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SILENCE AND PRAYER

DEeBoran Pease ARMSTRONG

HROUGHOUT the Church at the present tim

I there is a growing movement of return to a clos

love and more popular understanding and shariné
in the prayer of the Liturgy. To a system which sees #
earthly paradise in terms of the community, the Christi3®
faith contrasts the fundamental truth of divine-revelatio®
that the relationship between man and God is one bctwﬁet;
a community of persons. But within that shared life °
Christians there often exists a longing for greater simplic
and directness in the approach of the individual to GOI'
For a baptised Christian does not primarily join an earth
society or adopt an ideology, he enters into a relationship W!
God, with three divine persons. God gives himself, adopF:
the Christian, who must then discover how to receive b p
adoption, how to get out of his own way, how to ‘die in Of de
to live’.

Liturgical worship which includes sacrifice, adorat
contrition, thanksgiving, supplication and instruction 1 ¢ .
powerful means of nourishing and educating the Chrlst,lgl
in his life as adopted son of God. During public liturg’ ’
worship he is, above all, sharing in the life of the Chr 15“0
family, publicly taking his place in the Mystical Bofle.dl
Christ incarnate in his Church, publicly offering himsel thh‘
the sacrifice and receiving the divine food with which
heavenly Father feeds his adopted sons. 1

But every wise human father knows that each of his ¢ uS
ren needs at times his undivided attention. How prec;
in family life are times when father and son or father
daughter have each other to themselves. o

In this we may see a reflection of the complete re.h‘,tl J
ship as it must develop between God and each indiv'®
soul. We need to ‘have God to ourselves’, Certainly W&
this most completely at the times of the common sp'*
meal, sacramental communion; but normally this act 18 © s
much conditioned as a matter of practical necessity b

10t
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felloy Christians, our distance from a church and so forth.
Want therefore to suggest that some greater space, some
Tther spiritual provision for the development of the essen-
Slal Private, personal relationship between the individual
oul and the divine persons, must be found, and that it can
exe; found in the practice as a normal and regular thing for
€ryone of recollection and silent prayer.
me Y silent prayer, 1 do not mean non-vocal meditation or
o ?}fal prayer, but a kind of prayer which is closely related
COns'St prayer of quiet’ usually popularly associated with a
N Iderable degree of advancement in ‘union with God’.
.2 previous article I tried to suggest that the ‘gift of the
Coéilt to every Christian’ is a truth too long neglected in
the e{?porary practice and now I want to suggest that with
the gl_ft of the Spirit goes also the potential power to receive
orgl t of some degree of contemplative prayer. Further-
it i that this prayer will provide for every Christian, as
Thog,e or the greatest saints, wings to carry him towards God.
tion 5 Who practise this prayer realise more fully their adop-
fr cfiSOHS, they obey God’s will through love instead of

I must}‘t)’, they answer ‘I will because I want to, not because

fu

ofThls Prayer is desirable but it is hard because of the nature
Chri;n. as he is, He must first ‘die in order to live’. In this
Olrge] IS our example as in everything, but between him and
ity V¢S lies the gulf of sin. The spirit of man, called to
°uteralc-¥ With a spiritual God, is inseparably part of a physical
0 giy te. The whole problem of the way to union is how
e’ © the primacy to the spirit—through divine grace to
irit, Ty, whole man, body and soul, towards God who is a
S‘ho e Churgh as the mystical incarnation of God the
life of GWS forth in her sacraments, physically, the invisible
e i d(')d' But these outward and physical signs of prayer
Mgy OUsly easy to follow without the corresponding
recollection and stillness.
da \ eve fist alone the outward life, every minute of every
Perfeqy) Iy breath he breathed, every word and gesture were
the Oy Irected in its wholeness towards his Father through
eEirthly Y Spirit, In him each moment of time during his
"¢ was already redeemed and united to its source.
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There was no conflict of his will between ‘outer and inner”
His human nature was entirely grace, totally united to the
divine life of the other persons of the holy Trinity.

Within the Church are to be found all the necessary
means to enable us to reach the condition of ‘co-heirs wi'tll
Christ’, but because of our state of ‘tendency towards sif
we lose our direction; that perfect union of body and sot
which gives complete primacy and dominion to the spirit ¥
beyond us. It is a state of divine order or perfect justice, a%
the human state is one of conflict, disorder and injustic®
This is plainly demonstrated by the circumstances of Christ?
birth, life, passion and death. No greater example of huma®
injustice can be imagined. Thus at its simplest the aim of 3
Christian life can be regarded as a desire to achieve, throug
union with Christ, divine order or justice within each 1nd"
vidual and in his relationship with others. .

But in man’s “fallen’ state this simple ideal quickly dlS‘“&
tegrates into a picture of contrasts as between matter 2%
spirit, mind and body, heart and head, tangible and int?"
gible, etc. And in so far as we see not only life but the pra‘;
tice of religion in these terms, just so far are we separat®
from that oneness through Christ with God at which we art
ostensibly aiming. "

The form that prayer takes determines the directiorlzi
which each individual develops towards union with Gohe
We are conventional acquaintances of God, people whom
will consent ‘to know’, but the door to his private %0
stands open in vain and we do not press on towards frie?
ship and love, towards an intimate knowledge of his ¥
and affections. .

Christ as man is our example in his prayer. Never for ¢
moment was he separated from the Holy Trinity, but 0
frequently went ‘apart, himself alone to pray’. He had 4t
need to do this unless it was to show by his actions Wh?t.b
should do when we wish to pray, and also to show v o
his permanent invisible state. As God he was always ‘hi™® '
alone’, the ‘One who is’. As man he walked, talked, at®¢ ™4
slept with the disciples and as man he left them to pr2
silence and solitude. 4

Within the Church there has always been a traditio?
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[4
Ontemplative’ prayer carried on in silence and solitude.
on Its most easily understood form it consists in the ‘Practice
. the Presence of God’: ‘the exercise of remembering God
O that the love of him may be born and formed in the soul
O Stir it to carry out his commands. This consciousness or
Mindfulness of God was the purpose of solitude and silence,
x Manual work, prayer and lectio divina—of the whole
cppa.ratus of the eremitical and monastic lives’. Also in the
Ssical Catholic tradition of mysticism is the principle of
andonment’, but ‘there is a difference (and it is the differ-
aCe of contemplation) between people of ordinary (I would
Sigel ®ginners’) piety whose love rests on motives (discur-
com, Yl) proposed by faith and those who give themselves to
10vep efte renunciation. To the latter, God gives a persisting
thirSto attraction which produces continual union or else a
ear or God, a need of constantly uniting themselves in
€ to him. Such a one aspires to remain in union with
o w; love thus begets contemplation.” [Quoted from the
"side Review, Spring 1953, by the Abbot of Downside. ]
atte’rlltiCOnmdering. this passage I am not drawing particular
eXam i’n(to various categories which are suggested, for
T‘rinciple mystical tradition’ or ‘eremitical life’, but to the
Pray S ﬁé that it is a form of ordinary or beginners’ piety fo
mOtiven lovc.: with the intellect and in dependence upon
s nz consciously proposed by faith. This kind of love
Fathey ,}aIWays express the attitude of a child towards its
the he presence of certain motives in prayer may be
heay ) hgatlop of that silence in the soul necessary for it to
Meng be voice of the Holy Spirit. The practice of abandon-
Teme Y tnward silence and solitude, quiet waiting in the
spiritualered presence of an infinitely other and wholly
kin of God opens the way to ‘contemplation’. It is this
Mogt c‘?nt_empl'atlon which may be developed inwardly by
Nothey TiStians, To say this is apparently to sweep away yet
that bet tVision, that between ‘mystic’ and ‘non-mystic’, or
I'iStia:‘reen ‘contemplatives’ or ‘religious’ and ordinary
If ever S'l.B}lt the difference is one of degree, not of kind.
Capablez; Ving soul is created in the image of God and
eVery b r e'elChmg eternal union with him in heaven, cannot
aPtised and adopted Christian claim also some share

€n
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in this intimate life of love described above as ‘contempla-
tion’? How can any Christian be intended to rest in ‘be-
ginners’ piety’? :

It seems clear that all are called to some degree of inwarfi
abandonment, to the practice of total inward silence, to wait
upon the Holy Spirit, ‘the soul’s delightful guest’, in quiet-
ness.

There is a sense in which even a few minutes of this truly
silent prayer corresponds to that death which is necessary t0
life. For this inward silence and quiet is a temporary deatn
not only to the senses but to the mind in so far as it is to b¢
found in the purity of faith; the Christian’s whole attentio?
is turned inward towards the spiritual reality of the indwell-
ing Holy Spirit known only by faith—he directs his affec
tions to love and longing for this silent, unknown, divin®
person.

The older a human person is, the more confirmed in th
necessary compromise with the flesh which comes with adult
human life, the harder the beginning of the practice of th
kind of prayer will be. But our Lord told us to become #
little children. Perhaps the secret in the life of prayer is t
remain as little children. J

It has been noted above that the struggle to reach G?
involves, in its simplest terms, the struggle to give th°
primacy to spiritual realities. But in children to a muc
greater extent than in adults (so-called) this condition ”
naturally present. The child begins by seeing the world *
the true way. The ‘unhappened fact’ seen through a minglin8
of imagination and faith very often has a more preSSmc
reality than what we call truth. The bundle of rags #s ¢
most beautiful and lovable doll in the universe, the emPt;S
cocoa-tin 45 the big drum. Many children stay so long in th!
dream world of imagination and faith that they are aCCused
of not knowing the difference between truth and falseho®™”

Perhaps it may be true that the foundations of sV
inward prayer, to a silent and invisible spirit-person, may e
laid in early childhood, when the invisible is as real as ",
visible. The loving trust of the young child towards ]Y
human father can be directed towards its invisible heave®
Father, the seed of true ‘abandonment’ can be sown.
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Even a very young child can be taught the difference
be_tWeen, for example, fairy tales and miracles. Provided
ath, trust and love are fostered, with the startlingly vivid
elp of the child’s imagination, his growing reason can be
Telied on to sort out theology from myth: for the two are
osely related.
at € erect so many barriers of systems, of regulations and
S *8ories between ourselves and the Father. If we could
e}:lefld only ten minutes a day in the effort to love him
e tirely but passively with every faculty we have, in the
int:i f which will involve ‘death’ to all the noises of sense and
woul g-Ct, death to everything which is not God—his love
M flood our being; the action of the Holy Spirit would
ently and invisibly transform us from ourselves to Christ.
¢ sho}lld no longer become arrested in beginners’ piety,
t receive a measure of contemplation.
Dronr Suggesting that every baptised Christian is called to
praseesi in union with God in this life, and that silent inward
not nrl ringing contemplation is the most direct way, I do
Umg €an to imply that there are not different types of
aye: Nature, The two essentials seem to be: inward guiet
Silempy COmbmmg love and attention which depends upon
effory t\a true inward silence which follows the deliberate
Whag isowflrds withdrawal from the external things of sense,
2y at Cél led recollection. To some it will be necessary, any-
0 him Ist, to think of the Holy Spirit, to talk mentally
indjy; dsslto a person. But whatever the temperament of the
Self, uta may be, the esse_n'tlal is to turn 11}ward, not upon
shoulq upon the Holy Spirit. (To avoid misunderstanding,
fon op tsa}’ that I am not suggesting this instead of medita-
COntryy ¢ sacred humanity of our Lord, which would be
or eXafnt(i the teaching of all the great masters of prayer,
s Ple St Teresa of Avila, but as a corollary.)
not the i"éc_l of inward prayer can be practised whether or
experiencn) vidual is a ‘mystic’ who is conscious of ‘mystic
o Frien de tisa well-known fact that the religious Society
J0urpa]q as Sratctlse only this kind of prayer. A glance at the
Of this oo 0d lives of some of the more outstanding members
liveg . +'€ty shows how immensely fruitful in their spiritual
0 practical good works this limited prayer has

U
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proved to be. They seem to begin where some Catholics
tend to leave off. Over and over again come the phrases
‘to wait on God’, ‘to abandon myself to the Lord’s will’
to kneel down in distress and wait for his guidance and aris¢
comforted and at peace.

St Bernard says that those who practise contemplative
prayer must be filled like bowls and then overflow. The
countless good works and famous charity of the Friends
would seem to testify to this overflow from bowls filled ful
by the practice of contemplative prayer. All this seems t0
point to the conclusion that contemplation is not reserve
for the giants of the spiritual life but is one of God’s treasur¢®
of which he has said, ‘ask and you shall receive’.

The present age is one of faith in techniques and love of
motion. Possibly neither of these activities is essentially ?
human one. The animal has technical skills of great beaut}"
It is tempting to see in the modern love of speed the ant!:
thesis of the changeless ‘I am’ of God, the work of the de"‘f
dragging the spirit of man down into the cosmic dance Od
the electrons. To ‘die daily’ to physical activities of time af
change in the world is to reach towards eternity. The king’
dom of heaven is within us and it is there that we must 1°
fail to look for it. There shall we find the entrance to th
inner rooms of our Father’s house, the intimate life thCe
he calls us to share with him. Our part in the life of t ¢
Mystical Body, in the liturgy and the common life °
Christians, must support and be supported by this intimat
union of love between the soul and God.

Bardsey Island,
July 1953.
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