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      Rome, 24-03-07

SEVEN BASIC RULES FOR PRAYER ON THE RETREAT
(… AND IN LIFE)

(It is convenient to keep them very much in mind and to examine ourselves about them frequently throughout the retreat if we want the Lord to find the field fertilized for the fruits)

1. We need to spend time in prayer.  Time cannot be substituted for anything.  That is essential.  Nobody can do a good retreat unless he is willing to lose time, to “throw away time” in prayer.  Everything else, lectures, discussions, projects, notes…) is secondary.
The attitude of the person who prays is that of the farmer who has sown and knows that the fruit needs rain (grace) and time (patient wait) (see James 5:7-8).  The Lord himself chose the image of planting to talk of the Kingdom (sawing, seed…).  The problem is that we have lost the “farming spirit” and have become factory workers, eager for techniques and immediate results.

In order to accept this rule we must have a strong faith in the Holy Spirit: believing that his grace can slowly transform the poor men that we are.

2. We must go from the intellectual plane to the spiritual one, from the teaching received to the experienced carried out.
“The soul is not satisfied and full with much knowledge; but rather with feeling and tasting things internally” (EE, 2).  What happens at the retreat should resemble rather, the way an artist completes a work of art: he comes and goes, he becomes impregnated with it, he “savors” it.  This is what the praying person intends to do.  He receives the word.  Upon receiving it, he ruminates and repeats untiringly what he understands.  For this reason, “at the point where I find what I want, I will rest there, without being anxious to go further ahead, until I am satisfied” (EE, 76).
“Tasting,” “savoring,” “resting on” … are all words of an affective vocabulary and mean the same thing.  The religious truth that permeates our life is not penetrated as we do with objects in science, going from a proposition to another through logical sequence.

There are some persons that are satisfied with hearing a conference (or reading a book), reflect, “discus” it… to finally come to their critique or their ideas.  In these cases the profit is apparent and passing.  A person possesses the truth (or things he possesses it) instead of letting himself be possessed by it.

3. “Before going into prayer, rest your spirit a bit, sitting down or walking … considering where I am going and to what “ (EE, 239).  The body quiets down, the heart concentrates, the spirit opens up.  Thus is carried out the declaration to Moses to “take off your shoes”, and the “close your door” from the Sermon on the Mount.  It is the whole person that concentrates, body and soul.  It is necessary to have focused attention for prayer to arise.

4. In the spiritual exercises it is “the very Creator and Lord who communicates with a devout soul” (EE, 13).  Therefore, we must strive more to be available and open to God rather than to rationalize and come up with great resolutions.
5. The praying person must offer to God “all his will and liberty so that his divine Majesty may use both his person and everything he owns according to his divine will” (EE, 5).  Each one must enter into prayer with everything one is, without disguises, defenses, with his being and his real life.
6. We should never conclude a time of prayer or contemplation without “talking as we would talk to a friend” (EE, 54).  The language of prayer is the same used for freedom, love, intimacy.  In the end it concludes with a discussion and silence of adoration, of gratitude, availability, and petition…  True prayer cannot remain in ourselves.  It is done in the presence of the Lord and it is pure openness to Him.  How can we conclude it without directing ourselves to Him, the true protagonist?

True prayer is careful of the entrance and the exit.  They must be done in the presence of the Lord.

7. After finishing prayer it is essential to examine it at our leisure: “either seating down, or walking about, I will see how I have done in my contemplation or meditation” (EE, 77).  The purpose of this examination is above all, the analysis of what has happened within me.  We do not have to search the fruit of prayer in what I “have discovered” with my intelligence (undoubtedly shrewd, acute, brilliant when it is not tired or lazy or required by other things), but rather in what has happened in my heart.  Prayer is an encounter, and encounters “happen” and they either leave footprints in our heart or they are not encounters at all.  Without this examination, we may not perceive them.
