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T 
HE PAST tWO or three years have witnessed, in many parts 
of  the world, a powerful revival of interest in prayer among 
lay people and religious alike, one which may well be more 
intense than it has been for centuries. The expressions of  

this vital preoccupation are numerous; and, whilst some of them 
may manifest a certain theological and spiritual superficiality, there 
can be no doubt  that, where there is a genuine desire to seek the 
Lord (and this desire seems widespread), the prayer itself is likely 
to be truly formative and corrective. 

In this assessment of  future prospects for growth in genuine 
prayer in the Church, I shall confine my attention largely to the 
new attitudes and movements which are establishing themselves in 
religious communities - particularly those consecrated to the apos- 
tolic life: the movements which appear to bear great promise for 
the future, areas of possible deviation, and what can be done to 
foster for the future this growing response in the community to 
God's action. 1 

Spiritual sharing 
From all the evidence, it would seem that one of the most apparent 

and widespread phenomena is what we might call 'spiritual shar- 
ing'. A heightened awareness of the communitarian dimension of 
religious life has reawakened the sense of communal responsibility 
for mutual  spiritual growth. In the past, such responsibility was 
generally considered to belong to the superior; and, while all were 
certainly conscious of the fact that the community was a source of  
support in the personal seeking of the Lord, there was little stress 
for example, on actual personal sharing of spiritual insights. In fact, 
in many congregations, especially of women, it was actively 

1 I shall say nothing here of  the amazing phenomenon now known as the Catholic 
Pentecostal Movement.  The  literature is already enormous and continues to proliferate; 
and  there is ample evidence that  many serious-mlnded theologians involved in the 
movement  are reflecting and writing on prospects for sound development. 

https://www.theway.org.uk/article.asp
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discouraged, on the suppostion that it might lead to spiritual pride 
and a certain insincerity. At a time when the emphasis was on per- 
sonal striving for perfection, with perhaps an element of unconscious 
semi-pelagianism, such fears were understandable. Today, how- 
ever, there is a deeper understanding among religious of God's 
action in the individual and community, which tends to alleviate 
such fears. 

Whereas in the past, relationship with the Lord was normally 
considered to be a purely private affair, presently there is a growing 
tendency to feel that one's insights and inspirations should be shared 
with one's brothers and sisters; and the sharing is proving to be 
seeking to respond to the Lord, individually and as a community. 
There are of course risks involved: the most serious is perhaps not 
spiritual pride but the possibility of a subtle if not overt pressure on 
those who are by temperament more reserved, to share against 
their will their spiritual experiences or thoughts. This can be an 
unjustifiable violation of privacy; but it is one that can be avoided 
by creating an atmosphere of spiritual freedom which encourages 
but never coerces. With the proper precautions, the benefits far 
outweigh the risks, because their spiritual sharing is proving to be 
conducive to community integration at the deepest level. In fact, 
what is being shared is the love of Christ which gathers us together. 
Whenever  it is undertaken with seriousness, charity and discern- 
ment, communities move  rapidly from discussion to dialogue, to 
communal  reflections on the scriptures or other spiritual writings; 
there follows the sharing of personal insights, leading to spoken 
prayer, in which people verbalize spontaneously what they find in 
their hearts. There is often revealed here the spiritual depths of the 
various people who make up the community, some of whom would 
otherwise have hesitated to manifest their own relationship with 
the Lord. Normally, such shared prayer gives rise to a deeply felt 
need on the part of the group for silence; and in this atmosphere 
quiet contemplation rapidly develops. Spiritual sharing leads 
people to rediscover their basic need: the spirit of prayer, living 
contact with the Lord. For no one can share what he does not have. 

Where this deep spirit of  prayer in the communal context has 
been developed, the community itself discovers a new apostolic 
dimension. An open and sharing group constitutes, by its very 
existence, a centre of attraction, and thus exercizes a vital aposto- 
late. Religious of other communities or even of other Institutes, 
diocesan priests or laity (and there are many of these interested), 
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when they see a group of religious who deeply believe and pray 
sincerely and simply to God, are drawn to join them and take part  
in their worship and prayer. Of  course, the community must be 
open and ready to welcome these 'visitors', who quickly become 
worshippers. Such a community is pre-eminently apostolic because 
it is leading men to God. 

This new form of prayer is also creative of a new attitude towards 
God and the world. The sharing of aspirations and inspirations, of 
experiences and anxieties, results in a prayer that is intimately 
attuned to the reality of life. When we are attentive to the anguish 
and suffering of men, to their misery and necessities, it is easier to 
hear God's voice calling us to his service and inviting us to continue 
the mission of love and goodness which Christ accomplished on earth. 
While this sharing develops an attitude of listening to God and to 
his calls, at the same time it makes us feel the  pressing need of. 
interceding, in union with Christ, for God's poor. It also intensifies 
the deeply felt need for closer union with Christ and the desire to 
share his values; and thus leads us back to the contemplation of 
Christ himself in his mysteries. 

Appreciation of the liturgy 
Spiritual sharing, which finds one of its main sources in scripture, 

has contributed to the development of a deeper appreciation of the 
liturgy and a more active participation in it: and thus, not only of  
the eucharistic celebration, in which the praise of God finds its 
highest expression and reaches its climax, but  also of the new form 
of Divine Office, now commonly referred to as the Prayer of the 
Church. 

The last few years, it is true, has witnessed a reaction in religious 
communities against the traditional recitation of the Office, which 
was looked upon as part  of an overloaded programme of community 
'vocal' prayers. Unfortunately, in the minds of many, the reformed 
Prayer of the Church was placed in this category of the old-style 
vocal common prayer - such as the recitation of the rosary. The 
result is that many are looking for other forms of community prayer, 
more appealing or meaningful to them. Such a reaction is often due 
to a lack of  scriptural knowledge and appreciation, particularly of 
the psalms. However, through spiritual sharing and a better, more 
widespread scriptural formation, many communities have come to 
see how the Prayer of the Church, with the flexibility envisaged for 
it, can well be the best foundation on which the community gradually 
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builds up the mutual  communion necessary for deep sharing in the 
Lord and a readiness for real participation in the Eucharist. 

This is certainly the experience of those who, because of a lack of 
appreciation of the psalms, sought to substitute for them, readings 
less suitable aesthetically, if  not doctrinally. There has been a turn- 
ing back to the Word of God and an increasingly positive preoccu- 
pation with scripture. Further, this contact with the Lord in his 
spoken word is leading to a new desire for contact with the Word in 
his sacramental presence as well, in adoration of the blessed Sacra- 
ment. 

The celebration of the Eucharist, however, remains the centre and 
summit of community life, where the community seeks the fullest 
and most meaningful participation, enriched by the personal 
prayer-experience of its members and completed by a deepening 
integration of prayer and service in their lives. 'Go in peace to love 
and serve the Lord'. A great deal of time and effort goes into the 
preparation of many eucharistic celebrations in religious communi- 
ties. It  is often an occasion and an opportunity for both individuals 
and communities to grow in love and understanding of the Church's 
liturgical fife. In this way, the preparation itself becomes a prayer, 
leading to a profound celebration of the Eucharist by a community 
already closely united in Christ and deepening this union with the 
entire Church. 

Here also is situated one of the most painful and widespread 
problems touching religious communities today. Differences about 
what is fitting, and even what is legitimate, too often divide commu- 
nities sharply. Still more often, in the case of religious who are not 
ministerial priests, the community is divided from the local clergy 
and even from the local hierarchy. Sisters especially often find 
priests either unwilling to take the trouble to celebrate the Eucharist 
in a way which corresponds to their felt needs, or unwilling to accept 
even those changes which are encouraged by the local hierarchy. 
The reasons for this division are many;  and often, in such circum- 
stances, the religious feel unable to dialogue simply and openly with 
those concerned. It  is hoped that the priest or the bishop will 
become increasingly willing to make the first move. The obligation 
of the Church in the present and the future, to meet the genuine 
sacramental needs of those who have given their life to its service, 
can hardly be denied. 
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The house of prayer 

A further and very relevant expression of  development in the 
area of  sharing, both in the religious community and in the wider 
circle of the christian community is that which is commonly known 
as the House of Prayer Movement.  This is becoming more and more 
widespread, especially, though by no means exclusively, in english- 
speaking countries. The house of prayer can take many forms. It 
does not always connote a permanent physical establishment, but  
rather a situation in which religious are given the opportunity to be 
free from other responsibilities so as to spend a relatively long 
period with the Lord. Some congregations have designated one or 
more specific houses, often simple and austere in character, with a 
more or less permanent core group in charge, around which other 
members of the congregation may gather, when their apostolic 
commitments permit them, to take some time for 'quiet prayer apart ' .  
Some houses of prayer serve a province or a congregation. Others 
are intercongregational. Some serve both religious and diocesan 
priests (and bishops) as well as lay people. 

What  are the roots of this movement? Some regard it as a reaction 
to asituation of 'malaise' ,  as an escape. Even though it may be true 
that, for some people, the desire to spend time in a house of prayer 
is a veiled expression of dissatisfaction with change and so on, all 
those who studied this movement closely, and have experience of 
the movement, are convinced that the real motive is a deeply felt 
need to give priority to the primordial element of our life as persons 
who have been called by Christ to follow him. 'Master, where do 
you live? Come and see. So they went and stayed with him'. It  is a 
compelling need to be with the one who is our life. And yet the 
response to this interior invitation is not given for the sake of finding 
personal satisfaction and consolation, but  rather to become what he 
wants and expects us to be: totally his. 

There is, at the same time, a deep awareness that this 'being at 
the side of the Lord' is, by its nature, apostolic. This is not only 
because the prayer has, as such, an apostolic influence, in that it 
makes a person more and more familiar with and united to the 
Lord so that he is more fitted for the apostolate, but  also because it 
greatly enhances his understanding of the communal dimension of our 
prayer life itself, and of the responsibility of fostering that life among 
others. Generally speaking, to experience the need of going to a 
house of  prayer, is also to feel the need of sharing whatever the 
Lord gives: the need to be an open, praying community where 
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anyone who thirsts for the Lord can come and satisfy his longing. So 
the house of prayer movement is leading to an intensification of the 
apostolic dimension of prayer and an appreciation of the influence 
that a praying community has on the world around. What  prompts 
people to look for times of 'prayer apart '  is not a search for God 
separated from life. On the contrary, it is an urgent desire to respond 
to a call which leads us to become more and more involved with the 
world and our mission in it. In fact, by being at his side, by becoming 
increasingly his at the level of awareness, one sees the world more 
and more with the eyes of Christ and consequently loves it with 
him and as he did. No-one loved the world to such a degree and was 
so involved in it as Christ was and is. 

Personal prayer 

One encounters almost everywhere among religious today this 
thirst for personal, intimate contact with the Lord. They seem to 
snatch eagerly at anything they hope will help them to find it. There 
is a proliferation of beautifully illustrated books, intended perhaps to 
provide something of  the psychological preparation for prayer which 
the ignatian tradition associates w i t h  the 'composition of place'. 
There is also an interest in the physical and mental exercizes of 
eastern asceticism which may provide some of the benefits of the 
external mortification we once emphasized so strongly. There is, in 
fact, a deep interest in asceticism as such, but it is usually conceived 
in social terms. Rather  than on personal deprivation, the emphasis 
is on utter availability, whatever my personal plans or preoccupa- 
tions may be. The willingness to be interrupted, to have my plans 
upset, to think always in terms of the needs of others, can be an 
extremely demanding form of asceticism and a soundly christian 
one as well. 

This significant revival of interest in and desire for simple personal 
prayer, which is the expression of the relationship of the religious to 
the Lord who has consecrated him, in love, for his mission, has risen 
at the same time as the shared prayer movement, and there may be 
a causal relationship. Shared prayer cannot rise above the level of 
the personal prayer of those who participate. It  likewise stimulates 
and inspires private prayer. The frank, open relationships it estab- 
lishes also guard against the illusions which may develop in too 
isolated a spirituality. The growing need for longer periods of 
personal prayer is also closely associated with the house of prayer 
movement.  
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A prayer-oriented community tends to desire an atmosphere of 
peace and quiet, if not of silence, because of the deepened awareness 
of  the presence of the Lord among us. Such communities, if they are 
truly open to their surroundings, can have a powerful influence on 
others who long to be with the Lord. They likewise radiate a sound 
integration of  loving communion with the Lord and utter 'dis- 
ponibility' for his service. 

Directed retreats 

This same desire to be with the Lord finds expression in a renewed 
interest in retreats. Recent years have brought about a much greater 
variety in types of retreat. While they are of unequal value, there is 
generally a great deal of vitality and concern shown in arranging 
them. There seems to be, however, a turning away from a discus- 
sion-crowded retreat towards a more contemplative time of prayer. 
Most particularly noticeable is the growing desire for directed 
retreats, where, ideally, each retreatant meets daily with a qualified 
director, whose task it is to encourage an absolutely sincere and 
total encounter with the Lord. The increasing interest in these 
retreats presents the problem of the inadequate number of suitable 
priest directors. This is being solved in some places by the prepara- 
tion of sisters for this work. Several good programmes in various 
parts of the world are geared directly or indirectly to meet this need. 
All of  them being deluged with applications, even as their number 
increases. 

This desire to make the Spiritual Exercises under personal direc- 
tion points to another very positive aspect of this undeniable search 
for God and openness to his action: the ever-growing need for 
continual conversion of heart which leads, in turn, to a renewed 
appreciation of the sacrament of Penance. Here, new and more 
meaningful forms are being sought, according to the directives of 
the Council, which give new emphasis to the communitarian as well 
as the personal aspect of reconciliation with God and one's brothers, 
and to  the necessity of a true change in attitude and actions. 

This same sincere and open search for God is leading to a new 
appreciation of  spiritual discernment - the  necessity of discernment 
in the community context is also being stressed: that to seek out 
together, with the greatest possible objectivity, everything that will 
help in trying to discover what God really wants, not only in our 
personal lives but  also in all that concerns the mission which he has 
entrusted to us. Several noteworthly intiatives in this area are having 
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excellent results. Not only is true harmony in community fostered, 
but such discernment accentuates the deeply felt need to discover 
and deepen our understanding of the true nature of apostolic 
religious life, to explore the characteristics of the prayer of a man of 
action, to see what conditions are necessary for becoming a con- 
templative in action and to learn how to fuse these two elements in 
our life. The need for such communal discernment is being univer- 
sally felt, but especially where prayer is rooted in the reality of our 
life and mission, and when there is increased spiritual sharing in the 
religious community and with the surrounding community. 

Areas of concern 

In  considering the negative side of contemporary developments 
in prayer, it is noticeable that the horizontalist aberration - the idea 
that one cannot reach God directly at all, that the only possibility 
of prayer is contact with other people, or that, since prayer is simply 
work, one ought not to sit in chapel 'talking to oneself' - is fortuna- 
tely becoming a heresy of the past. However, there are other areas 
which need clarification. 

There is a certain confusion between prayer and reflection, prayer 
and depth conversation, prayer and apostolic work, prayer and 
aesthetic appreciation. In this latter question, the need for a dlstinc- 
tion between the worship of the Lord in his creation and a semi, 
pantheistic attitude is sometimes very real. In its more extreme 
form, it can lead to a depersonalizing of God. 

Independent  of theological considerations, there is a rather wide- 
spread neglect of consistent attendance at formal community prayer. 
The chief reasons for this appear to be: i) the difficulty of finding 
forms which are meaningful for aI1 in our increasingly pluriform 
communities; ii) the over-commitment of many religious as a result 
of  expanding apostolic opportunities; iii) the fact that some religious 
are only gradually attaining the inner discipline which must replace 
those external structures which have been dismantled. 

Although fewer religious may participate in any given form of 
community prayer, those who so do are likely to be solidly motivated. 
Their presence is generally no longer a response to pressure nor to 
the fear of  censure which accompanies violation of a universally 
accepted norm. 

In  the area of prayer, as elsewhere, serious and harmful misunder- 
standings can develop because of the fact that the younger and more 
adaptable religious often use new names for old and fundamental  
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things. Experience has taught them that they have certain needs, 
and yet, sometimes, they cannot accept the fact that they are return- 
ing, with certain modifications consequent on new insights, to 
traditional concepts. Their elders, on the other hand, fail to recog- 
nize the old wine in new bottles. A few examples of more or less 
equivalent terms are: openness to the Spirit and docility to God's 
will, self-evaluation and examination of conscience, communitarian 
evaluation and chapter of faults. Such examples could be multiplied, 
all pointing to the necessity of open confidence and trust in one 
another and the willingness to accept, with discernment, spiritual 
concepts whose meaning is not always immediately evident. 

Encouraging trends 

In  the recent developments in prayer, there are many signs of 
God's action among religious which need encouraging. Perhaps 
foremost among these is an ever-deeper trust in God himself, a 
greater abandonment  to his ways, and a greater liberty to speak of 
him. This leads to a real freedom, the true freedom of the children 
of God who wish to respond to their Father with the warm spont- 
aneity of love. Consequently, whatever is over-structured, instead 
of fostering prayer, may actually interfere with God's action and 
therefore with growth in prayer. 

Recent years have also seen a vast development of scriptural and 
theological education, especially for sisters. In the better program- 
rues it is conceived of not merely as an intellectual formation but as 
an integrating force in life, providing a spiritual understanding of 
God and his action. The more this orientation prevails, the greater 
and more genuine the possibilities for spiritual growth in the 
community, and the more remote the danger that the community 
will be led by persons whose intellectual development along secular 
lines has never been complemented by the necessary spiritual knowl- 
edge and growth. There is a growing desire to share spiritual riches 
and opportunities. Due to a better spiritual and theological forma- 
tion, more and more people are available in communities to meet 
such needs as competent spiritual direction and directed retreats. 

Certainly, the legitimate desire for religious to spend longer 
periods of time in prayer needs to be encouraged, houses of prayer, 
organized with great flexibility in form, are one answer to this need. 
Where limitations of finance or personnel prevent a congregation 
from establishing such a house, simpler arrangements may be 
possible: suitable religious can travel from house to house to assist 



3 3 0  PROSPECTS F O R  A P R A Y I N G  COMMUNITY 

those who desire help in seeking the Lord, or simply to pray with 
them. Such a service is an important contribution to community 
renewal, because every member who establishes a deeper prayer life 
will influence others by that very fact. 

In addition, reasonable freedom in the liturgy of religious houses, 
within the fundamental norms given by the Church, should be 
permitted by diocesan authorities. The Church owes this most vital 
form of inspiration above all to those who have given their life to her 
service. 

Negative developments always attract more attention than posi- 
tive ones. While we should not close our eyes to the real difficulties in 
prayer today, we should also rejoice at the many signs of a new 
interest in prayer and at the very sound trends for future develop- 
ment which are becoming more and more discernible. God is 
speaking to men and women today as he did yesterday, and the free 
and generous response of  so many is one of the most positive aspects 
of the renewal o f  religious life for the Church of tomorrow. 




