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Deepening our life of prayer
Part 6: Persevering in prayer



Prayer is the special language of the central relationship of our lives, the love of God for which 
we were created.  While we can read, or write, some useful things about prayer, it is always the 
Holy Spirit who is the Teacher of prayer, who inspires and guides our prayer, and gathers up our 
prayer into the eternal loving interchange of the Blessed Trinity.  In a real sense, it may be that 
every life of prayer is a unique creation, just as is every person; so that, however much help we 
may get from the Psalmists, or St. Augustine, or Julian of Norwich, or Thomas Cranmer, none of 
them will be an exact model.  (As a wise spiritual director observed, “God already has Teresa; 
now God wants you”; and, according to the celebrated dictum of another, “Pray as you can, not 
as you can’t.”)

Learning to pray is the occupation of a lifetime.  If we persist in prayer, we will certainly find our 
prayer changing over time, just as the landscape changes as we continue a journey.   From the 
bedtime prayer of a toddler to the dying words of a saint, it is all cherished by God.   And, while 
models and “maps” of the typical development of a life of prayer can be useful, it’s important not 
to confuse the map with the reality (for instance, to suppose that because one has read John of the 
Cross one has passed through the dark night of the spirit!) or to be particularly concerned about 
what “stage” one is in–as though these “stages” were actual places one goes through, like 
traveling from New York to Denver.  The difficulty of understanding what is and isn’t happening 
in prayer, the inevitable times of bewilderment,  confusion or frustration, and the continuing need 
for both challenge and comfort, are all significant reasons why a spiritual 
direction/companionship  relationship is so strongly encouraged for those who undertake the 
journey of contemplative prayer.  (To cite one more aphorism, “Anyone who relies on his own 
wisdom has a fool for a spiritual director.”)  In the final section of this unit, we will look briefly 
at some general considerations about how a life of prayer may develop; but of course they can’t 
take the place of a personal relationship.

An ancient and very influential “map,” traceable from the third century theologian Origen, is the 
three-fold way of Purification, Illumination, and Union.   Through the centuries, most Christian 
spiritual writers have accepted this as the normal pattern of development.  (Interestingly, in the 
influential 20th century model of “faith development” developed empirically by James Fowler, 
the final three post-conventional stages bear a resemblance to the classic three-fold way.)  The 
early 20th century Anglican writer and spiritual director Evelyn Underhill helpfully prefaces these 
three stages with “awakening.”  Sometimes these three “ways” are understood as truly sequential 
stages, with a definite, often intense and perhaps protracted transition ushering in each new stage.   (In John of the Cross, for instance, the “nights” of sense and spirit serve this purpose.  For a 
contemporary presentation of these modes as discrete and sequential, see, for example, Ruth 
Burrows, OCD, Guidelines to Mystical Prayer.)

Others tend to see these more as interwoven processes or activities of the Holy Spirit within us, 
which may generally be sequential but are not separate or separable.  Thus, for many people a 
genuine taste, or foretaste, of union with God is what propels them into the spiritual journey in 
earnest, and anticipates what will eventually be accomplished for them, rather like glimpsing a 
far-off land from a mountaintop, and then taking the long road that leads there; while the process 
of purification, or purgation, continues throughout our lives, and is only completed in physical 
death (if then). Perhaps these are best considered as facets of the same loving activity of the Holy 
Spirit, constantly leading us toward our ultimate good, the union with God for which we were 
created, which, however, we experience differently, depending on our own condition and 
circumstances.  We might also note that these three ways themselves can be variously, and even 
paradoxically, experienced.  For example, “purgation” often involves difficult and even painful 
effort on our part, but is also carried forward by intensely joyous, even ecstatic, experiences of 
divine grace which render lesser attachments virtually impotent; “illumination” sometimes 
appears as darkness, though it may be like the temporary blinding effect of light too great to be 
borne; while experiences of (apparent) abandonment are consistent with profound “union” (as, 
most dramatically, in Jesus’ cry of dereliction on the Cross).

Though God is the author and perfecter of prayer, from beginning to end, and prayer is always a 
relationship uniting God’s grace and our free co-operation, a central dynamic seems to be that as 
we become more fully available to and united with the love of God, our prayer comes to be more 
completely identified with the prayer of the Holy Spirit within us.   Some of our holy forebears 
describe this process in terms of “active” and “passive” [prayer, recollection, purification, etc.] 
“Passivity” here doesn’t connote quietism, much less lack of involvement; it simply means that 
one is acted upon by God, and that God is doing for us that which we cannot do ourselves, for 
ourselves; the transformative love of God is acting to remove obstacles and make us capable of 
the loving union for which we long.   A new phase of prayer might be ushered in gently and 
almost imperceptibly, as we find our usually scattered selves quietly gathered up and held in 
stillness.  (St. Teresa believed that those who steadfastly and faithfully undertake substantial 
silent prayer are likely to be brought rather rapidly, within several months, to the “prayer of 
quiet,” which she saw as a mixed active/passive, natural/supernatural prayer marking the 
beginnings of true contemplative prayer.  She was, of course, thinking primarily of cloistered 
nuns; but she certainly saw such prayer as a normal path for all devout Christians.)

God’s activity can also be quite disconcerting, however.  Many spiritual writers have devoted 
considerable energy to questions of how to distinguish the activity of God from our own 
unconscious processes, and from the inimical meddling of evil powers, which have a vested 
interest in preventing, derailing, or corrupting any growth in grace, and especially any which 
threatens to loose on the world another human being sufficiently transformed by grace as to be 
radically available for God’s purposes.  At the risk of being tiresome, we should note that this, again, is an area in which a good spiritual direction relationship is invaluable; the received 
wisdom of the tradition is that one should consult very openly and transparently with one’s 
director about any spiritual experience or change in the quality of prayer.

Transitions can be particularly bewildering.  For instance, a typical transition begins like an 
apparent loss, or dis-integration.  Perhaps a person has been deeply and joyously nourished in a 
meditative form of prayer, and begins to find that this approach no longer seems to work. She 
wants to pray, and longs to recover the sense of intimacy with God which had become normal, 
but seems quite unable to do so.  It’s not that she has gotten distracted by other concerns; on the 
contrary, her very loss makes it clear that God is all she wants.  Is it all over, then?  Was it even 
real to begin with?  Has she gone astray and fallen into the power of sin?  If this condition isn’t 
attributable to outward circumstances such as illness, or to some fairly evident clinging to sin, it 
may actually be a very gracious way in which God is leading this person into a deeper kind of 
prayer.  The best approach will be, not to resist it or struggle to return to the previously satisfying 
form, but to rest quietly and attentively in the presence of God.  It’s rather as if one has entered a 
dark room, and it takes a while for one’s eyes to accommodate to the new circumstances.  God, 
who so graciously and courteously accommodates himself to our human condition, coming to be 
with us as we are in all our weakness, also raises us up, gradually accommodating us to himself, 
so that where he is, we may also be.

Now, you may well be reading this and thinking that it has little to do with your present 
experience.  What almost certainly is familiar, though, is that the life of prayer has its ups and 
downs, its mountaintop experiences and its dreary deserts and valleys.  For some reason, this 
isn’t something the Church invariably informs her members about, which can lead people to 
think that something is wrong if their life with God is not one of uninterrupted bliss, or at least 
peace.  (It can also lead to the suspicion that everyone else is doing just fine, and knows some 
trick you don’t.)   It’s important to remind ourselves of  three things:  First, these ups and downs 
are normal, and are characteristic of a sustained life of prayer.  Second, the dry desert times  are 
not necessarily a sign that you’ve done or are doing something wrong, nor are they a sign that 
God is distant, even when that’s how it feels; they are a way in which God creates and sustains in 
us the very precious gifts of faith, hope, and love.  Third, at such times, continuing to be faithful 
is of great value, even when it feels like just going through the motions.  (After all, “going 
through the motions” is a significant part of learning to dance!)

One of the benefits of community life and a shared rule is that it helps keep us going through the 
difficult times.  We know that others are counting on our faithfulness.  We remember, too, that 
very likely, when we’re trudging along through the desert and don’t see much of anything, or feel 
that any of it is very worthwhile,  some Companions are seeing more clearly and delighting in 
God’s steadfast love; and that we will do so for them at some other time.  At certain times, it may 
even seem impossible to pray in our usual way, and we will be comforted and strengthened by 
realizing that others are praying for us.  Moreover, a real benefit of praying the Office which may 
not be readily apparent at first is that it’s generally possible to do, even when other forms of 
prayer are inaccessible.  And, however lonely the journey sometimes seems, we’re never truly alone: we’re surrounded by the “great cloud of witnesses,” of which our Community is a visible 
and accessible sign.  We will have understanding Companions to whom we can turn.

As we persevere in prayer, and encounter some of the adventures and varied terrains of the 
journey home to God, we should remember that in the divine economy, nothing is wasted; 
“everything works together for good for those who love God.”  Our own struggles and attempts 
at faithfulness in adversity, however ambiguous or insignificant in the grand scheme of things 
they may seem, are of inestimable value, not only for ourselves but for others as well, in ways we 
probably can’t even guess.

So we should seek above all to trust God, no matter what, and to love God in will and intention, 
whatever our current experience may be.  God’s steadfast love toward us never wavers or 
diminishes.  It’s the firm foundation for our entire journey.  Whatever happens, we always put 
our hope in God.  The faithful One who has called us and beckoned us will surely complete that 
which he has begun, and lead us home.  And then we will see that, as St. Catherine of Siena said, 
all the way to heaven is heaven.
					

Questions for reflection and possible discussion:
	
–A popular piece of bumpersticker wisdom goes, “If God seems far away–who moved?”  This 
chapter challenges the notion that the expected answer is always the most accurate.  What 
possible answers occur to you?  How would you try to assess the best answer, or answers, in a 
given situation (yours, or someone with whom you might be talking)?

–Do you have any sense of what usually precipitates such times for you?  How they are typically 
ended or resolved?  What seems to help you in times of aridity?  In times of desolation or 
darkness?

–How would you describe the shape of your spiritual journey over the last few years?  (Fairly 
flat, steady and stable?  Lots of hills and valleys?  Climbing from plateau to plateau?  Dark with 
occasional light through the cracks?)

–Think back to some of the ups and downs of your journey so far.  Can you identify times of 
dryness or darkness which you now see as having been fruitful or graced in some way?  Is there a 
story you’d be willing to share?

–What other thoughts, insights, questions and/or experiences does this material evoke for you?  




