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2010 PASSIONIST CHARISM RESOURCES 
 

 
This 2010 Passionist Charism Resources aim to provide material from our rich 
tradition for reading, praying and reflecting on the Passionist Charism. 

 
The resources are presented in three segments - 

 
The first section reflects on the life, spirituality and teachings of St. Paul of the 
Cross. This year the article is taken from the Series of Passionist History and 
Spirituality No 4 entitled “St. Paul of the Cross, Founder of the Passionists (1694-
1775)” by Fr. Fabiano Giorgini, C.P. 

 
The second section centres on Silence and Solitude. From their very beginnings 
Passionists have honoured silence and solitude as a means for entering into 
intimacy with God. “The lack of taste for solitude and silence is one of the most 
common illnesses of the modern person,” writes Archbishop Hilarion Alfeyev. 
 
The third section centres on the Psalms.  “The Book of Psalms has provided 
countless people of faith of all ages with unique spiritual resources for worship, 
praise and growth.” (Connected: You and God in the Psalms, Peter Wallace, 
Morehouse Publishing, New York, p. 4).  

 
The 2010 Passionist Charism Resources can be used either individually, in groups 
of Passionist Companions or by Passionist Communities. 

 
If you wish more information about how this resource might be used, or about the 
availability of other Passionist Charism materials, please do not hesitate to contact 
us. 

 
Tiernan Doherty, Peter Addicoat and Gary Perritt 

 
 
CHARISM TEAM 

PASSIONIST PROVINCE OF THE HOLY SPIRIT 
AUSTRALIA, NEW ZEALAND AND PAPUA NEW GUINEA 
 

   

  29th January 2010 
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DEDICATION 

 

 
 

[Photo: Most Rev. Father Ottaviano D’Egidio, C.P., Superior General of the  
Passionists, Fr. Battista Ramponi, C.P., Econome General, Fr. Justin Ives, C.P.  
and Fr. Vincenco Carletti, C.P., Adelaide 2007] 

 
 
DEDICATION TO FR. JUSTIN IVES, C.P. 

 
We dedicate the 2010 Passionist Charism Resources to our team 
member Fr. Justin Ives, C.P. who died on 25th November 2009. 

 

His love for Jesus Crucified and the Passionist Charism was without 
bounds! 

 

May the Passion of Jesus be always in our hearts. 
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2010 PASSIONIST CHARISM RESOURCES 
 

 
ST. PAUL OF THE CROSS 

 
The first section reflects on the life, spirituality and teachings of St. Paul of the 
Cross. This year the article is taken from the Series of Passionist History and 
Spirituality No 4 entitled “St. Paul of the Cross, Founder of the Passionists (1694-
1775)” by Fr. Fabiano Giorgini, C.P. 
 
 

SILENCE AND SOLITUDE 
 
The second section centres on Silence and Solitude. From their very beginnings 
Passionists have honoured silence and solitude as a means for entering into 
intimacy with God. “The lack of taste for solitude and silence is one of the most 
common illnesses of the modern person,” writes Archbishop Hilarion Alfeyev. 
 
 

THE PSALMS 
 
The third section centres on the Psalms.  “The Book of Psalms has provided 
countless people of faith of all ages with unique spiritual resources for worship, 
praise and growth.” (Connected: You and God in the Psalms, Peter Wallace, 
Morehouse Publishing, New York, p. 4).  

 
 

It redounds to the good of the Church that institutes have their own particular 

characteristics and work.  Therefore let their founders’ spirit and special aims they set 

before them as well as their sound traditions - all of which make up the patrimony of each 

institute – be faithfully held in honour. 

 

(Perfectae Caritatis) 
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St. Paul of the Cross 
 

By Fr. Fabiano Giorgini, C.P. 
Studies in Passionist History and Spirituality, No. 4 
 
 
 
BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 
 
Paul Danei, who was later known as Paul of the Cross, was born on January 3rd, 1694. His 
birthplace was the town of Ovada, near Alessandria, approximately 590 kilometers or 369 miles 
north of Rome, Italy. He was the eldest of the six children who were to survive out of a family 
of fifteen. In comparison to the general stature of the people of the time, Paul was tall and had 
a strong constitution. In spite of attacks of malaria, rheumatism, sciatica, frequent heart 
palpitations and other illnesses, most of which were the result of the severe penances of his 
Congregation, he lived to almost 82 years of age. He died in Rome on October 18th, 1775. 
 
Of a temperament which his contemporaries described as “intense and ardent” or “enthusiastic, 
very sensitive,” Paul reacted profoundly to every experience, pleasant or painful, and this 
exposed him to much psychological suffering. His letters testify to this: joy and fear, 
enthusiasm and depression alternate in him, even though they are illuminated by a lively faith 
and assumed with a view to conforming himself to the will of God. To this side of his nature 
was added a spiritual desolation that lasted throughout many years and caused him to say: 
“Some days – in fact, almost every day – I don’t know what to do to help myself. Nevertheless, 
with great effort, I make it my business to bring help to others, without ever fully succeeding” 
(Processes, I, p.182). But the written evidence all points to Paul’s unfailing affability, his lovable 
and respectful like manner in putting into effect decisions that had been taken, encouraging his 
religious to do likewise (I, p.142). 
 
Paul’s formation was obviously marked by the influence of his family background. His father 
Luca (+1727) and his mother, Anna Maria Massari (+1746), gave him an example of deep faith 
in God and genuine devotion to Jesus Crucified in which they themselves found the courage to 
give themselves totally to their children. As the eldest son Paul spent his childhood and youth 
close to home, as his mother gave birth to many children, nine of whom died. Thus he grew 
accustomed to the meaning of life and death. He also helped his father in the family business, 
which was their sole support. In the course of this business, Paul made several journeys which 
brought him into contact with people of very diverse mentalities. All of this gave him a strong 
faith and a deep human realism, which was to help him in his role as founder and spiritual 
guide. It also developed in him, as his letters testify, an image of woman as a being in whom 
the qualities of gentleness and heroic devotion in the service of an ideal reign supreme. 
 
He was unable to follow a regular course of study. He taught himself, thanks to his own 
industry. He was endowed with an excellent memory, and was able to acquire a good 
grounding in general culture and theology. Later, the lights of the Holy Spirit, which he received 
through his mystical experiences and prayer, established him as a theologian and a competent 
spiritual master, with safe and prudent judgement. His knowledge of men and of their real 
needs and his feeling for the Gospel, led him in questions of morality, to a balanced position, 
based on mercy without laxity, on confidence in God and in the merits of the Passion of Our 
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Lord, leading to the practice of the virtues and frequent reception of the Holy Eucharist. In this 
way, he helped to re awaken among Christians the sense of God’s goodness, which had been 
weakened by the influence of Jansenism. 
 
It seems that in July 1713, while listening to a sermon preached by his parish priest, he 
received such an interior light on the greatness and goodness of God that his life appeared to 
him transformed. He realized that not only was he imperfect, but a sinner. He made a general 
confession of his sins, and formed the resolution “to consecrate himself to a holy and perfect 
life” (Let. IV, p.217 221; Processes 1 p.32). The most direct result of this “conversion” – the 
term he uses – was the discovery that God is “his God,” “his Beloved,” “Immensity,” “Infinite 
Goodness,” and to cling to Him henceforth, not only by an intellectual act, however enlightened 
by faith, but by uniting himself vitally to the paschal mystery of Christ, who is from now on 
“Jesus, our real Good,” or even “Jesus, the Spouse.” Such was the beginning of a profound 
interior transformation and of his mystical life. It prepared him to welcome the particular 
vocation to which God was calling him. 
 
In this spiritual climate, he aspired to martyrdom in defense of the faith. So he responded to 
the appeal launched by Pope Clement XI in 1715, for Christians to enroll in a crusade to help 
Venice defend Western Christianity against the Turks. He arrived in Crema to enlist. However, 
on February 20th 1716, the day after Ash Wednesday, he went into a church to visit the 
Blessed Sacrament, which was exposed for the “Forty Hours” Adoration. It was made clear to 
him that his vocation was not to defend the faith by force of arms. 
 
He returned to his family and continued to help his father, while his spiritual life developed 
under the influence of interior lights on the mysteries of the faith. In 1717, he received the first 
of these – it concerned his own vocation – inwardly, he felt an urge to retire to solitude to lead 
“a penitential life in great poverty.” In 1718 he received another, “to assemble companions and 
to live with them with a view to promoting in souls a holy fear of God.” During the summer of 
1720, the decisive light came; interiorly, he saw himself wearing a black habit on which there 
was a heart bearing the name of Jesus and the sign of His Passion, with a cross above the 
heart. He realized that he was to wear this habit of mourning in memory of the Passion of Our 
Lord, and to promote “the grateful memory of it” in the souls of the Faithful. 
 
In this spiritual light, he had a new understanding of the need for solitude, poverty and 
penance which he had already felt, and saw that they were related to the life in community of 
his future companions. “After these visions of the holy habit...God,” he wrote, “gave me a 
growing impulse and desire to assemble companions, and, with the authorization of our Holy 
Mother the Church, to found a Congregation called: The Poor of Jesus. And He left me with a 
mental picture of the form of the Holy Rule which the Poor of Jesus and myself should observe” 
(Let. IV, p.219 220). 
 
This process of Paul’s enlightenment about his personal vocation is mystical, as he himself gives 
us to understand: “I saw no physical form...no, I saw things in God, in other words, the soul 
knows that this comes from God, because He makes it understand through the interior 
movements of the heart, through the light which He infuses into the soul”(Let. IV, p.219). But 
this interior evidence makes him feel keenly his membership in the Church, and urges him to 
leave things to its approval: “I submit entirely to the advice of my superiors...with the 
permission of Holy Mother Church, (I should like) to found a Congregation...But in everything, I 
leave it to the judgment of my superiors” (Let. IV, p.219, 220, 221). 
 



 8 

Discernment of God’s will, which he had begun with the help of his spiritual director, was 
accomplished with his bishop, Francesco Arbario Di Gattinara, who died in 1743. After hearing 
his general confession and conversing with him for a long time, the bishop was sufficiently 
convinced of the credibility of what Paul told him, and consented to clothe him in a black 
penitential habit on Friday, November 22nd, 1720. He then gave him instructions to make a 
retreat of forty days, taking note each day of what happened in his soul. At the same time, he 
was to write the rule of his proposed Congregation. This injunction obtained for us an 
exceptional document of mystical experience in the Italy of the 18th century. 
 
THE FOUNDER 
 
THE PASSIONISTS 

  
Gattinara, after reading the notebook and the rule, consulted different people, and was 
convinced of the spiritual authenticity of their contents. He was, however, undecided on how to 
put these divine inspirations into effect. With his permission, Paul went to Rome in September 
1721, hoping to obtain an audience with the Pope, and authorization to begin recruiting 
companions. Without the necessary recommendations, however, he came away empty handed. 
He went to the basilica of Saint Mary Major, where he renewed his promise to carry out the 
charism he had received and made a vow to promote the memory of and devotion to the 
Passion of Our Lord, and to invite others to join him to this end (Processes 1, p.160; Strambi, 
Life p.147). 
 
Paul was sure of the divine origin of his inspiration. He wrote to his bishop; “I trust in my 
Crucified Lord, and am more than certain that everything will work out. God has given me the 
inspiration and a very definite sign that He wants it. What reason is there to fear? (Let. l, p.22). 
But he could not see clearly where or how to begin. With Gattinara’s approval he went to Monte 
Argentario in the diocese of Pitigliano, where the bishop authorized him to accept his brother, 
John Baptist, to work with him. At the request of the respective Ordinaries, he also went to 
Gaeta and Troia. In May 1725, while he was in Rome for the jubilee indulgence, Paul met the 
future Cardinal Crescenzi (+1743), who proved a friend and protector. He introduced Paul to 
Cardinal Pier Marcellino Corradini (+1743). The latter obtained a brief audience with Benedict 
XIII, who encouraged Paul verbally to form a group of companions and put into effect the 
inspiration he had received from God. From the juridical point of view, this verbal permission 
was worthless. But Paul and the first group of Passionists saw in it a confirmation of his 
inspiration. After various vain attempts in Gaeta and Itri, Paul traveled to Rome, and offered his 
services at the hospital of San Gallicano, founded by Cardinal Corradini. It was while he was 
there that he was ordained a priest. 
 
He experienced a growing spiritual uneasiness, however, realizing with increasing clarity that 
God’s plan for him did not lie that way. In February 1728, he left the hospital and went back to 
Monte Argentario, and it was there, in the hermitage of San Antonio, that the first Passionist 
community came into being. On May 15th, 1741, Benedict XIV approved for the first time the 
rule of the new institute, called “The Congregation of the Poor Discalced Clerics under the title 
of the Holy Cross and Passion of Jesus Christ.” On June 11th of the same year, Paul and his 
first six companions made their profession in public of the three vows of religion, adding a 
fourth which distinguished the charism or ultimate objective of the Congregation, namely, to 
promote the grateful memory and cult of the Passion of Our Lord among the faithful by 
meditating on this mystery of salvation with them, and by teaching them to meditate on it. 
Paul’s efforts to obtain solemn vows were unsuccessful. He wanted solemn vows, seeing in 
them security for the Congregation’s future, a guarantee for attracting vocations, and for being 
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able to ordain clerics on the title of the Common Table. In 1769 Clement XIV approved the 
institute as a Congregation with simple vows, granting it a share in all the privileges of the 
mendicant orders and the regular congregations already approved. In this way he assured the 
moral and juridical stability of the Congregation and the possibility of having its clerics ordained 
without any difficulty. At the time of Paul’s death the Congregation had a firm place in the 
Church, with twelve retreats and 176 religious. 
 
THE PASSIONIST CONTEMPLATIVE NUNS 
 
From 1734 Paul tried to found a convent of nuns pursuing the same objective. “We want to 
establish a convent of magnanimous and saintly souls, dead to all created things, who will strive 
to imitate Jesus Suffering and the Sorrowful Virgin by the practice of the holy virtues, 
mortification and penance” (Let. II, p.304). Clement XIV helped him overcome the obstacle 
posed by the need for solemn vows which were necessary at the time for the foundation of a 
convent of contemplative nuns. The first foundation was in Corneto (today’s Tarquinia) in 1771. 
The Passionist nuns also take the special vow proper to the Passionists, of fostering and 
promoting the memory of the Sufferings of Our Lord. They devote themselves to the 
contemplation of this mystery by spending three hours or so a day in prayer, in addition to the 
day and night office, in an atmosphere of silence carefully observed. By their prayers they 
accompany the Passionists on their missions, praying “night and day for the conversion of 
souls, especially those who have strayed furthest from God” (Let. 1, p.490; Rules, ch. 10). 
 
Their spirituality, like that of the Passionist religious, is centered on the mystery of Crucified 
Love, the basis of special demands of poverty, penance and community life in fraternal union. 
They observe the enclosure proper to nuns with solemn vows only by virtue of the rule and by 
vow. Actually, Paul allowed them to receive, within clearly specified limits, women who wished 
to make retreats. It was an opportunity to pass on to others the fruits of their contemplation, 
and to teach others how to meditate on the Passion of Our Lord. The first Mother Superior was 
Maria Crocifissa Costantini, whom Paul directed for nearly forty years. The cause for her 
beatification has been introduced. 
 
 

THE MISSIONER 

 
Paul was one of the outstanding missioners in Italy in the 18th century. His work was done 
mostly in central Italy. He and his religious gave preference to those who were most neglected 
in matters of religion, the people who lived in the marshy coastal regions, on the small islands, 
or in the countryside. 
 
His method was very much like that of St. Leonard of Port Maurice (+1751, DS, t. 9, col. 646 
649), but rather more simple. In fact, after a few experiments he omitted penitential 
processions altogether, keeping only to the discipline and a few dramatic gestures for certain 
meditations. He preferred meditation and reflection which, in his opinion, encouraged 
conversion and solid resolutions. His personal contribution was the daily public meditation on 
the Passion of Our Lord, and his daily instruction on meditation which would help people to put 
aside fear of the judgement of God and to have confidence in His forgiveness through the 
merits of Christ Crucified. Wherever he went he wanted to establish the practice of meditation 
on Our Lord’s Passion, either individually or in groups. He was not satisfied in giving a 
particularly kind welcome to sinners, especially public sinners. He would often tell them, in 
order to encourage them, that he was taking on himself the responsibility of the penance 
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incumbent on them. This solidarity with them explains in some measure the desolation he had 
to suffer over a period of many years. 
 

 
THE SPIRITUAL DIRECTOR 

 
In addition to the considerable work of direction carried out during missions and retreats, and in 
conversations with whoever came to see him at the monastery, Paul also gave spiritual 
direction by correspondence to lay people consecrated to God in the world, to married people, 
priests, nuns, and religious of his own Congregation. He confessed himself astonished that God 
in His mercy should have chosen him “to direct certain souls endowed with wonderful gifs and 
practicing a very high form of prayer.” He also stated: “The experience I have had of their 
heroic virtue, and of their holy and sincere progress in faith, makes me think that these people 
are not deluded” (Let. II, p.276). He realized that saintly direction “pre supposed sanctity, 
learning, experience, prudence and a clear call from God” (Let. 1, p.149). Consequently, he only 
accepted the office of direction in obedience to the clearly revealed will of God. (cf. Let. 1, 
p.178). Once the responsibility was accepted, God made use of him to form a profound union 
with the person he was directing, in a spirit of genuine detachment. For him, it was a guarantee 
“that this spiritual union was founded in Jesus Christ (Let. I p.178). 
 
I love all souls, especially those whom God has confided to me for spiritual direction. My soul 
feels totally united by a spiritual bond, more to one, less to another, following the path of love 
more or less indicated by God in their regard. I mean, if a soul has a closer relationship of love 
and union with God than another, then certainly – and God has given me to understand it in 
this way – since that soul is loved more by the Sovereign Good, the sacred bond of charity 
unites me more closely to it. This in no way prevents me from being united to others in charity, 
rather more to one than to another, as my Sovereign Good wills it” (Let. I, p.149 150). 
 
This spiritual adaptation to different persons allowed him to give the advice suitable for each 
individual according to God’s plan. “The direction I am giving you in the name of the Lord 
corresponds to your way of life. It would be a mistake to apply it to someone who is not 
following the same path. Different stomachs require different food” (to Sister C. G. Gandolfi, 
Let. II, p.472; cf. advice to T Fossi, Let. 1, p.581). He prays for the people he is directing, and 
many of his letters were written while he was absorbed in contemplation. Sometimes he 
mentions this to his correspondent, so that he or she may have greater confidence in the help 
God wishes to give through Paul’s direction. “Read this letter from time to time,” he writes, “I 
wrote it after saying Mass; I see that God enlightened me; regard it as a treasure coming from 
him, because in myself I have nothing to give” (Let. 1, p.462; cf. p.287; III p.464). 
 
The fundamental points of his direction were, first, to acquire, with the help of grace, humility, 
which ought to be “knowledge through experience of one’s own nothingness” (Let. II, p.298), 
in order to open oneself to everything that is God, to conform oneself to the Word Incarnate 
who made Himself nothing, and to merit in this way to be with Him in the bosom of the Father. 
Besides humility, one must desire and accept crucifixion with our Lord, abandoning oneself to 
God’s Will in the same love of Jesus. All that comes about by passing through the door which is 
Jesus; by being docile to the real master of prayer and the spiritual life, who is the Holy Spirit, 
to whom Paul keeps referring with remarkable emphasis and trust. Transforming union, in the 
measure which God wills it, is the objective to which his direction tends: “Live in God, breathe 
in God, and burn with His love” (Let. 1, p.134). 
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THE SPIRITUAL WRITINGS 
 
THE DIARY 

 
The “Diary” (daily record), which he wrote during his 40 days retreat at the end of 1720, allows 
us to known something of the spiritual level attained by Paul when he was 27. It also reveals 
the principles which were to serve as a support to his spirituality and his teaching, namely, to 
understand that the norm of the Christian life is participation in the life of Jesus; to perceive 
God as “Immensity,” in whom one must immerse oneself while sharing in the Passion of Christ; 
the humanity of the Word Incarnate is the indispensable medium for entering into communion 
with the Trinity; suffering is God’s gift, enabling one to share more fully in the lot of Christ on 
the cross and in glory. 
 
 The “Diary” was known to Paul’s first biographer, but unknown to those of the 19th 
century until the time of Louis There Laffargue, who speaks of it at length (Histoire de S. Paul 
de la Croix). Published for the first time in 1867, along with certain selected letters, it went 
unnoticed. In 1924 it was included in the first volume of the Letters. In 1925 J. de Guibert 
published a French translation (RAM, t.6, p.26 48) in the hope that it would take its place 
“among the classic texts of Catholic mystical theology” (p.27). In fact, the “Diary’, like the 
Letters, attracted little attention till the 1950's. For the written tradition and the authentic text 
see: S. Paolo della Croce: Diario Spirituale, ed. Zoffoli, Rome 1964. 
 
THE LETTERS    
 
Many of those that have been preserved deal with questions of the foundation and government 
of the Congregation. More than half, however, refer to spiritual direction. The style is simple, 
sober and, in general, flowing; although written hastily, vivacity and humor are sometimes 
noticeable. There are 155 quotations from Scripture, quoted to confirm or explain his teaching, 
and references to the Fathers and to general culture. At the moment there are 2,060 letters, 
published in five volumes. We know that Paul wrote thousands. It is reasonable to suppose that 
some must be in the possession of private individuals. Those we have are sufficient to show his 
teaching and his method of direction. 
 
MORTE MISTICA 
 
This is a little work in which Paul suggests living the vows as a mystical participation in the 
Passion and Death of Our Lord, in order to be born again to a new deified life, and thus share 
in the glory of Christ. 
 
Paul sent this little work to a Carmelite nun in Vetralla, Angela M. Maddalena Cencelli, for her 
profession on November 22, 1761. In 1765 he also sent the manuscript to the Passionist Master 
of Novices, with the directive: “In Morte Mistica you will find a program of very high perfection 
and sanctity. It would not be proper therefore to give it to the novices before being sure that 
they have made noticeable progress in prayer and in the virtues. If they receive it as beginners, 
the fear is that they will give up, and think the way of virtue too difficult” (Let. III, p.442). This 
written work disappeared from circulation shortly after Paul’s death because of some doubt 
prevalent at the time about mysticism outside the Congregation, and even among some of its 
members, even though they had known Paul. It was only in 1976, following the chance 
discovery of a manuscript copy, that it was published in the fifth volume of the Letters. 
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THE PASSION MEDITATIONS 
 
The Passion of Jesus Christ in forty brief meditations, recommended by Rev. Fr. Paul of the 
Cross, is a booklet printed in Camerino after a mission Paul gave there in 1750. As the word 
“raccommandate” indicates, it is not certain that the work was written by Paul himself, although 
the method suggested and the ideas developed are found in his letters and sermons. The 
booklet was intended for the ordinary faithful. 
 
 

THE MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE 
 
THE PASSION OF CHRIST, A WORK OF LOVE 

 
During his forty days retreat he understood the sufferings of Our Lord as a Guarantee, a 
revelation of the love of God, showing him his own sufferings as the sufferings of Christ, and 
those of Christ as his own. He wrote: “Your sufferings, God of love, are a guarantee of your 
love (27th Nov), and again, “Your crosses are my heart’s joy” (26th Nov). God gave him “a 
generous amount of infused understanding” to grasp the reasons for the Passion, the infinite 
love of God; and man’s sin, which poses an obstacle to that love. All of which produced “such a 
burning desire to be united to Him that it was his aim to suffer now the torments He had 
endured, and to be on the cross with Him” (6th Dec). This knowledge of the love and suffering 
of the Word Incarnate which he had actually experienced aroused in him admiration, love and 
suffering for the torments Jesus had endured, and of which, by faith, he sees himself a witness. 
 
This is the beginning of that loving, sorrowful contemplation which is characteristic of his 
experience and teaching; that contemplation where love is the beginning and the end, always 
being referred to the uncreated love of the Trinity, but which comes to us by means of the life 
of suffering endured by the Incarnate Word. In the “Diary” he wrote for the benefit of the 
bishop: “When I relate these sufferings to my beloved Jesus, I sometimes have to stop after 
one or two examples, because my soul is incapable of continuing, feeling completely powerless; 
it stops, fainting, with a feeling of great sweetness, mixed with tears; the suffering of her 
spouse has been infused into her. Or, to make me understand more clearly, the soul has been 
plunged into the heart and sufferings of Jesus, her sweet Spouse. Sometimes the soul has 
understanding of everything, and remains thus in God, having this loving and sorrowful vision” 
(8th Dec). 
 
Paul’s understanding, which is the radiating source of his experience and teaching, is revealed 
in the statement: “to have the sufferings of Jesus the Spouse infused in one’s soul.” The term 
“Spouse” has its mystical sense here. The soul regards and apprehends Jesus as its “Spouse”; it 
feels itself full of love, and receives the knowledge and experience of the sufferings of Jesus as 
gifts. It experiences them as its own, enduring, and rejoicing over them at the same time, 
because for the soul they are the guarantee of the love of Jesus, and of the loving response 
that she herself makes to Him. On the last day of this retreat, Paul had a profound experience 
of the love of God manifested in the Passion of Jesus, and of the necessity of passing through 
the humanity of the Incarnate Word in order to reach the uncreated love of the Trinity. He 
writes: “I was aware of the soul united by bonds of love to the Sacred Humanity, and, at one 
and the same time, completely powerless and elevated to a great and conscious knowledge of 
the Divinity. In fact, since Jesus is both God and Man, the soul cannot be united in holy and 
completely unresisting love to the Sacred Humanity without being at the same time elevated to 
a great and conscious knowledge of Divinity” (1st January). We are dealing here with a 
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supernatural work, as the frequently, recurring expressions “infused knowledge” and “infused 
suffering” indicate. 
 
And so, on the 28th December, while he was meditating on the sufferings of Jesus and Mary 
during the flight into Egypt he notes: “...in my poor soul, suffering and love were intermingled, 
with an abundance of tears and sweetness; and the soul had an infused understanding of it all 
in a very high degree. Sometimes it understood suddenly, as though it was a question of a 
single mystery, without bodily or imaginary forms; God simply infuses everything with His 
infinite charity and mercy. When the soul has a very high form of understanding, it either takes 
delight or suffers, according to the mystery being considered. Most frequently, holy joy is 
present. This experience aroused in him the desire, which was to become reality, to have 
imprinted on his heart the sufferings of Our Savior, to feel deep compassion for them and to 
participate in them in reality. He asked the Blessed Virgin to pray “that the sorrows and 
sufferings of my Lord should remain imprinted on my heart; something I desire so much” (Let. 
I, p.134). On another occasion, he asks prayers “to have to suffer real pain for having offended 
God, and to have His Sacred Passion imprinted on my heart” (Let. I, p.465; Processes II, 
p.427,630, where the gift of the impression of Christ’s Passion on Paul’s heart is mentioned). 
 
DESOLATION, TOTAL SUFFERING AND ABANDONMENT TO THE WILL OF GOD 

 
As we have already pointed out, Paul’s conversion was followed by a period of intense 
illumination on the mysteries of the faith to the point where they almost became obvious to 
him. He used to say that he was “very happy to believe in the obscurity which was, however, 
brighter than the sun” (Let. I, p.199). Hence his constant exhortations “to walk in faith” and 
“the just man lives by faith.” After these spiritual illuminations there was a period of severe 
spiritual trials which prepared him for the gift of transforming union which he received before 
1727. It is impossible to give the exact date (cf. E. Zoffoli, Storia Critica, t.2, p.1380 1392). For 
a short time he enjoyed this union. However, God soon permitted him to find himself once 
more in desolation for nearly forty years, which has earned for him the title of “Prince of those 
in great sorrow” (H Martin, art. “Desolation,” DS, t.3, col. 635). 
 
This desolation has been described as repugnance to and fear of physical suffering, but more 
especially moral suffering, which almost overwhelmed him. He speaks of “very great interior 
abandonment,” a “sort of pain of damnation, rejected by God – that’s the impression I had. I 
felt as if I were His greatest enemy. I had violent temptations against the theological virtues, 
temptations to impatience, to blasphemy, to despair, and even frightful spiritual trials, 
impossible to describe” (Let. II, p.753; cf. l. p.180). Those who have studied this long period of 
desolation after Paul had received the transforming union agree that we are dealing here with 
purifying trials, each one of them destined to be “transformed in God by love”(Let. I, p.180). 
This transformation is indeed realized in “the pure love of God,” and can only be attained by 
“unrelieved suffering, without any consolation, supernatural or natural,” like Christ on the cross 
(Let. 1, p.180). In the desolation endured by Paul, some authors, following R. Garrigou 
Lagrange, see his suffering as a work of redemption or reparation; others, a simply being in 
conformity to, or participating in, the sufferings of Our Lord. Garrigou Lagrange (“Nuit 
réparatrice en S. Paul de la Croix,” in Estudes Carmélitaines, Oct 1938, p.287 293) surely insists 
too much on the idea of reparation, not only as regards Paul himself, but his Congregation, 
which he presents as being founded for this purpose. Many Passionists reject this view (cf. S. 
Breton, La mystique de la Passion, p.188 189); others accept it (cf. Zoffoli, op. cit. t.2 p.1269 
1273). 
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It is certain that this desolation must be understood as a participation in the Passion of Christ 
because of a personal charism. But another important aspect of the redemption must be seen 
in it too; namely, the “apostolic” stamp of the vocation of the founder and the Congregation. As 
we have mentioned, Paul often took upon himself the penance which those confessing their 
sins should have performed. He worked for the conversion of those people furthest away from 
God, and directed souls called to great sanctity. All this demanded on his part a spiritual 
preparation consisting of contemplation and redemptive suffering for the sake of those to whom 
he was to preach the merciful love of a crucified God. This apostolic motivation is all the 
stronger because he wanted the same experience for his religious. In fact, the penitential 
exercises of the Congregation, its trials and temptations, were regarded by Paul as forming part 
of the Passionist vocation, and as the preparation for the gift of prayer and transforming union, 
which prepares an “apostolic” movement genuinely profitable to souls. He wanted his religious 
to be trained to suffer with great charity, trials and desolation, in silence, precisely with a view 
to producing “sweet and ripe fruit, steeped in every blessing for our neighbor, also.” 
 
He wrote to the Master of Novices: “The Congregation of the Passion of Christ must proceed in 
this way, that is, in trials and temptations; its members must be very sound men, tested by 
much temptation ictus et foris, with a view to accomplishing great things, especially these days, 
which are so dangerous, demanding souls strong in faith and well trained to endure great 
suffering (Let. II p.94). He wrote to the religious of Monte Cavo who were suffering much, 
physically and morally: “God permits these trials...so that the religious might be a holocaust in 
the fire of precious suffering for the glory of the Most High, and their sacrifice always exudes a 
sweet odor of every virtue to all the people, near and far” (Let. III, p.510). This particular state 
of desolation really corresponded with the desire God had awakened in him to be crucified with 
Jesus and covered with wounds (scarnificato), even if it was for only one person’s benefit 
(Diario, 23 Nov 4th & 6th Dec). He found encouraging the explanation of these terrible 
sufferings given by a person of great virtue: “Just as Our Lord gave salvation to souls in his 
extreme desolation, so He wants you to give it to them” (Processes I, p.128). 
 
This participation in the desolation of Our Lord in Gethsemane and on the cross was so intense 
that it imposed on him a kind a suffering which he called “unrelieved suffering” (nudo patire), 
that is, without any tinge of joy. It left him with the feeling of total abandonment (H Martin, art. 
“Dereliction,” DS, t.3, col. 504 517) by everybody and even by God; at least, that is how it 
seemed to him. He tried to explain it as follows: “Alas! this soul had enjoyed the favors of 
heaven, and now it is forced for a time to be deprived of everything. Even more, it is brought to 
the point where it finds itself – or so it seems – abandoned by God. It has the feeling that God 
wants nothing more to do with it, is not longer interested in it, is very displeased with it. Hence 
the impression it has that everything it has done has been done badly. I would say it’s a kind of 
pain of damnation, pain which surpasses all other pain” (Let. I, p.153 154). Sometimes he finds 
this “unrelieved suffering” equivalent to “a stripping bare of the spirit,” meaning by that the 
suffering imposed by poverty so absolute that it makes him feel his own nothingness (Let. II, 
p.298). He must remain without the slightest relief (Let. III, p.806 807), in “this unrelieved 
suffering, in the silence of faith,” without complaining inwardly or outwardly, but simply 
repeating..the words of Our Lord in Gethsemane; then he must go on in “the silence of faith,” 
to allow himself “to suffer martyrdom at the hands of holy Love” (Let. III, p.806 807). Whoever 
experiences “this trial of unrelieved suffering” gives himself up as a victim to “divine love” (Let. 
III p.287). His food is the Divine Will; he dies “this precious mystical death,” commending his 
soul, like Jesus, “to the bosom of his heavenly Father, saying: “Dear Father, into you hands I 
commend my spirit” (Let. III, p.226). This mystical experience of total abandonment to the 
Divine Will became a characteristic practice in his personal life, as the “Diary” (cf. M. 25th Nov., 
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30th Dec.) and many of his innermost thoughts expressed in his letters testify (Cf.M. Viller, “La 
Volonte de Dieu dans les lettres de S. Paul de la Croix,” RAM, t.27, 1951, p.132-174). 
 
CONTEMPLATION OF THE PASSION AND THE ‘APOSTOLIC LIFE’ 
 
The experience of the love of God revealed in the Passion of Our Lord led Paul towards those 
who ought to benefit from the fruits of this redeeming Passion. “When I thought of the offences 
committed against God, I was filled with sorrow to see Him thus offended, and I told Him I 
wanted to be covered with wounds (scarnificato), even if it only benefited one soul. Alas, I felt 
as if I was fainting at the sight of so many souls being lost, souls who didn’t enjoy the fruit of 
the Passion of my Lord” (Diario, 4th Dec.). Along with knowledge of the love and sufferings of 
our Savior, his desire for the conversion of sinners increased. 
 
As has been said, Paul founded a Congregation to work for the good of souls. Generally, he 
prayed for the conversion of heretics, especially in England, and for the needs of the whole 
Church. In his sufferings he thought especially of making reparation for his own sins, but he 
was ready to sacrifice himself for one single soul. He wanted to make reparation for sins 
committed against the Holy Eucharist, and on two occasions expressed a desire to die for It. 
The following texts from the “Diary” support this statement. After Holy Communion he felt “... 
great fervor mixed with tears, imploring the conversion, of poor sinners. I told God that I could 
not bear to see Him offended any more. I experienced, too, a particular delight in asking Him in 
His goodness to found our holy Congregation without delay, and to send it vocations for His 
greater glory and the good of souls... I did this with great fervor and desire (7th Dec.; cf. also 
9th Dec.). From the 15th to the 18th December he noted: “The constant desire for the 
conversion of sinners never leaves me and I feel impelled to ask God especially to grant this 
favor, because of this wish of mine never to see Him offended again.” The influence of 
contemplation and his keen desire to suffer in union with Our Lord in no way weakened his 
commitment to work for the salvation of souls. Rather they gave it a solid foundation and 
rendered it fruitful. 
 
THE EUCHARIST AS A MEMORIAL OF THE PASSION OF CHRIST 
 
With Paul, the mystical experience is “sacramental mysticism.” It does not depend in some 
remote fashion on baptism alone, “but immanently, or rather immediately, on the Eucharist” 
(Divo Barsotti, L’Eucarestia in S. Paolo della Croce e teologia della preghiera, Rome, 1980, 
p.10). Paul notes that the Eucharist causes him interior recollection in a way he cannot express; 
he experiences in a special way union with God and understanding of His love. On several 
occasions he speaks of the beneficial physical effect the Blessed Sacrament had on him after 
Communion “...was raised up in God in a special way, with a feeling of profound gentleness, 
and a glow in my heart which reached to my stomach. I recognized its supernatural character” 
(26th Nov., cf. 7th Dec.). It was after communion also that he received “infused understanding 
of the happiness the soul will enjoy” in heaven (4th Dec.) and of the deep humility he ought to 
have (30th Nov., 5th and 7th Dec.). It was his custom after communion to remind Our Lord of 
His Sacred Passion. Paul received a supernatural understanding which caused him to melt, as it 
were, with love and sorrow. “After receiving Holy Communion I was particularly recollected, 
especially when I reminded Our Lord of the loving and painful memory of His sufferings. The 
very special grace which my beloved Lord gives me at moments is beyond all possible 
explanation. I can only tell you that when I have recalled the memory of one or two of His 
torments to Our Lord, I have to stop because the soul can say no more; it feels utterly 
powerless” (8th Dec.). He feels the desire to die a martyr by witnessing to the truth of the 
Blessed Sacrament (26th Dec.). Contemplating “with bodily eyes my Lord in the Blessed 
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Sacrament, I asked Him to send the Seraphim to pierce me with arrows of love”; and at 
communion, he experiences an ardent desire to have his thirst for Divine Love quenched. He 
asks Our Lord to allow him “to drink from the infinite spring of His Sacred Heart” (27th Dec.). 
 
This experience of the Eucharistic Heart of Jesus was to remain in his doctrine and teaching; he 
wanted “to drink Love from rivers, from seas of fire, and to let all things be reduced to 
ashes”(Let. 1, p.473). He has a growing desire to see the Blessed Sacrament believed in and 
adored as “the unspeakable mystery of God’s holy Love; to give his life for his faith and for the 
Holy Eucharist” (Diario, 29th Dec.). He wants to make reparation for the lack of respect and for 
the offences committed against it “by weeping tears of blood” (29th Dec.). He had a deep 
understanding of the Eucharistic mystery, and the desire for reparation and adoration was to 
become part of this teaching; he was to inculcate it to those under his direction and to the 
religious of this Congregation. 
 
He wrote to a nun: “One must fly to the Heart of Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament, and there 
faint with sorrow on account of the marks of irreverence committed against It by bad Catholics, 
and by priests and religious, which is even worse, because in return for such great love they are 
guilty of sacrilege and ingratitude. To make reparation for such love, the devout soul must 
suffer as a victim” (Let. I. p.473; cf. 272). At the beginning of this retreat, he experienced an 
extraordinary grace after communion which drew from him the words: “Jesus my Spouse in the 
Blessed Sacrament.” Through the years Paul came to realize more and more that the Eucharist 
prepares one to participate in the Passion of Christ as a loving experience” (Let. I, p.194). 
 
SPIRITUAL DOCTRINE 
 

WE MOVE ON TO CONTEMPLATION THROUGH THE PASSION OF OUR LORD 
 

Starting with his personal experience, which we have just mentioned, Paul states the principle 
that “we can only progress to boundless contemplation of the Divinity through the door of our 
Savior’s divine humanity” (Let. I, p.256). He developed this doctrine, taking his stand on the 
Johannine themes of Christ as “door’ (cf. John 10:7,9), “way” (14:6), of Christ “in the bosom of 
the Father” (1:18). He also quotes Our Lord’s statement that no one can go to the Father 
except through Him (John 14:6). But these images are always referred to Christ in the mystery 
of His Passion. He repeats over and over again, with fresh emphasis each time, that one 
reaches the Trinity by an act of faith and charity, “passing through the door which is Christ our 
Lord, immersing oneself in the sea of His Sacred Passion, the greatest and most wonderful 
achievement of Divine Love” (Let. II p.499, cf.p.492; III p.748). Even at the highest level of 
contemplation the soul must never “lose sight” of the humanity of Christ – not that one must 
keep it in the imagination; rather it is thought of in loving mystical intuition “from the point of 
view of faith,” “...of love,” “simply from the point of view of faith and holy love” (Let. III, p. 
747, etc). 
 
This is a peculiarity of Paul – his insistence on presenting the Passion of Our Lord as the means 
which prepares for, and the way which leads to contemplation, solitude, detachment, silence, 
recollection. The Word, in order to introduce us to the love of the Father, “stripped Himself of 
His glory” (cf. Phil. 2:7; verses 6 11 of this chapter are most important in Paul’s spirituality; he 
directed his religious to say the conclusion of this Christological hymn at the beginning of each 
hour of the Divine Office). In the same way, by divesting ourselves of our self importance, of 
our human outlook, by accepting “mystical death,” and by crucifying ourselves with Jesus, we 
shall receive the gift of transforming union, of intimate union with God in a deified life (Let. II, 
p.489, 496). To pass through the Passion means also in his opinion having a surer guarantee of 
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not being deluded. “In your spiritual exercises,” he writes, “go on insisting on your nothingness, 
with purity of intention and great confidence in God; keep recollected in God within yourself, 
clothed with Jesus Christ and His Sacred Passion. Then you will not be deluded”(Let. II p.501 
502; cf. 1 p.791). 
 
 
TO MAKE THE SUFFERING OF CHRIST ONE’S OWN OUT OF LOVE 

 
Contemplation by means of the Passion receives the grace of understanding from God , a 
special comprehension of the Passion as a work of love. Henceforth, those in whom the 
sufferings of Our Savior are “infused,” or on whom they are “imprinted,” desire to possess them 
all the time, and to experience them in reality as the seal and the source of God’s love for them 
in Jesus, and of their love in Jesus for the Father. 
 
On this subject, Paul wrote to a religious, a superior and missionary: “The point your Reverence 
doesn’t grasp – to make one’s own by love the sacred sufferings of my gentle Lord – will be 
made clear by His Divine Majesty in His own good time. It is something wholly divine; the soul 
totally immersed in pure love, without the help of the imagination, by pure and simple faith (at 
the bidding of the Sovereign Good), suddenly finds itself plunged in the ocean of Our Savior’s 
sufferings; with the eyes of faith it understands them all, without the effort to understand them. 
Since the Passion of Christ is a work of love, there is in it a mixture of love and suffering. The 
spirit is impregnated with it, totally immersed as it in suffering loving suffering...” (Let. III, 
p.149). (Fred: is this quote correct?) 
 
“To make the sufferings of Christ one’s own out of love” means actually participating in the 
sufferings of Our Lord, as Paul had done during his retreat (6th Dec.). It means, also, keeping 
those sufferings for one’s own good; being present out of love to Him who is present to us out 
of love, love which cost Him so dearly, and making all that one’s own in the beloved – an action 
co natural to love. This experience is a gift of God, being the fruit of faith and supernatural 
charity, but one must make the effort, with the help of ordinary grace, to translate into action 
this impulse, peculiar to love, to unite oneself to the Beloved in making one’s own everything 
that is in Him. Paul repeats this: “Holy love is an intuitive virtue; it makes its own the sufferings 
of the one it really loves” (Let. II, p.440,458; III, p.398, 804; V, p.172). It is obvious that for 
Paul, it is a question of love influenced by a living faith (cf. Let. 1, p.484 485). At the level of 
higher contemplation, purified love is necessary, where the “Divine Lover” draws the soul to 
Himself, and “deifies it through the sacred union with His Divine Majesty.” Then the soul will 
allow itself “to be saturated with the sufferings and the love of Jesus, remaining in holy silence 
and wonder, which increase still further its love for God.” Consequently, “immersed in the 
sufferings and sorrows of Our Lord, the soul forms a mixture of love and suffering,” thus 
practicing heroic virtue (to M.C. Bresciani, Let. I, p.488 489). 
 
TO ABANDON ONESELF TO THE WILL OF GOD 

 
To participate in the suffering of Our Savior means also making our own His sentiments and His 
constant filial abandonment to the will of the Father. He is the model that we must imitate (Let. 
IV, p.170; v, p.25). To abandon oneself to the will of God means accepting everything that 
happens as if God Himself ordained it directly for us personally, “accepting everything directly 
from His loving hand” (Let. V, p.191). Paul was not the first to insist on this conformity or 
abandonment to the will of God. What distinguishes him is that he sees the Divine Will in the 
light of the Passion of Christ. He writes: “Just as Jesus though His food is to do the Will of His 
Father, is at the same time nourished constantly by suffering, interior and exterior, so that His 
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life was one long cross,” so the soul which imitates Him, while conforming itself to the will of 
God will meet with crosses and trials (Let. I, p.574). This spiritual path has its stages; first, 
resignation; higher still, abandonment to the Divine Will; but “the highest perfection consists in 
being nourished, in a spirit of pure faith and love, on the Divine Will,” in the closest imitation of 
Our Savior, “who told His disciples that His food was to do the Will of His Father in Heaven” 
(Let. I, p.491). 
 
One receives from the Father His Divine Will as food. From the human point of view “it tastes 
bitter, but in fact it is very sweet to the soul’s palate” (Let. I, p.341). Hence there is serenity 
and peace, even in the most severe trials. At the same time, graces of a more special kind are 
given, like a new baptism in the Holy Spirit. “Let us nourish ourselves on the Divine Will, and 
often be baptized in this pool of the fire of Divine Love. Quotiescumque nos ipsos divine 
beneplacito resignamus, in Spirito Sancto baptizamur, filii Dei efficimur” (Let. II, p.404). To be 
nourished on the Divine Will does not mean passivity, but a commitment to do everything 
possible on our part to accomplish the Will of God. “I live with complete abandonment in the 
arms of our Heavenly Father like a little child, wishing to be nourished on His Holy Will, in Christ 
and through Christ. However, I must not neglect, according to my obligations, to use the means 
at my disposal” (Let. V, p.97). Perfection in the matter of abandonment to the Will of God can 
be assured by constant reception of the Holy Eucharist. In holy communion one is “assimilated” 
by Jesus and transformed into Him, burning with His love. Possessing in this way “the Heart of 
Jesus,” one may, like Him, make the Father s Will one’s food in filial love (Let. III, p.190). 
 
CONTEMPLATION OM THE PASSION AND THE APOSTOLIC LIFE 

 
To contemplate the infinite love of God revealed in the Incarnation and Passion of the Word is 
to become aware of the salvific will of God, and to become like Christ in His commitment to give 
Himself to the mission of salvation. The more the apostolic life derives from the contemplation 
of Christ Crucified and our mystical union with Him, the more intense and fruitful it is. For Paul, 
the personal impression he bore of the wounds of Christ’s love was the best preparation for the 
apostolate. “Your Reverence has sent me the external signs of the Passion. May His Divine 
Majesty imprint them on your heart, engraving them with darts of His infinite charity, so that, 
burning with the fire of His holy love, you may tell of it to peoples, tribes, tongues and nations” 
(Let. IV, p.109). As we have already said, spiritual temptations and desolation were, in Paul’s 
view, an excellent preparation for the apostolic life (cf. Let. II, p.94; III, p.174, 418 etc). The 
most valuable and solid preparation for pastoral activity is derived from the mystical 
contemplation of the Passion, from the fact that one is penetrated by it and lives on it with 
love: “Remain in peace at the feet of the gentle Jesus, especially on His bare cross. During this 
time of holy peace in God, you will learn the science of the saints, and God will prepare you for 
the apostolic ministry” (Let. III, p.702). Only in this way will the religious be able “to preach to 
the whole world the infinite love of Christ which He has shown us especially in His Sacred 
Passion and Death” (Let. III, p.453). 
 
To conclude this short account of Paul’s spiritual doctrine and experience, one may here quote 
S. Breton: “The Passion of Christ is the dominating element in Paul’s life. It is very much to the 
fore in intentionality as a privileged path to God. The mystery of God is contemplated through 
and in the Passion. The Cross summarizes all the possibilities for the spiritual life. Centered on 
conformity to the Passion, this form of spirituality lays less stress on the voluntary tension of 
“exercises” than on “passivity” of assimilation, total abandonment to the Divine Will. The 
conscious and organic psychological subject is obliterated before this delicate point, this central 
core of the spirit which, beyond the reach of nature and in its stark simplicity, is pure capacity 
for God” (La Mystique. P.50 51). 
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With regard to Paul’s indebtedness to other spiritual writers, it may be noted that he was 
particularly fond of St. Teresa of Avila, St. John of the Cross, St. Francis de Sales, and especially 
Tauler, with whom he only become acquainted in 1747. In the “Diary” there are various 
references to the above mentioned authors, especially St. Francis de Sales. Later, as he grew 
older, he made more use of images and sayings borrowed from Tauler, which helped him to 
understand and express what was happening in his interior life. What is required is a deeper 
study of Paul’s originality, gleaned from his own experience, freeing it from the rigid framework 
in which up to now his writings have been approached. There has been a tendency to see him 
trough the mystical schema proper to St. John of the Cross (cf. Zoffoli, op. cit., t.2, p.124 199; 
S. Breton, La Mystique, p.78 109). 
 
THE PASSIONIST CONGREGATION 

 
RULES AND CONSTITUTIONS 

 
These were written between the 2nd and the 7th December, 1720, during Paul’s retreat. The 
original draft was incorporated by him into the copy presented to the Holy See, and approved in 
1741 by a rescript, and in 1746 by a more solemn brief. In 1769 Clement XIV confirmed these 
rules, and by the bull “Supremi Apostolatus” approved the Institute as a Congregation with 
simple vows, enjoying the privileges of orders and congregations with solemn vows. Pius VI in 
September 1775 also confirmed the rules and the Institute as a Congregation with simple vows, 
by the bull “Praeclara virtutum exempla.” In 1755 the “Regulations” were added to the rules, to 
complete the daily organization of the life of the community, and especially to furnish authentic 
spiritual motivations for carrying out the acts prescribed in the rules. The rules clearly reflect 
the mystical experiences of Paul while he was writing them. There is an evangelical ring about 
them which echoes Our Lord’s discourse to the Apostles before He sent them on their mission. 
 
SPIRITUALITY 

 
The spiritual doctrine of the Congregation flows from the mystical experience of its founder. In 
accordance with Paul’s proper charism, it pursues his spirituality, centered on the memory of 
Christ’s Passion as a special manifestation of our Savior s merciful love. This spirituality takes its 
place in the spiritual movement of the “imitation of the Apostles,” as it was understood in the 
12th and 13th centuries, and understood by the congregations and “Observants” groups of the 
period preceding and following the Council of Trent. However, this emphasis on the Passion of 
Our Lord adds something new to this spiritual trend, namely a special need to practice poverty 
and penance. The Passionist Congregation may not posses fixed revenues; it lives on donations 
offered spontaneously. 
 
The administration of these gifts is confided to lay managers (sindaci), to obviate the necessity 
of the religious having to deal with money (Regulae 44/1 III/19 svv.); Our “Holy Mother Church 
is requested to take possession of everything,” of monasteries and all donations (Regulae 54/1 
III/19 39). Abstinence from meat was to be perpetual. 
 
Fasting was also observed permanently until 1746. It was then reduced to three days a week 
throughout the year, except in Lent and Advent. Up to 1746 the religious also went barefoot; 
they were then permitted to wear sandals. They slept on a straw mattress; they were allowed 
blankets, but no sheets. This austerity expressed in a practical way the mystical participation in 
the penitential poverty of Our Lord, “who died naked on a hard wooden cross.” And at the 
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same time it allowed God “in His infinite mercy to transform the individual religious into His holy 
love” (Regulae 54/1 III/1 15). 
 
Passionist spirituality is “apostolic” because the religious imitate the Apostles by remaining with 
Jesus in the “desert,” far from the crowd (cf. Mark 6:31) in their retreats (ritiri), which are 
founded in solitude to give to those “who are no longer of this world every opportunity to 
sanctify themselves for the good of their neighbor” (Paul of the Cross, La Congregazione ... 
cos’e e cosa vuole, Notizie 47, n.6). In this solitude the religious lives in prayer and fasting, 
reciting the Divine Office night and day in union with the whole Church, to praise God, to pray 
for the conversion of the world and for his own perseverance. In addition to the Divine office, 
about three hours were spent by the community in personal prayer, and about an hour at Mass. 
All of which contemplation and penance was meant to create the “faculty for interior 
recollection and for leading a genuine apostolic life, which consists in dedication to souls and 
constant prayer and contemplation, not necessarily by being always on one’s knees, but by 
remaining in profound and intimate recollection, completely impregnated with the love of God” 
(Let. II, p.752; cf. p.662; III, p.145 146). 
 
This spirituality embraces also fraternal communion because it is “apostolic” and means 
meeting at the foot of Christ Crucified. This community structure continues even during a 
“mission.” Before leaving the retreat, in the presence of the Blessed Sacrament, religious about 
to set out on missions promise obedience to the priest appointed to be their superior. During 
the mission they take their meals together. They also recite the Divine Office and make their 
meditation together. They discuss the progress of the mission and decision to be taken 
(Regulae 90/II III/35 sw). 
 
Passionist spirituality is also one of “remembrance” with love and gratitude for the divine love 
shown in the Passion of Christ. The religious wear a black habit to remind themselves “that they 
are in constant mourning for the Passion and Death of Jesus Christ” (Regulae 12/1 II/15 40; 
20/1/33 36). They take a vow “to promote among the faithful the memory of, and devotion to, 
the life giving Passion and Death of Our Savior “ (30/1 III/10 15). “The sign of salvation” – a 
heart surmounted by a cross with the name of Jesus and the title of the Passion inscribed inside 
it – is meant to remind the religious who wear it, and those who see it, “that the mission of 
Passionists is to preach the bitter suffering of Our Divine Lord, and to promote in all hearts true 
devotion to them” (Let. II, p.218). The presence of Jesus in the tabernacle of the monastery 
chapel is an assurance of that intimate union in Him of “poor children” and “ignorant disciples” 
(Let. V, p.38) who stay as long as possible with Him, “so that their hearts may be perpetually 
on fire with the holy love of God” (Regulae 76/II III/55 svv.). Their apostolic activity will allow 
the religious to arouse the memory of Our Lord’s Passion among the people; they will be able to 
teach them how to meditate on it, and show them how it takes away sin and leads to great 
sanctity (Regulae 4/I III/1 11; 4/1 III/14 20). 
 
‘APOSTOLIC’ ACTIVITY 

 
The word apostolic is put in inverted commas to indicate that it is to be understood in the 
tradition of imitation of the Apostles and that consequently a contemplative and mystical life 
forms an integral part of the active life, and colors its external expression. By virtue of its 
particular charism, the Congregation wishes to bring about in the Church a new and profound 
consciousness of God’s love, especially as it is revealed in the Passion and Death of Christ. 
Therefore, in the various form of “itinerant” preaching proper to apostles (popular missions, 
retreats, catechesis, discussions, administrations of the sacraments, spiritual direction), a 
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leading role must be given to meditation on the mystery of salvation and the faithful taught 
how to meditate on it in a manner suitable to their circumstances. 
 
The same object was pursued in inviting to the solitude of the retreats those who wanted to 
spend a few days in prayer. Books and pamphlets were used, but in a small way, because of 
the cost. There was no organized movement among the laity to imitate the Passionist spiritual 
life. The Congregation, not having solemn vows, could not institute a third order nor a 
confraternity in the strict sense. Permission to found a confraternity was granted by Pius IX. 
Subsequently, the Confraternity of the Passion was instituted. 
 
GROWTH OF THE CONGREGATION 
 
Up to 1840 the Congregation was confined to Central Italy. In that year, a monastery was 
established in Belgium, and in 1841 Blessed Dominic of the Mother of God founded the 
Congregation in England (cf. DS, t.3,co1. 1534 1539). In 1852 the Passionist went to the United 
States, and in 1878 to Spain, and gradually spread to South America, Australia and France. In 
1924, the Congregation established itself in Germany and Poland. It had already been founded 
in Wallachia and Bulgaria in 1782, functioning directly under the authority of Propaganda. By 
1981 its members lived and worked in fifty two nations. 
 
SPIRITUAL AUTHORS 
 
(In this section, in the original, are several paragraphs giving the names of some Passionist 
authors of books on various aspects of spirituality and a selection of titles. The references 
extend from 1796 to 1981). 
 
***** 
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Silence and Solitude 
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SILENCE 

A FRUIT THE TONGUE CANNOT DESCRIBE 

 

Many are avidly seeking but they alone find who remains in continual silence. Every man who 
delights in a multitude of words, even though he says admirable things, is empty within. 
 
If you love truth be a lover of silence. Silence like the sunlight will illuminate you in God and 
deliver you from the phantoms of ignorance. Silence will unite you with God Himself. More than 
all things love silence, it brings you a fruit that tongue cannot describe. 
 
In the beginning we have to force ourselves to be silent and then there is born something 
which draws us to silence. May God give you an experience of this something which is born of 
silence. 
 
If only you will practice this, untold light will dawn upon you as a consequence. After a while a 
certain sweetness is born in the heart of this exercise and the body is drawn almost by force to 
remain in silence. 

Saint Isaac of Syria 
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The Passionist ConstitutionsThe Passionist ConstitutionsThe Passionist ConstitutionsThe Passionist Constitutions    
 

AN INWARD AND OUTWARD SILENCE 

 
As a man of great prayer, Paul of the Cross inculcated its importance most forcefully by word 
and example. 
 
He wished his followers to pray without ceasing and desired our communities to become real 
schools of prayer, leading to a deep experience of God. 
 
From him we learn the value and practice of an inward and outward silence that gives depth to 
our lives. This silence fosters the inner peace and calm necessary for the spirit of prayer to 
grow; it frees us from harassing cares, and hushes the clamour of the demands made upon us 
daily.  (No. 37) 
 

 

 
 

Le Silence, painted plaster sculpture by Auguste Preault ( 1842-1843) 
 

 

SOLITUDE 

 

Christ often chose solitude for himself, and counseled his disciples to do likewise. Even today, 
solitude retains its value for Passionist life. 
 
Aspiring to be men of prayer and teachers or prayer, we must exert ourselves to provide an 
environment of solitude for our lives. Withdrawing to some degree from the world, we can draw 
closer to the Father, understand his saving plan, and appraise more objectively secular trends 
and standards. With this in mind, therefore, the period of annual Retreat is to be faithfully 
observed. (No. 54) 
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SilenceSilenceSilenceSilence and Solitude and Solitude and Solitude and Solitude    
 

 
“We need to find God, and he cannot be found in noise and restlessness. God is the friend of 
silence. See how nature - trees, flowers, grass - grows in silence; see the stars, the moon and 
the sun, how they move in silence... We need silence to be able to touch souls.” 
- Mother Teresa of Calcutta 
 
Do not speak unless you can improve the silence. 
- Proverb 
 
Silence is a source of great strength. 
- Lao Tzu 
 
He who does not know how to be silent will not know how to speak.  
- Ausonius 
 
Silence is more musical than any song.  
- Christina Rossetti (1830 - 1894) 
 
My personal hobbies are reading, listening to music, and silence.  
- Edith Sitwell (1887 - 1964) 
 
There is no need to go to India or anywhere else to find peace. You will find that deep place of 
silence right in your room, your garden or even your bathtub.  
- Elisabeth Kubler-Ross 
 
I believe in the discipline of silence and could talk for hours about it. 
- George Bernard Shaw 
 
The rest is silence. 
- William Shakespeare 
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St. Paul of the Cross and SilenceSt. Paul of the Cross and SilenceSt. Paul of the Cross and SilenceSt. Paul of the Cross and Silence    
 

 Be a friend of solitude and silence (37) 
  
 Recollect yourself in God in holy silence (67) 
  
 Love silence, internal and external solitude in choir and in your room 
  
 Be a friend of silence (79) 
  
 Remain in silence as much as you can (120) 
  
 Preserve silence, which is the key of gold that locks up the great treasure of the 

other virtues which God has placed in us (209) 
  
 Love silence and distance from all (230) 
  
 Remain in silence and within yourself cry out to God to help you (1410) 
  
 I will wait in silence and hope (1547) 
  
 Be in a holy silence as much as you can. “The silence which the clay shows the 

potter, show that to your Maker.” (1578) 
  
 One who knows how to suffer in silence and peace is most perfect (1582) 
  
 Remain in silence. (1771) 
  
 Be a great lover of prayer, silence and your cell.  (1808) 
  
 It is good to sit in silence waiting for God.  (1965) 
  
 Be a lover of silence. (2032) 
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What silence is not …What silence is not …What silence is not …What silence is not …    
 

We need to be clear what silence is not. In the first place, silence is not just an absence of 
speech or sound or noise, any more than peace is merely an absence of conflict. Silence has its 
own being, its own reality, its own richness, its own presence, and its own nurturing power. 
True silence is an affirmation, not a negation, and is the precondition, as noted earlier, of true 
reverence for speech. Just as there is “a time to speak,” there is also “a time to be silent” 
(Ecclesiastices 3:7). 
 
Second, true silence is not to be confused with its counterfeits, its deformations. Most have 
known at some time or another the destructive silence of someone’s bitter refusal to 
communicate – the so called “silent treatment”. Further, we have known, by either observation 
or experience, the silence that simply cuts another off in disdain, rejection. And we have 
experienced silence that is merely empty, nervous, useless. 
 
Third, silence is not an end in itself. Exterior silence is for interior quiet, and both aspects of 
silence are for the world, all dimensions of the word. The word – whether it be the divine Word, 
human words, the word of the indwelling Spirit in our own hearts, or “the word” in the 
communication of arts or the created word – the word has its origin in silence. It can only be 
heard in silence, and if it is to be effective and fruitful, it must rest in that receptive silence and 
be nurtured to maturity there. 
 
What, then, is real silence? It is a positive receptivity, a creative waiting, a welcoming 
openness. It is openness to God, to our deepest selves, to others, both as individual persons 
and as the human community, to beauty and truth and goodness, to mystery – and to the word 
of Scripture that reveals God, to the Word who is God’s son. The word that brought the created 
world into being was spoken out of the creative silence of God. Scripture is full of the call to 
“Hear the word of the Lord!” And the daily prayer of Jews today, the Shema, begins with that 
ringing call from Deuteronomy: “Hear, O Israel”. 
 
If we are to hear, truly and deeply, we must be silent enough to really listen. “But I have 
calmed and quieted my soul, like a weaned child with its mother: my soul is like a weaned child 
that is with me” (Psalm 131:2). “In returning and rest you will be saved; in quietness and in 
trust shall be your strength” (Isaiah 30:15). 
 
 

(Silence, Solitude, Simplicity – A Hermit’s Love Affair with a Noisy, Crowded and Complicated World by Sister Jenny Hall 
OSB, p. 72-73) 
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Quotations onQuotations onQuotations onQuotations on Solitude Solitude Solitude Solitude    
    
    
I never found the companion that was so companionable as solitude.  We are for the most part 
more lonely when we go abroad among men than when we stay in our chambers. 
- Henry David Thoreau, "Solitude," Walden, 1854 
 

We live in a very tense society.  We are pulled apart... and we all need to learn how to pull 
ourselves together.... I think that at least part of the answer lies in solitude. 
- Helen Hayes 
 
Never be afraid to sit awhile and think. 
- Lorraine Hansberry, A Raisin in the Sun 
 
Inside myself is a place where I live all alone, and that's where I renew my springs that never 
dry up. 
- Pearl Buck 
 
Everybody needs beauty as well as bread, places to play in and pray in, where nature may heal 
and give strength to body and soul. 
- John Muir 
 
Solitude is painful when one is young, but delightful when one is more mature. 
- Albert Einstein  
 
Whosoever is delighted in solitude is either a wild beast or a god.  
- Francis Bacon, Sr. 
 
Solitude is fine, but you need someone to tell you that solitude is fine.  
- Honore de Balzac 
 
Language... has created the word "loneliness" to express the pain of being alone. And it has 
created the word "solitude" to express the glory of being alone. 
- Paul Tillich 
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What solitude is not …What solitude is not …What solitude is not …What solitude is not …    
 

 
As the real desert is a place of silence, so is it a place of solitude. As the silence repels and 
frightens some people, the solitude of vast spaces uninhabited by other human beings may well 
be repellent or fearsome to many. As we may be tempted to fill silence with sound as an 
escape from depths in ourselves and from the demands of a deepened relation with God and 
with others, so we may “people” our aloneness with crowds and chatter and diversions of all 
sorts to avoid genuine solitude. Or in an age that has been very “groupy” as well as “wordy”, 
we may reject the very idea of solitude because it has been misrepresented to us, or for some 
other reason we misjudge it. 
 
As with silence, it is necessary to say what solitude is not. In the first place, solitude is not 
antisocial. The person who embraces true solitude, either at certain times or as a way of life, is 
not running away from, not rejecting anyone. Rather, such a person is making room within, is 
preparing to welcome someone – God, others, self. It is a positive choice, appropriate to a 
social being, and it is for a positive goal. 
 
Nor is true solitude isolationist, seeking to cut off relationships and influence on others, 
insulating oneself from the human condition of others human beings. Rather, as a multitude of 
examples can demonstrate, genuine solitude leads one into compassion at a deeper level. 
 
Further, genuine solitude is not mere privacy, an elimination of intrusions so I can do my own 
thing. Solitude may suffer many invasions without being violated, and it is for much greater 
ends than my “own thing”. 
 
And true solitude is not individualistic, egocentric, seeking to assert one’s own self over against 
others, claiming any sort of superiority. It is not about expanding the ego but about losing it in 
the deeper self, the true self, and thus, again, nurturing the capacity for communion with 
others. 
 
(Silence, Solitude, Simplicity – A Hermit’s Love Affair with a Noisy, Crowded and Complicated World by Sister Jenny Hall 
OSB, p. 86) 
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The Activist Disease of Exhaustion …The Activist Disease of Exhaustion …The Activist Disease of Exhaustion …The Activist Disease of Exhaustion …    
 

 
In an age when there is a multitude of ministries in the church for laity, clergy and members of 
religious communities, and when there are hectic activity and endless demands, there is a great 
deal of burnout. Henri Nouwen is one of the best known spiritual teachers of contemporary 
ministers. In books like Reaching Out, Out of Solitude, and The Way of the Heart, he speaks of 
the need for regular times of solitude for effective ministry, and for the avoidance of the activist 
disease of exhaustion. “The goal of our life is not people. It is God. Only in God shall we find 
the rest we seek. It is therefore to solitude that we must return, not alone, but with all those 
whom we embrace through our ministry”.  
 
Many women will be familiar with Anne Morrow Lindbergh’s little book, Gift from the Sea. It is 
not written in an explicitly Christian context, but surely is in harmony with the Christian call to 
time spent in genuine solitude. By the time of its twentieth-anniversary edition in 1970 it had 
reached many and still continues to do so. Disagreeing with John Donne’s “No Man is an 
Island”, which we sang lustily for many years, she wrote from her island solitude that we are all 
islands – but islands in a common sea and for truth’s sake we must recognise this. 
 
Is not the fundamental reason for our needing this solitude the fact that we are, each of us, 
inescapably solitaries? Is each of us not a unique being, a one-of-a-kind image of the infinite 
God? Does not each of us have the experience of an incommunicable depth, an awareness that, 
however much we might want to do so, in pain and in longing, we cannot wholly open our 
inmost being to another? The German poet Rainer Maria Rilke speaks of “the love that consists 
in this: that two solitudes protect and border and greet each other”. If I will not accept my own 
solitude, how can I accept what I cannot escape, the solitude of my death? No matter how 
many loved ones are with me, humanly speaking I die alone. 
 
And yet we are social beings. If we would live our lives truly, we are stretched, extended, called 
to more life by responding to both aspects of our personal mystery. The temptation in recent 
times has been to all but submerge the solitary in the social. Perhaps we are on the way to 
honouring and nurturing the life-giving integration of both aspects of our human mystery. Then 
indeed we would have hoped of a deepened relation with God, with our own true selves, with 
others, and with creation. 
 
 
(Silence, Solitude, Simplicity – A Hermit’s Love Affair with a Noisy, Crowded and Complicated World by Sister Jenny Hall 
OSB, p. 89) 
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God speaks inGod speaks inGod speaks inGod speaks in solitude solitude solitude solitude    
 

 
Scripture is a long story of God’s speaking to persons in their solitude. 
 
Abraham receives the promise under the night sky and experiences the sealing of the covenant 
alone as darkness is falling (Genesis 15) 
 
Moses is shepherding alone in the desert when he receives the self revelation of the Lord and 
his own commission where the bush burns unconsumed (Exodus 3). 
 
Then Moses ascends Mount Sinai alone for further revelation and received the commandments 
(Exodus 19-20; 33-34). 
 
In an account reminiscent of the burning bush and the commissioning of Moses, Joshua has a 
revelatory encounter before the capture of Jericho (Joshua 5).  
 
Samuel is addressed at night alone in the sanctuary (1 Samuel 3). 
 
The word of the Lord seems to have come to each of the prophets in solitude Nathan (2 Samuel 
7), Elijah (1 Kings 19), Isaiah (Isaiah 6), and Jeremiah (Jeremiah 1). 
 
Ezekiel was in a group of exiles when he was called, but he alone saw the vision (Ezekiel 1). 
 
Similarly, God speaks to New Testament figures in solitude.  
 
Four times in the first two chapters of Matthew, God communicates with Joseph in dreams, and 
the Magi are counseled in a dream.  
 
At the outset of Luke’s Gospel, when Zechariah is alone in the sanctuary, the angel of the Lord 
speaks to him about the coming birth of a son, John (Luke 1). 
 
Similarly, Mary is in apparent solitude when the angel Gabriel announces to her the birth of a 
son, Jesus (Luke 1). 
 
Some years later, “the word of the Lord came to John in the desert” (Luke 3).  
 
And still later in the New Testament, Peter and Paul and Philip receive the Lord’s message in 
their solitude (Acts 10; 1 Corinthians 12; Acts 8). 
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Silence and SolitudeSilence and SolitudeSilence and SolitudeSilence and Solitude    
    

 

FRUIT OF SOLITUDE 
 
What of the impact of solitude on the self? Some people might be tempted to sum it up in one 
word “selfish”. But anyone who has spent considerable time in the real life of solitude knows 
otherwise. If what one seeks is self-satisfaction the last place to go is the hermitage, and that 
must surely be proportionately true of those who seek temporary and periodic solitude out of a 
deep human need. 
 
As was true when we spoke of silence, the question is this “Which self?” Do I mean the self that 
is created by societal expectations, worldly ambitions, the clichés and fashions of my culture, 
the “in thing” and the masks I put on to be accepted and, as we say, “with it”? 
 
Is that really who I am – the superficial self, the self formed mindlessly by current and 
therefore very transient compulsions to be relevant, important? There is no place for those 
selves in the hermitage; there is nothing to nourish them and I find them antithetical to my 
very being. They get stripped away when solitude does its work, when they are not constantly 
fed and manipulated by shallow social contacts. 
 
In the process of letting solitude do that work I come, as I did with silence, to an identity not 
mindlessly projected on me and mindlessly accepted, but a deeper, inward self where I follow 
no crowd but start to become an authentic centre of being, a living out of the mystery of 
human personhood. And I find out in the process, if I haven’t learned it before, that I am not 
self-sufficient; that refusing to let the ephemeral and compulsive dictates run my life, I have not 
the power to run my own life. I find myself empty, needy, full of desire for the good and holy, 
and incapable of coming to it on my own. Then, with God’s grace, I come to the indwelling God 
with all my emptiness, my desire, my need, my dependence. Thus I begin to be in communion 
with my true self and make the beginnings of living a really human, inner-directed Christian life. 
 
This way is a desert – anyone who has lived in it can tell you it is so. 
 
 
SOLITUDE AND SERVICE 
 
Every Christian solitary, whether living in a hermitage for a long time or going to a quiet place 
now and again for some desert time, has to discern, with prayer, in grace, and often with the 
help of another, the right balance between solitude and service. 
 
Often Jesus simply left the crowds; at other times he left his solitude precisely because of the 
needs of others.  It is apparently an ongoing tension, never finally resolved in this life. But one 
thing can be said for certain. Persons seeking to be truly solitary are profoundly sensitive to 
others’ needs – this out of their own scarred heart, and out of constantly renewed awareness of 
God’s compassion in Jesus.  
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Just how open the true solitary is to others is illumined by a story from the fourth and fifth 
century Desert Fathers and Mothers, among the most rigorous solitaries in Christian history. 
One tells of a brother who came to a certain solitary to ask his help. When he was leaving he 
asked forgiveness for making the old man break his rule of solitude and silence. And the old 
man answered, “My rule is to receive thee with hospitality and send thee away in peace.” 
 
 
 
CHOOSE SOLITUDE 

 
 “Solitude can be an emotional lifesaver. I know that is the case for me and, given a choice 
between an eternity in which no solitude was possible and an eternity in which solitude only 
was available, I would be very hard put not to choose solitude: the chance to get back into 
myself to renew myself; the chance to check out what I am feeling and thinking; the chance to 
drift and dream and think at my own pace; the chance to cease to be attentive to the needs, 
demands and simply the presence of other people. It is in times of solitude that I feel restored 
to myself. I really could not do without it.” 
 
Stephanie Dowrick, Intimacy and Solitude, William Heinemann Australia, 1971. 

 
 
 
 

 



 34 

Solitude, Silence and Enclosure 
 

 

History of the Passionists,  Volume 1 by Fabiano Giorgini C.P.  

 
 
The material aspect of solitude demanded that houses be built “away from the noise of the 
world” and at a distance “of two or three miles” from the towns.  All foundations made by St. 
Paul of the Cross were at that distance or greater, the only exception being the Roman 
foundation. This, however, though within the walls of the old city, enjoyed at that time 
sufficient solitude because the city dwellings began in Piazza Venezia, and the Celian Hill was a 
rural area with very few houses. Paul admitted a certain flexibility in this matter, as we gather 
from the instructions he gave a religious sent to verify the possibility of a Neapolitan 
foundation. If the desirable solitary site could not be found, another within the city limits could 
be accepted “provided it be in a place well apart from the turmoil of the city”. The reason for 
this flexibility was his expectation that the Lord would be greatly glorified by the establishment 
of the Congregation for the neighbours’ spiritual benefit. 
 
Solitude for St. Paul of the Cross meant not only founding the house in an uninhabited place 
but also having a convenient amount of land reserved for the religious with the purpose of 
protecting the atmosphere of silence and the liberty of movement in solitary or common walks 
without being subjected to the disturbance of the curious. At the same time the land served the 
purpose of providing the community with a vegetable garden, orchard and firewood. The basic 
motive was the liberty of the religious. Hence he opposed family dwellings close to the retreat, 
especially if from them the interior of the garden and the rooms could be seen. 
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Silence and SolitudeSilence and SolitudeSilence and SolitudeSilence and Solitude    
    

 
 

THE HURRY SICKNESS OF OUR TIMES 
 
One of the most important of the healing qualities of solitude is the opportunity to slow down, 
to step away, if only momentarily, from what author James Gleick calls the “hurry sickness” of 
our times. (James Cleick, Faster: The Acceleration of Just About Everything (New York: 
Pantheon, 1999, p. 277) 
 
 
 
 

I HAVE NO TIME 

 
Shortly before I left for Maine, I had read a passage in a recently published book that cut 
uncomfortably close to the circumstances of my own life as a priest. It was an account of a 
conversation over dinner between two busy professional friends, one a well known doctor who 
had introduced revolutionary patient-care procedures at his prestigious medical centre. 
 

When I remarked about the success of his work and asked about its future, his dark eyes 
suddenly well up with tears! Is he becoming emotional because of the deep feeling he 
has for his work or his patients? Not exactly. He puts down his cup and in an unsteady 
voice that is part desperation and part anger says, “I have no time.” I nod 
sympathetically. But he goes on: “You don’t understand. I have no time! I am 
pathologically busy. It’s beyond anything I have ever imagined. I can’t give anything the 
attention it needs. I can’t do anything well. I wake up in the middle of the night on the 
verge of a breakdown. And more and more people depend on me. More and more 
things, good things, important things, keep coming to me. And any one of them is worth 
the whole of my attention and needs my time. But then, twenty of them? A hundred of 
them? And it is the same with my staff. They are all being driven past their limits ….” My 
friend keeps talking and talking. I cannot find a moment to break in to say, “Yes, I 
understand. It’s the same with me.”  
(Jacob Needleman, Time and the Soul, New York, Doubleday, 1998, p. 60) 

 
In this conversation I recognized not only my life, but also the lives of many of my friends and 
parishioners. I realized that time was an element that had been missing from my life. But it was 
not only time. It was time alone. It was solitude. And in the same moment I realised that times 
I had spent alone over the years had been some of the best of my life. 
 
 
(Solitude: A Neglected Path to God, Christopher C. Moore, Cowley Publications, Massachusetts, USA, 2001, p. 203). 
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Solitude 
 

1. Have you had an experience of solitude that changed your life? What were the 
circumstances? How did it change you? 

 
2. Are you aware of a desire to experience more solitude in your own life, or are the ways 

you currently experience solitude sufficient to address your need? How does a need for 
solitude manifest itself in your life? 

 
3. In what ways do you find that our culture discourages individuals from being alone? How 

do you see a hunger for solitude reflected in the larger society and in the lives of people 
you know? 

 
4. Some of the gifts of solitude include greater attentiveness to one’s surroundings, insight, 

clarity, and an awareness of the presence of God. How do you experience any of these 
gifts during periods of solitude? What other gifts have you experienced? How have you 
integrated them into your life? 

 
5. How do you describe your own attitude toward solitude? Do you tend to resist it or to 

welcome opportunities for it? What circumstances in your own past have contributed to 
this attitude? 

 
6. Often people distinguish between solitude and loneliness. Think back to times in your 

own life. How would you describe the different between solitude and loneliness? Does 
the fear of loneliness discourage you from seeking solitude? 

 
7. Sometimes solitude can be the best means for working through personal crisis. Recollect 

such a time of crisis in your life. What part, if any, did solitude play? 
 

8. Has it been your experience that opportunities for solitude, and the need for it, change 
throughout life? Which periods of life have given you the most solitude? The least? Are 
you experiencing the right balance between solitude and involvement in your present 
stage in life? 

 
9. Do you think that men and women tend to seek solitude in different ways? How does 

this relate to your own experience? Describe some practical strategies you have worked 
out with a loved one to accommodate your differing needs for solitude? 

 
10. Have you ever experienced God’s presence in solitude? What were the circumstances? 

How were you subsequently able to integrate the fruits of this experience into your life 
and faith? 

 
11. Do you see solitude as an escape from the problems of the world or an opportunity to 

wrestle with them? Recollect a time when you struggled with a personal crisis in solitude. 
What were the qualities of solitude that enabled you to resolve your problems? 

 
12. Do you have a special place where you go periodically to renew yourself? Where is it? 

Are there common elements in the special places you have had throughout life? 
 



 37 

 
 

 
Solitude restores body and mind. 

Loneliness depletes them. 
 
 

 
 

The lack of taste for solitude and silence is one of the most common illnesses of the modern 
person. Many are even scared of remaining in stillness, being alone or having free time: they 
feel more comfortable being constantly occupied; they need words, impressions; they always 
hasten in order to have the illusion of an abundant and saturated life. But life in God begins 
when words and thoughts fall silent, when worldly cares are forgotten, and when a place within 
the human soul is freed to be filled by Him. 
 
Archbishop Hilarion Alfeyev of Volokolamsk 
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A City Not Forsaken 
 
Jerusalem Community Rule of Life 
 
The Fraternities of Jerusalem were founded in Paris in the late 1970’s as two closely associated 
communities of monks and nuns. The roots of the community are in the desert tradition and the desert 
experience of the founder but the life is lived in the city and for the city. 
 
Since their foundation the Jerusalem Fraternities have broadened to solitaries, family group members 
and lay fraternities: all are members of the same religious ‘family’ and all live in the spirit of the same 
Rule of Life. 

 
SILENCE 

 
30 
Enter into the mystery of silence. 
 
You goal in life is not to hold your tongue but to love your brothers, to know yourself and to 
receive your God. You need to learn how to listen, how to retreat into your depths, how to rise 
above yourself. 
 
Silence leads you to all this, so seek it lovingly and vigilantly. 
 
But be aware of false silence; yours should be neither taciturnity not glumness, nor should it be 
systematic or inflexible, or torpid. 
 
Authentic silence is a gateway to peace, adoration and love. 
 
Live your silence, don’t merely endure it. You will love it only if you learn its value and cost. 
Theory will not be much help here. But, once experienced, you will be unable to do without it. 
Two motives can lead you to choose silence practised in seclusion for God’s sake. Either you 
have already reached such a level of purity and knowledge that you experience God, or else 
you heard someone speak of it as a good thing and relying on this you set out to acquire it. 
 
So pray for the grace of true silence; Mary has the secret. She treasured all her memories 
faithfully and pondered them in her heart. 
 
If you love truth be a lover of silence. Like the sun it will enlighten you in God. It will liberate 
you from false knowledge and open this very silence of God to you. 
 
31 
God is silence. His all powerful Word came to us from his tranquil silence. And it was in the 
murmur of a gentle breeze that he revealed himself to the prophet. Your silence will lead you to 
listen to the supreme Word and in the centre of your heart you will hear a voice murmuring: 
Come to the Father. Through him you will enter into the mystery of God and your heart will be 
opened to the joy of his presence and the grace of adoration. 
 
Material silence will introduce you to spiritual silence and spiritual silence will lead you to life 
with God. But if you cease to live in silence, communication with God will become impossible. 
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Silence takes you to God and God leads you into his silence. He who does the will of God will 
never cease to hear his inner voice. 
 
 
32 
Among your brothers, with them and for them, live your silence. 
 
Silence of the lips: by avoiding much talk you will escape superficiality, backbiting, frivolity and 
by this same token, sin. The man who holds his words keeps his life, and the over-talkative 
man is lost. For abundance of words is not without fault. Beg God to put a muzzle on your 
mouth and to watch over the door of your lips. When faced with murmuring, gossip or banter, 
turn to prayer. 
 
Go your way without letting your tongue stray and muzzle your mouth when wicked men talk in 
your presence. 
 
Silence of the heart: when false judgments, jealousy, unruly affections, nostalgia or memories 
burden or assault you. Humble yourself silently before God and he will raise you up. 
 
Resist the devil in this way and he will flee far from you; draw near to God and he will draw 
near to you. Learn this, brother, every thought not full of calm and humility is not according to 
God but is a so called good inspiration coming from evil spirits. For our Lord comes with calm, 
but everything that is of the enemy is accomplished in turmoil and agitation. 
 
33 
Silence of your whole being: avoiding noise around you and keeping inward calm. You know 
that good makes no noise and noise does no good. In the common life calm is necessary for 
the brothers who are praying, reading and writing, or at night, resting. For love, then watch 
your step, your work, your greetings and your speech. Silence too is charity. 
 
On a deeper level silence should teach you how to love. It is the road to brotherly communion 
as well as its fruit. By it you will learn how to agree with your brothers and find a satisfactory 
balance between a life henceforth hidden with Christ in God, yet shared as the first way of 
expressing your mutual love. 
 
36 
Silence will teach you to build the inner man who must each day be renewed in the image of 
his Creator. 
 
When you are troubled, tempted or tired, silence will set things right. It will teach you self 
control, restraint, self mastery, for scripture says if you do not sin by the tongue you are the 
perfect man and able to control your whole body. 
 
Silence will help you to loose bad habits, cleansing you from inward chatter and helping you to 
find right attitudes and sincere words. 
 
37 
In the crucible of silence you will learn holiness, since silence is the door to humility, 
contemplation and mercy. By leading you to self forgetfulness, silence will allow you to discover 
God and in the heart of God you will rediscover the world by God’s light. 
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So live outward silence and enjoy it inwardly and you will taste the perfect delight of those who 
keep his commandments in their hearts and dwell silently in his love. 
 
With your community settle times and places where you will be required to keep silence or 
allowed to exchange a few words, to relax or be quiet, and respect these times and places.  
 
 

 
 
 

 



 41 

Enter into Silence 
 

Discover Moments of Intimacy 
 
 
Each day I look forward to quiet time with God. Even when I’m on the road I take a small 
candle and icon with me so that when I wake in my hotel room, I’m not alone or scattered. 
Instead, with a little icon and burning candle, I can sit quietly with the Lord so my night’s 
thoughts and desires and worries in the morning can arise, unfold, and dissipate with the flame 
to God. 
 
In this way I am centred before going out. Remembering what is really important in life is 
helpful as I prepare to face others. I am not tossed around by feelings, reactions, rejections or 
apprehensions that have nothing to do with what life is truly about. 
 
Silence never comes instantly. We are trained to be distracted (even when we are asleep, we 
are often filled with thinking, telephoning, entertaining and accomplishing. When we stop, the 
roar takes some time to quieten down. Sometimes the noises settle into one theme (e.g. a 
confrontation which may be coming up later in the day) that we need to hand over to God. 
Other times, the noise lessens and we are allowed to just sit warmed by the light of God. These 
are moments of divine intimacy. It is at these moments that we cease listening for the words of 
God and allow the silence to somehow teach, comfort and console us. The silence itself 
becomes the voice of God in some strange way. 
 
Most of us yearn for this silence especially in the morning and evening. But we have a 
storehouse of excuses as to why it is not practical: 
“My house is too noisy to find quiet.” 
“There is no place where I can sit for a few minutes in silence.” 
“My prayer never seems to be like that of the people who write about prayer.” 
“When I sit and pray, I just worry.” 
“I get good ideas which I get up to write down before I forget them.” 
“I wouldn’t even know where to begin.” 
“I’ve never prayed very well except for times when things are bad.” 
“I just fall asleep when I sit quietly in the morning or evening.” 
 
The excuses are understandable, endless and are still, well, excuses. If we want to enter into a 
refreshing quiet place within ourselves we will need to have patience and exert some effort. As 
a matter of fact, such a place is already there within us. We were born with a natural childlike 
wonder and joy within. With some quiet and perseverance, and a few simple steps, we will see 
it again in ourselves. 
 
Here are a few simple actions that can be part of your “little rule” 
 
 

• Find a quiet place in the morning and/or evening where you can retreat for a little silence 
and solitude. When a quiet place is almost impossible to find in a busy household or 
small apartment, I have gotten up earlier or stayed up later than everyone else. I’ve 
stayed in bed awake, used the bathroom, or sat in a corner with a book as if I were 
reading. But having a corner or room where you can go and close the door is ideal. A 
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familiar place without so many immediate distractions helps one settle down for silent 
prayer. I find that lighting a candle before a little icon or inspiring picture also signals to 
me that I am being more intentional about God’s presence in my life. It further dampens 
the distracting noise in my mind and reminds me that life is short and today is my 
eternity, so I’d better pay attention to the now. Someone once said to me “life is 
something that happens while we are busy doing something else.” So, this lighting of the 
candle is a gentle nudge to wake up to precious time I have been given. 

 
• Sometimes it helps to soften the soul by reading a little bit of scripture or a few pages of 

spiritual reading. These words are not meant for analysis, but simply as a companion to 
sit with you. 

 
• If you find yourself worrying and feeling worse in silence, then stop and turn to a line of 

scripture or a favourite inspirational book. There are so many to choose from. Christians 
can take a word from Thomas Merton, Hindu’s can choose a line from Paramahansa 
Yogananda’s book In the Sanctuary of the Soul, Jews can reflect on a line or two from 
Abraham Heschel, and Buddhists can reflection the written advice of the Dalai Lama. And 
of course each tradition has its own sacred scriptures. Whatever line you choose, it 
should remind you of God’s love and the peace that is possible when one is not 
mesmerised with personal faults or the sins of others. 

 
• When it seems that there is nothing happening in prayer, patience is important. If you 

feel extremely distracted, repeating a certain word (love, Lord, gentleness) can help to 
settle your soul. If you feel like a perennial beginner, remember the words of Thomas 
Merton: “In prayer we are always in over our heads.” 

 
• If prayer is seen as just another thing to do, another duty, another time to please 

someone else, it is important to reframe it. Silence and solitude is a time and place to 
relax and to be loved. Even if one doesn’t feel this love, the idea of love should be held 
in mind until it falls into the heart. 

 
This simple advice is meant as an encouragement to spend time in silence and solitude as a 
way of feeling at ease, loved and free. They can encourage us to welcome solitude where we 
can be alone with God instead of being caught in a life of grasping, attachment and painful 
destructive desire. 
 
FOR REFLECTION 

 
“When you are faithful in [silent meditation] … you will slowly experience yourself in a deeper 
way. Because in this useless hour in which you do nothing “important” or “urgent” you have 
come to terms with your basic powerlessness, you have to feel your fundamental inability to 
solve your or other people’s problems or to change the world. When you do not avoid that 
experience but live through it, you will find out that your many projects, plans and obligations 
becomes less urgent, crucial, and important and lose their power over you. They will leave you 
free during your time with God and take their appropriate place in your life. “ 
 
- Abbot John Euches Bamberger speaking to Henri Nouwen 
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An experience of Silence 
 
 
WAKEN IN THE DARK AND SETTLE YOURSELF OUTSIDE OR NEAR A WINDOW 
 
It’s counter intuitive in this culture to wake while it’s still dark. We’re rarely aware anymore of 
the natural rhythm of an agricultural life. When you first begin this practice, it may seem 
difficult to pull yourself out of your warm sleeping place when light hasn’t yet even brushed the 
sky. Be patient with yourself as your body begins to readjust to the pattern of getting up in the 
dark. Only a few experiences of being engulfed in the vast black silence will be needed to 
create a desire within you to arise even when it feels like the middle of the night. 
 
TAKE A FEW MINUTES TO BE AWARE OF THE DARKNESS AROUND YOU 

 
There was a time when I found the dark oppressive. So much in our world and in your religious 
tradition leads us to see darkness as evil and light as goodness. We’re accustomed to turning 
on the lights in a darkened room rather than sitting quietly in the blackness. We’re more likely 
to take a walk in the briskness of a bright sunny morning than at night time under the moonless 
sky. Because we avoid darkness, it’s good to begin this practice by noting how the darkness 
feels and what emotions rise in you as you feel yourself held in it.  Pay attention to the feeling 
of not being able to detect shapes, of needing to grope your way through the room, of the 
desire to flick on a light switch, of the length of time needed for your eyes to begin to adjust to 
the darkness. Note also any emotional feelings that surface in you. Are you afraid, uneasy, 
puzzled by what you can’t see? Do you feel any safety and security in the darkness because 
you’re anonymous there? 
 
BE AWARE OF GOD’S PRESENCE IN YOU 
 
It’s not always easy to detect the presence of God within us. We’re not sure what to look for, 
and we feel presumptuous or foolhardy to think we know what that presence is like. We may 
not think ourselves worthy of God to reside in us. We may be afraid to turn that awareness to 
that presence lest we find we were mistaken and it’s not there after all. We may be hesitant to 
acknowledge that presence we’re unwilling to face the demands that we assume will be placed 
upon us. To get a sense of this presence, close your eyes and feel the breath moving in and out 
of your nostrils. Place your hand over your heart and feel the beat of life within you. Let the 
breath and beat come together in a balanced rhythm and feel the spirit of God flowing quietly 
but certainly through you. 
 
AS THE DAWN BEGINS TO BE BORN, IMAGINE A CURTAIN OF DARKNESS BEING 

RAISED FROM YOU SOUL 
 
Just as nature provides a steady and dependable rhythm to the day, you can know a similar 
rhythm is being lived out in your soul. As the sun slowly rises, the thick heavy drape of 
darkness is lifted and the light emerges, as if for the first time, nascent and fresh, no darkness 
to the transition, no favouring of one over the other, no sense of competition. It’s a silent and 
balanced movement. As you watch that balanced movement, visualize that same drape of 
darkness being lifted from your soul and feel yourself being clothed in light. How gentle is the 
shift? Do you feel yourself wanting to hurry the process? Is there any sense of uneasiness 
within you? Do you feel your soul becoming more buoyant, more lithe? Is there a willingness to 
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“wake up” to the presence of God in your soul, as if for the first time? Sit in silence until the 
light has fully come into the sky, being aware of the subtle alterations that the same change 
brings in your own body. 
 
SAY A PRAYER OF GREETING TO THE DAY AND TO GOD 

 
Every new day is a gift, and ever new day ought to be honoured with a greeting of welcome 
and thanksgiving. It’s much too easy to take each new day for granted and move immediately 
to the tasks and responsibilities that await you, barely taking notice that the birth has occurred, 
and a miracle has been unveiled, a sure and certain rhythm has give you a place of grounding 
once again. Greet the new born day as you would a new born infant – with joy, with delight, 
with muted awe. Just as each new day brings with it the possibility of another chance at life, so 
each new day brings with it the chance for you to be renewed. 
 
As you sit still in the new day’s light, take a few moments to let your heart speak its contents to 
the Holy One who has given the light, the renewal, the rhythm. Let the exchange between 
heaven and earth occur within your own soul as you offer to God a prayer of thanks for the 
wonder of another day of life. 
 
TAKE FIVE MINUTES TO WRITE YOUR FEELINGS IN A JOURNAL 

 
Journaling can feel like an onerous task after you’ve been engaged in mindful attention and 
reflection. You might even resist trying to capture on paper what’s been so wordlessly 
experienced within. But the very action of scratching onto paper the feelings and impressions 
floating through your inner self helps to deepen and etch the experience on your soul. It has 
another purpose as well. It’s a way of making the transition from meditation to lived life, of 
grounding and readying yourself for the day’s activities. You don’t need to write much. You 
don’t need to write well. You don’t need to capture every thought, every feeling. You simply 
need to take pen in hand and bring yourself into the present moment and record in short 
phrases what’s occurred in you during the moments you’ve spent watching the earth change 
from night to day. The very action of writing is a way to give reverence to the beauty of your 
soul and the wonder of life. 
 
 
Fertile Soil in a Barren Land  - A Desert Odyssey For the Soul, Renee Miller, Morehouse Publications, 2005, p. 4-7 
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An experience of Solitude 
 
 
COMMIT TO A TIME 
 
It seems odd to think that solitude should be scheduled, but because of the complexity of our 
lives and our almost natural inclination to avoid solitude, the first place to begin practicing 
solitude is to open the calendar and set aside a time to get out of the whirlwind of daily life into 
the world of solitude.  You will probably notice that many excuses rise to the surface. The items 
on the calendar and the preparations needed to complete those items will eclipse the desire to 
commit to rearranging the schedule to accommodate the solitude that quietly beckons. The 
production of results is so highly prized in our culture that the notion of secluding ourselves 
away in a cocoon of nonproductivity seems a dreamy shadowland of possibility for others, but 
hardly practical for ourselves. When the excuses loom, try to listen to the whisper of the Spirit 
within you calling you to “come away and rest awhile”. Take a pen in hand, clear a few days, a 
day, a week or a month and scratch time for solitude in the calendar. Then observe the release, 
the relief, the refreshment that seems to waft over your soul once you lay the pen and calendar 
down. 
 
PLAN THE PLACE 

 
While desert solitude in a geographical desert may be ideal, it may not be realistic. Desert 
solitude is actually more expansive than a simple topography. As Franz Wafka wrote, “You do 
not need to leave your room.” Or, as the early Desert Fathers relentlessly reminded his 
disciples, “Sit in your cell and your cell will teach you everything.” The place you choose as your 
womb of seclusion can be as near to you as your own bedroom or as distant as the Himalayas. 
The actual physical space is not important because the space is just the container within which 
you will be invited to descend into the protective and instructive embrace of the holy solitude 
for which you are longing. If, however, you are uncertain about the feasibility of staying in your 
own home, look in the phone book for a nearby convent or monastery. A small room in a place 
where holiness has been practiced for years and years will make it easier for you to hear the 
call of the Holy One who will be waiting for you there. 
 
 
PACK LIGHTLY 
 
It will be incredibly seductive to pack your bags with all sorts of things that will fill your solitude. 
This is merely a feeble attempt by your mind to quiet the rising terror that you’ll be bored, 
lonely, and unable to cope with the raggedness of being cut off from what is known, what is 
familiar, what characteristically fills your days and nights. You may feel that you want solitude, 
but you will feel yourself wanting to have possible diversions just in case the solitude is more 
demanding than you can bear. Resist the temptation to take things to occupy yourself. Instead, 
prepare for your isolated journey choosing your favourite Bible – the one that feels and smells 
and reads like God to you. Carefully place it in your bag with your meager provision of clothing. 
Then go and purchase a journal that feels like it’s ready to hold your thoughts and 
conversations with God. Put it in the suitcase with your Bible. Choose a pen or pencil that you’ll 
want to write with in the time of your solitariness. Resist the urge to take more than one pen! 
Then, close your suitcase.  Nothing but your Bible, journal and pen, clothes and toiletries need 
accompany you into the place that your soul is headed. All else that you need there will be 
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given to you by God. In the deep, deep space of aloneness, you’ll speak to heaven and heaven 
will speak to you. The Bible will be the words through which you will speak to God and the 
journal will be the place of record – the record of God’s work spoken to you. It will become a 
kind of personal scripture that contains the questions, fears, boredom, and loneliness of your 
own soul, and the revelations and resolutions that come quietly to you in the silence. The Bible 
and your journal will become your companions and through them your desert solitude will 
become the canvas on which you converse with the One who loved you into being. As you near 
the time of your departing, commit yourself to God and even in the moment of your desire to 
forgo the journey and stay at home, remember that even before your journey was planned, 
God had already prepared you for a great gift. It awaits you in the desert. 
 
 
Fertile Soil in a Barren Land  - A Desert Odyssey For the Soul, Renee Miller, Morehouse Publications, 2005, p. 14-
16 

 
 



 47 

Bibliography 
 

• FERTILE SOIL IN A BARREN LAND 
Renne Miller, Mosehouse Publications, London, 2005 

 
• A CITY NOT FORSAKEN  

Jersualem Community Rule of Life, DLT, London, 1985 
 
• SOLITUDE - A Neglected Path to God 

Christopher C. Moore, Cowley Publications, Boston, USA, 2001 
 

• THE LANGUAGE OF SILENCE 
Peter-Damian Belisle, Traditions in Christian Spirituality Series, DLT, London 2003 

 
• SILENCE, SOLITUDE, SIMPLICITY A Hermit’s Love Affair with a Noisy, Crowded and 

Complicated World 
Sister Jeremy Hall, OSB, Liturgical Press, Collegeville, 2007 

 
• AN AUTHENTIC LIFE  Finding Meaning and Spirituality in Everyday Life 

Caroline Jones, ABC Books, 2001 
 

• THE ROAD TO EMMAUS, Pilgrimage as a Way of Life 
Jim Forest, Arbis Books, Maryknoll, 2007 

 
• HISTORY OF THE PASSIONISTS 

Fabiano Giorgini, C.P., Studies in Passionist History and Spirituality, ECO, 1987. 
 

• THE MUSIC OF SILENCE 
David Steindl-Rast, OSB Harper, San Francisco, 1995 

 
• EVERYDAY SIMPLICITY  A Practical Guide to Spiritual Growth 

Robert J. Wicks, Sorin Books, Notre Dame, Indiana, 2000 
 

• REFLECTIONS OF SOME TRADITIONAL CHARACTERISTICS OF PASSIONIST 
CHRISTIAN SPIRITUALITY – PART III  Solitude: Solitude in the Christian mystery 
and in St. Paul of the Cross 
Silvan Rouse, C.P., Studies in Passionist History and Spirituality, Rome 1982. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 48 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

The Psalms 
 

 
 



 49 

What are the Psalms?What are the Psalms?What are the Psalms?What are the Psalms? 

 

The book of Psalms is a collection of prayers and songs used in worship and meditation by the 
Israelites, written probably between 1000 and 300 BCE. They aren’t dry history or pedantic 
teaching. They seem to breathe with life, helping us to connect to the living God who was and 
is and is to come. 
 
In a review of a new translation of the Psalms, which critic James Wood calls “the noisiest book 
in the Hebrew bible”, Woods writes, “The Book of Psalms is the great oasis in which a desert 
people gathers to pour out its complaints, fears, hopes; the Psalms are prayers, songs, 
incantations, and perhaps even soliloquies. In them, the supplicants invoke God as their light, 
their water, the warrior, their scourge, their buckler, their rod, and their staff.” Psalms reveal 
“again and again, the gap between our language and the indescribable God, between our 
certainty that God is with us and our anxiety that he has abandoned us, between his cosmic 
proportions and our comic littleness.”  
 
I’ve found the psalms to be an almost visceral, flesh and blood expression of authentic emotion 
and deep faith. As Debbie Blue puts it, “The psalmist has a body, and it figures prominently in 
his poetry. His kidneys lash him, his heart rejoices, his pulse (or liver) beats with joy. His body 
is not gross matter imprisoning him; it pulsates, breathes, dwells securely and participates fully 
in the overflowing joy and delight he feels in God’s right hand forever. Heart-pulse-body-flesh-
joy-delight. It’s sweat and skin and secretions more than white gloves, church pews and Easter 
bonnets.” 
 
Fred R. Anderson, Pastor of Madison Avenue Presbyterian Church in New York City, 
paraphrased in an interview with me something his professor of Old Testament Theology at 
Princeton Seminary, Bernard W. Anderson, said while teaching a course on the Psalms, “There’s 
going to come a time when you find yourself dry and that’s the time you need to go to the well 
of the Psalms, which have nurtured the faithful for eons. When you find yourself in that place, 
go to the Psalter and start praying it; not reading it, praying it … This book is going to be your 
source of sustenance.” 
 
I’ve found that to be true in my life. If you haven’t, you will. 
 
For this reason and many more, the book of Psalms has provided countless people of faith of all 
ages with unique spiritual resources for worship, praise, and growth. The psalms are living and 
breathing, and they open the door for us to live and breathe as authentic people of God – 
people who are honest with ourselves, with God, and with others, about our problems, our 
feelings, our needs and our dreams. Psalms invite the sort of openness and honesty we need to 
be God’s people in the world at this time. 
 
 
(Connected: You and God and the Psalms, by Peter Wallace, Morehouse Publishing, New York, 2009, p. 4-5.) 
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The Psalms The Psalms The Psalms The Psalms ––––Thomas MertonThomas MertonThomas MertonThomas Merton 
 

“Why has the Church always considered the Psalms her most perfect prayer? Why do the 
Psalms go to make up the greater part of the Office recited by her priests and religious? Why, 
too, should the Christian layman turn to the Psalms and use them in his own prayer to God? 
 
Does the Church love the Psalms merely because they are ancient, venerable religious poems? 
Merely out of a conservative refusal to change? Or does she use them because she has been 
commanded to do so by God? Does she sing them merely because they are the revealed word 
of God? 
 
The Church indeed likes what is old, not because it is old but rather because it is “young”. In 
the Psalms, we drink divine praise as its pure and stainless source, in all its primitive sincerity 
and perfection. We return to the youthful strength and directness with which the ancient 
psalmists voiced their adoration of the God of Israel. Their adoration was intensified by the 
ineffable accents of a new discovery: the Psalms are the song of men who knew who God was. 
If we are to pray well, we too must discover the Lord to whom we speak, and if we use the 
Psalms in our prayer we will stand a better chance of sharing in the discovery which lies hidden 
in their words for all generations. For God has willed to make Himself know to us in the mystery 
of the Psalms. 
 
The Psalms are not only the revealed word of God, not only the words which God Himself has 
indicated to be those which he likes to hear from us. The Church does not love the Psalter 
merely because it is imposed on her without doubt, by the divine command. The Psalter is too 
close to the sources of her life. The Psalms are not only the songs of the prophets inspired by 
God, they are the songs of the whole Church, the very expression of her deepest inner life. The 
words and thoughts of the Psalms spring not only from the unsearchable depths of God, but 
also from the inmost heart of the Church, and there are no songs better to express her soul, 
her desires, her longing, her sorrows and her joys. 
 
The reason why the Church loves the Psalms, then, is not merely that they have been sent to 
her by God from His far-distant heaven, but because God has given Himself to her in them, as 
though in a sacrament. The Church loves to sing over and over again the songs of the old 
psalmists because in them she is singing of her knowledge of God, of her union with him. 
 
But God has given Himself to us in Christ. The Psalms are full of the Incarnate Word. Not only is 
David a ‘type’ of Christ, but the whole Psalter has always been regarded by the Church, in her 
liturgy, as though it were a summary and compendium of all that God has revealed. In other 
words the Psalms contain in themselves all the Old and New Testaments, the whole Mystery of 
Christ. In singing the psalms each day, the Church is therefore singing the wedding hymn of 
her union with God in Christ. To put it very plainly: the Church loves the Psalms because in 
them she sings of her experience of God, of her union with the Incarnate Word, of her 
contemplation of God in the Mystery of Christ. 
 
She recommends the Psalms to her priests, her monks, her nuns, and her lay people, in order 
that they may have “the mind of Christ”, in order that they may develop an interior life which is 
really the life of the Mother, the Church. It is by singing the psalms, by meditating on them, 
loving them, using them in all the incidents of our spiritual life, that we enable ourselves to 
enter more deeply into that active participation in the liturgy which is to keep to the deepest 
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and truest interior life. If we really come to know and love the Psalms, we will enter into the 
Church’s own experience of divine things. We will begin to know God as we ought. And that is 
why the Church believes the Psalms are the best possible way of praising God.” 
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The Book of Psalms 
 

 

PSALM 1 -   True Happiness in God’s Law 
PSALM 2 -   A Psalm for a Royal Coronation 
PSALM 3 -   Threatened but Trusting 
PSALM 4 -   Trust in God 
PSALM 5 -   Prayer for Divine Help 
PSALM 6 -   Prayer in Distress 
PSALM 7 -   God the Vindicator 
PSALM 8 -   Divine Majesty and Human Dignity 
PSALM 9 -   Thanksgiving for Victory ad Prayer for Justice (A) 
PSALM 10 - Thanksgiving for Victory and Prayer for Justice (B) 
 
PSALM 11 - Confidence in the Presence of God 
PSALM 12 - Prayer against Evil Tongues 
PSALM 13 - Prayer in Time of Illness 
PSALM 14 - A Lament over Widespread Corruption 
PSALM 15 - The Righteous Israelite 
PSALM 16 - God the Supreme Good 
PSALM 17 - Prayer for Rescue from Persecutors 
PSALM 18 - A King’s Thanksgiving for Victory 
PSALM 19 - God’s Glory in the Heavens and in the Law 
PSALM 20 - Prayer for the King in time of War 
 
PSALM 21 - Thanksgiving and Assurances for the King 
PSALM 22 - The Prayer of an Innocent Person 
PSALM 23 - The Lord, Shepherd and Host 
PSALM 24 - The Glory of God in Procession to Zion 
PSALM 25 - Confident Prayer for Forgiveness and Guidance 
PSALM 26 - Prayer of Innocence 
PSALM 27 - Trust in God 
PSALM 28 - Petition and Thanksgiving 
PSALM 29 - The Lord of Majesty Acclaimed as King of the World 
PSALM 30 - Thanksgiving for Deliverance 
 
PSALM 31 - Prayer in Distress and Thanksgiving for Escape 
PSALM 32 - Remission of Sin 
PSALM 33 - Praise of God’s Power and Providence 
PSALM 34 - Thanksgiving to God Who Delivers the Just 
PSALM 35 - Prayer for Help against Unjust Enemies 
PSALM 36 - Human Wickedness and Divine Providence 
PSALM 37 - The Fate of Sinners and the Reward of the Just 
PSALM 38 - Prayer of an Afflicted Sinner 
PSALM 39 - The Vanity of Life 
PSALM 40 - Gratitude and Prayer for Help 
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PSALM 41 - Thanksgiving after Sickness 
PSALM 42 - Longing for God’s Presence in the Temple (A) 
PSALM 43 - Longing for God’s Presence in the Temple (B) 
PSALM 44 - God’s Past Favor and Israel’s Present Need 
PSALM 45 - Song for a Royal Wedding 
PSALM 46 - God, the Protector of Zion 
PSALM 47 - The Ruler of All the Nations 
PSALM 48 - The Splendor of the Invincible City 
PSALM 49 - Confidence in God rather than in Riches 
PSALM 50 - The Acceptable Sacrifice 
 
PSALM 51 - The Miserere: Prayer of Repentance 
PSALM 52 - The Deceitful Tongue 
PSALM 53 - A Lament over Widespread Corruption 
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Psalm 8 
O Lord, our Sovereign,  
how majestic is your name in all the earth! 
 
You have set your glory above the heavens.  
Out of the mouths of babes and infants  
you have founded a bulwark because of your foes,  
to silence the enemy and the avenger.  
 
When I look at your heavens,  
the work of your fingers,  
the moon and the stars that you have established;  
what are human beings that you are mindful of them,  
mortals that you care for them?  
 
Yet you have made them a little lower than God,  
and crowned them with glory and honor.  
You have given them dominion over the works of your hands;  
you have put all things under their feet,  
all sheep and oxen,  
and also the beasts of the field,  
the birds of the air,  
and the fish of the sea,  
whatever passes along the paths of the seas.  
 
O Lord, our Sovereign,  
how majestic is your name in all the earth! 
 
REFLECTION 

 
It is easy to read this verse as a mere sentimental statement about how much God loves 
children. But here the psalmist is using an extreme paradox to illustrate God’s power and God’s 
ability to wield power everywhere. In Israel’s society, babes and infants were not only physically 
weak and helpless, their social standing was zero, since their future was not assured, given the 
high mortality rate. Yet God can even use them to build up a defense, and can vanquish 
enemies through them. How often do we think we are too insignificant or helpless to be a 
source for God’s power in the world? Not so! 
 
PRAYER 

 
Mighty God, 
we all are weak and lowly before you. 
Let me, your child, 
show forth your reign in the world. 
 
LIVING THE PRAYER 

 
Today I will be confident that God has chosen me to conquer whatever works against the divine 
will. 



 57 

Who are the “zero status” people in our world? 
The world at large? 
How is God’s power displayed through them? 
Through me? 
 
THE NEW TESTAMENT SINGS 
 
“If you humble yourself, as this child, then you shall be greatest in the kingdom of heaven.” 
(Matthew 18:4). 
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Psalm 16 

 
Protect me, O God, for in you I take refuge.  
I say to the Lord, “You are my Lord;  
I have no good apart from you.”  
 
As for the holy ones in the land,  
they are the noble,  
in whom is all my delight.  
 
Those who choose another god multiply their sorrows;  
their drink offerings of blood I will not pour out  
or take their names upon my lips.  
 
The Lord is my chosen portion and my cup;  
you hold my lot.  
The boundary lines have fallen for me in pleasant places;  
I have a goodly heritage.  
 
I bless the Lord who gives me counsel;  
in the night also my heart instructs me.  
I keep the Lord always before me;  
because he is at my right hand,  
I shall not be moved.  
 
Therefore my heart is glad, and my soul rejoices;  
my body also rests secure.  
For you do not give me up to Sheol,  
or let your faithful one see the Pit.  
You show me the path of life.  
In your presence there is fullness of joy;  
in your right hand are pleasures forevermore. 
 
REFLECTION 

 
If a passerby asked you, “What is a saint?” what would your answer be? For Israel, the saints 
(or holy ones, or the godly) weren’t only good people, or holy people, or people whom God 
loved – though they were all of those things -  they were living and tangible manifestations of 
the very presence of God, like the Torah or the temple. Paul and the early church called all the 
baptised “saints”. Who is a saint in your life, that godly person who reminds you of God’s 
eternal, faithful love, challenging you to live in a godly manner? Who delights in you as a saint? 
 
PRAYER 

 
Source of all holiness, 
let me see your presence 
in all those around me, 
and help me to live a saintly life. 
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LIVING THE PRAYER 
 
Today I will be more aware of God’s presence in others. 
Who has shown me God’s unfailing love in a holy way? 
To whom have I been a sign of that same kind of divine love? 
Can I also find God’s holy presence in unexpected people and places? 
 
THE NEW TESTAMENT SINGS 
Here, then, is the steadfastness of the saints who keep God’s commands and faith in Jesus 
(Revelation 14:12). 
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Psalm 31 
 
In you, O Lord, I seek refuge;  
do not let me ever be put to shame;  
in your righteousness deliver me.  
Incline your ear to me;  
rescue me speedily.  
Be a rock of refuge for me,  
a strong fortress to save me. 
  
You are indeed my rock and my fortress;  
for your name’s sake lead me and guide me,  
take me out of the net that is hidden for me,  
for you are my refuge.  
Into your hand I commit my spirit;  
you have redeemed me,  
O Lord, faithful God.  
 
You hate those who pay regard to worthless idols, 
 but I trust in the Lord.  
I will exult and rejoice in your steadfast love,  
because you have seen my affliction;  
you have taken heed of my adversities,  
and have not delivered me into the hand of the enemy;  
you have set my feet in a broad place.  
 
Be gracious to me, O Lord,  
for I am in distress;  
my eye wastes away from grief,  
my soul and body also.  
For my life is spent with sorrow,  
and my years with sighing;  
my strength fails because of my misery,  
and my bones waste away.  
 
I am the scorn of all my adversaries,  
a horror to my neighbors,  
an object of dread to my acquaintances;  
those who see me in the street flee from me.  
I have passed out of mind like one who is dead;  
I have become like a broken vessel.  
For I hear the whispering of many—  
terror all around!—  
as they scheme together against me,  
as they plot to take my life.  
 
But I trust in you, O Lord;  
I say, “You are my God.”  
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My times are in your hand;  
deliver me from the hand of my enemies and persecutors.  
Let your face shine upon your servant;  
save me in your steadfast love.  
Do not let me be put to shame, O Lord,  
for I call on you;  
let the wicked be put to shame;  
let them go dumbfounded to Sheol.  
Let the lying lips be stilled  
that speak insolently against the righteous  
with pride and contempt.  
 
O how abundant is your goodness  
that you have laid up for those who fear you,  
and accomplished for those who take refuge in you,  
in the sight of everyone!  
In the shelter of your presence  
you hide them from human plots;  
you hold them safe  
under your shelter from contentious tongues.  
 
Blessed be the Lord,  
for he has wondrously shown 
his steadfast love to me  
when I was beset as a city under siege.  
I had said in my alarm,  
“I am driven far from your sight.”  
But you heard my supplications  
when I cried out to you for help.  
Love the Lord, all you his saints.  
The Lord preserves the faithful,  
but abundantly repays the one who acts haughtily.  
Be strong, and let your heart take courage,  
all you who wait for the Lord.  
 
REFLECTION 

 
What’s the big deal about broken pottery? Don’t we just glue it back together or go get a 
replacement? In the culture of the psalmist – a culture that used, re-used, and repaired nearly 
everything – pottery was one of the few things that, when broken, was often irreparable. There 
were no adhesives, or shopping centres to go and pick up a new piece. But even when we feel 
as if we are broken beyond repair, truly dead, we are not beyond the reach of the heavenly 
potter, who made us from clay and continues to re-make us every day. 
 
PRAYER 
 
Let me feel your loving hand on me, 
the hand that fashioned me 
the hand that heals me 
the hand that makes me new, 
today and every day, O Lord. 
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LIVING THE PRAYER 
 
Today I will accept or be the healing hand of God. 
When have I felt broken, beyond repair? 
Who around me may be feeling that same way? 
How can God’s loving touch be present? 
 
THE NEW TESTAMENT SINGS 

 
A synagogue official came to Jesus and bowed down before him, saying, “My daughter has 
died; but lay your hand on her, and she will live.” (Matthew 9:10) 
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Psalm 58 
 
Do you indeed decree what is right, you gods?  
Do you judge people fairly?  
No, in your hearts you devise wrongs;  
your hands deal out violence on earth.  
 
The wicked go astray from the womb;  
they err from their birth, speaking lies.  
They have venom like the venom of a serpent,  
like the deaf adder that stops its ear, 
so that it does not hear the voice of charmers  
or of the cunning enchanter.  
 
O God, break the teeth in their mouths;  
tear out the fangs of the young lions, O Lord!  
Let them vanish like water that runs away;  
like grass let them be trodden down and wither. 
 
Let them be like the snail that dissolves into slime;  
like the untimely birth that never sees the sun.  
Sooner than your pots can feel the heat of thorns,  
whether green or ablaze,  
may he sweep them away!  
 
The righteous will rejoice when they see vengeance done;  
they will bathe their feet in the blood of the wicked.  
People will say, "Surely there is a reward for the righteous;  
surely there is a God who judges on earth."  
 
REFLECTION 
 
This is one of the most colourful animal images in the psalms. It goes on to describe how these 
deaf cobras cannot be charmed, no matter how skillful a musician the charmer may be. How 
novel for us to think of God’s word and wisdom as being the snake charmer’s tune that keeps 
the wicked (including us!) from striking their poisonous fangs. Perhaps today we might think of 
the cobra’s ears being blocked up with headphones, or merely being so over-bombarded with 
an array of aural (and visual) stimulation that God’s charming music just can’t make it through. 
 
PRAYER 
 
Make music for me, Lord God, 
of your love and truth. 
Let my ears be opened 
and my life kept from wickedness. 
 
LIVING THE PRAYER 

 
Today I will turn off one source of noise that deafens me to God’s voice. 
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Am I constantly filling my life with sounds of different sorts? 
Even if not, what deafens me or distracts me from the beautiful song of God’s grace? 
 
THE NEW TESTAMENT SINGS 
 
The hearts of these people are hardened; their ears cannot hear, they have closed their eyes so 
they cannot see, and their hearts cannot understand, so they cannot come to me so I may heal 
them (Acts 28:27). 
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Psalm 98 

 
O sing to the Lord a new song, 
for he has done marvelous things. 
His right hand and his holy arm 
have gotten him victory. 
The Lord has made known his victory; 
he has revealed his vindication in the 
sight of the nations. 
He has remembered his steadfast love and faithfulness 
to the house of Israel. 
All the ends of the earth have seen 
the victory of our God. 
 
Make a joyful noise to the Lord, all the earth; 
break forth into joyous song and sing praises. 
Sing praises to the Lord with the lyre, 
with the lyre and the sound of melody. 
With trumpets and the sound of the horn 
make a joyful noise before the King, the Lord. 
 
Let the sea roar, and all that fills it; 
the world and those who live in it. 
Let the floods clap their hands; 
let the hills sing together for joy 
at the presence of the Lord, 
for he is coming to judge the earth. 
He will judge the world with righteousness, 
and the peoples with equity. 

 
REFLECTION 
 

Israel did not have a modern understanding of the sheer scope of water covering the whole 
globe, nor of the myriad human beings scattered over the face of the earth, but they still 
understood the vast waters as a place teeming with rich and mysterious life. Their own history 
gave them a daily experience of the diversity of peoples and cultures. Even today, “the sea” 
doesn’t mean some pretty waves crashing on the shore; it means the whole sea praising God’s 
salvation. “All who live in the world” doesn’t mean just a few people a bit different from me; it 
means all the people’s praising God’s saving power. 
 
PRAYER 
 

Let the horizons of my prayer  
and praise grow wider, 
as wide as your boundless love,  
mercy and salvation, O my God. 
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LIVING THE PRAYER 
 
Today I will use a research book, web site or TV special to explore the vastness of life and 
people on earth.  
How constrained are my preconceptions about God’s love? 
Can broadening my knowledge about the world around me broaden my understanding? 
 
THE NEW TESTAMENT SINGS 
 
Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and in the sea. They 
sang: “Blessing, honour, glory and power to the one seated on the throne and to the Lamb 
forever and ever.”  (Revelation 5:13) 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 



 67 

 Psalm 103 
 
Bless the Lord, O my soul, 
and all that is within me, 
bless his holy name. 
Bless the Lord, O my soul, 
and do not forget all his benefits— 
who forgives all your iniquity, 
who heals all your diseases, 
who redeems your life from the Pit, 
who crowns you with steadfast love and mercy, 
who satisfies you with good 
as long as you live 
so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s. 
 
The Lord works vindication 
and justice for all who are oppressed. 
He made known his ways to Moses, 
his acts to the people of Israel. 
The Lord is merciful and gracious, 
slow to anger 
and abounding in steadfast love. 
He will not always accuse, 
nor will he keep his anger forever. 
He does not deal with us according to our sins, 
nor repay us according to our iniquities. 
For as the heavens are high above the earth, 
so great is his steadfast love 
toward those who fear him; 
as far as the east is from the west, 
so far he removes our transgressions from us. 
As a father has compassion for his children, 
so the Lord has compassion for those who fear him. 
For he knows how we were made; 
he remembers that we are dust. 
 
As for mortals, their days are like grass; 
they flourish like a flower of the field; 
for the wind passes over it, 
and it is gone, 
and its place knows it no more. 
But the steadfast love of the Lord 
is from everlasting to everlasting 
on those who fear him, 
and his righteousness to children’s children, 
to those who keep his covenant 
and remember to do his commandments. 
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The Lord has established his throne in the heavens, 
and his kingdom rules over all. 
Bless the Lord, O you his angels, 
you mighty ones who do his bidding, 
obedient to his spoken word. 
Bless the Lord, all his hosts, 
his ministers that do his will. 
Bless the Lord, all his works, 
in all places of his dominion. 
Bless the Lord, O my soul. 
 
 
REFLECTION 

 
Most of us might prefer that God crown us with a real crown, not being sufficiently grateful that 
God has redeemed us from destruction (or “the pit” or death in other translations). But this 
points up once again why God redeems us and saves us in the first place. It is not so that God 
can look good, or so that we can somehow lord it over others, but so that we can live in the 
world with God’s traits: the loving kindness of the covenant and the compassion for the poor, 
hungry, marginalised and oppressed who might need to find God’s redemption through our 
action on their behalf. 
 
PRAYER 

 
Crown me with your crown, O Lord, 
the crown of mercy, justice, love and peace. 
Let me show your redemption 
in the life I live for others. 
 
LIVING THE PRAYER 
 
Today I will shown my ‘crown’ of God’s love and compassion.  
Does my belief in God’s redemption show itself in my attitude of humble service? 
Or am I smug, self-righteous, or self serving? 
 
THE NEW TESTAMENT SINGS 

 
There is a crown of righteousness waiting for me, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will 
bestow on me one day – not only on me, but to all those who have longed for his coming. (2 
Timothy 4:8) 
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Psalm 107 
 
O give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; 
for his steadfast love endures forever. 
Let the redeemed of the Lord say so, 
those he redeemed from trouble 
and gathered in from the lands, 
from the east and from the west, 
from the north and from the south. 
Some wandered in desert wastes, 
finding no way to an inhabited town; 
hungry and thirsty, 
their soul fainted within them. 
Then they cried to the Lord in their trouble, 
and he delivered them from their distress; 
he led them by a straight way, 
until they reached an inhabited town. 
Let them thank the Lord for his steadfast love, 
for his wonderful works to humankind. 
For he satisfies the thirsty, 
and the hungry he fills with good things. 
 
Some sat in darkness and in gloom, 
prisoners in misery and in irons, 
for they had rebelled against the words of God, 
and spurned the counsel of the Most High. 
Their hearts were bowed down with hard labor; 
they fell down, with no one to help. 
Then they cried to the Lord in their trouble, 
and he saved them from their distress; 
he brought them out of darkness and gloom, 
and broke their bonds asunder. 
Let them thank the Lord for his steadfast love, 
for his wonderful works to humankind. 
For he shatters the doors of bronze, 
and cuts in two the bars of iron. 
Some were sick through their sinful ways, 
and because of their iniquities endured affliction; 
they loathed any kind of food, 
and they drew near to the gates of death. 
Then they cried to the Lord in their trouble, 
and he saved them from their distress; 
he sent out his word and healed them, 
and delivered them from destruction. 
Let them thank the Lord for his steadfast love, 
for his wonderful works to humankind. 
And let them offer thanksgiving sacrifices, 
and tell of his deeds with songs of joy. 
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Some went down to the sea in ships, 
doing business on the mighty waters; 
they saw the deeds of the Lord, 
his wondrous works in the deep. 
For he commanded and raised the stormy wind, 
which lifted up the waves of the sea. 
They mounted up to heaven, 
they went down to the depths; 
their courage melted away in their calamity; 
they reeled and staggered like drunkards, 
and were at their wits’ end. 
Then they cried to the Lord in their trouble, 
and he brought them out from their distress; 
he made the storm be still, 
and the waves of the sea were hushed. 
Then they were glad because they had quiet, 
and he brought them to their desired haven. 
Let them thank the Lord for his steadfast love, 
for his wonderful works to humankind. 
Let them extol him in the congregation of the people, 
and praise him in the assembly of the elders. 
 
He turns rivers into a desert, 
springs of water into thirsty ground, 
a fruitful land into a salty waste, 
because of the wickedness of its inhabitants. 
He turns a desert into pools of water, 
a parched land into springs of water. 
And there he lets the hungry live, 
and they establish a town to live in; 
they sow fields, and plant vineyards, 
and get a fruitful yield. 
By his blessing they multiply greatly, 
and he does not let their cattle decrease. 
 
When they are diminished 
and brought low through oppression, 
trouble, and sorrow, 
he pours contempt on princes 
and makes them wander in trackless wastes; 
but he raises up the needy out of distress, 
and makes their families like flocks. 
The upright see it and are glad; 
and all wickedness stops its mouth. 
Let those who are wise give heed to these things, 
and consider the steadfast love of the Lord. 
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REFLECTION 
 
We can get smug in our own time and place, thinking we now understand that suffering is not 
necessarily a divine punishment or retribution for sinfulness. But this should not lead us to think 
our transgressions do not or will not have consequences. It is still true that defying the will of 
God in the way we live is, ultimately, a stupid thing to do. And our patterns of unhealthy or 
sinful behaviours and actions are still a sure way down the road of misery. But God always 
stands at the ready to save us from our sins, which often means saving us from ourselves. 
 
PRAYER 
 
Keep me from my foolish ways, 
save me from the suffering 
that I often bring upon myself; 
for you, O Lord, are the source 
of all grace and life. 
 
LIVING THE PRAYER 
 
Today I will identify and start working to end one thing that defies God. 
When I examine my daily life, what patterns emerge that lead me away from God? 
How can I allow God’s grace to re-direct me? 
 
THE NEW TESTAMENT SINGS 
 
The merciful God made us alive with Christ though we were dead in transgressions; by grace 
we have been saved.  (Ephesians 2:5) 
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Psalm 121 
 
I lift up my eyes to the hills 
from where will my help come? 
My help comes from the Lord, 
who made heaven and earth. 
 
He will not let your foot be moved; 
he who keeps you will not slumber. 
He who keeps Israel 
will neither slumber nor sleep. 
 
The Lord is your keeper; 
the Lord is your shade at your right hand. 
The sun shall not strike you by day, 
nor the moon by night. 
 
The Lord will keep you from all evil; 
he will keep your life. 
The Lord will keep 
your going out and your coming in 
from this time on and for evermore. 
 
 

REFLECTION 
 
We still speak today about people’s “comings and goings”. That is what is being referred to 
here as well: God is the guardian of our every action. This is truly a psalm of God, the God of 
all: the maker of heaven and earth, the one who protects us from the sun and the moon, the 
whole day and the night through. It is easy enough to think that God only watches over us 
when we are in trouble or acting sinfully, or when we pray at home or in church, but we are 
reminded that God is truly with us every moment of our lives. 
 
PRAYER 

 
When I wake from sleep until I fall to sleep again, 
I know you are with me, Lord. 
Watch over me and guard me all my days. 
 
LIVING THE PRAYER 
 
Today I will focus on God-with-me at an unusual time. 
What are some daily activities that I don’t think God is necessarily interested in or tending to? 
How is God truly present for me at these times? 
 
THE NEW TESTAMENT SINGS 

May the peace of God, surpassing all understanding, guard your hearts and minds in Christ 
Jesus (Philippians 4:7) 
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Psalm 125 
 
Those who trust in the Lord are like Mount Zion, 
which cannot be moved, but abides for ever. 
As the mountains surround Jerusalem, 
so the Lord surrounds his people, 
from this time on and forever more. 
 
For the sceptre of wickedness shall not rest 
on the land allotted to the righteous, 
so that the righteous may not stretch out 
their hands to do wrong. 
 
Do good, O Lord, to those who are good, 
and to those who are upright in their hearts. 
But those who turn aside to their own crooked ways 
the Lord will lead away with evildoers. 
 
Peace be upon Israel! 
 
 

REFLECTION 
 
No matter what forms of government people live under, no matter their economic or social 
status, it is impossible not to get tangled up, to some degree, in the systems that run the day 
to day lives of a society. This is one of the reasons that disciples are called upon to raise a 
prophetic challenge whenever some rule of evil seems to be resting on the land, causing those 
who live there to participate in it in some way. Even if we don’t hold a political office, or if we 
aren’t in a role with great social impact, each of us can do something to counter a reign of 
wickedness. 
 
PRAYER 

 
Open my eyes, Lord, 
to seek your ill 
for the world around me; 
strengthen me. 
 
LIVING THE PRAYER 
 
Today I will stand up to a wrong that I encounter. 
What power – small or great – do I possess that can change the world? 
How can I act positively in spite of feeling overwhelmed by the scale of the world’s problems? 
 
THE NEW TESTAMENT SINGS 

 
You have loved righteousness, hated wickedness; therefore your God has set you above others, 
anointing you with the oil of gladness (Hebrews 1:9) 
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Psalm 131 
O Lord, my heart is not lifted up, 
my eyes are not raised too high; 
I do not occupy myself with things too great 
and too marvelous for me. 
 
But I have calmed and quieted my soul, 
like a weaned child with its mother; 
my soul is like the weaned child that is with me. 
 
Israel, hope in the Lord 
from this time on and forever more. 
 
 
REFLECTION 
 
Few things are as restless, relentless, noisy and selfish as a hungry infant. And that infant 
wants only one thing: to eat! The psalmist, repeating the image of the weaned child twice, is 
helping us note that this is a crucial insight. When we have grown in faith and trust in God, we 
can be more like the growing child who – still dependent on the mother – can enter into other 
kinds of relationships: play, tenderness, learning. A more “grown up” spiritual life doesn’t end 
our need for God, but it allows us to broaden that relationship. 
 
PRAYER 

 
Help me be still and silent, 
God who gives me life. 
Let me know you more fully 
and come to love you more and more. 
 
LIVING THE PRAYER 
 
Today I will act less like a fussy, needy child when I pray. 
What words characterise my relationship with God? 
Does it have different facets? 
It is only a reflection of my mood? 
In what ways can my life in God mature? 
 
THE NEW TESTAMENT SINGS 

 
When I was a child, I spoke like a child, thought like a child, understood like a child; now, a 
man, I gave up childish ways. (1 Corinthians 13:11) 
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