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THE PRAYER OF THE HEART 

You have asked me to tell you about the prayer of the heart. I 

was asked about this several years ago but replied that I was reluctant 

to discuss a subject with which I was insufficiently familiar. With the 

passage of time I have gained some experience from observation of 

others and through things I have discovered in the course of my per-

sonal quest for Our Lord. I will, therefore, confide to you some of my 

thoughts on the subject but would ask you not to attach too much im-

portance to them. 

You know that the 

prayer of the heart is the 

fruit of lengthy experience 

in the spirituality of the 

Eastern Church. What I am 

going to say certainly has 

some points in common 

with that tradition, but I am 

very well aware of my too 

personal involvement when 

I describe it. Perhaps what I 

will say does not relate to 

the true prayer of the heart. 

My intention is not to 

outline a rigid or permanent 

framework: it is more a 

pointing out the way to you, 

the path to follow, which 

one takes, however, without 

knowing exactly where it 

leads. The prayer of the 

heart is not a goal in itself. 

It is a way of life, a method 

of becoming attentive to 

God’s voice within, and of 

making progress. 

“MY INTENTION IS… 
POINTING OUT THE WAY TO YOU…” 
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Before reading what I have to say, please first of all pray to the 

Spirit of Our Lord that He may enlighten us both, because my only 

wish is to help Him bring light into our hearts. 

 

ABBA, HALLOWED BE YOUR NAME 

When I pray, I do not call on the God of philosophers nor even, 

in a sense, on the God of theologians. I turn to my Father or rather, 

our Father. To be more precise, I turn to Him Whom Jesus, in com-

plete intimacy and confidence, called Abba. When the disciples asked 

Our Lord to teach them how to pray, He simply replied: “When you 

pray say: ‘Abba’...” To name God thus is to have the certainty that we 

are loved; a certitude of a different nature from that referred to by 

scholars but one derived from innermost conviction; a certitude of 

faith at which we have arrived, it seems to us, after periods of reflec-

tion, meditation and consideration of our interior inspirations; though 

ultimately this certitude is a gift. We have complete faith in the love 

we have in our hearts because it is the Father Who has sent us His 

Spirit, now that His Son has entered into His glory. 

It is because the Father loves me that I am able to turn to Him in 

complete trust and confidence. I do not turn toward Him to stress my 

virtues or for well-calculated reasons, but trusting in the infinite ten-

derness of the Abba for His Son Jesus, since He is also my Abba. 

 

He is my Father. What does this mean? He gives us life. He gives 

it not as He would give something separate from Himself. He gives it 

precisely in giving Himself. The only gift He can make is Himself, 

His Person, and the outcome of that gift is a Son. A Son Whose love 
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for Him is infinite. A Son for Whom He has nothing but tenderness 

and Who, in return, is nothing but tenderness for His Father. 

That is the Father to Whom I turn: the only One Who can give 

me life, a perfect life in His own image. He wishes me, here and now, 

to be in His own likeness, not as if it were some kind of overlaid ve-

neer but because He begets me by giving me a share in His own di-

vine nature. That is what I mean when I ask Him: “Abba, hallowed be 

Your name; that You should be Your own very self, Abba, in me; that 

Your name ‘Father’ be realized perfectly in the relationship which is 

established between us, Abba, I ask You to be my Father, to beget me 

in Your image and likeness purely out of love, that I, in return, 

through sheer graciousness on Your part, may become tenderness to-

ward You. 

The prayer of the heart consists simply in finding that path which 

will enable me to achieve vis-a-vis the Father, that attitude which will 

enable Him to sanctify His name within me. In me and in all His sons. 

In His only Son, consisting of the only One and all His brothers. 

To pray is to welcome the Father and partake of the life He has 

given us through His grace. To welcome the Father is to allow Him to 

beget His son and give birth to His Kingdom in my heart. 

TO SEE WITH THE HEART 

What path are we going to take which will lead us to that meet-

ing with God to which we aspire? What means are at our disposal to 

achieve this? Is it intelligence or an ability to learn and reason? Listen 

to the reply of Jesus: “I give praise to You, Father, Lord of heaven 

and earth, for although You have hidden these things from the wise 

and the learned, You have revealed them to the childlike. Yes, Father, 

such has been Your gracious will” (Matthew 11:25-26). That is what 

is so astonishing: the road is closed to the learned, to those who calcu-

late and reason. It is not to them that God has revealed His secrets. 

But after all, has not God given us our heads, our ability to reason, to 

describe things and portray them, as a means of making contact with 

others? These faculties have certainly been given us by God. They are 

worthy ones; they are essential. While recognizing their limitations, 

let us not disdain them. 
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Yet, when I turn over a problem in my mind, or, more precisely, 

when I consider someone very close to me, and do so with my head 

rather than my heart, I distance myself from that person. I think about 

him or her, doing so from different angles in order to analyze at my 

leisure, but without committing myself. 

In fact, I make no commitment; I keep my own security; I main-

tain my distance from that person. While doing all I can to understand 

him or her, I do not allow myself to become involved or touched by 

the inner force emanating from the heart of that person. Perhaps in 

some instances, such an approach is a good one. If I wish to love, 

however, that is certainly not the way to go about it. 

 
 

Jesus continues: “All things have been delivered to Me by My 

Father; and no one knows the Son except the Father, and no one 

knows the Father except the Son and any one to whom the Son 

chooses to reveal Him” (Matthew 11:27). 

“All things have been delivered to Me by My Father.” To be pre-

cise, this means that all distance between Father and Son has been 

abolished. Neither of them has sought to maintain His own security in 

the face of the Other. They have accepted the challenge of committing 

Themselves to each other completely. Thus can they know each other 

with that knowledge inspired by love which is presented as a mystery 

only the initiated can grasp. “No one knows the Son except the Fa-

ther, and no one knows the Father except the Son.” No one knows 

because no one opens his heart. If we wish to know the Father, we 

must be willing to accept this knowledge from the Son, Who will re-

veal Him to the extent that He sees that our heart is ready to welcome 

Him.

“I give praise to You, Father, Lord of 
heaven and earth, for although You have 
hidden these things from the wise and 
the learned, You have revealed them to 
the childlike” (Matthew 11:25-26). 



 

“…TO ACCEPT THAT THE SON REVEALS THE FATHER TO ME 

AT THE ONE LEVEL AT WHICH I AM ABLE TO ASSIMILATE THIS 

REVELATION: THE LEVEL OF MY HEART.” 
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In order to know God really, I must renounce my own security. I 

must eliminate that distance which reason and imagination have al-

lowed me to create between Him and me. I must realize how vulnera-

ble I am, and bring out into the open that vulnerability which I have 

hidden so well. I must accept it as part of my being and allow the true 

feelings of my heart to take charge. Then, and only then, will it be 

possible for me to enter into a relationship with the Father and the 

Son, and as well, with my brothers and sisters. 

 

This means, concretely, that I must live on the level of my heart. 

I must give my heart the right to its own existence, to reveal itself as it 

will and to express itself in its own way, i.e. with the deepest feelings: 

confidence, joy, enthusiasm, but also fear and sometimes anguish and 

anger. This does not mean living on the level of superficial sensibil-

ity. On the contrary, it means accepting that profound currents well up 

within us and lead us to an authentic encounter with our brothers and 

sisters. 

That is what it means to be a “little child”: he who reacts with 

spontaneity and allows himself to be enveloped by the love of the per-

son before him. How difficult it is for us to have the courage to be 

children! 

 

These reflections are in line both with the Gospels and with psy-

chological development. The two areas are clearly distinct but com-

plement and interpenetrate each other. We must learn to see every-

thing with the loving regard of Jesus, not only created realities but 

also the Divine Persons. That is what I call “seeing with the heart”; to 

accept that the Son reveals the Father to me at the one level at which I 

am able to assimilate this revelation—the level, where, by virtue of 

“I must give my heart the right to its 
own existence, to reveal itself as it will 

and to express itself in its own way, i.e. 
with the deepest feelings: confidence, 

joy, enthusiasm, but also fear and some-
times anguish and anger.” 
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my human nature, there can be found within me an image of the inti-

mate communion that exists between the Father and the Son: the level 

of my heart. 

PURIFICATION OF HEART: PURIFICATION OF ONE’S 

WHOLE BEING BY THE HEART 

There is no need to have a wide experience of human life, and 

even less so of the spiritual life, in order to realize that we are prison-

ers of a world of almost boundless disorder: sin, emotional unbalance, 

open wounds, unwholesome habits, etc. All this renders our heart im-

pure. 

We noted above that the language of our heart is that of the emo-

tions. All the confusion of which I speak leads to uncontrolled emo-

tions; we give vent to them without being aware of them; they rule 

our conduct and create division within us; they turn us away from 

God; they lead us into a kind of automated evil life. And all this 

comes from the heart! 

“What comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this 

defiles a man. For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder… 

These are what defile a man” (Matthew 15:18). If I wish to rid myself 

of the contamination in my heart, first of all I must purify it. 

 

Facing up to the urgent need to remedy this condition, it is usual 

to have recourse to what might be called traditional asceticism. This is 

a well-proven method adopted by many generation of monks, by 

Christians, by men and women of good will determined to free them-

selves from the bonds that hold them prisoner. It is a method which 

summons all the resources of our will power, our energy and our per-

severance, illumined by faith and love. This asceticism has its merits 

and we should never cease resorting to it. Yet it also has its limita-

tions. 

In particular, as regard true purification of heart, we must reach 

out beyond these purely human techniques. Let us once more read 

what Saint Bruno had to say to his friend Raoul on the subject: 

“So, what do you think ought to be done, dear friend? What 

else, but to trust in the exhortation of God Himself, and to be-
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lieve in the Truth which cannot deceive? For He calls out to 

everyone, saying, ‘Come to Me, all who labor and are heavy 

laden, and I will give you rest’ (Mt 11:28). Is it not, after all, 

a most ridiculous and fruitless labor to be swollen with lust, 

continually to be tortured with anxiety and worry, fear and 

sorrow, for the objects of your passion? Is there any heavier 

burden than to have one’s spirit’s thus cast down into the 

abyss from the sublime peak of its natural dignity—the veri-

table quintessence of right order gone awry?” 

Hence there is a type of purification in which, before any other 

endeavor, one must turn to Jesus and come to Him in order to “find 

rest.” 

After asking us to renounce being “wise and understanding,” Je-

sus invites us to become as little children (see Mt 11:25). To enter 

into the way of the heart is to realize that the only true purity is a gift 

of Jesus. “Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me; for I am gen-

tle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls” (Matthew 

11:29). 

 

The fundamental purification starts the moment I take all the 

contamination and confusion with which I am afflicted and go to meet 

Jesus. This is not a task any easier than the traditional ascetic ap-

proach; but it is more effective, since it obliges us to live a life estab-

lished in truth: the truth about ourselves, as it forces us to open our 

eyes to the reality of our state of sin; the truth about Jesus, Who is 

truly the Savior of our souls, not merely in a general and distant 

sense, but on the basis of direct contact with each and every one of the 

shortcomings with which we are afflicted. I have to learn, therefore, 

to offer up to Him, without any reservation or afterthought, all the 

impurities of my heart, as they come to light, whether through the in-

“Come to Me, all who labor and are 
heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 
Take My yoke upon you, and learn from 
Me; for I am gentle and lowly in heart, 
and you will find rest for your souls” 
(Matthew 11:28-29). 
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terplay of circumstance, or through some deep movement in my heart 

as it seeks to attain its real freedom at last. 

 

Every time I discover one of these bonds which paralyze me, the 

most important thing is not to wage direct war against it, because in 

most cases I would feel satisfied with 

lopping off the branches without getting 

at the roots. What matters is to lay bare 

the roots and bring them into the open, 

however ugly and unpleasant they may 

be. It is a question of accepting them as 

they are, and of offering them up con-

sciously and freely to the Savior. In this 

way there is no risk that the classic 

prayer, “Jesus, Son of the living God, 

have mercy on me, a sinner”, be an in-

effectual repetition. It is an acknowl-

edgment ever renewed that another 

meeting is about to take place between 

the purifying heart of Jesus and my own 

polluted heart. 

Clearly, in this process, an element 

of pure natural human psychology is 

present, but why should that be shock-

ing? Does not the work of grace always 

build on nature? In the present instance, 

it provides a substratum for redemption, 

which effects a transformation in my heart, a healing of wounds, 

through a personal encounter with the resurrected Jesus. In this way 

we progressively acquire the habit of ever returning to Him, especial-

ly with all that is confusing, obscure and disquieting within us. 

This is an attitude of heart which is frightening at first. We have 

been told so often that we can offer up to Jesus only that which is 

good and beautiful; that we cannot bring to Him anything which is not 

virtuous. Is it not a contradiction of the truth of the Gospels to say 

this? Jesus Himself declares that He has not come for those who are 

well but for the sick. Hence, we must learn, without false shame, to 

place ourselves before the divine doctor in all our misery, honestly 
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admitting everything in us which is wrong, untrue and opposed to 

God. Only He can heal us. 

MY BODY, MEETING PLACE WITH THE WORD AND 

TEMPLE OF THE SPIRIT 

One is frequently tempted to interpret “prayer of the heart” in a 

symbolic way. To speak of the heart would be a figurative manner of 

evoking an interior, and therefore a spiritual reality. This is wrong. 

All the movements of the heart, which are the mainstay of our rela-

tionship with the Father, are movements tied to our sentient, material 

being. We know from experience—sometimes even at the cost of our 

own health—that truly deep emotions affect our heart physically. En-

tering into the prayer of the heart is not possible unless we are deter-

mined to live very consciously and resolutely in contact with our cor-

poral dimension. God created us so. Genesis tells us of Yahweh’s cre-

ation of man from the mud of the earth, while at the same time assert-

ing with total assurance that this material being is made in God’s own 

image. Our body is not a hindrance to our relationship with God. On 

the contrary, it is the work of God Himself Who created us as His 

sons, called to receive Him as our heritage. 

 

The whole economy of the Incarnation of the Son of God places 

us within the same perspective. The early Church fought fiercely to 

defend the fact that Jesus really was man. He was born and lived in 

the flesh and in the flesh He taught us, suffered, died and was raised 

up. 

It is the human works of the Word of God which have given us, 

and continue to give us, life. God speaks to us in human words. Our 

sin is not purged in a symbolic manner but by the shedding of blood 

from the Body of Jesus. He really died and was raised up in the flesh. 

It is this material Resurrection which saves both our souls and our 

“Entering into the prayer of the heart is 
not possible unless we are determined 

to live very consciously and resolutely in 
contact with our corporal dimension.” 
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bodies. Indeed, the Holy Spirit was only given us as a fruit of the 

physical Resurrection of the Son. It is He, the son of Mary, Who 

sends us the Holy Spirit from the bosom of the Father. It is not the 

uncreated Word but the Word incarnate Who does so, after having 

shared our life and after becoming one of us. 
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We experience this incarnation each day through the sacraments, 

the liturgy, community life and our membership in the body of the 

Church. All these represent the tangible foundation, the presence in 

our lives, of the corporeal reality of Christ. Let us therefore welcome 

Jesus as He is, that is, as coming to us in His own bodily reality. Let 

us not hurry to be rid of this intermediary which we might be tempted 

to consider as an impurity in our relationship with God. This ideal is 

wholly false: The body is not an impurity, but the very sanctuary in 

which we meet our Abba. 

Even as it is impossible to consider community life as if our 

brothers were disembodied, pure spirits with whom our only contact 

would be outside and beyond their fleshly being, so would it be a re-

fusal of the reality of the love of God to 

ignore the concrete physical reality of 

the Son Who comes to us. The Eucha-

rist which we celebrate each day is real-

ly the celebration of the Pascal act 

which resulted in fundamental changes 

in His Body and Blood, not through 

abandoning or rising above them, but 

through giving them their full signifi-

cance; they are a material reality which 

is the Son of God. In the same way, our 

body with all its unwieldiness, con-

straints and limitations is the reality we 

are. It is my body which makes contact 

with that other reality of which Jesus said, “This is My Body.” It is 

the conjuncture of these two corporal realities which establishes the 

connection between God and myself. “Unless you eat the Flesh of the 

Son of man and drink His Blood, you have no life in you… As the 

living Father sent Me, and I live because of the Father… so he who 

eats this bread will live forever” (John 6:53.57-58). 

 
 

“It is my body which makes contact 
with that other reality of which Jesus 
said, ‘This is My Body’.” 
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The consequence of all this is that I cannot pray unless I pray 

from within my body. I cannot turn away from my incarnate reality 

when I turn to God. It is not simply a matter of religious discipline if 

certain movements are prescribed, or if I am limited by material con-

ditions when I turn towards God. This is in line with the unique reali-

ty: God loves me as I am, as He made me to be. Why should I try to 

be more spiritual than He? 

Hence, I learn to live on the level of my body, and within all the 

constraints which this places on me. Food, sleep, relaxation, illness, 

the limits of my strength—none of these constitutes an obstacle be-

tween God and myself. On the contrary, they are as a length of fault-

lessly woven cloth which envelops my concrete daily existence in the 

intimacy of divine reality. 

Who among us has not had the experience, sometimes so terribly 

painful, of being hemmed in—almost imprisoned—by problems of 

health, for example? If our hearts are honest, we can only say one 

thing: it is God Who comes to us in such grievous afflictions. In fact, 

they constitute the point at which the love of God enters into our life. 

Our heart welcomes God to the extent that it is attentive to this reality, 

which we might tend to consider inferior to our spiritual vocation. We 

must beware of this untruth which the Prince of lies seeks to instill in 

our heart. Let us not pretend to be pure spirits; we can be something 

better—children of God. 

THE SPIRIT HIMSELF PRAYS WITHIN ME 

We speak of praying, but do we know how to pray? Do I even 

know what constitutes real prayer? In all honesty, I have to admit that 

I do not know. Interiorly I feel a deep calling in this direction, but I 

remain in the dark. 

Fortunately, “The Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not 

know how to pray as we ought, but the Spirit Himself intercedes for 

us with sighs too deep for words. And He who searches the hearts of 

men knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit inter-

cedes for the saints according to the will of God” (Rom 8:26-27). 

Prayer lies in my heart. It springs from my heart. Yet, it is not 

something which I have created myself. It has been given me by the 

Holy Spirit, Who has penetrated my heart and Who prays from within 
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me. The Holy Spirit proceeds from the heart of God, with a longing to 

kindle in my own heart that same flame which burns in His. 

 

We know all the passages in which Saint Paul stresses this, but 

do we not have a tendency to think of these in a purely theoretical 

way, or more nobly, as being 

realities of faith, that is, matters 

of which we speak with convic-

tion but which in practice re-

main obscure? This presence of 

the Spirit in my heart would 

really only exist in God and be 

attained exclusively through 

intellectual formulas. The reali-

ty itself would totally escape 

my experience. But is that what 

Saint Paul meant? 

While contending against 

all that is excessive in such an 

attitude, is it, on the other hand, 

necessary to insist that all genu-

ine Christian life is an experi-

ence of the Holy Spirit, similar 

to that of the Apostles’ receiving tongues of fire on the morning of 

Pentecost? That has never been the teaching of the Church. However, 

between these two extremes, a genuine stance exists that is accessible 

to all Christians, whereby the presence in our lives of the Holy Spirit 

is a reality with a direct influence over our way of being, our loving 

relationships with our brothers and sisters, and our prayer. 

 

  

“…the presence in our lives of the Holy Spirit 
is a reality with a direct influence over our way 

of being, our loving relationships with our 
brothers and sisters, and our prayer.” 
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If we review the various stages we have discussed, we noticed a 

progression: renunciation of the idea that the center of activity in 

prayer lies in our head and in speculative theories; opening the door 

into our own heart and discovering there a disorganized world of 

emotions and open wounds which emanate from our heart and which 

need to be purified. We then learned that there exists the possibility of 

effectively integrating all these open wounds of our heart into a re-

demptive process by bringing them into the open and offering them in 

all sincerity to the healing action of Jesus. 

Thus, without actually pointing it out, we came to speak of the 

activity of the Holy Spirit within us. If we are able to put into practice 

the path I have outlined, it means that the Spirit of the Lord is at work 

in us, allowing us to unravel from within the complex network of our 

emotions—something which, through patience and perseverance, we 

can offer to the purifying and resurrecting grace of the Savior. Every-

thing we have been discussing is already the work of the Spirit. 

Let us continue along the same line. Besides noticing these dis-

ordered movements of the heart, especially after Jesus begins re-

establishing His order within us, we also notice movements which are 

less disturbed and which even end up quite harmonious. Thus, with-

out our being aware of it, the center of our heart learns to reach out 

spontaneously towards Our Lord. It is only after the event, and look-

ing back at what has occurred that we actually realize that Our Lord’s 

Spirit has been discreetly and silently at work in the depths of our 

heart. Gradually, as peace is established in these depths, a certain 

mysterious dynamism is set in motion with which we must learn to 

co-operate. 

So we learn to integrate all the movements of our heart: the good, 

the not so good and even the bad, in order to be able to turn them to-

wards God. Some of these movements come straight from God and 

return to Him, while others need to be converted and transformed 

through the Death and Resurrection of Jesus. All need to be con-

sciously integrated into that dynamism of the Spirit spread throughout 

our hearts. It is a question of being alert to the movements of our 

heart, so that we can unite them freely and consciously to the work of 

the Holy Spirit within us. 

None of this implies any mystical grace. It means being aware, 

with simplicity and gentleness, that our heart is alive and that we can 
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offer this life to the Holy Spirit, to be carried along in His own 

movement towards the Father. 

 
 

Saint Paul states that the Holy Spirit intercedes for us with “sighs 

too deep for words.” This last phrase is noteworthy. The Holy Spirit’s 

normal activity is not to give us lucid ideas or special lights, nor in-

deed, to give us anything in particular. The work of the Holy Spirit is 

to draw us towards the Father. “For all who are led by the Spirit of 

God are sons of God. For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to 

fall back into fear, but have received the spirit of sonship. When we 

cry, ‘Abba! Father!’ it is the Spirit Himself bearing witness with our 

spirit that we are children of God” (Romans 8:14-15 RSV). The Holy 

Spirit is a witness, a powerful force which carries us forward. We cer-

tainly do not seek to capture it, to plumb its nature or control it. To 

attempt to do so would be to drive it out of our hearts and to extin-

guish it. Let us leave the Spirit free to pray within us in His own 

shrouded way, hidden and mysterious; we will discern His action by 

its fruits. To the extent that we become aware that we are learning 

how to pray, and, without knowing exactly how we are able to make 

requests to God and have them granted, to that extent we understand 

that the Holy Spirit is praying within us, despite all our weakness. 
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MY WEAKNESS: WHERE I DISCOVER AND ENCOUN-

TER THE TENDERNESS OF THE FATHER 

Let us return to some of the cardinal points which we have dis-

cussed. Let us review them and integrate them, because they represent 

the keystone of the prayer of the heart. 

Fear of one’s weaknesses is a basic reaction of any human being. 

From the day we realize, in one respect or another, that we cannot rely 

on our own strength, a tendency to worry takes root which can grow 

into great anxiety. All that we have said up to now leads to the loss of 

personal security by bringing to light what we have termed our vul-

nerability, our hidden disorders and the limits of our created condi-

tion. Each time, then, we have said to ourselves there is only one solu-

tion—to recognize the reality of what we are and place it in the hands 

of the Lord. 

Recall the episode of the stilling of the waters. The Apostles are 

panic-stricken by the way their boat is being tossed about in the storm 

and go to wake Jesus. Astonished, He turns to them and asks, “Why 

are you afraid, O men of little faith?” (Matthew 8:26). Then, with one 

gesture, He calms the waves. 

 

So why be afraid of my own weaknesses? It is a fact that they ex-

ist; but for a long time I have refused to look at them in the face. 

Gradually, I have assumed them, and am now obliged to recognize 

them as part of me. These are not extraneous to me, which I could rid 

myself of once and for all. Moreover, if I wished to forget them, the 

Father would soon bring them back to my attention. He would permit 

some fault or other in the face of which I would be unable to deny that 

I am sinner. He would allow my health to play tricks on me, so that I 

would admit defeat and deliver myself defenseless to the love of the 

“So why be afraid of my own weakness-
es? It is a fact that they exist; but for a 
long time I have refused to look at them 
in the face. Gradually, I have assumed 
them, and am now obliged to recognize 
them as part of me.” 
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Father. He would make me realize, beyond 

the shadow of a doubt, how limited my 

abilities are.  

What is new is that in the future these 

weaknesses, instead of representing a dan-

ger, give me the opportunity to make con-

tact with God. For this reason I must grad-

ually allow myself to become at ease with 

them, no longer considering them as a dis-

turbing side of my personality, but as 

something willed and accepted by the Fa-

ther; not as some hopeless inevitability but 

as a basic presupposition for the gift to me 

of divine life. When I suddenly find my-

self faced with a previously unknown weakness, my first reflex in the 

future will not be to panic but to ask myself where the Father may be 

hidden in it. 

 

 

We cannot avoid asking ourselves a question: is this transfor-

mation of a weakness which seems to be nothing but defeat into a vic-

tory of love a sort of second thought on God’s part, an alchemy 

whereby He changes evil into good or, on the contrary, are we in the 

presence of a fundamental dimension of the divine order? 

We could say a great deal about this. Let us be satisfied with 

simply stating that, even in the natural order, all true love is a victory 

of weakness. Love does not consist in dominating, possessing or im-

posing one’s will on someone. Rather love is to welcome without de-

fenses the other as he or she comes to meet me. In return, one is sure 

of being welcomed unreservedly by the other without being judged or 

condemned, and without invidious comparisons. There are no contests 

“When I suddenly find myself faced with 
a previously unknown weakness, my first 

reflex in the future will not be to panic 
but to ask myself where the Father may 

be hidden in it.” 
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of strength between two people who love each other. There is a kind 

of mutual understanding from within which a reciprocal trust emerg-

es. 

Such an experience, even if inevitably imperfect, is already a 

very compelling one. Yet it is but a reflection of a divine reality. Once 

we really begin to believe in the infinite tenderness of the Father, we 

are, as it were, obliged to descend ever more fully and joyfully into a 

realm in which we neither possess nor understand nor control any-

thing. 

 

Thus, almost without being aware of it, we enter into communion 

with the divine life. The relation between Father and Son in the Spirit 

is, at a level completely beyond our comprehension, a perfect embod-

iment of weakness transformed into communion. 

In a way closer to ourselves, this intimate tenderness of the 

thrice-holy God is revealed in the relationship between the incarnate 

Son and His Father. We cannot help but be struck by this serenity and 

sense of infinite security with which He quietly proclaims that He has 

nothing of His own and that He can do nothing but what He sees the 

Father doing. What man would accept such powerlessness? Neverthe-

less, this is the path we 

must follow if we wish to 

live in the depths of our 

heart as God has made it, 

and as He transfigures it 

through the Death and 

Resurrection of His Son. 

Mary points in the 

same direction. The Mag-

nificat is at once a song of 

triumph and recognition 

of total powerlessness. 

The two go hand in hand. 

From the beginning, she 

realized and accepted her utter weakness; thus does she find herself in 

a state of readiness to receive the Son Whom the Father gives her. She 

becomes the Mother of God because she is closest to the poverty of 

God. 
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ENTERING INTO SILENCE 

In following this path, it is normal that intellectual activity be 

gradually stilled during prayer; similarly, to the extent that the emo-

tions of the heart are channeled, all kinds of distractions and diver-

sions lose their sense. This means that, with an almost spontaneous 

movement, prayer of the heart leads us towards silence. Sometimes 

this experience is especially strong and inevitably one finds oneself 

exposed to what I might call the temptation of silence itself. Silence is 

a blessing which tends to seduce all hearts, once they have really had 

a taste of it. Yet there are many types of silence, not all of which are 

good. Indeed most types are distortions, rather than authentic prayer 

of the heart. 

 

The first temptation is to make of silence an activity, even if we 

are entirely convinced we are doing the opposite. Basing ourselves on 

the fact that intellectual activity has ceased and that our heart is at 

rest, we imagine that we have achieved a genuine silence of all our 

being. In fact, even if it has a real value, this silence is the result of a 

tension on the part of the will which is the most subtle, but equally the 

most pernicious, of activities. Instead of keeping our heart attentive 

and alert, we maintain ourselves in an artificial state in which we are 

not receptive to the Lord but are relying on our own resources. In the 

case of people with strong and active wills, this can prove a major 

obstacle to attaining a state of readiness and openness to receive the 

Lord. Materially speaking, this silence is impressive, but it is a silence 

turned in on itself and dependent upon itself. 

Another temptation is to make silence an end in itself. One ima-

gines that the goal of prayer of the heart, and even of all contempla-

tive life, is silence. One focuses on a purely material reality, rather 

than on the Person of the Father, the Son or the Spirit. My inner state 

is what matters and not the relationship of loving receptivity which I 

“…there are many types of silence, not 
all of which are good. Indeed most types 
are distortions, rather than authentic 
prayer of the heart.” 
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have with God. I am no longer even praying; I am merely contemplat-

ing myself! 

A similar temptation consists in making silence a reality in itself. 

Silence is everything! Once all the “noise” of the senses, the mind and 

the imagination has been stilled, a genuine feeling of joy arises, and 

that is enough for us. We seek nothing more. We refuse to look for 

anything else. Any thought which might enter our minds even if it 

related to the Lord or came directly from Him, would seem to us an 

obstacle. At such a time, the only divine reality is silence. There is no 

more prayer. There is nothing left but an idol called Silence. 

 

It cannot be denied that authentic silence is very important and 

much to be prized. Nevertheless, if I wish to enter into genuine si-

lence, it is essential to renounce silence from the bottom of my heart. I 

need not belittle or underestimate it, nor cease seeking it, but I must 

avoid making it a goal in itself. 

 
Above all I must avoid believing that real silence is the result of 

my own efforts. I do not have to make silence from scratch, as though 

I were manufacturing something. Too often one thinks that silence 

only entails establishing peace in one’s intellect, imagination and 

senses. This is one aspect of silence, but there is more to silence than 

that. It is also necessary that the very depths of the heart, to the extent 

that they reflect and express the will, should themselves be silent; that 

all desires be stilled other than that of doing the will of the Father. 

Instead of tensely imposing itself on the rest of my being, my will 

“Instead of tensely imposing itself on the 
rest of my being, my will should abide in 

a state of pure receptivity, listening and 
welcoming. Only then does the possibil-

ity arise of entering into an authentic 
silence of all my being before God, a si-

lence born of the genuine conformity of 
my deepest being with the Father…” 
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should abide in a state of pure receptivity, listening and welcoming. 

Only then does the possibility arise of entering into an authentic si-

lence of all my being before God, a silence born of the genuine con-

formity of my deepest being with the Father, since it is created in His 

image and likeness. 

 
“…A STATE OF PURE RECEPTIVITY, LISTENING AND WELCOMING…” 

 

God alone suffices; everything else is nothing. Genuine silence is 

the manifestation of this basic reality of all prayer. Silence truly exists 

in the heart once all the impurities which are opposed to the reign of 

the Father have disappeared. 

True silence is only found in a pure heart, a heart that resembles 

the heart of God. 

This is why a really pure heart is able to maintain complete si-

lence, even when it is immersed in all sorts of activity, because there 

is no longer any discord between it and God. Even if its intelligence 

and feeling remain active, in conformity with the will of God, true 

silence continues to reign in such a heart. “Blessed are the pure in 

heart, for they shall see God” (Mt 5:8). 

N 
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EDITOR’S NOTE ON THE ILLUSTRATIONS 

All illustrations have been added to the text by the editors of this 

booklet. 

 

Front and back cover: Carthusian Sculpture with Heart and Crown¸ 

former Charterhouse of Lisbon, Portugal. 

p. 5: Annunciation (detail: the Holy Spirit), France, 15
th

 c. 

p. 8: Jesus and the Disciple Whom He Loved, who had lain close to His 

breast at the Last Supper (see John 20:21), 14
th

 c. 

p. 12: Jesus Heals the Paralytic. 

p. 14: (from top to bottom) Last Supper, Retable of the church of the 

Charterhouse of Miraflores (detail), Spain, 15
th

 c.; Crucifixion, Re-

table of the church of the former Charterhouse of El Paular (detail), 

Spain, 16
th

 c.; Resurrection, Retable of the church of the Charter-

house of Miraflores (detail), Spain, 15
th

 c. 

p. 15: The Lamb of God. 

p. 17: Pentecost, Retable of the church of the Charterhouse of Miraflores 

(detail), Spain, 15
th

 c. 

p. 19: Christ Crucified and Risen. 

p. 21: The Return of the Prodigal Son (detail), Rembrandt, The Nether-

lands, 17
th

 c. 

p. 22: Annunciation, Retable of the church of the former Charterhouse of 

El Paular (detail), Spain, 16
th

 c. 
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“THE CROSS STANDS FIRM, WHILE THE WORLD TURNS” 



 

 


