hidden, of the same Christ come to judge. Those who have never known or have rejected the loving mystery of the altar, shall after death bend their knees for the first time to the Man of Nazareth, the nearness of Whose majesty they cannot doubt or deny. At a Catholic deathbed the words of the priest saying the Commendation of the Departing Soul will not long wait for their fulfillment. He will pray over the dying man: ‘May the gentle and joyful countenance of Christ Jesus appear unto thee.’”
November 18
The Avoidance of Purgatory (Part 1 of 3)
Fr. J.P. Arendzen (1951)

“There is, alas, amongst many of the faithful the unreasonable conviction that practically all must, after death, pass through purgatory, that only the Saints go straight from their deathbed to heaven, that it would be too much to hope for, and, in fact, presumptuous in the ordinary mortal, to expect to escape those cleansing flames. This unreasoned persuasion is nourished by the thought that very holy persons, in fact, the Saints themselves, have asked for prayers after their death, that none of the Saints have dared to claim certainty that they should go straightway to heaven. There is, moreover, an instinctive humility in the hearts of most of the faithful, reminding them of their many sins in the past and their weakness for the future. In consequence they practically take it for granted that they and every ordinary man and woman will have to pass time in purgatory. To escape purgatory they would consider the highest reward of sanctity, received by practically none but those whose names appear in the calendar. Though humility in our own case is a wholesome virtue, it is none the less true that this taking of purgatory for granted can, and often does, have a most harmful effect. First of all, it is not true that the avoidance of purgatory is only the reward of highest sanctity. Rather it is true to say that the avoidance of purgatory is independent of any particular degree of sanctity. Not only exceptionally holy persons avoid purgatory, but also persons who die without venial sins on their souls and without a debt to pay to God’s justice for sins already forgiven. Such absence of venial guilt and debt is compatible with much less than the highest degree of sanctity. The degree of sanctity in fact has nothing directly to do with it. The condition for avoiding purgatory is negative, not a positive one; there must be no (voluntary) sins and no remnants of sin. This negative condition is possible in persons of lowly attainments of sanctity.”
November 19
The Avoidance of Purgatory (Part 2 of 3)
Fr. J.P. Arendzen (1951)

“It has been maintained with some show of reason that a person who died in greater sanctity, with greater merits to his account and with greater final glory to come, might pass a longer time in purgatory than another person, less in grace and in future glory, but who after a life of sheltered virtue gave up an innocent soul to God. Innocence and sanctity are not quite convertible terms. Though it is temerity to speak with too much assurance about these matters, it seems possible for a person to practice even heroic virtues in many ways and yet to have serious faults to account for in other directions. A man may have a rich treasure laid up in heaven and yet have to wait before entering into his inheritance on account of an unpaid debt for forgiven mortal sin, or on account of smaller faults, which were never deleted by penance. It seems possible to pass from one’s deathbed straight to heaven, but to occupy only a lower throne in the realm of light. He that prays for an increase of sanctifying grace prays for a greater thing than he who prays for escape from purgatory. The Penitent Thief heard the consoling words: ‘Today thou shalt be with me in Paradise,’ but this is no absolute proof that he is one of the highest of God’s saints, though a saint he is. On the other hand it is clear the more the grace, the greater the means of deleting venial guilt and the debt to God’s justice. One act of supreme love would wash away all stains, and grace is but the means of loving God. We must likewise remember that the baptized infant on death straightway enters glory, but does not necessarily sit higher in God’s kingdom than the adult who passes through purgatory. Let all this be said only for the purpose of showing that the avoidance of purgatory is not such an impossible task, not the reward for such exceptional sanctity, that the ordinary faithful dare not hope for it. The holy submission to the sorrows of life, the voluntary acceptance of death and its pains, the little acts of self-sacrifice, acts of charity which cover a multitude of sins, the use of the Church’s power of indulgences may well enable many of the faithful, whose names on earth will never be mentioned in the list of Saints, and who are reputed to be but humble folk in spiritual things, to pass from death straight to God.”
November 20
The Avoidance of Purgatory (Part 3 of 3)
Fr. J.P. Arendzen (1951)

“One may well hope that especially amongst the poor, who have religiously and patiently borne years of neglect and distress, especially amongst those to whom God gave the grace of a long, painful illness to which they lovingly and meekly submitted, there are many indeed who after death have no more debt to pay. Most priests have known instances of simple people who have borne the long-drawn-out and agonizing pains of cancer almost without a murmur or a word of irritation, but in continual, affectionate and pitiful prayer and utterance of the Holy Name. In such cases it may well be doubted that God should continue their pains after death and delay their eternal reward. In an old English prayer, which our forefathers loved to use but which is well-nigh forgotten now, there was a petition: ‘Jesus send me here my purgatory.’ Such a prayer is a genuine utterance of the Catholic Faith and encouraged by the Catholic Church. It would not be so if it were a petition for an abnormal thing which was only granted to the highest saints. The conviction that whatever one might do, purgatory is practically unavoidable, will cripple all serious effort to escape it, and is often a sign of a low level of spiritual life, and, if fully understood, would be dishonoring to God. After the death of His only begotten Son, it cannot be impossible to lead such a life on earth as would fit us directly for the glory of heaven. It would, moreover, presuppose the gaining of a plenary indulgence during life to be virtually impossible, a thesis which is hard to reconcile with the mind and the practice of the Church. The more we regard the avoidance of purgatory as an achievement possible even in normal circumstances, possible to the humble and the simple, within the reach of less than the heights of sanctity, the more we shall be spurred on to obtain what we hope to be within our powers. Despondency has brought more people to hell than presumption, and despondency has brought more people to a long stay in purgatory than a loving confidence in the grace of God.”
November 21
The Holy Road of Hope

That which determines whether we are eternally saved or eternally damned, is really quite simple. Everything depends upon the state of our soul at the moment of death: if we die in the state of grace, we are saved, but if we die in the state of unrepentant serious sin, we are damned, regards of any other consideration. This simple truth should be of consolation to those who are sincerely striving to lead a spiritual life, since it is by no means impossible, nor even very difficult, to stay in the state of grace, provided we continue to pray and frequent the Sacraments and make frequent acts of Perfect Contrition and love of God. However, this truth, namely, that the state of grace is all that is ultimately required for salvation, must not be abused and lead anyone into a state of negligence or presumption in the service of God, for, it is also a truth of the Catholic Faith that no one, without a special divine revelation, can know with absolute, infallible certitude that he or she is in the state of grace. Moreover, sanctifying grace cannot be felt or seen. As the Council of Trent teaches: “If one considers his own weakness and his defective disposition, he may well be fearful and anxious as to his state of grace, as nobody knows with the certainty of faith, which permits of no error, that he has achieved the grace of God.” This truth forces us to remain humble and fervent, ever striving to establish more firmly our claim to grace and the mercy of God and heaven. This is why we must always, as St. Paul teaches, work out our salvation with “fear and trembling.” However, let not this truth discourage or overly frighten the sensitive, scrupulous, or devout, for we can still have a high moral certitude as to our state, supported by the testimony of our conscience. Indeed, it would be wrong to doubt whether we are in the state of grace without a good reason, and the only good reason is if we are absolutely certain that we have committed a serious sin that fulfills all the conditions for mortal sin, namely, grave matter, sufficient reflection, and full consent of the will. But if we have no un-repented mortal sins on our conscience and have the intention and desire of loving and serving God, then we need not worry. Let the above truths serve to increase our trust in God so that we place our entire hope in His loving mercy and forgiveness. We cannot trust in ourselves, but we can always trust in God. We must always travel the middle path – the holy road of hope, neither veering to the left into presumption nor to the right into despair. 
November 22
A Reminder on Perfect Contrition


The one thing that is of utmost importance, now, more than ever, is to remain in the state of grace, which is the state of friendship with God; striving to avoid all that might displease Him in thought, word, or deed. But if perchance through weakness you do fall into sin, do not be discouraged or give up, but rather rise up immediately, humble yourself for sin and beg God for His mercy. Thus we can even turn our sins and imperfections into stepping stones to greater holiness. If we make an act of Perfect Contrition (which includes the intention of going to Confession when this becomes possible) we regain Sanctifying Grace in our soul if we ever have the misfortunate to lose it. An act of perfect contrition may be made in various forms, and we may even express it in our own words. To have sorrow for our sins merely from the motive of fear of hell, for example, is indeed supernatural, but this motive is not enough to constitute “perfect” contrition. Many misunderstand what perfect contrition means, and they imagine it to be extremely difficult, but let us not let the adjective “perfect” mislead us. To make an act of perfect contrition is simply to be sincerely sorry for all of one’s sins, not because we fear the loss of heaven or the pains of hell, but primarily because we have offended God, offended His goodness and love. What is important is not the words, as such, but the motive behind the contrition. Everything depends on the motive. The motive in perfect contrition is love, rather than fear – because we love our God above all things, and detest our sins from love. It depends on this, and not on the duration or intensity of our sorrow. It may not be accompanied by any emotion or feeling, it is an act of our will in detesting and renouncing the sin, and desiring to obey God and to please Him. An act of Perfect Contrition is of the utmost importance to understand and practice. Although it may take a little more effort to incite perfect contrition within our hearts, yet with the grace of God, perfect contrition is attainable by all who have good will and who desire to obtain this grace of perfect contrition.

November 23
Purgatory and the Love of God (Part 1 of 2)

Many people have the idea that the only way to make satisfaction for our debt of sin is by extraordinary sufferings or penances. Without these, they think, it would be futile to hope to bypass purgatory. But this is not so. It is not the intensity of sufferings, as such, that purify us and make us pleasing in God’s sight. It is love which does this – love for Him burning in our hearts. Love is a consuming fire. It penetrates deeper and deeper into the soul, burning away all the dross of our egoism and selfishness, which is the real obstacle to intimate union with God. This is why St. John of the Cross also wrote: “It is of the highest importance that the soul should be well exercised in love, so that, being rapidly consumed, she will tarry but a short time here below and quickly attain to the vision of God face to face.” A soul in love with God will have no need nor fear of purgatory. “How could He cleanse in the flames of purgatory souls consumed with the fire of divine love?” asks St. Therese. The answer is He could not, there would be nothing left for the fire of purgatory to do. The great medieval Dominican, Fr. Tauler, speaking about the power of love, wrote: “If such a man had been guilty of the sins of all other men put together, God would forgive him everything the instant he had attained this state of perfect love.” And St. Therese tells us: “The chief plenary indulgence which is within the reach of everybody, and can be gained without the ordinary conditions, is that of charity, which covers a multitude of sins.”

November 24
Purgatory and the Love of God (Part 2 of 2)

St. John of the Cross tells us that “at the evening of life they shall examine thee in love” – love and not suffering, as such, is what Our Lord wants. That is what He looks for in us, and therefore, that is what we must strive to acquire in this life – to increase our love for Him to such an extent that we will be wholly detached from all that is opposed to intimate union with Him. This is done by performing all our actions out of love God alone, as well as making frequent acts of love such as “My God, I love You!”. As for the sufferings in purgatory, they are completely useless as far as merit is concerned. Suffering there does not increase our love for God; only on earth can we merit an increase of love. “I cannot fear purgatory,” wrote St. Therese, “I know I do not merit to enter, even, into that place of expiation with the Holy Souls, but I also know that the fire of Love is more sanctifying than the fire of purgatory. I know that Jesus could not wish useless suffering for us, and He would not inspire me with the desires I feel, were He not willing to fulfill them.” God wants us to serve Him generously here on earth by prayer, penance, self-denial, and acts of love for Him. He wants us to possess Him, and the only way to do so is to desire Him ardently, to hope in Him without limit, and to love Him without measure. Few choose to take this path, but it remains open to all. It is love that will purify us and prepare our hearts for immediate entrance into Heaven. Those who live for God alone shall not be condemned to suffer any punishment. But, we must really surrender ourselves, and not just in words. We must be generous with our acts of self-denial and self-control. It may be hard, but not impossible. Let us trust in God, and keep struggling. Let us never give up. If we keep our eyes fixed on the Sacred Heart of Jesus, this path will lead us straight to God. God desires that we go straight to heaven to be with Him for all eternity and He will certainly provide us with the necessary graces as long as we are generous with Him and have unbounded hope in His Merciful Love.

November 25
St. Therese on Purgatory


A religious who approached Saint Therese at the time of her last illness wrote in a letter to her family: “When we go to see her, we find her much changed, very thin. But she is always calm and has a pleasant word. She sees death coming with joy and does not experience the least fear. When we spoke to her about Purgatory for ourselves, she said: ‘Oh! How you trouble me, you do a great injury to God in believing that you will go to Purgatory. When we love there can be no Purgatory. Listen to how far your confidence must extend! It must make you believe that Purgatory was not made for you, but only for those who have forgotten Merciful Love or who have doubted its purifying power. Jesus is blind to the faults of those who are endeavoring to respond to this love. He counts only on the fire of love which covers all sins, and above all on the fruits of His perpetual sacrifice. Yes, in spite of your little infidelities, you can hope to go straight to heaven. God desires it more than you do, and He will certainly give you what you hoped for from His mercy. It is this confidence and abandonment which He will reward. Since He understands your weakness, His divine justice has arranged to cope with it. While relying on this assurance, take care that He does not lose love.” 

November 26
Trust in God for He is Just (Part 1 of 2)


From the way the spiritual life is often presented, we often get the impression that God is rather touchy and slow to forgive injuries, that He is more inclined to make a scrupulous account of our failings than of our virtues and good actions, that He prefers to punish than to reward. It is made to seem that when we have committed a sin, even the “tiniest” venial sin, we have just piled up a huge mountain of debt for which it will be practically impossible to make satisfaction. All the good acts, prayers, penances, which we may perform, will only chip away but the tiniest bit off this colossal debt. But would this be just of God? Most of our sins are due, in large part, simply to weakness, rather than to deliberate malice against God. Yet when we perform a good action, such as sincerely repenting for our sins with true interior sorrow, or when we make an act of love for God, such as, “My God, I love You,” we do it with full deliberation and with the intention of loving and honoring Him. Now how can we imagine that God will take more notice of an act of weakness than that of love? That He will generously punish the one but not generously reward the other? To think in this way is to do an injustice to God’s justice, not to mention His loving mercy. This is not to excuse sin or to make light of it, but to encourage us that our prayers and good works, if done with love, have great power to satisfy for our sins, especially acts of love for God. “My God, I love You!” has incredible power of purifying and sanctifying our soul. It is eminently pleasing to Almighty God, who is, as the Prophet Joel wrote, “a gracious and merciful Lord, patient and rich in mercy and easy to forgive injuries.” Since “Charity covereth a multitude sins”, burning love, firm faith, and unbounded hope have the power to say to the Mt. Everest of personal debt for sin, “Begone!” And it shall be plucked up and cast into the infinite abyss of God’s mercy.

November 27
Trust in God for He is Just (Part 2 of 2)


In her Autobiography, St. Therese of the Child Jesus gives us a beautiful and encouraging description of the mercy and justice of God. She writes: “I understand that all souls cannot be alike. They must differ so that each divine perfection may receive special honor. To me He has manifested His divine mercy and in this resplendent mirror I contemplate His other attributes. There, each appears radiant with love, His justice perhaps more than the rest. What a sweet joy to think that the Lord is just, that He takes into account our weakness and knows so well the frailty of our nature. What then need I fear? Will not the God of infinite justice, Who deigns to pardon the sins of the prodigal son lovingly, be also just to me ‘who am always with Him?’” Elsewhere, in a letter to a missionary, she continues this thought: “I realize one must be pure to appear before the God of all-holiness, but I know also that the Lord is infinitely just. This justice which terrifies so many souls is the very basis of my joy and trust. Justice consists not only in exercising severity in punishing the guilty, but also in recognizing right intentions and rewarding virtue. I expect as much from the justice of God as from His mercy. He is compassionate and merciful, long-suffering and plenteous in mercy. For He knows our weakness. He remembers that we are but dust. As a father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has compassion on us! … That, Brother, is my idea of the justice of God. My way is all trust and love, and I don’t understand souls who are afraid of such a loving Friend.” To Sister Febronie, who defended the rights of divine justice, Therese had once stated: “My sister, you want God’s justice, you will get God’s justice. The soul receives exactly what it expects from God.”

November 28
Thoughts on Sanctifying Grace and Sin (Part 1 of 3)

In the Sacrament of Baptism, our souls were cleansed of original sin by being infused with sanctifying grace. Sanctifying grace is a supernatural quality inhering in our soul, a reality which elevates and transforms it, making it become, as St. Peter tell us, a partaker of the divine nature. “To partake” does not here mean to take a part of God’s nature, for God, being a Spirit, has no parts; He cannot be cut into pieces like a cake and parceled out. To partake means to share in the nature of God partially or imperfectly. Although it cannot be directly felt or seen in this life, sanctifying grace is a profound, interior modification of the soul; an interior change has been wrought within the soul so wonderful and great that the sanctified soul actually possesses and enjoys a nature like God’s. As Fr. Shamon explains, “Before receiving grace, a soul merely images God; but after grace, the soul mirrors Him. The mountain pool reflecting the setting sun becomes a miniature sun; the soul in grace becomes so like God that to see it, one would be tempted (as St. Catherine of Siena was) to think it is God.” The Fathers of the Church all speak of sanctifying grace as the deification, or divinization, of the soul. As St. Augustine said, this is the ultimate purpose of the Incarnation and Redemption: “God became man, in order that man might be like God.” Now, a nature tells us not only what a being is, but also what a being can do. Sanctifying grace not only gives us a new mode of being, it gives us a new mode of operation. It makes us live and act with a new life – a divine life – a life higher than mere human life. Sanctifying grace endows the soul with supernatural powers, virtues, and gifts to act and live divinely. By sanctifying grace we are made holy and pleasing in God’s sight. It makes us children of God by a supernatural adoption. It makes us truly friends of God and heirs to heaven. It is the “seed,” the “germ,” of eternal life. In a word, it is Everlasting Life, begun, here and now, in embryo, and it gives us the power to live in heaven and to see God face to face in the Beatific Vision.

November 29
Thoughts on Sanctifying Grace and Sin (Part 2 of 3)

Our souls are immortal, and are therefore of such great value to God that for our sakes He became man, suffered immensely, and died for us, that we might be able to enter into Heaven. Sadly, very few of us retain our baptismal innocence and purity. Most of us have at least once, perhaps even a thousand times, seriously sinned, and therefore lost the grace of God. Mortal sin, that is, a serious sin, is something which we know to be grievously wrong but, with full knowledge and sufficient reflection, we choose to do it anyway. (There are two kinds of sin – mortal and venial. Venial sin is a lesser offense against God concerning a relatively small matter, i.e. a “white” lie, etc. Whereas a mortal sin is something serious, such as murder, adultery, any willful impure thought, deed, or action.) It is called mortal because by it we “kill” this supernatural life of grace within our souls. We are dead, supernaturally speaking. From a friend of God, we become His enemy, because we have deliberately chosen something, some momentary pleasure or earthly possession or experience, instead of His will in a serious matter. Mortal sin is a serious offense against God, against His love, and it merits damnation – eternal separation from God. Love is the union of wills, it is to will what the Beloved wills, but by serious sin we have broken the bonds of friendship with God. We have turned away from Him. We have rejected Him. And if we die in this state, that is, unrepentant, we are lost forever: for all eternity we shall be turned away from God, as it were, eternally rejecting Him. Death fixes our wills; we eternally remain either friends of God or His enemies. All life is a trial, a choice. In this sense, it is not God that sends any soul to hell; it is the soul itself that has freely chosen hell. Mortal sin renders a soul unfit and unworthy of such a close union with God as heaven is. Only a soul in the state of grace, a friend of God, can enter into heaven, for, in a very real sense, heaven is God. God is absolute purity and holiness – nothing defiled can enter into heaven. Heaven is essentially what is called the Beatific Vision. It is seeing God “face to face”; seeing Him as He is. It means to possess and enjoy God Himself, and in this vision and possession of God consists the soul’s perfect fulfillment, perfect happiness and joy. Nothing on earth, nothing created, can perfectly satisfy a soul because the soul is a spirit – it has an infinite capacity for happiness that only an infinite Being – God – can fill. God is Goodness, Truth, Beauty, Life, Happiness, Joy, and Love Itself. This is why nothing on earth really gives us true and lasting happiness. 
November 30

Thoughts on Sanctifying Grace and Sin (Part 3 of 3)

Our Blessed Lord is giving us a very great grace by granting us time to prepare for death and eternity. How many are there that never have this chance but die sudden and un-provided deaths, even in the state of serious sin, the state of enmity with God. St. Peter wrote: “The Lord waiteth patiently for your sake, not willing that anyone should perish, but that all should return to penance.” Who knows, dear reader, but that this note which you are reading may be the last warning that God will send you? Death, naturally, being mysterious, is something that often causes much worry, fear, and confusion in some. But we, being Catholics, must look upon death through the eyes of faith, in the light of the truths of the Catholic Faith. Death is only the “end of everything” for those who place all their hope in this life, for those who are so attached to temporal things and carnal pleasures. We must rise above these things and keep in mind the shortness of time and the endlessness of eternity. We are only pilgrims on earth, and it is only through the time that is given to us in this world that we are able to merit, through union with the infinite merits of Christ, Our Divine Redeemer, Eternal life, and our particular degree of glory and happiness in Heaven. Heaven is our true home, our Father’s Home. The saints desired death because they desired to meet the object of their love – God – and they sighed to possess Him. For them death was throwing themselves into His arms. St. Paul said of Heaven: “The eye has not seen nor the ear heard, neither has it entered into the heart of man to conceive what things God has prepared for them who love Him.” Heaven is our goal! Nothing is too difficult to win it! No suffering compares to the happiness and joy that shall be ours in Heaven…if we make it…if we want to make it.

December 1

On Venial Sin

Fr. Charles Hugo Doyle (1958)

“Sin, being a willful transgression of the law of God, may be mortal or venial. When the law we violate is not necessary to the attainment of our end, or when we violate such a law, but in a slight matter, or if the law is grave in itself, but we transgress it either without full advertence or without full consent, the sin is but venial and does not deprive us of sanctifying grace. Very Rev. F.J. Connell, C.SS.R., prefers to call venial sin ‘a more easily forgiven sin.’


“We ought to distinguish between venial faults of surprise and those committed with full deliberation and full consent. Even some of our great saints have fallen momentarily into faults such as carelessness in prayer, or uncharitable words or slight lies. When promptly deplored and repaired for by penance, the saints found them no obstacle to perfection. It is otherwise with deliberate venial sins, for such hinder spiritual progress and must be vigorously combated. The malice of deliberate venial sin is enormous; in fact, it is, with the exception of mortal sin, the greatest evil. It is an act of disobedience to God; it diminishes the external glory of God; and it is an act of ingratitude to a loving Father. Its effects are most damaging since in this life it deprives the soul of many graces and gradually lessens its fervor and predisposes it to mortal sin. In the next life its effects are deplorable too, for in order to expiate for venial sin many souls have to spend a long time in purgatory and thus are deprived for that time of the vision of God.”
December 2

The Ingratitude of Venial Sin

Mother Mary of St. Austin (1940)

“Most human hearts, instead of true filial love, have given nothing back to God but lukewarmness. Yet to Him the venial sins of His children are in a sense keener than the mortal offences of His enemies. And venial sin works the fatal results of sloth, tepidity, coldness, and indifference towards Him and His will. These become lifelong habits, rarely corrected, because it is their very nature to render the soul blind and apathetic. ‘Call it not venial; it is mortal to my heart,’ cried out a saintly queen self-convicted of a seemingly light fault. What, then, must be the cry of the Holy Souls who see through Christ’s love of the Father their lifelong ingratitude? … The Sacred Heart complained of this ingratitude to St. Margaret Mary in words that have a divine plenitude and yet a more human ring: ‘The ingratitude of men is more painful to Me than all the sufferings of My Passion; if they would love Me in return, I would think little of what I suffered for them, and, if possible, would suffer more. But they meet all My desire to do them good with coldness and refusal.’ These words are poignant indeed, when meditated at the foot of the Cross in face of Christ’s agony of body and soul.” 
December 3
The Extent of the Law of Confession

Fr. Alfred Wilson, C.P. (Pardon and Peace, 1946)

“Jesus has obliged us to confess mortal sins according their kind and number. There is never an obligation to confess venial sins, unless we have no other matter; in which case, we must confess at least one venial sin for which we are truly sorry. A law to confess all sins, mortal or venial, would be extremely onerous and worrying, and it was to be expected that our kind Savior would not impose it. Confession of only the theological species of sin, ‘I have sinned mortally or venially,’ would, by its vagueness, destroy to a great extent the efficacy of the Sacrament. A vague confession would not induce adequate relief of mind, and would deprive the Sacrament of much of its satisfying and therapeutic value. It is not surprising, therefore, that our Savior did not choose that form of confession. The actual obligation of confession is surprisingly easy and should reassure those who are inclined to make examination of conscience a fierce, nerve-racking ransacking of the soul. We are obliged to confess only mortals sins. Now even a very ordinary Catholic would not need to look for mortal sin. The thought of the sin would have been torturing him ever since the time it was committed, and the difficulty would be to forget rather than to remember. As soon as he knelt down to prepare for Confession, his sin would be nagging at him, and would, so to speak, give him a knock-out blow between the eyes. No need to find out the sin; it will find him out and, like an unwelcome guest or a bore, will introduce itself. A sincere person can, therefore find necessary matter for confession in a split-second. There is never any obligation to make a complete catalog of venial sins, and it is seldom or never wise to try. If some venial sins are omitted, it does not matter; because, provided we are sorry for them (there’s the rub!), they are forgiven by the absolution. It is a mistaken policy to rake up forgotten venial sins at the next confession. There never was any obligation to confess them, so there is no need to make so much fuss about them. They are forgiven already, no extant obligation to confess them remains, so there is absolutely no reason why we should not be done with them. It is pathetic to find people harrying themselves to a state of stupor by excessive concern about the confession of venial sins.” 


(N.B.:  The above instruction is not saying that we must never confess venial sins, but simply that we need not confess all of them or any of them in particular. However, it is a very good practice to confess two or three of the more serious, or deliberate, venial sins for humility’s sake, and to incite contrition for them and to receive, if needed, some advice and counsel in their regard. It is also a very good practice to add at the end of confession: “I am sorry for these sins, and for all the sins of my life.”)
December 4
Expiating Venial Sin: Ways and Means

Fr. Alfred Wilson, C.P. (Pardon and Peace, 1946)

“Sacred Scripture praises many works of virtue as means of expiating sin, notably almsgiving, the corporal works of mercy, prayer, and fasting. ‘Numerous,’ says Galtier, ‘are the ways by which pardon for venial sin may be obtained. As a general rule, it may be said that to seek it is to obtain it, provided always that sorrow is there … It is possible, therefore, to speak of the ease with which the remission of venial sins may be obtained from God by one who is in the state of grace.’ Venial sin may expiated by a quick trusting return to God with humble acknowledgement of the fault and protestation of undaunted trust in His mercy; by devout use of the sacramentals, e.g., holy water; and by any act of virtue, especially by acts of fraternal charity. Sacred Scripture makes it clear that an act of perfect contrition instantly obliterates the guilt of mortal sins, a fortiori the guilt of venial sin. Theologians teach that venial sin may be expiated by acts of attrition. In the present state of human nature, it is easy to fall into semi-deliberate venial sin; and it is unlikely, to say the least of it, that our Savior would have allowed it to be easy to fall and difficult to rise. 


“No suggestion is made here that we should think lightly of venial sin. On the contrary, our precise point is that because venial sin is a horrible and disastrous thing, we should do our best to expiate it at once, so that it may not continue to damage the soul and obstruct our union with God. In any case, we are speaking here of souls who are anxious to obviate venial sin, and are depressed and discouraged by an apparent impossibility of doing so without disproportionate difficulty. A person who has acquired the habit of instantly expiating venial sin may approach the Sacrament of Penance with great tranquility of mind and without any constraint and worry. He is in need of a tonic rather than of medicine; for him Penance is a sacrament of prevention rather than of cure. Unless he approaches in that spirit, Confession will do him more harm than good.”
December 5

A Note On General Confession

There is confusion in the minds of some people concerning General Confession. Some confuse a General Confession with “general absolution,” that is, they expect the priest to absolve them of all of their sins without the penitent needing to confess any sins at all! This is not General Confession. Some matter (sin) must be confessed in order to receive absolution. A General Confession is usually the repetition of previous confessions, whether some or all of them; in other words, of sins of which the penitent has already accused himself once before in the confessional. Such a confession may cover one’s whole previous life or just a certain period only, for instance, one or more years. The making of such a Confession may be obligatory, useful, or harmful, depending upon circumstances. A General Confession is necessary and obligatory when one is morally certain that some of his previous confessions were bad or sacrilegious, that is, if through fear, shame, or malice he willfully concealed or misrepresented a mortal sin or sins, or the number of mortal sins. It is also obligatory if one knowingly confessed without true supernatural sorrow or without a firm purpose of avoiding that mortal sin and the proximate occasions of that sin. However, unless a person is morally certain that he has failed in these ways, he should believe that he actually possessed, at least the bare minimum, of the necessary disposition for receiving God’s forgiveness. A General Confession is useful and often recommended when one is entering a new state of life, such as the religious, ecclesiastical, or married state, or when there is doubt concerning the validity of past confessions. But a General Confession is harmful for scrupulous or overly sensitive souls since it often only increases their anxieties and scruples. However, although many books and spiritual writers often say that a General Confession may be good to make if one honestly thinks that it would help in some way, generally speaking it usually does more harm than good. Experience often shows that General Confession simply rakes up old memories and old wounds, causing more anxieties rather than relieving them. In all such questions, the penitent should obey his or her Confessor as to whether he thinks it wise or not to make a General Confession.
December 6

Forgotten But Forgiven

Fr. John B. Sheerin, C.S.P. (1960)


“You may be disturbed by memories of a bad confession made in the dim past. Maybe you have been paying no attention to the invalid confession until you make a mission or retreat – and suddenly remember some mortal sin you concealed in the confession either from shame or timidity. This does not mean that all your confessions have been bad. Suppose you concealed a serious sin in a confession when you were a child. Then perhaps the matter left your mind and all these intervening years you have been making contrite confessions in all honesty, forgetting the bad confession. The priest has been forgiving your sins (even those you forgot to tell); but nevertheless you may want to make a general confession for the sake of your own peace of mind. For although your sins have been forgiven, you have an obligation to tell the forgotten sin as soon as you remember it. The rule is that the priest’s absolution pardons all your sins – even those you forgot to tell – provided you intend to tell all. But you do have an obligation to confess forgotten sins in your next confession, or as soon as you remember them. In brief, you must confess the forgotten sin and you may, if you so desire, include other sins committed since your bad confession.” (N.B.: Although the above is the general rule, one should avoid digging and looking for things he might have forgotten to confess in the past. As in all else, one should obey his Confessor, if he recommends that the penitent forget the past and concern himself only with the present.)

December 7

The Law of Integral Confession (Part 1 of 4)
Fr. Gerald Kelly, S.J. (1956)


“Stating the law first in rather general terms, we may say that everyone who receives the Sacrament of Penance is obliged to confess his mortal sins in such a way that the confessor can judge the kinds of sins committed and the number of times each sin was committed. A few comments on some of the italicized words may prove helpful.


“Mortal Sins: It goes without saying that this law does not refer to sins committed before baptism. Such sins are completely remitted by baptism, and they are never matter for confession. Evidently, too, the law does not include sins already confessed and absolved. The obligation of confessing these has already been fulfilled; they are no longer necessary matter but, like venial sins, they are optional matter. It helps to occasionally include such forgiven sins in subsequent confessions, because  this is an added incentive to contrition and to a continued purpose of amendment, and also because, by the subsequent confessions, it is possible to reduce more and more the temporal punishment that might still be due for these sins. God has given us no assurance that He remits all the punishment due to sin by the mere fact that He forgives the sin. The expression ‘mortal sin’ must be taken at its face value. This means, if I may use the term, a full-fledged mortal sin: that is, one that the penitent himself considered mortal at the time he did it, and which he committed with ‘sufficient reflection and full consent of the will.’ It may happen at times that a person does something that he thinks to be only a venial sin, or perhaps no sin at all, then later on learns that such an act is a mortal sin. Such a person need not be disquieted. It is not a mortal sin for him; therefore he neither had nor has an obligation to confess it. Past acts are not to be judged by present knowledge. ”
December 8

The Law of Integral Confession (Part 2 of 4)
Fr. Gerald Kelly, S.J. (1956)

“Kinds of Sin: Moral theologians make many refined distinctions in classifying sins. Though ordinary people would not be expected to know these refinements, they should know the principal ways in which sins differ from one another, and they are bound to confess their sins according to this knowledge: that is, they must confess in such a way that the confessor knows the distinct kinds of mortal sins they thought they committed. One extreme is a detailed description of what they did; the other is a very general statement that forces a confessor to ask embarrassing questions which could easily be avoided.


“Putting aside all technicalities, we can say that the penitent is expected to give the confessor in his own language a simple answer to the following four questions: 1) Was the sin internal or external? In other words, was it merely a sin of thought, or was it externalized by word or action? For example, it is not sufficient to say ‘I intended to steal’ if one actually did steal. 2) What commandment or virtue was violated? These are the two ordinary ways of classifying sins. Either method is permissible in confessing: for example, one may say, ‘I sinned against the 7th Commandment’ or ‘I sinned against justice.’ If the next question is correctly answered, it will include the answer to this present one. 3) How was the commandment or virtue violated? A confession in which one stated merely the commandment or virtue violated would be too general and would force the confessor to ask questions in order to determine more precisely the kind of sin committed. The commandments and virtues can be violated in various ways, and it is in distinguishing these varieties of sin that theologians make their finest distinctions. These refinements, as was stated, are not always known; but, generally speaking, the more common distinctions (for example, those listed in the catechism) are known and should be manifested to the confessor. For instance, a man guilty of serious calumny is not sufficiently definite in his confession if he merely states, ‘I sinned seriously against justice’ or ‘I sinned seriously against the eighth commandment.’ He must specify that he spoke falsely against his neighbor in a serious matter. 4) Were there any special circumstances that would seriously alter the nature of the sin committed? Practically speaking, this question refers to those circumstances in which a person has more than one serious obligation for doing or avoiding something. Therefore, when he sins he violates two distinct obligations. For instance, the same act may be a serious sin against justice and against the vow of chastity. Scandal given by a superior who is charged with the spiritual care of his subjects is different from scandal given by others. Sins against parents (hatred, refusal to help them when in serious need, or insulting them) differ from the same sins committed against others, because the special relationship often adds a special obligation. (Note: It is advisable to warn all that if they have something they think should be confessed and they do not know just how to say it, they should tell their confessor that, and he will help them with some simple questions.)”
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The Law of Integral Confession (Part 3 of 4)
Fr. Gerald Kelly, S.J. (1956)

“Number of Sins: The number of each kind of mortal sin committed must be given as accurately as possible. If the penitent cannot remember the exact number, he is supposed to say ‘about,’ and give the number as best he can. If he cannot make even an approximation or calculate the average per day, week, or month, he should tell the confessor that; and it may be that both confessor and penitent will have to leave the matter to God. Since venial sins are not matter for confession, it is obvious that, if they are confessed, their number need not be given unless the penitent wishes to give it. It seems that children are often taught to confess the exact number of all their sins, even venial sins. Perhaps the teachers look upon this as the simplest practical way of instructing children how to confess. If so, the method has an advantage; but it is well not to insist on it to the extent that children think they have a strict obligation of confessing all their ‘small sins.’”
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The Law of Integral Confession (Part 4 of 4)
Fr. Gerald Kelly, S.J. (1956)

“We can conclude with a few remarks about certain practical questions often associated with this obligation. What about doubtful cases? For example, a person may doubt whether he has committed a mortal sin; or he may know that he committed a sin but doubt whether he has confessed it. A good rule, sponsored by many eminent theologians and therefore safe and sound in practice, is the following: if the penitent has a sincere, solid doubt about having committed mortal sin, or if he has a good reason for believing that he has confessed a sin, he is not obliged to tell it in his present confession. Some are inclined to make exceptions for the lax, but there is no need to make an exception. The real difficulty with lax people is that they are inclined to doubt without solid reasons. In that case they do not really doubt, and the rule does not apply to them. But if, in any individual case, they do really doubt, then they too may follow the general rule. The obligation of confessing a sin, therefore, does not exist in doubtful cases. Advisability is another question. Usually it is better to confess it unless one is scrupulous, in which case he should do what his confessor tells him and keep as happy as he can under the circumstances. He will probably be tormented with the thought that the ‘confessor doesn’t understand,’ but he must learn to take these ‘misunderstandings’ as part of his cross. Temptations, of course, are not sins; hence they are not matter for absolution in any sense of the word. They may be told in confession – and laudably so – if one wishes advice about them or if one simply wishes to give his confessor a manifestation of conscience. But if told, they should be properly labeled. To say, ‘I had impure thoughts,’ when one means that he was merely tempted is hardly a clear way of stating the case. 


“In conclusion, let me recall that on the first Easter Sunday, when Our Lord instituted the Sacrament of Penance, He greeted the apostles with the words, ‘Peace to you.’ Through the intervening centuries penance has indeed been a sacrament of peace. Nevertheless, it can hardly be denied that some truly good and sincere souls do not derive lasting peace from confession because they are confused about their obligation of confessing sins and tend to exaggerate these obligations. These souls in particular should be personally benefited by a knowledge of the meaning and limitations of the law of integral confession.”
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Some Notes on Supernatural Merit (Part 1 of 3)
In everyday life, we use the word merit to mean a right to a reward. We say: “So-and-so merits a reward,” such as a promotion, a ribbon, a prize, or whatever. But since we are here discussing supernatural merit, it refers to a right to a supernatural reward. Any action (except sin, of course) done for any supernatural motive or intention in the state of grace is a meritorious action worthy of a supernatural reward. From the way some people think and talk about merit, you could easily get the impression that it is something like good behavior marks; or, perhaps, as some kind of spiritual token, or heavenly “money,” or points which we collect and lay up for ourselves in heaven. But merit is not like this. Merit is not like winning a trophy after we win a race, or having a ribbon pinned on us, or getting good marks, or anything like that. All such would be external to our soul, whereas merit is something interior, deeply affecting the soul itself. What we obtain through merit is more like greater life and strength of soul to run faster and longer, rather than a trophy at the end of the race. Merit perfects us, the interior life of our soul. And what is this supernatural reward? It is really none other than an increase of sanctifying grace and love of God, and consequently (if we die in this state), of a greater degree of glory and happiness in heaven. Since grace is the seed, as it were, of our heavenly glory, more grace – a greater degree of grace – here on earth, means a greater degree of glory in heaven. And this glory is primarily a greater participation in God’s own life, joy, and holiness. It will mean the ability to see Him more profoundly and enjoy Him more perfectly. It follows from this that merit is vitally important, for merit ultimately means obtaining greater holiness, greater love of God, a greater degree of union with Him and possession of Him in our souls here and now, and so a greater degree of glory and union with Him for all eternity.
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Some Notes on Supernatural Merit (Part 2 of 3)
Every good act freely performed by a soul in the state of grace and with a supernatural intention has a threefold value: it is meritorious, that is, it increases sanctifying grace, love of God, heavenly glory, etc.; it is satisfactory, that is, it expiates and satisfies for our own sins or for those of others; and it is impetratory, which is a big word that simply means that our meritorious actions have the value of prayer, that is, they obtain from God graces, favors, blessings, etc. for ourselves and for others. One more thought: strictly speaking we cannot give away our merits, they are ours alone. When we, for example, make the Heroic Act of Charity for the Poor Souls, we are only giving to them all the satisfactory value of our actions; not our merits strictly speaking. These cannot be given away or given up. The same goes for St. Louis de Monfort’s Act of Consecration to Mary, in which we give to her all our “merits” to do with as she wishes. This refers to the satisfactory and impetratory value of our meritorious actions only. Even though certain books, and certain saints, seem to teach that we can and should give away our merits, we must not take this literally, for if we did give up all our merits we would never grow holier, never increase sanctifying grace in our souls, never increase our heavenly glory. 
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Some Notes on Supernatural Merit (Part 3 of 3)
Everyone in heaven is perfectly happy, but they are not perfectly happy to the same degree. Almost everyone has heard of the following comparison, in St. Therese’s Story of a Soul, but it illustrates this truth very well: Consider souls in heaven as glasses of water, as it were, each completely full to the brim so that you could not put one more drop of water into them, but each glass is a different size, having a greater or lesser capacity to hold water. One can hold only a teaspoon of water, and another can hold the whole Atlantic ocean. Each is full, each completely happy, but to what different degrees! The greater degree of holiness of the soul, the greater degree of glory that soul gives to God. He is glorified in His saints because they reflect Him more perfectly, showing forth His love and mercy. This is why we must not scorn the idea of merit as something wrong or selfish in itself. The more merit we acquire on earth the greater glory we give to God. But now we come to the practical question: Should we seek for merit, or should we do things for the greater glory and love of God? The answer is both, but we must have the right attitude about the whole thing. We should not be so “merit conscious” that we’re constantly thinking, calculating, keeping count of, or weighing the merit of each of our actions. This would be too self-conscious and artificial. Neither should we seek for merit for selfish reasons, for self-glorification, in the spirit of a “Scrooge” trying to collect tokens to buy a more beautiful “heavenly crown,” or whatever. Rather we should strive to do all our actions with greater love of God, trying to have a more pure intention of pleasing Him in all we do. Actually, we need not think about merit, for it will take care of itself. In other words: let God worry about the exact degree of our merit and the reward we’ve earned through our good actions and deeds. Our work is to strive to sanctify all of our actions by having habitual supernatural motives, especially the love of God; the rest is His concern. 
December 14

A Life of Prayer

Fr. Adolphe Tanquerey (1854-1932)
“As St. Thomas justly remarks, we pray not only when we explicitly make a request to Almighty God, but whenever we turn our hearts to Him or direct any act of ours towards Him; so much so, indeed, that our life becomes a continual prayer when our activities are constantly directed towards God. ‘Man prays whenever he so acts in thought, word, and deed as to tend towards God; hence, life is a constant prayer if wholly directed towards God.’ Is not this elevation of the heart to God a prayer? Is not this an effectual means of obtaining from Him for ourselves and for others whatever we desire?”
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The Remembrance of God (Part 1 of 2)

Most of us let ourselves get so wrapped up in our own daily schedule and petty problems that we lose sight of the tremendous reality of God. It is not as though we never think of Him, much less have we ceased believing in His existence. But, He is rarely felt to be a personal, living, and loving reality; a reality which actually motivates and affects our thoughts and actions throughout the day. In the practical order, we live and act as though God does not exist. We put Him on the back burner, as it were, or keep Him as a distant Deity, more or less forgetting Him, so that we can attend to the thousand-and-one “important” occupations and pre-occupations of life. Even those who could be classified as “devout,” frequently compartmentalize life. The “religious” and “secular” parts are carefully separated into water-tight compartments. We give God an hour or so on Sunday, and perhaps a few minutes in our morning and evening prayers, but during rest of the time our thoughts and actions center round ourselves, the world, and the passing things of time, in one way or another. Of course we must live and work, taking care of ourselves and of our families and the duties of our state in life. We cannot always be actually thinking about God or reciting non-stop prayers, for if we tried to do so we would either be derelict in our duties, or else end up driving the car into a ditch, or let the pot boil over onto the stove. But if we cannot actually be always thinking of God, we must try to go about doing the “secular” parts of our life in the spirit of prayer, offering all to God by frequently raising our mind and heart to Him. We must not leave God out of our mental vision or else we will become so near-sighted that we will fail to see the big picture – the real purpose of life: God, His Glory, and our personal sanctification. And if we do this we will undoubtedly end up by driving our souls into a moral ditch. All this is rather elementary religion, but it is vitally important to remember, even for those who are devout – even for religious and priests. 
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The Remembrance of God (Part 2 of 2)

It is relatively easy to get so wrapped up in routine that we forget God, as a living and loving God, or act as though He were dwelling far away in a distant galaxy, unconcerned with us individually and in the little details and troubles of our everyday life. We forget God because we so often imagine that He has forgotten us. But He never does; not even the minutest detail of our lives is forgotten by Him, or else we would cease to exist. What is primarily important to Him, however, is not our physical well-being, but our spiritual well-being. He would turn the universe upside down if it meant the sanctification and salvation of one solitary soul. This is why He allows trials and disasters, to draw from us acts of faith, hope, trust, adoration, and love of Him. This is the whole purpose of our life, even the “secular” parts of it. So if we fail to keep the vision of God, the atmosphere of prayer, with us throughout the day we shall fail in the one purpose of life – the glory of God by the sanctification of our daily life in union with Him. If only the thought of God were to dwell in our thoughts a little more often, and in our hearts even more often, our lives would become unified, and we would possess greater peace.
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Our Lady’s Ordinary Life of Extraordinary Love

Fr. A.E. Breen (1908)


“There is a wondrous naturalness and simplicity in St. Luke’s account of the Annunciation. We are actually transported to the scene, and made to witness the event itself. The angel first dispels Mary’s fears by announcing to her that she is acceptable to God. The phrase ‘thou hast found grace,’ is a pure Hebraism. It is a common expression in the Old Testament to express the goodwill and favor of one agent towards another. Of itself it would not manifest any singular prerogative of Mary over any other one with whom God was pleased; but, in fact, we know that it does express a degree of the divine love never given to any other creature. And yet what had Mary done to merit such love? God’s love for Mary was not mere caprice. To be sure, God’s preventing grace, and his co-operating grace, had been given in large measure to her, but she had not been an inert agent, dragged to her height of perfection, without contributing anything thereto. And yet her life was uneventful; she had not impressed her age. The great world was quite oblivious of her. There is one great truth illustrated by Mary’s life – that one does not need to startle the world by great deeds to please God. God judges not as man. The things that the world prizes are set at naught by God. One upward soaring of Mary’s soul to her Creator availed more in this appreciation than all the great deeds chronicled in the records of men. There is a practical lesson in Mary’s life for all. Most lives must be commonplace and uneventful. Sometimes, instead of making use of present opportunities in the uneventful life that is our portion, we sigh for a broader sphere of action in which to serve God. No doubt God sometimes calls chosen souls to a broader field, but these are isolated cases. The great mass of humanity must labor and strive in the ordinary, uneventful spheres of human life. Mary’s life teaches us that the highest sanctity can be achieved in the lowest, meanest walk of life. The devils can do great deeds; we cannot equal them. God cares not for such. There is a path to heaven from the lowest, dingiest place where human life drags out its brief span from eternity to eternity. God asks not of man brilliant, dazzling achievements; he asks what Mary gave him, the love of a pure heart; this everyone can give. Sanctity consists in doing the little deeds well – and in loving God.”
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Suffering Can Be Prayer

Fr. H. Ramiere, S.J. (1821-1884)

“The soul can unite itself to God by prayer, and likewise by work, but that which most intimately unites the soul to God is suffering accepted for God, offered to God, and loved for God. Such suffering is the best of all prayers.”
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“Lord, Give Me Serenity”
We would make a giant step towards acquiring and maintaining peace of soul if we would simplify our view of life. One way to do this is to separate everything into those things that we can change and those things that we cannot change.  If we are honest with ourselves we must admit that much of our worrying is unnecessary and misplaced. We often worry about things that we should not worry about and often ignore those things that we should be concerned about. All those things that are simply out of our control, things that we cannot help or hinder or change, by far constitute the greater portion of our lives.  And much of our anxiety lies in meddling in affairs that we should simply leave in the hands of God, praying that His will be done. For example: natural disasters, accidents, events in the lives of other people, unexpected death, what others think or say of us, etc. And then there are the things that we should be doing something about, for example, fulfilling the duties of our state in life, striving to overcome our personal faults and failings, striving to live a life of greater prayer, recollection, and penance, etc. In other words, let us mind our own business, and this means much more than just refraining from meddling into the affairs of God or of our neighbor. It means attending to our own salvation and sanctification. It means attending to our own duties. In other words, let us not try to run the universe for God, mistrusting His divine providence. Let us not try to make everyone else perfect and fail to work on our own faults. Let us not dig splinters out of the eyes of our neighbor while there are beams in our own. Let us not worry about the end of the world and fail to prepare for the end of our own personal world by death, which will come inevitably someday, somehow. Let us trust God in everything, while earnestly striving to faithfully fulfill the personal duties of our state in life. Thus we will begin to see the great wisdom in the following well known prayer, a prayer that we should often keep in mind: “Lord, give me serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know the difference.”
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Peace of Soul Lies in Complete Trust in God
Our peace of mind, perhaps even our very sanity, depends on our absolute, loving abandonment to the will of God. For if there is one thing certain it is this: God is in complete control. Sometimes it may not seem like it, but He is in control and He knows what He is doing. If only we were to completely abandon ourselves into the hands of God with absolute trust in His Goodness and loving Providence, then, even if all hell were to break loose upon us and every conceivable hardship befall us, it would not ruffle our peace of soul in the least. If only each of us could say with all simplicity: “O my God, I believe, I adore, I trust, and I love You. I neither seek nor desire anything but You. I am Yours to do with as You will. I am willing to suffer what it is Your will that I should suffer. I have no will but Yours. Guard me, guide me, and draw me ever closer to You, now and for all eternity.” It is not easy for human nature to live out this abandonment but there is no other way to perfect peace. As Fr. De Caussade writes: “Let us accept all from the hand of our good Father and He will keep us in peace in the midst of the greatest disasters of this world, which pass away like shadows. In proportion to our abandonment and confidence in God will our lives be holy and tranquil. Also where this abandonment is neglected there can be no virtue, nor any perfect rest.” 
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Peace of Soul and Spiritual Progress
Fr. Jean De Caussade, S.J. (†1751)

“You must remember all your life that one of the principal reasons why certain souls do not advance is because the devil continually throws them into a state of uneasiness, perplexity, and anxiety which makes them incapable of applying themselves seriously, quietly, and with constancy to the practice of virtue. The great principle of the interior life is peace of soul, and it must be preserved with such care that the moment it is attacked all else must be put aside and every effort made to try and regain this holy peace, just as, in an outbreak of fire everything else is neglected to hasten to extinguish the flames. Read, from time to time, the treatise on peace of soul which is found at the end of the little book called ‘The Spiritual Combat,’ and which the ancient fathers very truly called ‘the road to Paradise,’ to make us understand that the high road to heaven is this happy peace of soul. The reason for this is that peace and tranquility of mind alone give great strength to the soul, to enable it to do all that God wishes, while, on the other hand, anxiety and uneasiness make the soul feeble and languid, and as though sick. Then one neither has a taste for nor an attraction to virtue, but, on the contrary, disgust and discouragement of which the devil does not fail to take advantage. For this reason he uses all his cunning to deprive us of peace, and under a thousand specious pretexts: at one time about self-examination, or sorrow for sin, at another about the way we continually neglect grace, or that by our own fault we make no progress; that God will, at last, forsake us, and a hundred other devices from which very few people can defend themselves. This is why masters of the spiritual life lay down this great principle to distinguish the true inspirations of God from those that emanate from the devil; that the former are always sweet and peaceful, inducing to confidence and humility, while the latter are intense, restless, and violent, leading to discouragement and mistrust, or else to presumption and self-will. We must, therefore, constantly reject all that does not show signs of peace, submission, sweetness and confidence; this point is a very important one for the whole of our life.”
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Will It

The first requirement for sanctity is good will. St. Thomas Aquinas was once asked what was the secret of sanctity. One would have expected from such a learned man a complicated answer but all he said was, “Will it!” Actually you already have everything you need to become a saint. You have intelligence that is enlightened by faith and a will made fertile by divine grace. You have a heart to love God with, and a body to serve Him and suffer with. This is what the saints used. It was not the external circumstances that made the saints what they were but the interior desire to use what they had in the best way they could so as to draw closer to God. You are a Christian like they were. You have all that you need to be a saint like them. And you have another element of success – your many faults to fight with and thus prove that you truly love God. Success depends upon two things ultimately, the grace of God and good will on your part. The grace is always there. All you have to do is “Will it!” Willing is not the same as merely wishing for it. It is to do everything you can to attain it. 
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Everyone Can Do Their Best
As one person differs from another person, one saint differs from another saint. Each saint grows in sanctity according to his particular nature, according to his temperament and according to the graces he receives. But to become a saint, our best effort in the spiritual life is necessary, as it is also sufficient. “But I can’t do my best!” Nonsense, everyone can do his honest best at this particular moment. It may not be much compared with another person, or with what one used to be able to do, but nevertheless it remains true that we can always do our best at any given moment. The only requirements are good will, determination, and effort.

The question is, do we really want to do our best? Do we take our holy religion seriously? Or, do we try to go through life pleasing ourselves as much as we can but without “displeasing” God? Do we really want to serve God? Are we truly serious about saving our souls and becoming saints? Is God the center of our lives, or are we?

December 24
Reflections on the Mystery of the Nativity


Perhaps one of the saddest lines in all of Scripture is: “There was no room in the inn.” There was room for everyone else, but not for Christ. He Who came to be the Inn of every homeless and hungry soul was Himself without shelter. Isn’t it true of our lives as well, that we have room for everything and everyone else, but little or none for God? We have time and space for every form of work, amusement, entertainment, news, gossip, reading, and social affairs, but little time or space to spend in prayer, spiritual reading, and love for God. We seldom even think of God. Granted, many of us are extremely busy, but this is no excuse for ignoring God throughout the day. The interior life is not a question of doing “great things” for Him, or by ignoring the necessities of human life, such as cooking, cleaning, paying the bills; in other words, spending all our time in private devotions while others wait on us hand and foot. True spirituality is bringing God into the common, ordinary, daily happenings of our hum-drum, work-a-day lives. Christ wants to find room in our hearts as we go about faithfully fulfilling our daily duties. He wants us to talk to Him, to pray to Him about all our needs, about all our fears, worries, desires – in short, anything and everything. But above all, He wants our love. Our soul must be as a warm inn, giving shelter to the shivering Christ, Who receives nothing but coldness, ingratitude and neglect from the world of souls that He came to save. As Fr. Breen writes, “The human heart may also be likened to Bethlehem. Many a time the God Who loves man has sought entrance into that heart and found that there was no room for him there. There is room for Mammon, room for pleasure, room even for Satan, but none for our Creator. And if He is admitted, how much room has He? The heart in which the love of God is not the main issue is a Bethlehem where Christ is not in a post of honor but in a stable.”
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So That We Might Wrap Our Arms Around Him

The deep but often unconscious craving in the heart of man has always been to see God, to know Him, to be near Him, and to hold Him close to one’s heart by love. And this is the aim of our Holy Religion: to help us grow in intimate union with God, to see Him in and through all the ordinary actions of our lives, to live for Him, to ask His help, to love Him with all our hearts. In this lies our supreme happiness, for He is intended to be our Supreme Love.


God is always calling us to Himself, always giving us proof of the infinite interest He takes in us, and of His Love for us. Everything that God does is the work of love and the most spectacular work of His love was the Incarnation of Love Itself. “I think God must have said to Himself: Man does not love Me because he does not see Me; I will show Myself to him and thus make him love Me. God’s love for man was very great, and had been great from all eternity, but this love had not yet become visible; then it really appeared: the Son of God let Himself be seen as a tiny Babe in a stable, lying on a little straw.” (St. Alphonsus) “The Word was made Flesh and dwelt amongst us.”  The Infinite became a mere Infant in order to manifest His love for us and to draw us to Himself by the lovableness of a little child. God, Whom the whole universe could not contain, became small enough to be wrapped in swaddling clothes so that we might wrap our arms around Him also. What has He not done to prove His love for us? Now, what are we doing to prove our love for Him?
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The Life I Must Lead for Him
Fr. William Doyle, S.J., 1873-1917
“What impressed me most in the meditation on the Nativity was the thought that Jesus could have been born in wealth and luxury, or at least with the ordinary comforts of life, but He chose all that was hard, unpleasant, and uncomfortable. This He did for me, to show me the life I must lead for Him. If I want to be with Christ, I must lead the life of Christ, and in that life there was little of what was pleasing to nature. I think I have been following Christ, yet how pleasant and comfortable my life has always been – ever avoiding cold, hunger, hard work, disagreeable things, humiliations, etc. 

“‘My Jesus, You are speaking to my heart now. I cannot mistake Your voice or hide from myself what You want from me and what my future life should be. Help me for I am weak and cowardly … O my God, make me a saint, and I consent to suffer all You ask for the rest of my life.’ What is God asking from me now? Shall I go back on that offering?” 
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Nothing Gives True And Lasting Peace But God

In one way or another, everyone on earth is seeking peace and happiness. The only difference lies in what one thinks true happiness consists of. Many place happiness in the possession of that which they seem to lack. To the sick, the restoration of health will bring happiness; to the poor, wealth, etc. Even the sinner is seeking happiness in sin but sin has never made anyone happy for long. Yes, perhaps a momentary pleasure and satisfaction, but, without fail, emptiness soon follows. We are all like little children at Christmas time. We tear open our presents, hoping to find that toy we have wanted so badly and for so long. And behold, there it is! We are so happy … for about a minute. We play with it for a little while and then push it aside. It didn’t give us the joy we thought it would … it never does. Neither does anything else on this earth. Let us reflect how we do this very same thing time and time again. How we run from one form of occupation to another, from one form of entertainment to some other distraction. There are desires within the heart that nothing of this earth will ever satisfy. We must seek God with all our heart, and then happiness, peace, and joy will flow out of the depths of our soul.
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What Seek Ye?

Fr. A.E. Breen (1908)


“Every man can consider the question of Christ, ‘What seek ye?’ as addressed to himself. What art thou seeking? Wither is thy life tending? Art thou seeking to be taught by Him? To know Him more fully? To know where He is? To be with Him? To lean and withered age comes the mighty question: What hast thou sought? Thy cheeks are bloodless and wrinkled, thine eyes are sunken, thy step is faltering, thy grasp palsied, thy hair is gray; the present order of things is fading away. What hast thou sought in that life which is now passing? One of two answers must be given. One must say: ‘I sought to fill the void in my heart with goods of this world, and in disappointment I lay down to die, confessing that my life is a failure, and I must go empty handed before my Creator.’ Another is able to say: ‘I sought the kingdom of God and His righteousness. I labored to spend my life in well-doing, and now, with unfailing trust, I look forward to immortality with Christ Whom I loved and served.’ The time to decide which class we shall cast our lot is not when actual old age draws on, but in the springtime of life when the seed for the harvest must be sown.”
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Eternity: The Great Thought

St. Augustine called the thought of eternity, “the great thought”. Compared with eternity, a man’s life on this earth is only an instant, a flash. He appears for a short time on this earth. He is like a traveler, or a pilgrim, as St. Peter calls him, who pauses here and there along the road of life, but will eventually die and be judged by God on how well he traveled. Where and how we spend eternity depends on the use we make of the passing and brief moments of this passing and brief life. Every instant of this life is meant as a preparation for eternity; every one of our actions has its eternal repercussion, whether for good or for bad. And the state of our soul at death irrevocably determines our eternity. 

Indeed, they who see the things of earth in the light of eternity, and conform their lives to that vision, are the truly wise and prudent ones, and the most happy too. Let us repeat with St. Aloysius “What does this mean for eternity?” Is this sinful attachment worth jeopardizing my eternal salvation, my eternal happiness? Is this little sacrifice, or act of mortification, or act of charity, or prayer that God is asking of me, is it really too hard when I consider that it will increase my union with God, my happiness in Heaven and God’s glory? If I thought more often of eternity, would my life be what it is? Do I think of it seriously? Whether we like it or not, death, inevitable death, will usher us into eternity some day. The purpose of life is not self-gratification but spiritual purification; not to get drunk off the pleasures of the world but to purify the soul and grow in the love of God.

December 30

Prayer: Keep It Simple And Spiritual

“When you are praying, speak not much, as the heathens. For they think that in their much speaking they may be heard. Be not you therefore like to them, for your Father knoweth what is needful for you before you ask Him.” We need not torment ourselves, nor have anxiety in the matter of explaining our intentions to God in scrupulous detail. God already knows what we need better than we do. He knows our intentions even before we open our mouths, as soon as we have formulated them in our hearts. We must not treat with God as though He was a mere man Who needs to be instructed. Nevertheless, God desires that we ask Him for what we need since this declares that we acknowledge our utter helplessness and that we trust Him completely. Moreover, by conversing with God concerning our various needs and duties we super-naturalize them. Thus the simplest and ordinary actions of life become stepping stones towards greater union with God and they become worthy of an eternal and supernatural reward in heaven.

Let us tell Him all our needs and troubles in the simplicity and candor of a little child. “When I pray, I simply say what I want to God, and He always understands me” said St. Therese of the Child Jesus. Our Lord delights when souls come to Him, opening their hearts to Him with all sincerity, humility, and trust. We should always ask God for what He knows is best for us, and not demand what we think is best. We should ask Him for light in order to see the things of this life as He wants us to see them, that is, spiritually. We should ask Him for strength to fulfill all our duties for His greater glory and honor. But above all, we must ask Him to increase our love for Him. 

December 31

Prayer, Suffering, and Distractions

The way of prayer is often full of interior suffering and difficulty. If properly endured, suffering can be eminently sanctifying. Our Lord is a crucified God and if one wishes to follow Him to heaven, one must be prepared to shoulder one’s own cross. True prayer and solid love for God are only learnt in the school of suffering. The great principle which should govern our attitude towards the various trials of prayer is this: we pray, not for our own pleasure and enjoyment or because we love prayer, but because we want to please God and sincerely conform our will to His. We must never let interior suffering discourage or worry us, much less let it cause us to give up prayer.


The first and foremost difficulty in prayer is distractions. Practically speaking, these are absolutely unavoidable. We must simply ignore them as best we can. We must not attempt to strain our minds in an effort to avoid all distraction, this effort itself would be the biggest distraction, and would either discourage us, or make us candidates for a mental institution. Every time we gently turn our wandering attention back to prayer, we prove to God that we wish to love Him more than the object which distracted us. Even if the whole time of prayer were spent in this effort, it would be most profitable because we were repeatedly turning towards God and thereby strengthening the bond of union between Him and our soul. Besides, any prayer, even the most distracted, is better than no prayer at all. Ironically, far from making prayer less pleasing to God, involuntary distractions can make it more pleasing and more meritorious, as long as we struggle against them. 
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