

















122 THIS TREMENDOUS LOVER

If five minutes’ reading is enough to start a man
thinking for half an hour, then he is quite entitled to
put down his book, and if it helps, to go off for a walk
and think out what has occurred to him. If the mere
opening of a book starts one’s heart speaking to God,
then reading has done its work—for the moment at any
rate. Nevertheless, considering the difficulty and dis-
taste that are connected with reading, we should be slow
to dispense ourselves from our regular minimum, even
for the sake of reflection or of prayer, for the gain may
be short-lived. If the period we appoint for daily reading
is long, it may help to use two books, one of a lighter
type which could be used after a page or two of the
heavier work has been read. The lives of the saints
will often supply such a lighter fare.

Of some of these lives of the saints it is hard to
write without apparent irreverence. Sometimes one is
tempted to say that half of them should be publicly
burned as obstacles to holiness. That, of course, would
be an exaggeration; but like all exaggerations, it expresses
a truth, And the truth is that there are many accounts
written of the lives of the saints, which, because of mani-
fold distortion and of the emphasis of the accidental at
the expense of the essential, are further from the reality
than are the stained glass attitudes which are seen in
church windows. These latter have their justification in
ornament and conventional symbolism; but a biographer
is expected to tell us the exact truth about his subject.
Now the truth about a saint is that he had a human
nature exactly the same as each of us has, but that he
so co-operated with God’s grace as to love God with his
whole heart and his whole soul, and that this love
became the constant and principal motive of all his
actions. Instead of telling us the truth, these accounts
often mainly consist of miracles, extraordinary mortifi-
cations, and superhuman achievements, so that if they
are taken at their face value, the saints must be a race
apart, supermen, into whose ranks we have no pos-
sibility of entering. Recently, there has been a movement
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in the right direction; but the reader is warned that the
rue notion of heliness or of its possibility, must not be
looked for in such books about the saints, and that is
one reason why a sound grasp of the true principles of
the spiritual life is so essential. There are, however, many
und works which show the true saint, and while setting
a very high example before us, still leave us room to
hope to imitate it.

This daily exercise of spiritual reading should always
closely connected with prayer. It should be commenced
with a prayer, and if we are alone, it is good to kneel for
a moment. But whatever our attitude, we should ask God
to speak to us, to enlighten us and to give us the grace to
out His wishes. In fact, we should make our reading
spiritual communion with our Lord: “Jesus, give me
urself through this book!” If possible, one should try
read “in the divine presence.” God, of course, is always
esent, but—there is a difference! We should try to read
der His eye,” so to speak. And we should not be afraid
intersperse our reading with prayerful ejaculations,
mments, or questions—any of those remarks that one
ght make if one could share a book with a friend.

We must, of course, read in a spirit of faith. That does
not mean that we are not to read critically, or that we have
accept every statement that every writer makes, or to
lieve that every advice or direction given applies to our
particular case. On the contrary, one should only
llow such advice with caution and prudence, taking
frequent counsel of some wise priest or other guide. But
‘we must believe that God will speak to us in our reading,
and when He does speak, we must be ready to listen
Him angd heed His words. In fact, if one asks in what
positions should one read, the answer is: “with faith,
pe, charity, humility, and submission to God’s will.”

Let us make it clear that our intention here is to
Ve more prominence to the exercise of spiritual reading
han is usually done. We regard this exercise as of very
ecial importance for the cultivation of the spiritual
and for facility and progress in prayer, particularly
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in the case of the laity. Quite apart from its fruits, it
is an exercise of the spiritual life in itself, and as such
is meritorious. We consider that a firm resolution to read
in this fashion is of capital importance for everyone who
wishes to live in Christ. In fact, unless some sufficient
substitute for it be provided, we would say that there is
as little chance of living spiritually without reading, as
there is of living corporally without eating!

This reading has for its purpose first of all to make us
know what we really have to do and how it is to be done,
and afterwards to make us remember and think of what
we are really doing and why it is to be done. It is so easy
to forget the supernatural or to keep it all for Sunday
morning, that one must do something to preserve its
remembrance on week-days. Reading is a most impor-
tant means to that end. And to reading one should join
reflection.

We have still to treat of the exercise known variously
as meditation and mental prayer, but we shall find that
most books on ‘the subject suggest a method which
involves reading (generally to be done the night before),
reflection, and prayer. The three things are made part of
the one exercise. Our own desire to make at least two
—if not three—practices of them. What we mean by
reflection is that part of the exercise usually called medi-
tation, to which the name properly applies. If a methodic
approach to it is necessary, a method must be adopted.
But there are many minds who pass from reading to
reflection quite naturally and spontaneously, or who
could easily acquire the habit of doing so. Such a habit
is of incalcuable value for the spiritual life. And we do
not visualize this exercise as one which is to be done in
the church, or on one’s knees—at least of necessity. To
us it seems quite sufficient that a man should, say, sit
down at his own fire—smoking if it helps him—or that
he should go out for a walk, and think out the ideas he
has found in his book or in his experience. As far as
thinking goes, there are many men and women who
will achieve much more in such a way, than by trying
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) think on their knees in the cold of the morning before
eakfast, or in the church where their normal instinct
to pray. Besides, such a practice has the happy result
f making this reflection something that fits in with the
rdinary day’s round; there is no question of a special

gious exercise to be done and finished with when
ne gets up off one’s knees. However, men and their

the matter. The usual advice in these matters is certainly
sound and time tried; our own suggestions are inspired by
a purpose of going as far as we can to bring the interior
life within the reach of the layman, and making it spread
through as much as possible of his whole day.
- It is obvious then that both prayer and reading, as
far as we have discussed them, lead on naturally to men-
tal prayer, and that the boundary lines are not very
definite. One subject that should be brought to our mind
daily is the Passion of Christ. Assistance at Mass, or
aking the Way of the Cross, or some such practice
would do so; but if no other provision is made for it
it would be well to form a practice of spending a few
minutes daily in reflection on, say, some Station of the
Toss, or upon some sorrowful mystery of the Rosary.
There is no reason why we should not spend part of
‘the time going to or from work, for example, in think-
ing of some of the stations. There is no reason why we
may not think of the mysteries of the Rosary without
la_l’aying the decade. A ploughman, for example, could
L‘?ake one mystery to each furrow—and we all could
imitate him in some way.

Whatever way we do it, we must keep the memory of
Christ and His love, of our union with Him, of the
things which He has done for us and the thmgs which
He wants us to do for Him, fresh in our minds. He never
forgot us for a single moment on earth; He never forgets
us for a single moment in heaven; should we not daily

‘think of Him who lived and died for love of us?
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