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Prayer in the Benedictine Tradition

• John Cassian systematized the wisdom of the desert 
Fathers and Mothers.  Benedict gathered Cassian’s 
system into a brief and workable program for monastic 
life in the West.  Gregory the Great popularized the 
program of Benedict. The tradition reached its peak in 
the 12th century with Bernard of Clairvaux.  Numerous 
others added to the tradition.

• From Benedict himself we cannot add a lot to what we 
have said concerning prayer in Cassian.  To some 
extent, however, he did simplify and thus make more 
readily accessible the thoughts of Cassian.  Gregory 
propagandized for Benedictine monasticism.  Bernard 
turned it into a more mystical vocation.
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• I.  Benedict of Nursia
• Born at Nursia around 480, Benedict was educated at Rome.  

The licentiousness of Roman society at the time led him to 
withdraw and to retire to a cave at Subiaco around 500.  
After living for several years as a hermit, he attracted a 
community and established twelve monasteries of twelve 
monks each, appointing abbots himself. Local jealousy 
forced him to leave Subiaco.  About 525 he moved with a 
small band of monks to Monte Cassino, where he remained 
until his death ca. 550.  Here he put together his famous 
Rule.  He was buried at Monte Cassino in the same grave as 
his sister Scholastica.
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– A.  God’s Place in the Picture
• Two emphases stand out: God’s ubiquity and God’s 

immanence.  “We believe God is everywhere, and his 
eye beholds the good and the wicked wherever they 
are: so we ought to be particularly assured of his 
special presence when we assist at the divine office.  
Therefore we must always remember the advice of the 
prophet, ‘to serve God in fear’; ‘to sin wisely’ and that 
‘the angels are witnesses of what we sing.’  Let us then 
reflect what behaviour is proper for appearing in the 
presence of God and the angels, and so sing our psalms 
that the mind may echo in harmony with the voice.”  
(Rule 19; LCC, XII: 309.)
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– B. Why Pray?
• Benedict gave nothing explicit on this.  It is evident 

from the Rule as a whole that he shared the monastic 
goal of the vision of God and purity of heart.  Prayer 
served that end.

– C. What Is Prayer?
• Benedict laid his thought down in terms of the 

monastic vocation.  Here two forms played important 
roles.

• 1. One was the Opus Dei.  The Rule prescribed eight 
offices:
– a. Nocturns (2 a.m.)
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– b. Lauds
– c. Prime
– d. Tierce
– e. Sext
– f. None
– g. Vespers
– h. Compline

• The Psalms were the heart of the Opus Dei.  Just as Abba 
Isaac instructed, so Benedict instructed that the Psalms be 
preceded by saying: “O God, make speed to save me; O 
Lord, make haste to help me.”  This would be followed by 
the Gloria plus hymns.  Freedom of distribution was 
allowed, but the whole psalter had to be said each week.
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• Benedict admonished that recitation be serious and 
focused.  “Let us so take part in the psalmody that our 
mind be in accord with our voice.”  (Rule 19.)  Against 
those who advised concentration on Jesus’ passion 
when saying Psalms, Knowles argued that Benedict 
wanted concentration on the Psalms themselves.  
Benedict took this from Augustine’s so-called Rule:  
“When you pray to God in psalms and hymns, let that 
be turned over in your heart which is uttered by your 
voice.”  (Augustine, Epistle 211.7.)  Both Basil and 
Cassian gave the same advice.  Monks should not let 
the mind wander.
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• 2. “Mental Prayer.” Scholars debate whether Benedict 
also directed monks to exercise “mental prayer” 
following psalmody.  Cuthbert Butler has argued that he 
did.  Although later Benedictine houses did not require 
this, Benedict himself did.

• Benedict also urged private prayer during the day as an 
exercise in personal devotion as each felt called and 
able.  Monks would go privately to the oratory and pray 
in secret (Rule 52).  In Lent, he counseled, they should 
increase their prayers (Rule 49).  “Indeed, it goes 
without saying that this cultivation of prayer must be a 
principal ingredient in any monastic or religious life.”  
(Butler, Benedictine Monachism, 61.)
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• Benedict assumed monks would know how to pray, 
perhaps from reading Cassian.  Butler has summarized 
his approach as “a very simple and downright prayer, in 
which the operation of the imagination and reasoning 
are silent, and those of heart and will only, or mainly, 
are active.”  (Ibid.)  In two chapters of the Rule we find 
these brief instructions:
– Ch 20: “Not in much talking,
– but in purity of heart,
– and compunction of tears.”
– Ch 52: “Not in a loud voice
– but in tears
– and intentness (intentio) of heart.”
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• We have here, Butler says, not “discursive” meditation 
(which involved reading of the scriptures or some 
devotional book) but “affective prayer” or “prayer of simple 
regard.”

• Benedict gave the following simple prescriptions about 
private prayer:
– It was to be short, unless some special inspiration causes 

prolongation (Rule 20).
– But it was to be frequent, for one of the purposes was “often to 

give oneself up to prayer.”
– It was to be “pure.”  Knowles has taken this in the sense found in 

Cassian’s Conferences 9 and 10 concerning “purity of heart.”  Prayer 
should be said “with a humble and entire devotion . . . because the 
heart is pure and the spirit penitent.”  (Rule 20; LCC, XII: 309f.)
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• 3. Assistance of Asceticism (discipline). Benedict undercut 
the rigorous asceticism of eastern monasticism.  At the 
same time he espoused the learning of humility.  Chapter 7 
of the Rule listed twelve steps.  Note Bernard’s treatise On 
the Ladder of Humility.  Benedict, too, saw this ladder 
leading to charity which casts out fear and enables one to 
obtain union.

• Chapter 49 deals with Lent.  During Lent, Benedict 
counseled, everyone must add “something” above the usual 
practice, for example, by offering more prayer in private.  
“The whole life of a monk ought to be a continual Lent.  But 
because this perfection is uncommon, at least I advise 
everyone, during the holy season of Lent, to practice 
particular purity of life, and to redeem their negligences of
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• other times.  This will be rightly performed if we control 
our faults, and betake ourselves to prayer with tears, to 
reading, to compunction of heart and to abstinence.” 
(Rule 49; LCC, XII: 322.)

• 4. Assistance of Silence. Benedict encouraged silence.  
He saw this as an aid to devotion.
– a. After the divine office “everyone is to go out in complete 

silence, and reverently before God, so that if a brother wants 
to remain for private prayer, he may not be disturbed by the 
ill-conduct of another.  If at any other time anyone wants to 
pray by himself, he is to enter quietly and say his prayers: not 
in a loud voice, but in penitence and sincerity of heart.” (Rule 
52; LCC, XII: 323.)
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– b. During meals, all are to remain silent except the read or 
possible the superior. (Rule 38.)

– c. After compline one person may read the Conferences, Lives 
of the Fathers, or other edifying book, but not the first seven 
books of the Bible or the book of Kings “because that part of 
Scripture is not profitable to weak understandings at such 
time: those books are to be read at other times.”  Otherwise 
strict silence is to be observed. (Rule 42; LCC, XII: 319.)

– D. What Should We Expect Prayer to Do?
• Benedict would have accepted Cassian’s views here.
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• II.  Gregory I, the Great
• Born about 530 in Rome, Gregory was the son of a senator.  

In 573 he became a prefect of the city, but, hearing the call 
of Jesus to the rich youth, sold his property and donated the 
proceeds to the poor.  He founded six monasteries in Sicily, 
one in Rome.  About 574 he entered the last.  After several 
years in a monastery, Pope Pelagius II called upon him to 
become one of the seven regionary deacons of Rome.  
Then, in 578, the pope appointed him apocrisarius 
(ambassador) to the imperial court at Constantinople.  
About 585 he returned to Rome to become abbot of his 
former monastery.  In 590 he became pope.  Among his 
many important contributions was the promotion of 
Benedictine monasticism through his Dialogues, 
hagiographical lives of Benedict and other saints.
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– A.  God’s Place in the Picture
• In Gregory’s thought God dwells in unapproachable light.  

We cannot directly see God.  A few saints, such as Moses 
and Benedict, may have, but others cannot see God in God’s 
essence.  We see the reflections or rays, but not the 
essence.  In his Moral Books Gregory wrote:
– With whatever force the eye of our mind in the exile of this life 

strains after the light of eternity, it is not able to penetrate it; and 
when we raise the gaze of our mind to the ray of the supernal Light, 
we are clouded over by the obscurity of our weakness.  While man 
[or woman] is yet weighed down by the corruptible flesh, he [or 
she] is by no means able to see the eternal Light as it is.  The mind 
often is so inflamed that, though it be placed 
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– in the flesh, it is caught up (rapitur) to God, every carnal thought 
being subdued; but, for all that, it does not see God as [God] is.”  
(Moral Books 4.45.)

• Gregory anticipated the idea reflected in The Cloud of 
Unknowing:
– Whatever the progress in virtue, the mind does not yet compass 

any clear insight into eternity, but still looks on it under the fog of 
some sort of imagining (sub cuiusdam caligine imaginationis).  And 
so it is called a vision of the night.  And therefore, as contemplating 
the ray of the interior Sun, the cloud of our corruption interposes 
itself, nor does the unchangeable light burst forth such as it is to 
the weak eyes of our mind, we as it were still see God in a vision of 
the night, since we must surely go darkling (caligamus) under an 
uncertain contemplation.” (Moral Books 5.53.)
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• Gregory contradicted his conviction here in a lengthy 
passage commenting on Moses’ vision of the “supernal 
Essence.”  Yet he still kept something in reserve.  “By 
persons living in this mortal flesh, Wisdom, which is 
God, was able to be seen by certain circumscribed 
images, but not able to be seen by the uncircumscribed 
Light of Eternity.”  (Moral Books 18.88, 89.)

– B.  Why Pray?
• Gregory stood in the stream with other contemplatives 

who saw prayer as a means to the beatific vision, union 
with God.
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– C.  What Is Prayer?
• Gregory laid out the traditional pattern of prayer which 

was emerging in the contemplative tradition.  Cuthbert 
Butler has noted the distinction between preliminary 
phases and contemplation, in which union could occur.

• 1. Preliminary Phases
– a. For Gregory we begin preparation with mortification and 

proceed from there to good works and contemplation.  
“Whoever has already subdued the insolencies of the flesh 
has this task left to him, to discipline his mind by the exercise 
of holy working; and whosoever opens his mind in holy works, 
has over and above to extend it to the secret pursuits of 
inward contemplation.”  (Moral Books 6.56.)
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– Recollection and introversion supply proximate preparation.  After 
learning to shut out all sense perceptions and images the mind 
recollects itself, that is, “gathers itself to itself.”   Then it turns its 
eyes inward upon itself, as it were, and considers itself thus stript of 
sense perceptions and free from bodily images.  In this way the soul 
“makes of itself a ladder for itself” and mounts to the third 
stage—contemplation.
» When with marvelous efforts it strives to rise up from 

corporeal things and images, it is a great thing indeed if the 
soul, thrusting aside the bodily form, be brought to the 
knowledge of itself, so as to think of itself without bodily 
figure, and by thus thinking of itself, to prepare a pathway to 
contemplate the substance of eternity.  In this way it exhibits 
itself to itself as a kind of ladder, whereby in ascending from 
outward things it may pass into itself, and from itself may tend 
unto its Maker.”  (Moral Books 5.61, 62.)
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• The following passage comes closer to Benedict’s 
outlook:
– When the word of God is read in secret, and the mind, 

conscious of its faults, strikes itself with the spear of sorrow or 
pierces itself with the sword of compunction, and can do 
nothing but weep and by its tears wash away its stains; then 
also at times is it caught up to the contemplation of things on 
high, and in the desire of them is tortured with a secret 
weeping. . . . And because it cannot yet cleave to heavenly 
things, in its fervour it finds rest in tears, being wearied out.”  
(Homilies on Ezekiel 11.2.1.)

• 2. Contemplation. In the act of contemplation itself we 
may experience the following:
– a. Truth and light
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– b. God as the object of contemplation

» In contemplation it is the divine Wisdom that is 
contemplated, and even touched: When in contemplation 
we are brought to the contemplation of Wisdom, the 
mere immensity thereof, which by itself lifts man [or 
woman] to itself, denies the human mind full knowledge, 
so that it should by touching (tagendo) love this Wisdom, 
and yet never by passing through penetrate it.  (Moral 
Books 22.50.)

– c. Fervor and joy

– d. Transiency
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– D.  Effects of Contemplation
• Butler (Western Mysticism, 82f.) noted the following 

effects:

• 1. Self-knowledge

• 2. Humility

• 3. Fervor and love

• 4. Lessening of concupiscence

• 5. Temptations
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• III.  Prayer in Bernard of Clairvaux
• The Benedictine tradition reached its peak in the twelfth 

century with Bernard of Clairvaux, William of St. Thierry, 
and others.  Most of what we find in Bernard is to be found 
in earlier sources, but the twelfth century proved a fertile 
one for development of the idea of love of God.  In that 
century Bernard stood head and shoulders above others in 
the application of the love motif to prayer.

• It should have become evident already that contemplatives 
were seeing two different routes to the mystical union.  One 
was cognitive, the other affective.  The eastern 
(Greek-speaking) Fathers tended to emphasize the former.  
Some western Fathers did also, but most westerners, not so 
highly cultured and less influenced by philosophical 
currents, favored the latter. 
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• From the time of Origen on, contemplatives’ thought 
about communion with God borrowed from the 
imagery of the Song of Songs.  (See on this E. Ann 
Matter, The Voice of My Beloved The Song of Songs in 
Western Medieval Christianity [1990].)  In Origen’s 
commentary on the latter, he applied the discourse 
between bridegroom and bride in two ways: (1) to 
Christ and the Church, or (2) to Christ and the individual 
soul.  The monks of the high middle ages retained both, 
but they reveled in the second.  Most of Bernard’s 
thoughts on prayer are to be found in 86 Sermons on 
the Song of Songs.
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• Bernard was born at Fontaines near Dijon in 1090.  He 
had noble parentage.  Early on, he showed an interest 
in the monastic vocation.  In 1112 he led thirty young 
noblemen of Burgundy, including his own brothers, to 
the recently founded monastery at Citeaux.  Three 
years later, at the urging of Stephen Harding, third 
abbot of Citeaux, he founded a new monastery at 
Clairvaux.  Under his direction it became one of the 
leading monasteries in the Cistercian movement.
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• Bernard played a surprisingly active role in both political and 
ecclesiastical affairs.  In 1128 he acted as secretary to the 
Synod of Troyes and obtained adoption of the rules which 
he had drawn up for the Knights Templar.  In the disputed 
election that followed the death of Pope Honorius II in 
1130, he sided with Innocent II against Anacletus and 
helped secure a victory for Innocent.  He gained still greater 
favor with the papacy when a former pupil of his became 
Pope Eugenius III.  He preached the Second Crusade and led 
in an attack on Henry of Lausanne.  Unfortunately, the 
failure of the Crusade was laid at his feet.  He died in 1153.

• Bernard, nevertheless, was a monk and a mystic.  His 
treatise On the Love of God and his sermons on the Song of 
Songs encapsulated the finest mystical thought of his day. 



Prayer in the Benedictine Tradition

– A.  God’s Place in the Picture
• 1. God the Lover and Seeker. Two emphases everywhere 

pervaded Bernard’s thought, the love of God and the grace 
of God.  Any idea that prayer depends on us or our efforts 
was wholly alien to his outlook.  “Every soul seeking God,” 
he insisted, “should know that it has been anticipated by 
[God], and has been sought by [God] before it began to seek 
[God].”  (Sermon 84.2; LCC, XIII: 74f.)  “You would not seek 
[God] at all, O soul, nor love [God] at all, if you had not been 
first sought and first loved.  You have been anticipated by a 
twofold benediction, that of love and of seeking.”  (Sermon 
84.4; LCC, XIII: 77.)  Repeatedly alluding to the imagery of 
the Song of Songs, Bernard notes that the soul is not afraid 
of the encounter with God. 
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– I do not fear because I love, and also I am loved; nor could I have 
loved unless [God] first loved me. . . . Benign and gentle is the Spirit 
of the Word, and gentle is his greeting to me; he makes me aware 
of his kindness toward me; he whispers to me and convinces me of 
the earnest love of the Word for me, which cannot be hidden from 
him.  For he searches the deep things of God, and knows that the 
divine thoughts are thoughts of peace and not purposes of 
vengeance.  (Sermon 84.6; LCC, XIII: 77, 78.)

• 2. The Word who comes. In the preceding passage it is clear 
that Bernard’s theology is strongly christological.  He, of 
course, subscribed to the orthodoxy of his day.  However, he 
interpreted his experiences of communion with God in 
terms of the divine Word.  He related numerous encounters. 
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– But now bear with my foolishness for a little.  I wish to tell 
you, as I have promised, how such events have taken place in 
me.  It is indeed a matter of no importance.  But I put myself 
forward only that I may be of service to you, and if you derive 
any benefit, I am consoled for my egotism; if not, I shall have 
displayed my foolishness.  I confess, then, though I say it in my 
foolishness, that the Word has visited me, and even very 
often.  But although He has frequently entered into my soul, I 
have never at any time been sensible of the precise moment 
of his coming.  I have felt that He was present; I remember 
that he has been with me; I have sometimes been able even 
to have a presentiment that He would come; but never to feel 
His coming or His departure.  For whence He came to enter
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– My soul, or whither He went on quitting it, by what means He 
has made entrance or departure, I confess that I know not 
even to this day. . . . It is not by the eyes that He enters, for He 
is without colour; nor by the ears, for His coming is without 
sound; nor by the nostrils, for it is not with the air but with the 
mind that He is blended; nor again does he enter by the 
mouth, not being of a nature to be eaten or drunk; nor lastly is 
He capable of being traced by the touch, for He is intangible. 
(Sermon 74.5f.)
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• 3. The Bridegroom Word. Bernard’s favorite imagery is that of the 
bridegroom, obviously taken from the Song of Songs.  He exults in 
the fact that “the Divine Majesty disdains not to stoop to a 
familiar and sweet companionship with our lowliness, nor the 
supernal Godhead to enter into a marriage with a soul still in 
exile, and despises not to show it the affection of a bridegroom 
possessed of a most ardent love.”  (Sermon 52.2.)  Several times 
he warns against applying the imagery of the Song of Songs to 
human encounters.  Yet, in his last several sermons before he 
died, he reached the apogee of his thought about the sublimity of 
the divine-human encounter.  The divine Word seeks his own.  Of 
the soul he asks, “What more to be desired than this love, which 
makes thee, O soul, no longer content with human guidance, to 
draw near with confidence thyself to the Word, to attach thyself 
with constancy to Him, to address Him familiarly and consult Him 
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• upon all subjects, to become as receptive in they 
intelligence as fearless in they desires.”  (Sermon 
85.12.)
– God says: If I be Father, where is My honour?  He says that as a 

Father.  But if He declares Himself to be a Bridegroom, will He 
not change the word and say: If I be Bridegroom, where is My 
love?  For He has previously said: If I be Lord, where is My 
fear?  God, then, requires that He should be feared as Lord, 
honoured as Father, but as Bridegroom loved.  Which of these 
three is highest and most to be preferred?  Surely it is love.  
(Ibid.)

• God loves because that is God’s nature.
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– B.  Why Pray?
• Bernard clearly emphasized that we should pray for 

love of God.  His famous treatise On the Love of God 
was written with this question in view.  To the question 
Bernard replies unequivocally: “The reason for our 
loving God is God; and measure of that love there 
should be none.”  (1; LCC, XIII: 54.)

• At the same time Bernard recognized that we seldom 
love with pure love or pray purely.  Thus he depicted 
four stages or degrees in love of God.
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• 1. Love of Self for Self’s Sake
• All must begin here.  We can’t love others unless we first love 

ourselves.
• 2. Love of God for Self’s Sake
• This goes scarcely beyond step one.  We love God for what we get 

out of it.  If we don’t like what God does, we may give up on God.
• 3. Love of God for God’s Sake
• As a good psychologist, Bernard judged that we would need to 

experience God’s goodness before we advanced this far.
• 4. Love of Self for God’s Sake
• Bernard did not expect humans, even martyrs, to attain such 

selfless love in this life.  He said: “It is no merely human joy to 
lose oneself like this, so to be emptied of oneself as though one 
almost ceased to be at all; it is the bliss of heaven.”  (10; LCC, XIII: 
64.)



Prayer in the Benedictine Tradition

– C.  What Is Prayer?
• Bernard repeated the stages which we find in Gregory 

the Great.  Contemplation requires preparation.
• 1. Purgation. In Bernard’s own words,

– The physician draws near to the wounded man [or woman]. . . 
. What is it that it is needful he should first do? . . .  The ulcer 
of inveterate evil custom must be cut away with the sharp 
blade of a sincere repentance.  But this cannot be done 
without severe pain; let that, then, be alleviated with the 
healing ointment of devotion, which is, in fact, the comfort 
caused by the hope of forgiveness.  Of that hope is born the 
mastery which is acquired over our passions, and the victory 
over sin.  Then are applied the remedy of penance, the 
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– poultice of fasts, of vigils, of prayers, and of other exercises of 
the repentant.  Let him be nourished in labour with the food 
of good works, that he fail not.  That good works are 
nourishment to the soul may be learned from the words: “My 
meat is to do the will of Him that sent me.”  Therefore let 
works of piety accompany the labours of penitence which 
strengthen the soul. . . . Now food arouses thirst and drink is 
needed.  To the nourishment of good works let there be added 
therefore the draught of prayer. . . . Prayer is as wine which 
maketh glad the heart of man . . . it moistens the dry soil of 
the conscience, it brings about the perfect absorption of the 
food of good actions, and distributes them into all the 
members of the soul; strengthening faith, giving vigour to 
hope, rendering charity active and yet well ordered, and 
shedding an unction over the whole character.  (Sermon 18.5; 
Butler, 99.)



Prayer in the Benedictine Tradition

• 2. Recollection, Introversion, Devotion. Butler has 
commented, “For Bernard the method of rising to 
contemplation was simply piety, devotion, and prayer, 
as appears in many places.”  (Western Asceticism, 100.)  
Bernard remarked: “Often we approach the altar and 
begin to pray with a heart lukewarm and dry.  But if we 
steadily persist, grace comes suddenly in a flood upon 
us, our breast grows full of increase, a wave of piety fills 
our inward heart; and if we press on, the milk of 
sweetness conceived in us will spread over us in fruitful 
flood.  The Bridegroom then speaks thus: ‘Thou has, O 
my Spouse, that which thou prayest for.’”  (Sermon 9.7.)
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• 3. Contemplation. Bernard distinguished between two types 
of contemplation. 
– a. Contemplation of the heart is the one to which he devoted the 

most attention.  He wrote:
» But be most careful not to allow yourself to think that we 

perceive anything corporeal or by way of images in this union 
of the Word with the soul.  I am saying only that which the 
Apostle says, that “he that is joined to God is one spirit.”  I go 
on to express, in what words I am able, the transport 
(excessus) of a pure soul unto God, or the loving descent of 
God into the soul, comparing spiritual things with spiritual.  
That union (conjunctio), then, is made in the spirit, because 
God is a spirit, and is moved with love for the beauty of that 
soul which [God] may have seen to be walking according to the 
Spirit, and to have no desire to fulfill the lusts of the 
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» flesh, especially as [God] knows that it is filled with ardent love 
for [God]self.  A soul in this condition, with such feelings and 
so beloved, will be far from content that the Bridegroom 
should manifest Himself to her in the manner which is 
common to all, that is by the things which are made; or even 
in the manner peculiar to a few, namely, by dreams and 
visions; such a soul desires that by a special privilege [God] 
should descend from on high into her, and pervade her wholly 
in the deepest affections, and to the very ground of the heart.  
She desires that [God] whom she loves should not show 
[God]self to her in an outward shape, but should be, as it 
were, inpoured into her; that [God] should not merely appear 
to her, but should enter into and possess her; nor is it doubtful 
that her happiness is so much greater, as [God] is within rather 
than without.” (Sermon 31.5-6; Butler, pp. 103f.)
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– b. Contemplation of the intellect has to do with “a secret and 
familiar contemplation of things heavenly, intellectual and divine, in 
which are drunk with pleasure deep draughts of the hidden and 
sacred means of truth and wisdom.”  (Sermon 35.2.)
» When the Lord comes as a consuming fire and His Presence is 

understood in the power by which the soul is changed and in 
the love by which it is inflamed; when all stain of sin and rust 
of vices have been consumed in that fire, and the conscience 
has been purified and calmed, there ensues a certain sudden 
and unwonted enlargement of mind and an inpouring of light 
illuminating the intellect, either for knowledge of Scripture or 
comprehension of mysteries.  But not through open doors, but 
through narrow apertures does that ray of so great brightness 
penetrate, so long as this sorry wall of the body subsists.”  
(Sermon 57.7, 8; Butler, 104-5.)
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– c. Bernard recognized the transiency of such experiences.  “In 
this life the happiness of contemplation is enjoyed only ‘rarely 
and momentarily’; contemplatives alone can experience the 
freedom of enjoyment, ‘but only in part and in small part, and 
on most rare occasions.’” (On Grace and Free Will, 15.)
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– D.  What We Can Expect Prayer to Do
• 1. To incite Love, Fervor, Zeal. “If anyone obtains by prayer to 

be transported in mind to that secret place of God, he [or 
she] will anon return from it fired with most vehement love 
of God, inflamed with zeal for righteousness, and filled with 
extreme fervour in all spiritual desires and duties.”  (Sermon 
49.4.)

• 2. To effect Transformation. Bernard, according to Cuthbert 
Butler, based all references on 2 Corinthians 3:18.  “For all of 
us, gazing on the glory of the Lord with unveiled face, are 
transformed into the very image from glory to glory, as it 
were, from the Lord, the Spirit.”



Prayer in the Benedictine Tradition

• 3. To Deify. Butler found only one passage in Bernard which 
refers to the eastern idea of deification and this has to do 
with the consummation.  In On the Love of God 28, he 
wrote:
– O holy and chaste love!  O sweet and tender affection!  O pure and 

perfect intention of the will! Surely so much more perfect and pure 
as there is in it now nothing mixed of its own; the more sweet and 
tender as all is divine that is felt.  To be thus affected is to be 
deified.  As a drop of water mingled in wine is seen to pass away 
utterly from itself, while it takes on the taste and colour of the 
wine; as a kindled and glowing iron becomes most like the fire, 
having put off its former and natural form; and as the air, when 
flooded with the light of the sun, is transformed into the clarity of 
light, so that it seems to be not merely illumined, but the light 
itself; so it will needs be that all human affection in the Saints will 
then, in some ineffable way, melt from itself and be entirely poured 
over into the will of God.  Otherwise how will God be all in all, if in 
man something remains over of man?”


