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INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOKLET 

The reflections on prayer by our former Reverend Father Dom 

André Poisson, entitled Personal Prayer, which we publish in this 

booklet n. 31 and in the two booklets n. 29 and 30, were originally 

written as a series of three circular letters written in the period 1976-

1977 for the Priors of our Order in preparation for the General Chap-

ter
1
 of 1977. The letters were written in French and then translated 

into English by a Carthusian. 

Dom André’s reflections consist of three parts: 1. At the Thresh-

old of Prayer (All Saints 1976 = booklet n. 29); 2. Prayer in Solitude 

(Christmas 1976 = booklet n. 30); 3. Prayer and Communion (Lent 

1977 = the present booklet n. 31). 

We shortened and omitted some passages of the original text so 

as to adapt it to a more general reading public. For the same reason 

we added subtitles. 

In the third part of Personal Prayer, which we present in this 

booklet, Dom André quotes Saint Bruno and Guigo I from the Re-

newed Statutes.
2
 Translations of the passages quoted from several 

other spiritual authors were made from the original language express-

ly for the lectionaries we use in our liturgy and to which Dom André 

refers. We kept the translation of these quotes, but replaced the refer-

ences to the lectionaries by references to commonly used English edi-

tions of the works of the authors, listed in the bibliography at the end 

of this booklet. 

Quotes from the Statutes are taken from the Renewed Statutes 

(RS), the edition in force when the circular letters were written. 

Sometimes one finds two references, for example: (RS 6.16; 12.9). 

This means that the same quote occurs at two different places in the 

Statutes. Since 1991 the Renewed Statutes have been replaced by the 

Statutes of the Carthusian Order (St). We kept the references to RS. 

However, when the reference to St is different from the one to RS we 

added the St reference. 

                                                      
1
 General Chapter: a biennial meeting at La Grande Chartreuse of the Superiors of all 

the Charterhouses to deliberate on matters pertaining to our Order. 
2
 Except for two passages directly quoted from Bruno’s Letter to Raoul le Verd. 
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All footnotes and illustrations have been added by the editors of 

this booklet. 

 

The reflections we present here keep their solid monastic, Car-

thusian character. At first sight they might give outsiders the impres-

sion of being rather austere and esoteric. 

Dom André liked to compare prayer with a little flame or a spark 

burning in our heart. However, he reminds us that prayer is also a 

“work”, our “most personal and secret work.” From time to time we 

are obliged “to ask whether we are doing all that depends on us in 

order to respond to what God and the Church expect of us today.” 

We believe that these letters can help all of us who struggle to 

keep the flame of prayer burning in our heart and find encouragement 

for this in the tradition of Saint Bruno. 

N 

  

CELL OF THE REVEREND FATHER GENERAL 
LA GRANDE CHARTREUSE 
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PART THREE: 

PRAYER AND COMMUNION 

We are not solitaries exclusively: we live in community, one 

which has been brought together in the name of the Lord Jesus and in 

the midst of which He 

dwells according to His 

promise. Life with our 

brothers thus reveals itself 

as one of the modes of our 

meeting with God; it is, 

therefore, part and parcel of 

our prayer. 

Our study of the Gos-

pels has shown us that there 

existed a close union among 

prayer, solitude and com-

munion for Jesus. This is 

the same in the Carthusian 

life. Each of these three 

elements should be seen in 

the same perspective such 

that they are mutually com-

plementary. 

We have already dwelt 

on the bond which unites 

prayer and solitude; thus it 

remains for us to meditate 

in the same way on the relation between prayer and communion, as it 

exists in the context of our life as solitaries. 

We will discuss the following three themes: 

 The heart, according to the statutes. 

 Prayer and community life. 

 The grace of the Holy Spirit. 

 

EUCHARISTIC CELEBRATION AT 
LA GRANDE CHARTREUSE 
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The Heart, According to the Statutes 

Why Speak of the Heart? 

“I will lead her into the desert and speak to her heart”  

(Hos 2:16). 

The call of the Lord as addressed to the heart of the solitary has 

always been understood in monastic tradition. Our Statutes bear wit-

ness to this today in some of their passages, richest in spiritual teach-

ing, which have the heart as theme. It is a new perspective as regards 

the letter of our Statutes, but not as regards their spirit. If they have 

been scanty up to the present in the elucidation of this subject, we 

should not see their emphasis now as transient infatuation with a nov-

el idea, but rather as making explicit a spiritual current that has al-

ways been germane to them. 

These appeals to the prayer of the heart are in fact taken, in one 

way or another, from Saint Bruno, Guigo, or the Fathers of the Desert. 

Some of them are no less than brimming with quotations from Scrip-

ture. We shall thus approach them with respect and openness, even if 

a too hasty reading at times leaves us unsure as to how to interpret 

them. 

We would like to consider these texts in a way that will allow us 

to see the general orientation of prayer that comes to light when they 

are juxtaposed. It is a genuine guide for our journey towards God that 

will thus be ours. 

What is the Heart? 

The life of the monk is described as a long journey, at times 

painful, that leads to a state of equilibrium in which intimacy with 

God unfolds. It is thus, for example, that the cell-life of the cloister 

monk is presented. The Statutes conclude: 

“Having been cleansed in the night of patience, and having 

been consoled and sustained by assiduous meditation of the 

Scriptures, and having been led by the Holy Spirit into the 

depths of his own heart, the monk is now ready, not only to 

serve God, but even to cleave to Him in love” (RS 3.2). 

One can detect here the stages of a progressive descent into the 

most secret realm of man’s being. After the period of trial and a time 
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of slow maturation, the day arrives when the Holy Spirit grants the 

solitary entrance into the depth of his heart. At the deepest point of 

this immersion he can remain still, in union with God. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One finds the same schema in the description of Mary of Betha-

ny that closes the Customs, 20.2-3 of Guigo: 

“Mary follows in the steps of Christ, in stillness knows that 

He is God, purifies her spirit, prays in the depths of her soul, 

seeks to hear what God may speak within her; and thus tastes 

and sees—in the slender measure possible, though but faintly 

in a dark mirror—how good the Lord is” (RS 3.9). 

The itinerary described here is more detailed than the preceding 

one: it speaks first of an affectionate and passionate encounter with 

Christ, wherein, at the price of total renouncement, the soul discovers 

God; then comes the time of ardent meditation in the higher part of 

the soul, with an intensity that can be more clearly realized by refer-

ence to the Psalm verse that is cited (76:7 Vulgate; 77.7 NAB); final-

ly, through a sort of conversion, prayer enters the heart, and it is there 

“HAVING BEEN CLEANSED IN THE NIGHT OF PATIENCE, 
AND HAVING BEEN CONSOLED AND SUSTAINED BY 
ASSIDUOUS MEDITATION OF THE SCRIPTURES…” 
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that, listening attentively, one sees and tastes the sweetness of the 

Lord. Once again, the heart is considered as the most profound level, 

where we are as near as we can be to God. 

The heart is not only the destination of a long descent, it is just as 

much the place from which gushes a hidden spring whose waters bear 

within them eternal life (see Jn 4:14):  

“Through the sacred rites we can express the deepest aspira-

tions of the Spirit, and the prayer that leaps forth from the 

inmost heart acquires an added perfection when it recognizes 

itself in the words of the Liturgy” (RS 36.3 = St 41.3). 

The parallel between the deepest aspirations of the Spirit and the 

prayer that leaps forth from the inmost heart is clear: deeper than man 

himself, there is a vibrant movement within his heart that comes from 

God. 

 

 

 

More serene is this next invitation, but not less inspiring: 

“In solitude, let the monk’s soul be like a tranquil lake, whose 

waters well up from the purest sources of the spirit and, un-

troubled by news coming from outside, like a clear mirror re-

flect one image only, that of Christ” (RS 13.15). 

Again it is the heart we are dealing with, even if the word is not 

explicitly used. The interplay of images is necessarily somewhat ten-

tative, since the reality it attempts to speak of, though present at our 
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inmost center is difficult to transcribe without betraying the secret one 

intends to evoke. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hence, let us be so bold as to call the heart the mysterious dwell-

ing-place of God:  

“Our activity should always spring from a source within us 

after the manner of Christ, Who at all times worked with the 

Father in such a way that the Father dwelt in Him and Him-

self did the works” (RS 5.7). 

“…LET THE MONK’S SOUL BE LIKE A TRANQUIL LAKE… AND LIKE A 

CLEAR MIRROR REFLECT ONE IMAGE ONLY, THAT OF CHRIST.” 
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This unique relation which bound the incarnate Word to the Fa-

ther is the model of the intimacy He wishes to establish with us. He 

abides in us and we in Him. 

Yet is not the place of God also the only place where man can be 

truly himself? Saint Bruno speaks in this way describing the solitude 

in which he lives with his brothers: 

“Here strong men can return into themselves, as much as 

they wish, and abide there; here they can with eager earnest-

ness cultivate the seeds of virtue, and with gladness eat the 

fruits of paradise” (RS 6.16; Letter to Raoul le Verd, 6). 

The stalwart man who has succeeded in descending into the 

depth of his heart finds himself in the end—free from all that scat-

tered his energies—alone with himself; ready to move with true liber-

ty towards God, and to taste Him. 

How to Gain Access to One’s Heart 

If the heart is the meeting place with God and we notice that we 

are in exile far away from the heart, what application should we not 

bring to the task of finding our way back? 

Purifying Our Soul 

The first stage consists in purifying our soul. Guigo says of Mary 

of Bethany that “in stillness” (vacando—being empty; Customs 20.2) 

she knows that Christ is God. It is therefore only at the price of a vig-

orous and total renunciation that she undertakes the descent into the 

realm of her heart. 

Is there not a similar indication of this truth in our Statutes when 

they invite each of us, as regards concern for our fellow men: to “lis-

ten to the spirit in order to determine what he can admit into his mind 

without harm for the interior converse with God” (RS 6.6; 13.10). The 

heart becomes transparent enough to reveal God, only when all out-

side commotion has been removed. 

The heart is the place of repose, as we have seen, but one cannot 

gain entrance to it “except at the cost of stern battle; both in living 

austerely in fidelity to the law of the cross, and in willingly accepting 

the visitations of God coming to try him as gold in the furnace” (RS 

3.2). We find here once again what we said above about the need for 
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asceticism. Isn’t this, after all, one of the most firmly established 

teachings of monastic tradition? 

Prayer Itself Must Undergo a Sort of Metanoia 

To return into one’s heart, it is not enough to mortify the pas-

sions; prayer itself must undergo a sort of metanoia. Guigo tells us 

that, after purifying her spirit, Mary prays in the depth of her soul (lit-

erally: “converts her prayer into her heart”; Latin: suam orationem in 

sinum suum convertendem; Customs 20.2). The passing of prayer 

from the level of the mind, i.e. of ideas and images, to that of the in-

most heart, demands in fact a real conversion, a willingness to strip 

oneself of illusory goods and to be rich only with the poverty of 

Christ. A prayer in which we are quite aware of what we are doing, in 

which we think we are plucking the fruits of our own efforts, remains 

in our reach; one who would descend into his heart must renounce 

these transitory riches, denude himself of everything in order to hear 

“what God may speak within” (RS 3.9). 

These are the rigorous demands that we must recognize in the 

commentary the Statutes make on the passage from Hosea quoted 

above 

 “God has led His servant into solitude to speak to his heart; 

but he alone who listens in silence hears the whisper of the 

gentle breeze that reveals the presence of the Lord” (RS 

14.1). 

  

“HE ALONE WHO LISTENS IN SILENCE…” 
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The silence spoken of here is not primarily that of the tongue or 

of external movements, but the interior silence of the spirit that has 

given up talking and listening to itself. “In the early stages of Carthu-

sian life we may find silence burdensome; however, if we are faithful, 

there will gradually be born within us of our silence itself something 

that will draw us on to still greater silence” (RS 14.1). 

“Unless the Lord Builds the House…” 

All our efforts to penetrate into our heart will remain sterile, 

however, as long as the Lord’s action is not present: “Unless the Lord 

builds the house, those who build it labor in vain. Unless the Lord 

watches over the city, the watchman stays awake in vain” (Ps. 127:1). 

One can only by the Holy Spirit be “led into the depth of one’s own 

soul” (RS 3.2). How could it be otherwise, if it really is a matter of 

gaining access to the place where God dwells? 

Think of the insistence with which Saint Bruno makes this point 

to his sons: 

“Rejoice that you have attained the peaceful haven of a hid-

den port. Many desire to enter it, and many try to do so with-

out succeeding. What is more, many have been rejected after 

having enjoyed it, since none of them had received the grace 

from above” (Letter to His Brothers of Chartreuse, 2). 

It is a gift of “the Father, Who has made us fit to share in the in-

heritance of the holy ones in light.” (Col 1:12; see RS 35.9 = St 35.8). 

We cannot gain true entrance into our heart until the Lord Himself, in 

His immense goodness, grants it to us. We have no right to this our-

selves, since our hope rests in “His mercy on us” (Lk 1:50). 

The Secret Prayer of the Heart 

What is asked of the one to whom God has thus given entrance to 

his heart? God has called him, as we said, “to speak to his heart” (RS 

4.11). He must therefore be attentive. The heart is the place of “listen-

ing.” The monk in cell is invited to “make a practice of resorting to a 

tranquil listening of the heart that allows God to enter through all its 

doors and passages” (RS 4.2). The same theme appears in many pas-

sages of the Statutes, like a leitmotif, as if to make sure of penetrating 

us effectively. It is the background against which all our life in soli-

tude is sketched: “we must listen to what the Lord says within us” 
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(Ps  85:9; see RS 3.9). But, as it has been seen, we should not expect 

the heart, like the mind, to take delight in precise meditations. It must 

content itself with “the slender measure possible, of faint reflection in 

a dark mirror” (see 1 Cor 13:12; 

see RS 3.9). 

Such quiet listening is not 

restricted to the time of formal 

prayer. It should tend to become 

a permanent attitude of soul of 

the solitary “whose attention is 

fixed not so much on the work 

itself as on the goal he is aiming 

at, and who should at all times 

be able to keep his heart watch-

ful” (RS 5.5). The intimate 

presence of the Lord, permeat-

ing us from all sides, invites us 

spontaneously, the Statutes say, 

“to give ourselves to secret 

prayer of our heart, in which we 

find neither distaste nor fatigue” 

(RS 3.7). It is a response, in si-

lence, to the silent approach of 

God. 

Thus we gradually attain to 

what the Statutes regard as the distinctive occupation of the heart: 

“not only to serve God, but even to cleave to Him in love” (RS 3.2). 

“To be one spirit with Him” (1 Cor 6:17) according to Saint Paul. 

Bruno and Guigo both conclude their description of this journey 

with the same note of happiness of being able to share in the life of 

the Beloved Himself. One is then able, says Saint Bruno, “to eat with 

gladness of the fruits of paradise” (RS 6.16; Letter to Raoul le Verd, 

16). And Guigo speaks of Mary as one who “tastes and sees how 

sweet the Lord is” (RS 3.9; Customs, 20.2). As we contemplate all the 

benefits which God has prepared for those He has called into the de-

sert, let us rejoice with Bruno, our blessed father, “…let us rejoice in 

the beatitude which has become our lot…” (RS 35.9 = St 35.8; Letter 

to His Brothers of Chartreuse, 2). 

 
“The intimate presence 
of the Lord, permeating 

us from all sides, in-
vites us spontaneously, 

the Statutes say, ‘to 
give ourselves to secret 
prayer of our heart, in 
which we find neither 
distaste nor fatigue’ 
(RS 3.7). It is a re-

sponse, in silence, to 
the silent approach 

of God.” 
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Expanding One’s Heart 

The heart cannot share thus in the love God has for it, without 

seeing the need, at the same time, to share in His love for all mankind. 

This fraternal aspect of the divine life comes first into play with those 

around us: 

“We who live in the house of God, should bear witness to the 

love that comes from God by lovingly welcoming our brothers 

with whom we live and by making a real effort to understand 

them with heart and mind” (RS 33.4). 

Notice the invitation of the Statutes here to allow the heart to 

make its contribution to the effort of understanding our brothers. 

How much easier it is to regard them objectively with the mind 

alone and to rest content with that, arrogating the right to ourselves to 

pass judgment on them. On the contrary, the logic of the heart com-

pels us to adopt a more demanding attitude: we must listen to what 

God may wish to say to us through them. Here again we must be si-

lent and attentive, more desiring of greeting the Lord coming to us in 

a hidden way than to rid ourselves of situations from which we might 

like to be freed. To have regard for the person of another, as the Stat-

utes require, leads us to such a point: to detect in a brother’s heart, at 

times all too buried away, the Lord Who is speaking there and thus 

also the springing forth of a fountain whose waters will refresh us as 

well. 

Yet there is even further to go. On two occasions the Statutes ask 

us to expand our hearts even to infinity (RS 6.6; 13.10): “By intimacy 

with God it (the heart) is able to embrace in Him the hopes and diffi-

culties of the world and the great causes of the Church.” A sort of 

identification takes place between the most virginal attitude of the 

contemplative life and a concrete concern for our contemporaries. 

Rather than distract us from God, the knowledge that we are the 

brothers of all men, and the feeling of co-responsibility for bearing 

their burdens, makes us penetrate all the more deeply into His heart. 

This is the ultimate form of the prayer of the heart. The very 

same heart of flesh that is so fragile and sensitive to the needs of men, 

is given to us also to love God. The two great commandments, the 

first and the second, are similar, since they both have their root in the 
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heart: “Apart from all, to all we are united, so that it is in the name of 

all that we stand before the living God” (RS 34.2). 

 

 

 Expanding one’s heart 
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Prayer and Community Life 

The Second Commandment Similar to the First 

Prayer unites us to God: it allows us to meet Him and to receive 

Him when He comes to us. This is not to say, however, that interac-

tion with God excludes our brothers, as a too narrow concept of soli-

tude might at times make us think. The interpenetration is complete 

between the search for God and union with our brothers. 

Our Brother Is a Living Image of God 

The words of Jesus that tell us of love for our brothers as a true 

encounter with Him are frequent in the Gospels. The majestic scene 

of the last judgment expresses it with incomparable force. To the just 

who ask: “But when did we ever minister to you?” the King will re-

ply: “…as you did it to one of the least of these, you did it to Me” (Mt 

25:40). It is a strict and frightfully compelling application of what 

Jesus said elsewhere: “The second commandment is like the first” (Mt 

22:39). “In seeing your brother, you are seeing God,” remarked a Fa-

ther of the Desert. We must accept this truth not as a matter for dis-

cussion but as a light from God: our brother is His living image. It is 

thus that we must always regard him, for it is impossible to go to the 

hidden God except by the path of our brother. 

 

 

Here we are touching upon the very soul of our Christian voca-

tion: 

“A new commandment I give you, that you love one another; 

even as I have loved you, that you also love one another. By 

 
“In seeing your brother, 

you are seeing God.” 
 

Saying of a Desert Father 
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this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have 

love for one another” (Jn 13:34-35). 

This saying of Jesus is so rich and so forthright that it hardly 

seems worthwhile to comment on it: let us rather ask ourselves if we 

are honestly trying to make it actual in our daily lives. Do we really 

accept Jesus’ commandment? Do we really take seriously His bidding 

to love each other as He loved us? Do those who see us living togeth-

er perceive without effort the presence of Jesus among us? Saint John 

formulated the intrinsic connection between prayer and common life 

in expressions that are unforgettable: “Beloved, let us love one anoth-

er, because love is of God; everyone who loves is begotten by God 

and knows God” (1 Jn 4:7). We would be forcing the words of the 

Apostle but little in saying that a pure and genuine fraternal love is a 

perfect prayer. At least, must we not believe that there is such a strong 

union between the two that no genuine prayer is possible without a 

communion with our brother that strives to be perfect? Conversely, 

“whoever does not love a brother whom he has seen cannot love God 

Whom he has not seen” (1 Jn 4:20). However perfect our solitude, our 

prayer can be nothing else than a form of brotherly love. 

The Same Human Heart Loves God and Man 

It is not without reason that we opened these reflections on life in 

common with a study of the heart in the Statutes. For, in fact, it is the 

same human heart that loves God and man. A human being has but a 

single heart, since his capacity to give himself in any instance in-

volves his whole being. In love there is a theological dimension that 

comes from God; loving is sharing in divine life, a life in which we 

participate through Christ in the Spirit. But this same love is meant to 

become incarnate in an affectivity that absolutely recoils from the 

idea of being considered as a purely spiritual faculty. The human 

heart is rooted in our sensibility: it learns to live and to grow by con-

tact with the manifold relations incarnated in the reality of our daily 

life, with all the sensible and corporal dimensions of our composite 

being. 

Yet are we not at times too concerned to preserve the spotless 

purity of our vocation, and to shelter it from all contamination of the 

senses, on the pretext that this would lead us to the sensual, and then 

to the carnal? Did Jesus leave us the example of such susceptibility? 

On the contrary, the Gospel presents the Heart of the Savior as being 
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extremely vulnerable: He not only accepts the sensible manifestations 

of love shown Him, but shares in them wholeheartedly Himself. It is 

the same Heart of Christ that beckons to us today; let us not try to di-

vide it, as if the spiritual side of the heart were the only one that could 

interest us. This would amount 

to casting aside a great part of 

the love both that He wishes to 

give us and that we have to 

give Him. 

Admittedly, human affec-

tivity is very complex. Psy-

chologists today have written 

extensively about all the prob-

lems that are rife in the depth 

of the heart. We should not 

ignore them, even if we know 

that these problems find their ultimate solution in the Heart of the In-

carnate Word. This is not the place for a dissertation on this subject 

but the very truth of love compels us to be perceptive of the concrete 

reality of our affectivity. We should recognize that it has need, at 

times, of the help provided by certain human techniques, in order to 

gain the liberty necessary for the journey towards God. 

Prayer and Common Life Particularly Manifest dur-

ing the Sacred Liturgy 

Even if it is not our intention now to treat of the Liturgy, there 

can be no discussion of the bond between prayer and life in common 

without a mention of the sacred Liturgy. 

It is the prayer of Christ par excellence. The Council presented it 

as such on many occasions, and the Statutes have taken up the idea: it 

is Christ Who prays in us and we who pray in Christ. Seen in this 

light, liturgical prayer is the most perfect that we can offer to the Fa-

ther (see RS 3.7; 11.8; 25.2 = St 22.2). 

Yet is not the Liturgy, at the same time, the most visible manifes-

tation of our communal life? It permits us several times a day to be 

joined together among ourselves. In general, these are the only times 

we have for realizing concretely the presence of the community in its 
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unity. There we pray side by side; there we come to know and love 

each other. 

The bond between our prayer and our common life is particularly 

manifest during the sacred Liturgy. Are we sufficiently attuned to this 

dimension, instead of feeling, at times, this presence of our brothers 

as a burden, a source of distraction, or, to be brutally blunt, even as a 

hindrance to prayer? 

 

 

“The bond between our prayer and our common life 

is particularly manifest during the sacred Liturgy.” 
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Communion with Our Brothers Leads to God 

Prayer and communion with our brothers join hands to lead us to 

God. It is important to have a correct idea of our life in common if it 

is to fulfill its role efficaciously for us as a meeting with the Lord. Let 

us try to see more in detail what our dispositions should be in our re-

lations with our brothers. 

The Meetings with Our Brothers a School of the 

Encounter with God 

The Statutes tell us in several places that the purpose of our life 

in common is to provide a balance for the life of solitude insofar as it 

can be overly austere. 

“Our holy solitude, to which we are supremely dedicated, is 

blended with and tempered by, a due measure of life in com-

mon” (RS 25.1 = St 22.1). 

If we consider the matter too narrowly, we could almost tend to 

limit the function of common life to a sort of hygiene: a kind of relax-

ation that would be epitomized by the walk. This is too simplistic a 

view, although it is not completely false. The Statutes express it with 

greater nuances in saying elsewhere: “On Sundays and Solemnities… 

we meet together more frequently, so that we may taste something of 

the joy of family life” (RS 25.7 = St 22.7). 

 

 

 

  

SUNDAY DINNER IN THE REFECTORY 
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Here the perspectives open up and attain greater breadth; they 

awaken an echo in our heart that comes from our awareness of being 

members of a single family, and children of the same Father. Indeed, 

the human heart is spontaneously inclined to these fraternal exchang-

es, which solitude, at times, severely restricts. 

The same chapter of the Statutes also tells us, “These conversa-

tions together (during our walks) are intended to help us to grow in 

mutual love, and to moderate somewhat our solitude” (RS 25.13 = St 

22.13). We are gradually deepening our view of the interactions that 

spring from life in common. They give to mutual affection, to the vis-

ible expression of charity, the chance to exist and to develop them-

selves, so that the heart can maintain the human warmth that will aid 

it to live in cell in silent intimacy with God. 

 

“Our walks should be such as to further brotherly union 

and the spiritual progress of our souls.” 

 

 

 

Thus we are led to see in these meetings with our brothers a sort 

of school of the encounter with God. “Our walks should be such as to 

further brotherly union and the spiritual progress of our souls” (RS 

25.12 = St 22.12). 
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Again it is a question of lending balance to our solitude, but at its 

deepest level: that of our intimate relation with God. These have need 

of blossoming out, at times, in exterior, tangible signs that will both 

allow us to gauge its authenticity and to endow it with new ardor: 

“Divine love—whose fire the cell enkindles and nurtures—is 

the bond that unites us with our brothers as we meet together 

at appointed times and places. These occasions offer us an 

opportunity to show by our words and by our manner, that 

our love for our brothers and our forgetfulness of self are re-

al” (RS 25.1 = St 22.1). 

Some may protest and claim that they have no need for these “re-

laxations,” which are a sheer waste of time or a dissipation: is there 

not frequently a measure of illusion in such reactions? Experience 

shows that even those who enjoy their solitude without difficulty end 

up by becoming rigid and tense, unless they regularly have the oppor-

tunity of allowing the riches of their contact with God to expand into 

simple human intercourse. Conversely, the way we behave with our 

brothers compels us to take a more honest look at the quality of our 

life in cell. In the measure that we become aware that our fraternal 

love is still stumbling or unsure, we ought to alert ourselves: is not 

this an indication that there are still a good number of shadowy areas 

in our silent union with the Lord of which we are not sufficiently 

aware? 

Life in Common Is the Manifestation of Jesus’ 

Presence among Us 

Yet life in common is more than simply a test of the quality of 

our prayer life; more than simply an element in our equilibrium. It is 

the commandment of Jesus par excellence; the manifestation of His 

presence among us; the normal consequence of our union with God: 

“Whoever loves God must also love his brother” (1 Jn 4:21). The 

Gospel compels us to consider love of our brothers as a kind of indis-

pensable key for finding God; if I do not love my brother, futile is my 

attempt to love God. If I wish to be received with open arms by the 

Father when I present myself before Him, my heart must overflow 

with real and concrete love for His children. 

“He who has no love for the brother he has seen, what love 

can he have for the God he has never seen? ... It is certainly 
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fitting in the highest degree that we who live in the house of 

God, should bear witness to the love that comes from God” 

(RS 33.4). 

The necessity that binds all Christians in this regard obliges us 

even more stringently. Since, as Carthusians, we have no other goal 

here below but to seek to encounter God, we must be all the more so-

licitous to live in communion with our brothers. 

Yet an insidious error lies in wait for us here. It would be to con-

sider our brother as a mere pretext, a means that would help us better 

to love God. In a sense it is only God that 

would interest us; our neighbor would 

merit our attention only to the extent that 

he could serve as a footrest for climbing 

to heaven. This would be an absolute 

travesty of the Gospel. Jesus demands that 

we love our brother in all truth, because 

he is worthy of it. Did not the Son of God 

give His very life as ransom for each one 

of my brothers? This is the model and 

measure He has left me for my own love 

in turn. All our mutual interactions, even 

the most insignificant contacts of the pass-

ing moment, the conversations on the 

walk, whether pedestrian or highly engag-

ing, etc.: all this must be the occasion for 

us of a true meeting between what is most 

deeply genuine in myself and that which 

is equally so in my brother. That part of 

myself which is ever in quest of God, the 

inmost heart of which we have spoken, is 

called to discover the same depth in the brother. The attitude toward 

him must unite respect, tenderness, and the desire for his happiness. 

“Love is patient, love is kind. It is not jealous … or rude, it 

does not seek its own interests, it … rejoices with the truth. It 

bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures 

all things” (1 Cor 13:4-7). 

Let us admit that the monotony of a community life in which we 

perpetually encounter the same faces might incline us rather to find 

 
“Since, as Car-
thusians, we 

have no other 
goal here below 

but to seek to 
encounter God, 
we must be all 

the more solici-
tous to live in 
communion 

with our 
brothers.” 
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burdensome the tiny defects of those around us, with their idiosyncra-

sies so little to our liking; to become irritated at the sight of their con-

stantly tumbling into the same faults; childishly to focus on the less 

noble elements in their personality. Such a temptation is inevitable; 

but the Evil one knows how to profit from it. May the love of God 

help us to rise above it; ever to recognize the face of Christ in that of 

our brother. 

“Should a difference of opinion arise, let us know how to lis-

ten and to see the matter from the other’s point of view so that 

in all things, the bond of mutual love will grow ever stronger” 

(RS 25.13 = St 22.13). Let us “lovingly welcome our broth-

ers, companions of our life, making a real effort to under-

stand with heart and mind their characters and tempera-

ments, however different from our own” (RS 33.4). 

  

CHRIST PANTOCRATOR 
SICILY, 12TH CENTURY 
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Let us be sure to understand the true import of these directives: it 

is not simply a matter of prudent balance within a human community; 

Saint Paul tells us that it is the “still more excellent way” (1 Cor 

12:31). All the other gifts, even the most lofty, pale beside this way of 

proceeding. If our prayer is not familiar with this dimension, how 

precarious and perhaps even illusory will be our most profound recol-

lection in solitude. 

Our Role in the Church Is to Be a Communion of 

Solitaries for God 

The teaching of Jesus as of Saint Paul thus leads us, without any 

possible escape, to the simple truth: only a charity that is lived, con-

crete and practical can place us on the path that leads to God. But how 

do we reconcile this demand with that of our solitude, which we know 

is just as much a necessity for us? Let us not be too quick to answer: 

“It is enough to love my brothers in my heart and to pray for them.” 

That would run the risk of being an all too facile solution. But, above 

all, it would cause us to bypass the profound nature of our vocation. 

We are not hermits; neither are we cenobites, men always living in 

community. We must weld the graces of these two vocations into a 

harmony which is none other than what we might call the mystery of 

the Carthusian vocation. 

Our role in the Church is to be a communion of solitaries for 

God. To be men of God: this is the first appeal that the Lord has made 

to us. To be solitaries for God: all the details of our life show that this 

is the way we must travel. But we are not solitaries in isolation: we 

are in the desert in communion with brothers who have the same ideal 

as we. The great task that each one of us tries to bring to perfection in 

the secret of his cell or in the silence of his obedience is the very one 

being accomplished by all our brothers: consecration to God in soli-

tude (see RS 3.4). This unique work in which we all participate cre-

ates the unity among us. The communion thus born shows itself at all 

levels: just as much in every day material concerns as in the intimate 

union of hearts or the fraternal gathering around the Prior to form a 

single “Carthusian church.” 

This manifold communion, rooted in silence and solitude, is 

prayer par excellence. It is the participation of the divine life among 

us, in such a way that it is “the unity of the Father, the Son and the 
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Spirit that gathers us together into one” (Saint Cyprian, The Lord’s 

Prayer). 

 

 

“Our role in the Church is 

to be a communion of solitaries for God.” 

 

 

  

CHAPTER HOUSE 
AT LA GRANDE CHARTREUSE 

In the Chapter House the monks avow their faults in 

the presence of their brothers, hear spiritual reading, 

and discuss matters pertaining to the common good. 
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Prayer Is a Communion 

The union between solitude and community, since it is the es-

sence of our vocation, should form our prayer life itself in its image. 

We have already clarified how it is silent and solitary by nature; let us 

now see how it must have the features of a community as well. 

Commissioned to Pray for Others 

The first reaction of Christian people, even if they have only ru-

dimentary notions of the contemplative life, is to consider us as com-

missioned to pray for others. Christians regard it as the normal thing 

that we should be permanent intercessors on their behalf. Such a 

spontaneous attitude is indicative of a function that the Church has 

always recognized as ours. In a way, it is the type of communion that 

is most fundamentally operative in our prayer. 

 

 

 

The Constitution Umbratilem developed this aspect of our voca-

tion at great length, precisely in its character as a cooperation in the 

apostolic endeavor of the Church. The Statutes echo this teaching: 

“Christ redeemed the human race from the oppressive bond-

age of sin, above all by pouring forth prayer to the Father, 

and by offering Himself to Him in sacrifice. Thus it comes 
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about that we, too, even though we abstain from exterior ac-

tivity, exercise nevertheless an apostolate of a very high or-

der, since we strive to follow Christ in this, the inmost heart 

of His saving task” (RS 34.4). 

The Council likewise teaches: 

“Members of those communities which are totally dedicated 

to contemplation motivate the people of God by their exam-

ple; by imparting a hidden and apostolic fruitfulness, they 

make this people grow. Thus they are an overflowing fountain 

of heavenly graces” (PC 7). 

The same inspiration is present in the texts of the Statutes which 

call upon us to become aware of the outstanding issues in the Church 

and the major currents in the world at large. This recommendation is 

not intended to nourish a vain curiosity, but to allow us to share in the 

very sentiments of Christ. To pray for others is, in fact, to participate 

in God’s own desire to draw them to Himself, and to share as well in 

all the suffering that cries out to the Lord for His aid. 

Our Task Is to Adore and Contemplate God 

With regard to this attitude of concrete concern for our contem-

poraries in their struggles with their myriad difficulties of daily life, 

there is another type of prayer which risks scandalizing a number of 

Christians. It can happen at times that the best way of praying for oth-

ers is to forget about them. Does the practice of such an austere form 

of intercession actually betray the expectations of men, or does it ra-

ther respond to it in a surpassing way? 

Let us reread what Pope Paul VI wrote to the Reverend Father in 

his letter Optimam partem: 

“It is of concern to the Church that the Carthusian Order re-

mains full of life, i.e., that its members, impelled by the desire 

to render God the honor due to Him, never cease to dedicate 

all their energies to adoring Him. By this pure and unstinted 

worship, the Order provides not only a strong and immensely 

valuable support for the People of God, but noteworthy assis-

tance to other men who are in search of the way of life and in 

need of divine grace. Indeed, contemplation and unrelenting 

prayer should be regarded as functions of prime importance, 

working to the benefit of the whole of creation.” 
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The Pope’s teaching is clear: our task is to adore and contemplate 

God. If we fulfill it in all truth, we are being completely faithful to our 

role as intercessors. 

This is nothing else than what Jesus taught: 

 “In praying do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles 

do; for they think that they will be heard for their many 

words. Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you 

need before you ask Him” (Mt 6:7-8). 

What is important in the Lord’s 

eyes is not a detailed explanation to 

the Father of the needs we have to 

present, but rather standing in His 

presence with a pure heart and a 

boundless confidence in His tender-

ness for His children. And let us not 

think that this is an easy way out: we 

feel much more comfortable leaning 

ourselves on our own words and ac-

tions than trusting blindly, in faith, 

in the love of the Father. We must be 

true bearers of the poverty of man-

kind, not in trying to expound it, but 

in a lived experience of it, keenly 

aware that we have nothing in God’s 

sight, and depend on Him for abso-

lutely everything. 

Is not this the way that the Statutes point out to us? 

“Although we offer many suffrages for individual people, we 

trust in the Divine Mercy that all our prayers are of benefit, 

primarily to the universal Church, to the praise and glory of 

God” (RS 60.26 = St 65.25). 

Those words form the conclusion of the Statutes; but they are 

just as much the basis of our communion through prayer: whatever 

unites us to God becomes a treasure for the Church. It is likewise our 

own consolation; for every prayer in the Church of Christ becomes 

our personal treasure as well. 

SAINT BRUNO AT PRAYER 
FRENCH, 19TH CENTURY 
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Prayer is Communion, because by It, through 

Christ, We Are United with the Whole of Mankind 

Hence, our interior attraction, on certain days, might impel us to 

pray for some particular intention; on other days, we will feel inclined 

to forget these concrete requests, in the certainty that every light from 

heaven radiates upon the entire Church and the whole of mankind. 

 

 

 

 

 

Yet these possibilities do not exhaust the richness of communion 

in prayer. Christ’s own example brings us farther. His sacrifice, which 

we daily celebrate, does not stop at praying for this or that person, or 

at forgetting them in an act of adoration and praise; Christ has identi-

fied Himself with us, such that we are His very members by commun-

ion with His Body and Blood, and such that in presenting Himself to 

His Father, it is each and every one of us that thus gains access to the 

throne of grace. As the Statutes say, 

“Our Carthusian Church finds its source and support in the 

Eucharistic Sacrifice, the effective sign of unity. It is the cen-

ter and highpoint of our life, as well as being the spiritual 

THE EUCHARIST 
BY JEAN BARDIN, 18TH CENTURY, 

IN THE FORMER CHARTERHOUSE OF AULA DEI, SPAIN 
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food for our Exodus in solitude, by which through Christ we 

return to the Father” (RS 3.7; 11.8). 

If this is the case, then also Jesus’ attitude of identification with 

us should become, in a way, the center of our life as well. Prayer is 

communion, because by it we are wholly united with all mankind. 

The chapter on the function of our Order in the Church repeats 

with different words that “by devoting ourselves exclusively to God 

we exercise a special function in the Church” (RS 34.1). Our prayer 

fulfills a public role that has been formally confided to us. This is not 

to say that we are mere functionaries, blandly carrying out our task; it 

simply means that we are the Church at prayer: our prayer is that of 

the Church recollecting itself in silence and unity before the face of 

God. We bear within ourselves the yearnings of the world. Our own 

weakness, alas! is an all too concrete sign of the weakness of all man-

kind, and our own sins can be felt without difficulty as being in soli-

darity with those of the world. Our confidence in God’s love is not 

restricted to our own case; for faith teaches us that we all, in Christ, 

have access to the Father in a single up-surging thrust. An illumina-

tion such as this should banish all temptation to consider ourselves 

superior to anyone at all: the cry we launch towards God, and the 

grace we receive from Him, are as large as the Body of Christ itself 

which gathers into one all of the men from Adam to the last of the 

redeemed. 

In this way, we become sharers in the very grace of the Church. 

As the perfect communion of the sons of God, she entrusts to us the 

mission of speaking in her name, provided that we agree to transcend 

our individual boundaries. Such is, in fact, the meaning of our soli-

tude: to surpass the dimensions of a closed enclave to embrace in 

Christ all those who, known and unknown, seek the face of God in the 

most varied of ways. 

“Our life clearly shows that something of the joys of heaven 

is present already here below: it prefigures our risen state, 

and anticipates in a manner the final renewal of the world” 

(RS 34.3). “Let us always give thanks to God the Father, Who 

has qualified us to share in the inheritance of the saints in 

light. Amen” (RS 35.8 = St 35.7). 



 

 

 

“Such is, in fact, the meaning of our solitude: 

to surpass the dimensions of a closed enclave 

to embrace in Christ all those who, 

known and unknown, 

seek the face of God 

in the most varied 

of ways.” 

 

THE EUCHARISTIC PRAYER 
SAID IN SILENCE 
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The Grace of the Holy Spirit 

We Do Not Know How to Pray as We Ought 

After having spoken at great length on the preliminaries of pray-

er, and of its links with solitude and fraternal communion, are we not 

a bit late in asking the most important question: will all this teach us 

to pray? Is the prayer that the Father expects from true adorers in spir-

it and truth, which the Statutes ask us to become (see RS 34.5), just a 

technique that can be taught like a trick of the trade or a science with 

outlines well-defined? 

Every day we experience the answer to this question. We can 

bring into play a certain number of factors that set the stage for pray-

er, but prayer itself always slips out of our hands. An intimate en-

counter with God only takes place if He Himself is there to meet us, 

and already present in the depths of our heart, drawing us to Himself 

“No one can come to Me unless the Father Who sent Me draws Him” 

(Jn 6:44), as Jesus said to the Jews who trusted too much in them-

selves and their knowledge of Scripture. 

Two apparently contradictory sayings of the Desert Fathers show 

us that we are here grappling with something that cannot be tucked 

away into neat categories. Abba Agathon said: 

“With the other ascetical labors that a monk undertakes, even 

if it costs a great deal in fervor and perseverance, he ends up 

by winning a certain amount of repose; but prayer calls for a 

rude struggle up to our very last breath” (Abba Agathon, 

Sayings, #9). 

According to this statement, prayer is the fruit of our labors. Yet, 

Evagrius Ponticus wrote by contrast: 

“Just as the light which illuminates everything has no need of 

another light to be seen, so God, Who illuminates all, has no 

need of a light in which to see Him; for He Himself is Light” 

(Centuries I,35). 

Whatever our efforts, they will not be able to produce the light or 

guarantee our meeting it. It emanates freely from the depths of the 

Divinity. 
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Such is the attitude we should have when we go to prayer. We 

bring our good will; we present ourselves in the humility and purity of 

heart that we have at the moment; our heart fecundated by the Word 

of God, we try to descend into the silence of solitude, and embrace 

our brothers with a sincere love. 

Once at this point, we must recognize that it is up to the Lord to 

come and pray within us. The time has come for “the Spirit to help us 

in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought” (Rom 

8:26). 

 

 

 

The Spirit Prays in Us 

We are always abashed when we try to detect the action of the 

Spirit, as mysterious and incomprehensible as it is. Yet, is it not He 

Who is Himself our prayer in the end? “the Spirit Himself intercedes 

with inexpressible groanings” (Rom 8:26). Such is the prayer that is 

pleasing to God, that corresponds to His deepest desires: prayer that is 

communion with the very movement of God coming to us; intimacy 

with the secret life of the Lord. “And He Who searches hearts knows 
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what is the intention of the Spirit, because He intercedes for the holy 

ones according to God’s will” (ibid. 27). 

 

Another luminous statement of Saint Paul can help us to pene-

trate even further into the mysterious realm of the Divine Life in 

which we consciously participate at the moment of prayer: “God sent 

forth His Son ... so that we might re-

ceive adoption as sons. And because 

you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of 

His Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba, 

Father!’” (Gal 4:4-6). The Spirit is the 

bond of love and truth between the 

Father and the Son. He is also the love 

that binds us to our brothers. In our 

prayer, it is He Who intervenes to es-

tablish intimate relations between us 

and the Father, making us live to the 

full our character as sons: “All who are 

led by the Spirit of God are sons of 

God” (Rom 8:14). 

Yet are we not here indulging in 

rather arbitrary speculations, attempt-

ing to resolve from this point of view 

the practical questions of prayer? Are 

we not well on the way to leaving be-

hind the sphere of everyday reality? 

This is the question that a certain type of prudence might incline us to 

pose. But is prudence like this really in search of God? Is not the Holy 

Spirit the Reality that is the richest and most solid of all? Would it not 

be more exact to say that our prayer is lacking in substance precisely 

because it is not concerned enough to be simply the work of the Spirit 

spread abroad in our hearts? 

Do Not Grieve the Holy Spirit 

It is common to hear it said today that western theology suffers 

from an absence of the Spirit in its major currents of thought. Would 

it not also be true to say that our habitual manner of going towards 

God has too often tried to “do without” the Spirit? Christ and the Fa-

 
“Would it not be 

more exact to say 
that our prayer is 

lacking in sub-
stance precisely 
because it is not 

concerned enough 
to be simply the 

work of the Spirit 
spread abroad in 

our hearts?” 
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ther furnish sufficient material for our meditation, and the riches that 

they represent are so overwhelming that we feel no need to look else-

where. It is true that attractions of soul cannot be infused from the 

outside: it would hardly be proper to advise someone to detach him-

self from Christ or His Father on the pretext of granting a fair share to 

their common Spirit. Most of all, this would be to misunderstand 

completely the role of the Spirit in the economy of salvation. A too 

notable absence of the Paraclete in our lives bears witness to a crip-

pling paralysis of our relations with the Father through the Son; for 

these cannot attain their full development save in the Spirit. 

 “Do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, in Whom you were 

sealed” (Eph. 4:30). This exhortation of Saint Paul stands out in bold 

relief if one reads it in the light of the prophecy of Isaiah which most 

likely inspired it: 

“For He said: ‘Surely they are My people, sons who will not 

deal falsely; and He became their Savior in all their afflic-

tion. He Himself saved them; in His love and in His pity He 

redeemed them; He lifted them up and carried them all the 

days of old. But they rebelled and grieved His Holy Spirit’” 

(Is 63:8-10 Septuagint). 

Yet even if these reflections appear to be justified, the timidity 

we mentioned above holds us back: how can we make contact with 

this interlocutor Who escapes us as soon as we try to grasp Him? 

“The wind blows where it wills, and you hear the sound of it; but you 

do not know whence it comes or whither it goes” (Jn 3:8). Yet the 

conclusions of this meditation of Saint John ought to provoke on our 

part an examination of conscience; for he ends by saying: “so it is 

with everyone who is born of the Spirit” (ibid.). Who of us can say in 

his inmost heart that he is already on this path? 

Nonetheless, the Gospel points out the way: “He Who comes 

from above ... utters the words of God; for it is not by measure that 

He gives the Spirit” (Jn 3:31.34). Let us hearken to Jesus, and it is the 

Spirit that we shall receive. 

Elsewhere the Lord tells us still again: “If you then, who are evil, 

know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will 

the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask Him!” (Lk 

11:13). So, let us stop asking God for His gifts, and implore Him at 

last for the One Who is the Gift par excellence; for we know with cer-
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tainty that He is disposed to pour Him out on us in abundance if we 

but give signs of the desire. Let us not wait to understand His identity 

before we ask for Him: it is only in receiving Him that we shall come 

to know Him. 

 

 

 

 

Do Not Trust Every Spirit 

Let us therefore decide without reserve to undertake the adven-

ture of being among those who are unknown as to whence they come 

and whither they go; for Christ is clearly inviting us to do so. Yet do 

we not immediately think of all the times that we have noted our-

selves how easily one is deceived by false inspirations? We have seen 

them at work in ourselves, and even more so in our neighbor: it is so 

much easier to observe others! The evil spirit, that of the world, the 

endless trickeries of our own spirit within us: what a complicated 

mixture do we not bear within our heart! How can we live in peace if 

we must constantly be discerning between these shadowy inclinations 

and the Spirit of the Lord that is so fluid and discreet? 

The Gospel of John gives us the basic answer to this question, 

which comes up again and again in Jesus’ debates with the Jews, 

since their intentions were so impure. The touchstone is the thirst after 

truth which impels the heart to seek it at all costs: 

“And this is the judgment, that the light has come into the 

world, and men loved darkness rather than light, because 

THE HOLY SPIRIT AND THE 

FOUR CARDINAL VIRTUES 
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their deeds were evil. But he who does what is true comes to 

the light, that his works may be clearly seen” (Jn 3:19.21). 

Whoever lets himself be unmasked by the truth, and consents to 

the dissipation of the interior darkness in which he was rooted, will 

certainly come under the governance of the Spirit of Truth. 

Saint John gives a very practical directive for activating this 

thirst to do the truth: 

“They belong to the world; accordingly, their teaching be-

longs to the world, and the world listens to them. We belong 

to God, and anyone who knows God listens to us, while any-

one who does not belong to God refuses to hear us. This is 

how we know the spirit of truth and the spirit of deceit” (1 Jn 

4:5-6). 

The criterion for truth is listening to the Apostle and to his suc-

cessor in our own day: the Church and those who represent it in our 

regard. 

We cannot develop this theme here, however important it be. Let 

us just recall the teaching of the Statutes in their broad lines. If they 

speak only briefly of the role of the spiritual father (RS 33.2), upon 

whose importance all of monastic tradition insists, they are more de-

tailed in their treatment of the spiritual role of the Prior. It is a “spir-

itual” role in the strictest sense; for it is a service of the Spirit, carried 

out not at the stuffy level of a moralistic decision-making, but at the 

level of a contact that must be constantly maintained between the 

monk and the Spirit of the Lord. 

As servant of the Spirit, it is not the Prior’s task to impose his 

own will (RS 21.4 and 15 = St 23.8 and 19). Himself guided by the 

Spirit, his function is to insure that the monk is guided by the Spirit 

through his acting as a canal. It is a poor, humble, and detached com-

mon seeking that is demanded of both monk and Prior so that they 

may get beyond their own tastes and attractions in the thirst to “do the 

truth.” 

The concern of the Prior must not remain at the level of mere ex-

ternal action; he strives to orientate the interior direction and activity 

in the life of his brothers. He bears the image of the Father; the monk 

resembles the Son. From their mutual transparency, the Spirit of the 
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Father and Son springs forth to conduct the two seekers of God into 

the whole truth that will transform their hearts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Surrender to the Spirit 

To conclude our inquiry into the action of the Holy Spirit in our 

prayer, let us try to take an honest look at what keeps us from re-

sponding with complete freedom to the call God addresses to us so 

unequivocally in the Gospel. The Holy Spirit frightens us, we might 

say, because He escapes our control. We cannot pigeonhole Him in 

logical categories that would make us feel secure. The very fact that 

Christ has a human visage reassures us, and we have access to the 

Father in the certainty that Christ is His perfect image. But what are 

we to think of this Spirit, of this breath more present to us than we are 

to ourselves, and able to lay hold of us from within, without our ever 

being able to lay hold of Him in return? 

One can never become His possessor, or, at least, sustain the im-

pression that he can control the Spirit’s unpredictable creativity. He is 

but a Wind, a passage from one state to another, with nothing able to 

pin Him down. He demands constant openness and poverty of spirit, 

and who would not tremble at the thought of such complete aban-

A PRIOR RECEIVING A NOVICE IN 
THE FELLOWSHIP OF THE ORDER BY PLACING 

HIS JOINED HANDS OVER THOSE 
OF THE NOVICE. 
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donment of self? He is the Spirit of Holiness, and everyone knows 

that holiness has never been an easy proposition. 

Yet how can we fail to call to mind here the immeasurably per-

suasive words with which Saint Bruno invites us to follow in his path: 

“You know well what Wisdom itself has said: he who does not 

renounce all that he has cannot be My disciple. Yet who does 

not see how splendid, advantageous, and delightful it is to 

remain in the school of the Holy Spirit, and thus learn that di-

vine philosophy which alone confers a happiness that is 

true?” (Letter to Raoul le Verd, 10). 

It is not so much the arguments of Saint Bruno that touch us as 

the force of his conviction in inviting us to share his experience. At 

the beginning, an attitude of faith is required: a willingness to lose 

everything and follow Christ as His disciple. In the end, one is still 

being taught as a disciple, but by the Spirit, Whose instruction goes 

far beyond every human science, restricted wisdom, and shortsighted 

prudence. 

And what is the fruit of His teaching? The answer comes again 

from the pen of Saint Bruno, as he gives free rein to the sentiments of 

his heart. The Holy Spirit no longer appears by name, but He is all the 

more present in that Saint Bruno has surrendered to His inspiration 

without attempting to unveil it: 

“The soul striving for Holiness, sensing in part the incompa-

rable attractiveness, splendor, and beauty of this Good, is en-

kindled with love, and cries out: ‘My soul is thirsting for God, 

the God of my life; when shall I come and behold the face of 

God?’” (ibid., 16, quoting Ps 42:3). 

N 



 

 

 

In the school of the Holy Spirit 

SAINT BRUNO AND HIS COMPANIONS 
FRENCH, 17TH CENTURY 
(HOLY SPIRIT ADDED!) 
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has no need of a light in which to see Him; 

for He Himself is Light.” 
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