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Second Sunday of Lent

Sunday 4 March 2007
Lord, let my whole heart be 
inflamed with love for you!

In this second week of Lent we reflect briefly on a very short, yet particularly important, chapter in the holy Rule of our father St. Augustine, chapter 2, which encapsulates the mystery of prayer. We quote the entire chapter here: 

“Be assiduous in prayer" (Coll. 4.2), 
at the hours and times appointed.
11. In the Oratory no one should do anything other than that for which it was intended and from which it also takes its name.  Consequently, if there are some who might wish to pray there during their free time, even outside the hours appointed, they should not be hindered by those who think something else must be done there.

12. When you pray to God in Psalms and hymns, think over in your hearts the words that come from your lips.

13. Chant only what is prescribed for chant; moreover, let nothing be chanted unless it is so prescribed. 

The desire and longing of the soul attracted to union with the Lord is not only to be constant in prayer at the appointed times, but also to hope and strive for a heart that is listening and praying always and everywhere. St. Joseph, the man of silence, to whom we have dedicated this year in our Monastery, would have understood completely the aim of the contemplative as expressed in the second chapter of the Holy Rule: to think over, to ponder, to reflect upon the words of the psalms and hymns that are chanted each day. 
The tremendous danger that afflicts persons of constant and regular prayer, who pray the Psalter or other liturgical books or prayers, is that the words may become routine and our minds—and more importantly our hearts—become distracted. A contemplative strives to reflect over all that comes forth from the heart and to speak nothing that is not deliberately chosen. This is why contemplatives voice their prayers in a slow, deliberate cadence. Augustine was warning his disciples not to simply multiply sacred words but to truly pray them. 
Aware that we are body-spirit people, the Bishop of Hippo knew that everything we do affects our prayer and our inmost being. He recognized the utmost importance of a sacred place. The chapel, church or monastic oratory (from the Latin orare meaning ‘to pray’) is not just another room or hall but a consecrated and sacred area. At the moment, it is one of our heaviest burdens that we do not have a consecrated oratory but must use converted rooms of a house as our chapel. In her beginning years as foundress of the Sisters of Charity, St. Elizabeth Anne Seton also was very cramped for space; the room she used for a chapel was at certain times also used for school classes. During school time, pocket doors blocked off the area where the Blessed Sacrament was reserved. Since we are not blessed with pocket doors, we use curtains to separate the Blessed Sacrament and create a visiting parlor when we meet with those who desire to speak with us. Nevertheless, it is imbedded in the very fiber of our monastic being to keep our chapel always as a place of silence and sacredness in order that we may grow in that interior silence that leads to intimacy with God.  
Truly Good St. Joseph must have been such a person, for we read that when he had decided to put Mary away quietly he was pondering on this when the angel of the Lord appeared to him in sleep. His pondering and his openness to the Lord even in his subconscious and unconscious opened his spirit and heart to seek the Lord’s will for him. By our continual lifting up of our minds and hearts to God, even while we are doing our daily tasks, we grow in our union with the triune God.  

Another person who exemplified the life of prayer was a woman we used to know. She wasn’t very well educated but was a true servant of God. Her husband had become severely mentally ill and had been institutionalized. The woman raised her three children by many an odd job, especially taking in other people’s laundry. She herself always wore clothes passed on to her by her neighbors, but she never seemed to mind her sacrifices, and she was always pleasant and friendly. Once in a conversation she revealed in her honest and simple way her love for God and neighbor. She stated, “Often when I am occupied by this or that task, I have before me all the people I have ever known.” Then she asked, “What do you call the wheel that has little cards on it with people’s names and addresses?” When told it was a rolodex, she exclaimed, “Yes, just like a rolodex, people come before me and each one I lift up to God.” Here was one of God’s children who discovered interior prayer while being busy about many things.  

Through years of searching and desiring God, Augustine became immersed constantly—heart, mind and soul, in short, his whole being—in the love of God. The prayers he uttered on his lips and wrote with his hand reveal this to us. By God’s grace may we too be totally immersed in the love of God. 

Lord, let my whole heart be inflamed with love for you;

Let nothing in me belong to me 
and let me have no thought for myself;

let me burn and be wholly consumed in you; 
let me love you with my whole being as one set on fire by you.  
—St. Augustine.

