
Rivendell Community
Study & Formation - Unit D
Deepening our life of prayer

Part 1: Introduction

From The Companions’ Rule of the Rivendell Community:

SILENCE

We will devote time to silent prayer daily.

Our basic intention is to be lovingly attentive and available to God, whatever forms our silent prayer may take.
We seek the gift of inner silence that will dispose us to receptivity and obedience to God's purposes through the rest of the day.


For us who seek to be wholly given to God, and to pronounce a “yes” with our lives, no
aspect of our Rule is more significant than the provision for daily silent prayer–and, very
likely, none presents more difficulties. In this unit we will consider the “what” and “how”
of this prayer, as well as the “why.” We will also explore some specific approaches which
may be helpful, and discuss ways in which our prayer may develop over time.

“Devoting time to silent prayer daily” is one of the vaguer prescriptions of our Rule. It’s easy
to know whether or not one has prayed Morning Prayer–but what about silent prayer? What
“time” is expected? And what is “silent prayer,” anyway? This openness to interpretation is
intentional, recognizing that the particular ways in which our Companions pray will vary
considerably–and should. An explanatory footnote adds the comment that “devoting time”
usually implies some substantial amount of time, ordinarily at least 20 minutes daily. Yet even
here, both life circumstances and personal inclination lead to a variety of practice. Some
Companions find they can barely survive, much less thrive, with less than an hour or two given
specifically to personal prayer. Residential community living supports, and expects, more time
devoted to silent prayer and spiritual reading; at the Motherhouse, for instance, an hour and a half
is normative. On the other hand, a parent of young children may have many days on which five
minutes of quiet ensconced behind the bathroom door is the most she can manage.

Silence is a rare commodity for most people today, and a precious one. The nearly
constant noise which barrages us encourages us to live on the surface of life, to live distractedly,
consumed by urgent, but often unimportant, demands for attention. There is “no time to rejoice
for those who walk among noise and deny the voice.”  T.S. Eliot, “Ash Wednesday” Apart from silence and solitude, we can
avoid encountering the depths of our own lives, or hearing the Word of God which seeks and
addresses us, and hardly notice that our interior lives, our “souls,” are parched and shriveling,
gasping for living water. We can foster inner quiet and attentiveness to God by simple measures
like turning off the car radio, the television, and the cell phone more often; and we will probably
find that overall our taste and desire for silence increases as our life with God deepens—although there will very likely be ups and downs in this, as in other matters.

A long drive, or knitting, or peeling potatoes, can be great opportunities for prayer. Yet a
serious and sustained life of prayer generally requires devoting significant time to what is
sometimes called “unoccupied” prayer: time given over wholly to receptive presence to God,
without doing something else at the same time. In fact, setting apart such time devoted
specifically and exclusively to God, however little or much, makes it much more possible to
pray and live consciously in God’s presence the rest of the time. In it, “we seek the gift of inner
silence that will dispose us to receptivity and obedience to God's purposes through the rest of the day.”

When we do this, we will very likely encounter the characteristic “demons” of our culture, suggesting that we’re wasting time and should do something productive, or that we’re
imagining this whole God thing, or that we’re no good at it, anyway, or that we’re being selfish
to want to “take time for ourselves”. We will also encounter the noise of our own
preoccupations: mental to-do lists, plans for some upcoming project, rejoinders we wish we’d
thought of at the time, and, very likely, the darker chatter of bitterness, resentment, anxiety,
anger, envy, pride, self-loathing, and their kin. No wonder so many people avoid and, maybe
unconsciously, fear this kind of prayer! Even more alarming, we’re intending to come into the
Presence of the living God unshielded, undefended; we’re seeking to be vulnerable and available.
We’re inviting God to search us out and know us, to speak and give us grace to hear, and
gradually to re-form and transform us into the likeness of Christ. This is a process far more
searching and radical than anything we can do for or to ourselves, even by the most stringent
striving; we can neither predict nor control it, though we can welcome and cooperate with it by
persevering faithfully in prayer, through thick and thin, no matter what.

Practically speaking, establishing a regular time and place for prayer is advantageous.
Probably the majority of us find that early morning is most practical for the primary prayer period
of the day. Not only do you avoid phone calls and most of the temptation to “multi-task”, but
you may be more available and less distracted. And, for those who find it almost impossible to
squeeze silent prayer into their busy days, getting up a few minutes earlier may be the best
option. (Even physically, the beneficial effects seem to outweigh any loss of sleep.) But other
time periods can work well; you may want to experiment. Your “oratory” may be as simple as a
chair, or a place on a rug, and perhaps a candle, a cross, an icon, or some other visual focus. It’s
convenient to keep your Office books, Bible, and other spiritual reading close by, and maybe a
journal, a hymnal, etc. Let family members know that you would like not to be disturbed when
you’re in that particular place.

Now–what do you do? We will be looking at some methods and approaches which may
be useful, and are certainly worth learning and having available. But the basic answer is, You
show up, make yourself as available as possible to God, and let God choose the agenda. (Remember Mother Virginia’s First Rule of Prayer: “Ninety percent is showing up.”) Begin by remembering the presence of God, and intending to be present to God; you might reverence the cross before sitting down, light a candle, kneel briefly, make the sign of the cross, or in some other way gather yourself, body and spirit, in God’s presence. Ask for the gift of prayer, and the guidance and assistance of the Holy Spirit. You might use some approach like Lectio Divina or Centering Prayer; but you might simply “wait on God” in quiet, loving attention. You might bring
particular people or situations before God in intercession, or reflect on some theme, or ask God’s
guidance and help for some need, or pose a question and listen for an answer. Sometimes you
might sing or dance. At some point you might write in a journal, or turn to a book for spiritual
reading. If you have begun with the Daily Office, you might meditate and/or write in response to
Psalms or other readings.

You’ll notice that not all of these suggestions are, strictly speaking, “silent”–either
interiorly or even outwardly. Whatever else you do, though, include at least a little space of
simple, unworded, “loving regard,” resting in God. What God does with this is up to God.
Sometimes this simple silence may be very rich and full, even overwhelming; sometimes it may
feel like nothing but distraction, emptiness or boredom. It doesn’t much matter how it is, only
that it is. Remember that God can and does work within us at levels too deep for conscious
awareness; and sometimes our awareness and “help” would only get in the way. We intend that
unequivocal “yes” to God, even when we don’t have any idea what it is that we’re saying yes to
at the moment.

However it may be, we should approach this prayer with great freedom, openness and
“suppleness” to the prayer of the Holy Spirit within us and for us. “The Spirit helps us in our
weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs
too deep for words. And God, who searches the heart, knows what is the mind of the Spirit,
because the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of God.” (Romans 8:26-27)
Prayer is always initiated by God; we couldn’t even form the desire to pray apart from the
activity of the Holy Spirit. This is a much more sure foundation for prayer than any imagined
“competence” on our part! Even our most distracted, apparently least satisfactory prayer is heard
far more fully than we can imagine and cherished in the heart of God, and forms a part of the
eternal conversation and loving relationship with God for which we were created; we will only
comprehend its meaning and value in eternity.



Questions for reflection and possible conversation:

– What has been your experience with silent prayer in the past? What approaches have you
tried?

– What time(s) of day seem to work best for you? Are you satisfied with your current pattern, or
do you want to experiment? Do you have a particular “sacred space” that you use for prayer?

– What do you find are the most common interferences and obstacles, either in making time
regularly for personal prayer, or in praying once you’re “there”? Have you found strategies for
dealing with these? If so, how do they work?

– This section mentions some characteristic “demons” which people in our culture typically
encounter when they attempt a serious and sustained life of prayer. Have you met some of them?
Others which you can name? Does calling them “demons” seem silly to you, or might “naming”
them help dismiss them?

– What elements of ambivalence, resistance and/or fear to deep, transforming prayer are you
aware of within yourself?

– To this point in your life, what have you “overheard” of the prayer of the Holy Spirit within
you?


