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• I may seem to have veered off of the road in discussing 
Quaker and Roman Catholic traditions of prayer 
together, for Quaker meetings seem far removed from 
Roman Catholic Masses.  In a curious way, however, the 
Friends may have a closer tie with the Roman Catholic 
mystical or contemplative tradition than any other 
non-Catholic group except Orthodox or Anglican.  
Indeed, Rufus Jones, the notable philosopher and 
historian of mysticism, traced Quaker origins to the 
medieval mystics—the Friends of God and Brothers of 
the Common Life—and those who laid the foundation 
for them, the German and Dutch mystics.  Notice that 
the Quakers adopted the name Society of Friends.
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• Jones’ interpretation makes the most sense of Quaker silent 
worship and devotion, but it has to be integrated with the 
beginnings of the Quaker movement led by George Fox in 
England during the 17th century. The Quakers originated out 
of the Puritan tradition in England during the 17th century.  
However, they diverged from the Puritan tradition in two 
critical respects: They rejected the Calvinist idea of total 
depravity and they worshipped in silence.  George Fox, the 
founder of the Friends movement, said, “When I came to 
eleven years of age, I knew pureness and righteousness; for 
while a child I was taught how to walk to be kept pure.  The 
Lord taught me to be faithful in all things, and to act 
faithfully in two ways, viz., inwardly to God, and outwardly 
to man; and to keep to Yea and Nay in all things.”  (The
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• Journal of George Fox, in Doubleday Devotional Classics, ed. 
E. Glenn Hinson, II: 28.)  Fox belongs to the category William 
James labeled “once-born” or “healthy minded.”  This 
outlook has pervaded the Quaker approach to life from the 
beginning.

• The Friends came closer than any other Protestant group to 
preserving the contemplative tradition.  Indeed, of all 
Protestant denominations, they have been the only one to 
major on contemplation.  It is not at all surprising that 
Douglas Steere was asked to write the preface to Merton’s 
Contemplative Prayer, for the two traditions as well as the 
two men had much in common.  Both majored on the 
listening aspect of prayer.
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• I.  The Quaker Tradition of Prayer
• George Fox was born at Fenny Drayton in Leicestershire in 1624.  

His father, a weaver also apprenticed to a shoemaker, was known 
as “righteous Christer.”  In 1643 George experienced a kind of 
rude shock which set him off on a search for enlightenment.  At a 
fair one of his cousins and another “professor,” that is, superficial 
believer, taunted Fox a bit.  They asked him to drink part of a jug 
of beer with them.  But after one glass they began to drink 
healths and agreed that “he that would not drink should pay all.”   
Fox, a very serious sort, got up, plunked down a groat on the 
table and went off in a huff.”  (Ibid. 29.)  Soon after, he broke off 
his ties with his family and friends and set out as a “seeker.”  In 
1647, abandoning church attendance, he started preaching.  He 
was imprisoned eight times, first in Nottingham in 1649.  A skillful 
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• organizer, he soon gathered followers.  A great boon to his 
movement came in 1652 with the conversion of the family 
of Judge John Fell and the opening of their home, 
Swarthmore Hall, to his activities.  He made numerous 
mission trips—to Ireland in 1669, to the West Indies and 
North America in 1671 and 1672, and to Holland in 1677 
and 1684.  He had a magnetic personality, attracting some 
of the brightest people of his age.  Among them were 
William Penn and Robert Barclay.  Penn said of Fox, “For in 
all things he acquitted himself like a man, yea, a strong man, 
a new and heavenly-minded man; a divine and a naturalist, 
and all of God Almighty’s making.”  (Preface to the Journal; 
Doubleday Devotional Classics, II: 25.)  After the death of 
Judge Fell Fox married Margaret Fell in 1669.  Drained by his 
travels and persecutions, he died January 13, 1691.
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• To help us gain as much as possible from the Quaker 
tradition I will allude to later Quakers also, especially the 
American abolitionist John Woolman and three major 
leaders of the 20th century—Rufus Jones, Thomas Kelly, and 
Douglas Steere.  John Woolman (1720-1772) traveled the 
American colonies putting before Quakers his heart’s 
burden about slavery.  He did not live to see the end of 
slavery even among Friends, dying of small pox in England in 
1772.  But by 1787 no American Quaker owned a slave, 
largely because of his efforts.  Rufus Jones (1863-1948), a 
professor of philosophy at Haverford College, wrote 
prolifically about the mystical element in the Quaker 
tradition.  Thomas Kelly (1893-1941) learned through what 
he suffered.  A driven person, he sought certification of a 
Ph.D. in philosophy from Harvard, even though he 
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• already had a Ph.D. from Hartford Seminary.  He 
completed his dissertation and it was accepted, but 
when he came up for his oral, he blacked out.  The 
committee feared a second oral might be fatal and 
would not let him stand for it again.  He went into 
depression for a time.  A few months later, however, he 
had the profound mystical experience quoted later.  He 
died on January 17, 1941.  Douglas Steere (1901-1995) 
was Rufus Jones’s colleague and successor at Haverford 
College (1928-63).  He spent much of his long life in a 
quest to discover “that Love which is at the heart of 
things” and to “confirm what is deepest in others.”  His 
writings focused chiefly on prayer. 
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– A. God’s Place in the Picture
• Fox had a powerful sense of the divine Presence in his own 

life and in the movement which he led.  The most important 
aspects of his preaching and teaching that bear upon prayer 
would be as follows:

• 1. The light within. Best known is the concept of the Light 
Within.  In Fox, as Rachel King has shown, this had two 
nuances:
– a. “That which shows a man evil.”  By “evil” Fox meant breaking the 

Ten Commandments.
– b. “That in which is unity.”  As King noted, Fox’s twofold emphasis 

helped him to avoid the pitfalls of antinomianism found, for 
example, in Anne Hutchinson and the anarchism of the Ranters.  
Fox alluded to several encounters with the Ranters 
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– in his Journal.  He did not think of the Light Within as a “spark” 
of the divine.  To him the word Light symbolized something 
which streams constantly from its divine source.  Moreover, 
though rejecting Calvin’s doctrine of depravity, he described 
God “as crashing violently into a man’s [or woman’s] life both 
at conversion and afterward.”  (Rachel Hadley King, George 
Fox and the Light Within, 45.)  The Light is “the divine made 
sufficiently available to man.”  (Ibid. 47.)  It may be identified 
with the Holy Spirit in traditional Christian theology.  
Sometimes it is Christ, but Fox usually reserved the term Seed 
for Christ indwelling the believer after regeneration.
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• Thomas Kelly has commented:
– The Society of Friends arose as a rediscovery of the every-open 

inward springs of immediacy and revelation.  George Fox and the 
Quakers found a Principle within men [and women], a Shekinah of 
the soul, a Light Within that lights every man [or woman] coming 
into the world.  Dedicating themselves utterly and completely to 
attendance upon this Inward Living Christ, they were quickened 
into a new and bold tenderness toward the blindness of the leaders 
of Christian living.  Aflame with the Light of the inner sanctuary, 
they went out into the world, into its turmoil and its fitfulness, and 
called men [and women] to listen above all to that of God speaking 
within them, to order all life by the Light of the Sanctuary.  “Dear 
Friends,” writes Fox to this group, “Keep close to that which is pure 
within you, which leads you up to God.”  (Thomas R. Kelly, A 
Testament of Devotion, 33f.)
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• 2. The Seed of Christ. Fox retained the covenant 
theology of Calvin, but he construed it in a different 
way.  God elected the Seed, Christ, from the beginning.  
When the Seed is united with human nature, one 
passes from the state of reprobation to that of election.  
After being regenerated, human beings cannot sin.  If 
pressed, Fox would take a perfectionist stance.  
According to King, he conserved the idea of progressive 
sanctification, but he telescoped the process on 
account of greater optimism.  Calvinists distinguished 
justification and sanctification; he did not.
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• 3. Fox on scriptures. As we have seen in looking at the 
Puritan tradition, Puritans rested their whole case on 
the Bible and its promises.  Fox did not.  The ultimate 
authority is the Light Within.  Scriptures have authority, 
but this is in no way commensurate with the Inner 
Light.  Quakers debate the point, but Douglas V. Steere 
advised continuous attention to the Bible and to the 
life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.  I should note, 
however, that Mid-Western Quakers have developed a 
more evangelical outlook and worship in much the 
same way other Protestants do.  Many do not practice 
silent worship.
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– B. Why Pray?
• For the Quakers prayer is a natural response to the Inner 

Light.  Sensitivity to God’s presence is what differentiates 
the serious-minded Christian from mere “professors.”

• 1. Spiritual impulse. George Fox would not have differed 
from John Bunyan in the conviction that prayer is the Spirit’s 
doing.  His own experiences, recorded in the Journal, show 
his desire to be wholly responsive to the immediate leading 
of the Spirit.  At Mansfield in 1648 he came to a great 
meeting of “professors and people” and was moved to pray; 
“and the Lord’s power was so great, that the house seemed 
to be shaken.”  (Journal, in Doubleday Devotional Classics, II: 
44.)  Later, when someone asked him to pray again, he 
observed, “but I could not pray in man’s will.”  (Ibid. 45.)
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Robert Barclay, the noble Scottish apologist and 
reinterpreter of Quakerism, included a section in his 
Truth Defended on prayer in which true worship or prayer 
is defined in terms of the Spirit’s impulse.  In answer to 
the question, “After what manner doth the apostle 
declare he will pray?” he replied, “What is it then, I will 
pray with the spirit, and I will pray with the 
understanding also; I will sing with the Spirit, and I will 
sing with the understanding also.  (I Cor 14:15).”  (Early 
Quaker Writings, edited by Hugh Barbour and Arthur 
Roberts, 337f.)  This is followed by the question, “Must 
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• we always pray in the spirit?”  The response is: “Praying 
always, with all prayer, and supplication in the spirit, 
and watching thereunto with all perseverance, and 
supplication for all saints.  (Eph 6:18).”  (Ibid. 338.)

• Based on this common interest, one may wonder why 
Baptists such as Bunyan and Quakers such a Fox did not 
find more common ground.  Actually at one point Fox 
did try Baptist waters and found “tenderness” among 
them.  However, he went his separate way on the Inner 
Light.  It was rejection of the finality of biblical authority 
which put Baptists in another camp and evoked bitter 
arguments.
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• 2. The light within. The Quaker worship has often been 
interpreted as excluding prayer because they rejected it as a 
formality.  The thrust of what they do, however, is to keep 
attuned to the Light Within.  An early opponent, Francis 
Higginson, wrote in 1653: “They exhort people to mind the 
light within, to hearken to the voice and follow the guide 
within them, to dwell within, and not look forth, for that 
which looks forth tends to darkness.  They tell them that the 
Lord is not coming to teach his people himself alone, that 
they have an unction and need not that any man should 
teach them; . . .”  (Early Quaker Writings, edited by Barbour 
and Roberts, 71f.)  This would be their interpretation of 
“praying without ceasing.”
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• 3. The double search. Rufus Jones, another of the 
notable 20th century interpreters of the Quaker 
tradition, has put the prayer motive in a modern 
perspective in his classic The Double Search.  The 
“Divine Other whom we seek is also seeking us,” he 
says.  (The Double Search, 9.)  This means that prayer is 
a necessary and natural experience.  “The human heart 
is sensitive to God as the retina is to light waves.  The 
soul possesses a native yearning for intercourse and 
companionship which takes it to God as naturally as the 
home instinct of the pigeon takes it to the places of its 
birth.”  (Ibid. 86f.)  God is personal.  We are personal.  
We want to commune with one another.
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– C.  What Is Prayer?
• For Quakers from Fox on, prayer is intimate communion 

with God. 

• 1. Immediate spiritual fellowship. Rufus Jones has said that 
true prayer is something higher than impersonal reflection.  
“It is immediate spiritual fellowship. . . .  It is an end in 
itself.”

• 2. Listening to another. Douglas Steere has aptly described 
the Quaker way in his classic On Listening to Another.  
Within every conversation there will be not only the speaker 
and the human listener.  There will also be the Divine 
Listener. As the author of Psalm 139 discovered, there is
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• nowhere God is not.  A good listener should possess 
four qualities: (1) vulnerability, (2) acceptance, (3) 
expectancy, and (4) constancy.  Listening is more than 
hearing.   If we really listen, we may “listen” another 
person to a condition of awareness of the Eternal 
Listener.

– D. What Should We Expect Prayer to Do?
• 1.  To the one who prays. Quakers accentuate “holy 

obedience.”  To pray is to come near to God, and to 
come near to God is to change.  Sometimes this may 
take the form of profound mystical experience.  Hear 
Thomas Kelly:
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– It is an overwhelming experience to fall into the hands of the 
living God, to be invaded to the depths of one’s being by His 
presence, to be, without warning, wholly uprooted from all 
earth-born securities and assurances, and to be blown by a 
tempest of unbelievable power which leaves one’s old proud 
self utterly, utterly defenseless, until one cries, “All Thy waves 
and Thy billows are gone over me” (Ps 42:7).  Then is the soul 
swept into a Loving Center of ineffable sweetness, where calm 
and unspeakable peace and ravishing joy steal over one.  And 
one knows now why Pascal wrote, in the center of his greatest 
moment, the single word, “Fire.”  There stands the world of 
struggling, sinful, earth-blinded men and nations, of plants 
and animals and wheeling stars of heaven, all new, all lapped 
in the tender, persuading Love at the Center.  There stand the 
saints of the ages, their hearts open to view, and lo, their 
hearts are our heart and their hearts are the heart 
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– of the Eternal One.  In awful solemnity the Holy One is over all and 
in all, exquisitely loving, infinitely patient, tenderly smiling.  (A 
Testament of Devotion, 56-57.)

• 2. To God’s purposes. Fox did not hesitate to claim powerful 
consequences of prayer.  He envisioned things happening in 
and through his ministry similar to what happened in the 
apostolic age.  Prisons opened, the sick were healed, people 
had visions, the countryside shook with the power of the 
Spirit.  Douglas Steere quoted William Temple, the great 
Archbishop of Canterbury: “When I pray, coincidences 
happen, and when I do not, they don’t.”  Steere added, 
“And that is perhaps all that there is to say.”  (Dimensions of 
Prayer, 70.)
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• II.  The Roman Catholic Tradition of Prayer—Loyola, 
Teresa, John of the Cross

• Of necessity this lecture will have to take a hop, skip, and jump 
approach.  I will look first at traditional prayer forms as these 
continued from the medieval period.  The seminal figures were 
Ignatius Loyola, John of the Cross, and Teresa of Avilá.  Next I will 
examine the popular reaction against this highly disciplined 
approach in an adaptation of Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises by 
Francis de Sales and in Quietism, a tradition closely akin to 
Quakerism and arising about the same time.  Though the Church 
condemned Quietism, it did exert an influence, surely because it 
suited the modern temperament better than the rigors of 
Ignatian spirituality.  Finally, I will look at a significant departure 
from the traditional approach in Teilhard de Chardin.  Teilhard, a 
Jesuit, laid
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• aside the dichotomy between material and spiritual and 
emphasized activities.  There are, of course, many other 
varieties due to the diversity of religious orders.

• I will not attempt to deal with each of the four 
questions considered up to now.  Instead, I will try to 
summarize special contributions of each person to 
prayer.  Brief biographical sketches of each of these will 
assist in fitting them into their historical context.
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– A.  Ignatius Loyola
• Ignatius Loyola (1491-1556) was born of noble parentage at the 

castle of Loyola in 1491.  Destined for a military career, he was 
wounded in the leg at Pampeluna in 1521.  After recovery from 
the wound he went first to Montserrat and then to Manresa, a 
Dominican monastery, where he stayed a year (1522-23).  He 
pursued a regimen of prayer and mortification.  During his 
struggle of soul there, he put together insights found in The 
Spiritual Exercises, although it was not published until 1540.  
From Manresa he went to Rome, then to Jerusalem.  So zealous 
was he in his mission activities there that the Franciscans asked 
for his recall.  Returning to Spain, he studied at Barcelona, Alcala, 
and Salamanca (1524-28).  From Salamanca he went to Paris, 
where he continued his studies for seven years (1528-35) with 
only brief interruptions.  In 1534 he laid the foundations for the 
Society of Jesus.  He and six companions, including Francis Xavier, 
took vows of poverty, chastity, and a journey to Jerusalem if 
possible.  In 1537 they went 
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• to Italy, where Ignatius and several others received 
ordination.  They had considerable success as traveling 
evangelists.  In 1540 the Society sought papal sanction of 
Pope Paul III.  At first limited to sixty it grew rapidly.  Ignatius 
spent his later years organizing and directing the burgeoning 
society until his death in 1556. 

• Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises were to exercise a preponderant 
influence on Roman Catholic spirituality from his day on.  
The key to observance rested in the spiritual director, who 
would adapt them to the situation of the exercitant.  Their 
purpose was “to help the exercitant conquer himself, and to 
regulate his life so that he will not be influenced in his 
decisions by any inordinate attachment.”  (Robert W. 
Gleason, SJ, Introduction, The Spiritual Exercises, Doubleday 
Image Books, 47.)
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• 1. Four Weeks of Meditations on the Following Themes:
– a. The consideration and contemplation of sin
– b. The life of Jesus up to and including Palm Sunday
– c. The passion of Christ
– d. The resurrection and ascension

• 2. Daily Examination of conscience
– Three times daily exercitants were to examine their 

consciences—upon arising, at noon, after the evening meal.  
The purpose would be to show discernible improvement and 
“squeeze out” any sin, as it were, by noting progress from 
morning to evening and through the week.  Each session 
would involve going over five points:
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– a. Render thanks to God for favors received.
– b. Ask for grace to know one’s sins and free oneself from 

them.
– c. Demand an account of one’s soul from the moment of 

arising to the time of the examination—thoughts, words, and 
actions.

– d. Ask God for pardon for failings.
– e. Resolve to amend one’s life with the help of God’s grace.  

Close by saying the “Our Father.”

3. Meditations Using Controlled Imagination
Loyola specified five exercises a day in meditation upon 
each of the four major themes.  After the first week one 
would meditate on the scriptures. 
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• 4. Three Methods of Prayer
– a. On the Ten Commandments, the seven mortal sins, the three powers 

of the soul, and the five senses of the body.
– b. Contemplating the meaning of each word of a prayer.
– c. Rhythmical recitation.

– B. Teresa of Avilá 
• Teresa of Avilá (1515-1582) was born in 1515.  Descended from 

an old Spanish family, she was educated by Augustinian nuns.  In 
1535 she entered the Carmelite monastery of the Incarnation at 
Avilá.  An illness forced her to return home for a time.  On 
recovery she went back to the monastery but led a rather lax 
religious life.  Despite encouragement from her confessor, it was 
not until 1555 that she threw herself wholeheartedly into the 
quest for perfection.  In 1567 she joined John of the Cross in 
efforts to reform the Carmelite Order. They met violent  
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• opposition.  She persisted, nonetheless, and 
established seventeen reformed communities.  She fell 
ill and died on October 4, 1582, shortly after founding 
her last convent at Burgos.

• Teresa is noted for her simple but searching teachings 
about prayer.  In her Autobiography she has outlined 
four degrees of prayer and given apt illustrations of 
each of the stages.  The stages are pictured in 
metaphors taken from a Spanish garden.

• 1. Mental Prayer—Like Water Drawn up in a Bucket 
from a Cistern.  
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• The first stage, for beginners, is one in which we have to 
draw up water from the well, a laborious task, “for they 
must be wearied in keeping the senses recollected, and this 
is a great labour, because the senses have been hitherto 
accustomed to distractions.” (11.13)  Beginners must 
continue to meditate on Christ’s life.  This is mental prayer.  
About this, Teresa offers assurance: “It is much to be 
observed, and I say so because I know by experience, that 
the soul which begins to walk in the way of mental prayer 
with resolution, and is determined not to care much, 
neither to rejoice nor to be greatly afflicted, whether 
sweetness and tenderness fail it, or our Lord grants them, 
has already traveled a great part of the road.” (11.20)  Don’t 
worry about aridities.
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• 2. “The Prayer of Quiet”—Like Water Lifted by a Water 
Wheel. The second stage is one which Teresa called “the 
prayer of quiet” in which “the soul begins to be recollected; 
it is now touching on the supernatural—for it never could by 
any efforts of its own attain to this.” (14.2)  This is like water 
being drawn up by the machine of wheel and buckets.  Here 
the other two faculties—mind and intellect—help the will.  
“Everything that takes place now in this state brings the very 
greatest consolation; and the labour is so slight, that prayer, 
even if persevered in for some time, is never wearisome.  
The reason is, that the understanding is now working very 
gently, and is drawing very much more water than it drew 
out of the well.  The tears, which God now sends, flow with 
joy; though we feel them, they are not the result of any 
efforts of our own.” (14.5)  Virtues flow.  The soul desires 
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• only heavenly things.  These flow like sap into the trees.  
“The prayer of quiet, then, is a little spark of the true love of 
Himself, which our Lord begins to enkindle in the soul; and 
His will is, that the soul should understand what this love is 
by the joy it brings.  This quiet and recollection, and little 
spark, if it is the work of the Spirit of God, and not a 
sweetness supplied by Satan, or brought about by 
ourselves, produces great results.” (15.6)  If it comes from 
Satan the practiced soul will know.

• 3. “A Sleep of the Powers of the Soul”—Like Water Flowing 
through a Brook. The third stage is one in which the garden 
is watered from a river or a brook with only a little directing 
of the water.  “It is a sleep of the powers of the soul, which 
are not wholly lost, nor yet understanding how they are 
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• at work.” (16.1)  In this stage the pleasures have increased, for 
“the waters of grace have risen up to the neck of the soul, so that 
it can neither advance nor retreat—nor does it know how to do 
so; it seeks only the fruition of exceeding bliss.” (16.1)  Teresa 
says that she advanced to this stage five or six years before (16.2).  
Here “the faculties of the soul now retain only the power of 
occupying themselves wholly with God; . . .” (16.4)  “O my God,” 
Teresa asks, “what must that soul be when it is in this state?”  She 
answers, “It wishes it were all tongue, in order that it may praise 
our Lord.” (16.6) [Compare Charles Wesley’s “O for a Thousand 
Tongues to Sing.”]  The soul should now abandon itself 
completely into the arms of God (17.1).  Here the Gardener pours 
on the water without stint.  Virtues increase still more.  It is “a 
most distinct union of the whole soul with God” but allowing the 
faculties “leave to be intent upon, and have the fruition of, the 
great work He is doing then.” (16.5)  Teresa claims she has often 
experienced union (16.8).
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• 4. Union with God—Like Rain Falling. The fourth stage of 
prayer leaves “no sense of anything, only fruition, without 
understanding what that is the fruition of which is granted.” 
(18.2)  Now the soul’s joy is “incomparably greater, and the 
power of showing it is still less; for there is no power in the 
body, and the soul has none, whereby this fruition can be 
made known.” (18.3)  This is union with God.  It is 
unexplainable.  This is the water “which cometh down from 
heaven to fill and saturate in its abundance the whole of 
this garden.” (18.12)

• “The soul, while thus seeking after God, is conscious, with a 
joy excessive and sweet, that it is, as it were, utterly fainting 
away in a kind of trance: breathing, and all the bodily 
strength, fail it, so that it cannot even move the hands
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• without great pain; the eyes close involuntarily, and if they 
are open, they are as if they saw nothing; nor is reading 
possible—the very letters seem strange, and cannot be 
distinguished—the letters, indeed, are visible, but, as the 
understanding furnishes no help, all reading is 
impracticable, although seriously attempted.  The ear hears; 
but what is heard is not comprehended.  The senses are of 
no use whatever, except to hinder the soul’s fruition; and so 
they rather hurt it.  It is useless to try to speak, because it is 
not possible to conceive a word; nor, if it were conceived, is 
there strength sufficient to utter it; for all bodily strength 
vanishes, and that of the soul increases, to enable it the 
better to have the fruition of its joy.  Great and most 
perceptible, also, is the outward joy now felt.” (18.14)  
Hours may pass in prayer (18.17).
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– C. John of the Cross
• John of the Cross was born in 1542.  He entered the 

Carmelite monastery of Medina del Campo in 1563, studied 
theology at Salamanca (154-68), and was ordained a priest 
in 1567.  Disgusted with the laxity of the Carmelites, he 
considered joining the Carthusians, but Teresa dissuaded 
him.  Teresa’s confessor at the Convent of the Incarnation, 
he joined her in her reform efforts.  At the order of the 
Visitor General of the Carmelites, he was seized in 1577, 
taken to Toledo, and imprisoned in a monastery cell for nine 
months.  He escaped and continued his reform activities. His 
Spiritual Canticle was composed in prison in 1578, The 
Ascent of Mount Carmel shortly thereafter, and The Living 
Flame of Love ca. 1583-84. In 1591 he was banished to 
Andalusia; after a severe illness he died at Ubeda.
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• John is noted chiefly for his contributions to mystical theology.  
Little can be found which he did not take from traditional 
mystical thought.  However, John elaborated this at length.  In his 
most widely studied book, The Dark Night of the Soul, he set out 
the three stages of the mystical path.

• 1. Purgation: dark night. He posited a dark night of both senses 
and spirit.
– a. Purging the spiritual senses of the seven deadly sins:

» Pride
» Avarice
» Luxury
» Wrath
» Spiritual gluttony
» Spiritual envy
» Spiritual sloth

– b. The dark night of the spirit is where pain leads to illumination.  God 
acts at this level.
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• 2. lllumination. “For the greater clearness of what has been said, 
and of what has still to be said, it is well to observe at this point 
that this purgative and loving knowledge or Divine light whereof 
we here speak acts upon the soul which it is purging and 
preparing for perfect union with it in the same way as fire acts 
upon a log in order to transform it into itself; for material fire, 
acting upon wood, first of all begins to dry it, by driving out its 
moisture and causing it to shed the water which it contains within 
itself.  Then it begins to make it black, dark and unsightly, and 
even to give forth a bad odour, and, as it dries it little by little, it 
brings out and drives away all the dark and unsightly accidents 
which are contrary to the nature of fire.  And, finally, it begins to 
kindle it externally and give it heat, and at last transforms it into 
itself and makes it as beautiful as fire.”  (The Dark Night of the 
Soul, trans. by Allison Peers, Doubleday Image Books, 127.)
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• 3. Union. According to John, borrowing from Bernard of 
Clairvaux, the soul mounts upwards to union by the ladder 
of love.  Both, of course, used the Song of Songs.  John 
posited ten steps:
– “The first step of love causes the soul to languish, and this is to its 

advantage.” (Ibid. 167.)
– “The second step causes the soul to seek God without ceasing.” 

(Ibid. 168.)
– The third “causes the soul to work and gives it fervour so that it 

fails not.” (Ibid. 169.)
– The fourth is that which causes “in the soul an habitual suffering 

because of the Beloved, yet without weariness.” (Ibid. 170.)
– The fifth “makes the soul to desire and long for God impatiently.” 

(Ibid. 171.)
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– The sixth is where “the soul runs swiftly to God and touches Him 
again and again; and it runs without fainting by reason of its hope.” 
(Ibid.)

– The seventh “makes the soul to become vehement in its boldness.” 
(Ibid. 172.)

– The eighth “causes the soul to seize Him and hold Him fast without 
letting Him go, even as the Bride says, after this manner, ‘I found 
Him Whom my heart and soul love; I held Him and I will not let Him 
go’” (Ibid. 173.)

– The ninth “makes the soul to burn with sweetness.  This step is that 
of the perfect, who now burn sweetly in God.” (Ibid. 174.)

– The last “causes the soul to become wholly assimilated to God, by 
reason of the clear and immediate vision of God which it then 
possesses; when, having ascended in this life to the ninth step, it 
goes forth from the flesh.  These souls, who are few, enter not into 
purgatory, since they have already been wholly purged by love.” 
(Ibid. 174.)
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• III.  Seeking a Simpler Way to Pray: De Sales, 
Madame Guyon, Brother Lawrence

• The disciplined approach that we see in Loyola, Teresa, and 
John of the Cross did not lie within the reach of all.  It is not 
surprising that Francis de Sales accommodated the Jesuit 
approach or that Quietism, a sort of Catholic form of the 
Quaker approach, developed.  Nicholas Herman, a lay 
brother in the Carmelite order, also offered a popular 
alternative in The Practice of the Presence of God, which has 
sometimes been labeled as Quietist.  It corresponds closely 
enough to the Quaker model that Thomas Kelly drew much 
from it for his A Testament of Devotion.



Prayer in Quaker and Roman Catholic 
Traditions

– A.  Francis de Sales
• Born near Annecy in Savoy, August 21, 1567, of noble 

parentage, Francis de Sales (1567-1622) entered the Jesuit 
college in Paris at age twelve.  From 1584 to 1590 he 
studied canon law at Padua, but he increasingly devoted 
himself to study of theology under the noted Jesuit scholar 
Possevin.  In 1591, during a severe illness, he decided to 
enter the priesthood despite his family’s opposition.  Placed 
under authority of the bishop of Geneva residing in Annecy, 
he played an important role in helped to bring people in the 
province of Chablais back to the Catholic faith.  In 1602 he 
was named to succeed the bishop of Geneva.  In 1604 he 
and Jane de Chantal founded the Order of the Visitation 
devoted to the care of the sick and education of the young.  
In 1618 he composed his Introduction to the Devout Life to
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• meet the needs of lay persons. Later he wrote his Treatise 
on the Love of God, in which he set forth his ideas in a 
systematic way.  He was canonized in 1665 and declared a 
Doctor of the Church in 1878.

• Because St. Francis de Sales sought chiefly to adapt Ignatian 
devotion I will not attempt to give an exposition of his 
teachings.  He understood prayer as not merely verbal 
utterance but the inner approach of the soul to God.  The 
inner approach has two degrees—meditation, the lower, 
and contemplation, the higher.  In the highest degree the 
soul is totally absorbed into God in ecstasy.  This comes 
close to Quietism, but Francis went on to emphasize the 
active love of God consisting in fulfillment of the divine will.
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– B.  Madame Guyon
• Jeanne Marie Bouvier de La Motte (1648-1717) was born at 

Montargis April 13, 1648.  She received her earliest education in 
convents.  A delicate child, she manifested early on a tendency 
toward extreme asceticism devoted to the name of Jesus and 
attached herself to the Order of the Visitation’s vows and works.  
Although she wanted to join a religious order, her mother 
arranged a marriage to Jacques Guyon, a man twenty-two years 
older, in 1664.  She was extremely unhappy in a worldly setting 
but in vain sought communion with God until a young Franciscan 
told her, “Your trouble comes from seeking externally what all the 
time is within you.  Accustom yourself to seek God in your own 
heart, and you will find him there.”  After the death of her 
husband she devoted her life unreservedly to God.  As a 
consequence of the condemnation of the Spanish priest Michael
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• Molinos in October 1687 she fell under suspicion of 
Quietism, was arrested and confined to the convent of the 
Visitation on January 29, 1688.  With friends in influential 
places, however, she secured her release.  At St. Cyr she 
came into contact with Francis Fénélon, Archbishop of 
Cambrai.  Examination of her writings by Bossuet in 1694-95 
led to the condemnation of thirty propositions in her 
collected writings.  She signed a revocation of those, but, 
when she resumed promoting the spiritual life, she was 
arrested, but soon released.  She lived the last fifteen years 
of her life in retirement at Diziers near Blois.

• Her most noted work was A Short and Easy Method of 
Prayer (1685) in which she taught complete indifference 
even to eternal salvation.  In prayer all distinct ideas should 
be suppressed.  Thomas Merton defined Quietism as 
“passivism from the word go.”
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– C.  Brother Lawrence
• Brother Lawrence of the Resurrection (Nicolas Herman) (c. 

1605-1691) was a Carmelite lay brother and mystic.  He 
served as a soldier during the Thirty Years War (1618-48).  
Mustered out, he worked as a footman for a French family 
and then tried a hermitage.  In 1649 he entered the 
Carmelite monastery at Paris.  Assigned to the kitchen, he 
felt frustrated with the demanding Carmelite methods of 
prayer until he discovered that he could “practice the 
Presence of God.”  His writings were edited by the Abbé de 
Beaufort after his death in two volumes, Spiritual Maxims 
(1692) and Customs and Prayers of Brother Lawrence 
(1694).  Fénélon frequently cited the Maxims in his 
Défenses.
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• Brother Lawrence supplies answers to our four 
questions.

• 1. God’s place in the picture.  Brother Lawrence 
emphasized strongly the immediacy of God’s presence.  
We can converse with God at any time.  He understood 
his prayer to be “nothing else but a sense of the 
presence of God, his soul being at that time insensible 
to everything but divine love; . . .” (The Practice of the 
Presence of God, translated by E. M. Blaiklock, 26.)  God 
is as present in the kitchen as in the oratory.

• 2. Why pray?  For Brother Lawrence prayer was 
motivated simply by the desire to commune with God.
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– 3. What is prayer?  As suggested by the quotation above, 
prayer is “nothing else but a sense of the presence of God.”  It 
is the practice of God’s presence.  It is loving God, falling head 
over heels in love with God.  “My commonest attitude is this 
simple attentiveness, an habitual, loving turning my eyes to 
God, to whom I often find myself bound with more happiness 
and gratification than that which a babe enjoys clinging to its 
nurse’s breast.  So, if I dare to use this expression, I should be 
glad to describe this condition as ‘the breasts of God’, for the 
inexpressible happiness I savour and experience there.” (Ibid. 
45.)  No set times were needed, for he prayed continuously.

– 4. What should we expect prayer to do?  Brother Lawrence 
placed naïve confidence in God.  “Let us give our thoughts 
completely to knowing God.  The more one knows [God], the 
more one wants to know [God], and since love is 
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– measured commonly by knowledge, then, the deeper and 
more extensive knowledge shall be, so love will be the greater, 
and, if love is great, we shall love him equally in suffering and 
consolation.”  (Ibid. 62.)  We must “act purely in faith.”  
Though this is hard to believe, “We know, too, that we can do 
all things with the grace of t he Lord, and that he does not 
refuse it to those who ask him urgently.  Knock at the door, 
keep on knocking, and I say to you that in his own good time, 
he will open to you, if you are not discouraged, and that he 
will suddenly give you what he has postponed for many 
years.”  (Ibid. 61.)  To the same Reverend Mother, he exhorted, 
“Take courage, my very dear Mother.  It is sweet to suffer with 
God, great though the sufferings be.  Take them with love.  It is 
Paradise to suffer and be with him.”  (Ibid.)
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• IV.  Teilhard de Chardin
• Teilhard de Chardin (1881-1955) was born near Clermont in 1881.  

He entered the Jesuit novitiate at Aix-en-Provence in 1899.  In 
1911 he received ordination.  From early on he was strongly 
attracted to the natural sciences, especially geology and 
paleontology.  Following service as a stretcher bearer during 
World War I, he devoted himself to his scientific studies.  During 
many years of service in China, he established a distinguished 
reputation.  He spent his last years in the United States.  At the 
time of his death in 1955 he had published only scientific papers.  
After he died the Society of Jesus and the Church no longer 
controlled his theological and philosophical writings.  His best 
known work is The Phenomenon of Man (1955) in which he laid 
out his evolutionary model of movement toward higher and 
higher levels of consciousness.  In The Divine Milieu he applied his 
concept of evolution to spirituality.  He emphasized God’s 
immanence in our activities as well as our passivities.
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– A.  God’s Place in the Picture
• Teilhard’s view is best termed panentheism.  God is within all 

things.  God’s transcendence has to do with God’s being personal 
and the Omega Point of the whole evolutionary process.  “God, in 
all that is most living and incarnate in [God], is not far away from 
us, altogether apart from the world we see, touch, hear, and taste 
about us.  Rather, [God] awaits us every instant in our action, in 
the work of the moment.”  (The Divine Milieu, 64.)  As the Apostle 
said, “In him we live and move and have our being.”   “Without 
mixture, without confusion, the true God, the Christian God, will, 
under your gaze, invade the universe, our universe today, the 
universe which so frightened you by its alarming size or its pagan 
beauty.  [God] will penetrate it as a ray of light does a crystal; 
and, with the help of the great layers of creation, [God] will 
become for you universally perceptible and active—very near and 
very distant at one and the same time.” (Ibid. 47.)  Teilhard 
rejected the charge of pantheism (116) 
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– B.  Why Pray?
• Teilhard might be conceived of as asking, “Why pray at all?  

What is important is activity.”  Thus prayer would seem to 
take on an altogether different significance than in the past.  
Our real Christian activity is the divinization of the universe 
in Christ.  Our work, therefore, is at the same time our 
prayer.

• However, Teilhard does see a place for the more traditional 
concept of prayer.  What he calls “passivities” “ceaselessly 
accompany our conscious deeds, in the form of reactions 
which direct, sustain or oppose our efforts.” (Ibid. 75.)  
Prayer becomes a means by which we put ourselves at 
God’s disposal for the overcoming of evil and for the 
effecting of God’s purpose.  We must live in submission to 
God’s will “in the active sense.” (Ibid. 91.)
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• C.  What Is Prayer?
– 1.  Whatever we do. “The more I examine myself,” Teilhard wrote, 

“the more I discover this psychological truth: that no one lifts his 
little finger to do the smallest task unless moved, however 
obscurely, by the conviction that he [or she] is contributing 
infinitesimally (at least indirectly) to the building of something 
definitive—that is to say, to your work, my God.”  (Ibid. 55f.)  In 
Teilhard’s view all endeavor cooperates to complete the world in 
Jesus Christ.  We must not separate prayer, therefore, from our 
activity.  He answered the question of a business friend about the 
way success of business could bring moral progress:
» In this way, that since everything holds together in a world 

which is on the way to unification, the spiritual success of the 
universe is bound up with the correct functioning of every 
zone of that universe and particularly with the release of every 
possible energy in it.  Because your undertaking— 
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– which I take to be perfectly legitimate—is going well, a little more 
health is being spread in the human mass, and in consequence a 
little more liberty to act, to think, and to love.  Whatever we do we 
can and must do it with the strengthening and broadening 
consciousness of working, individually, to achieve a result which 
(even as a tangible reality) is required, at least indirectly, by the 
body of Christ.  As you say yourself, to the value of the work done is 
added the value of the actual doing, which by its fidelity creates in 
us the personality expected of us by Christ.   Our own soul—in itself 
and in its being at the heart of the universe—is the first of the tasks 
calling for our efforts.  Because you are doing the best you can 
(even though you may sometimes fail), you are forming your own 
self within the world, and you are helping the world to form itself 
around you.  How, then, could you fail from time to time to feel 
overcome by the boundless joy of creation?” (Letters from a 
Traveller, 119f.)
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• 2. Seeing and listening. Our constant prayer should be the 
prayer of the blind man at Bethsaida: “Lord, make me see.”  
In The Divine Milieu Teilhard seeks to help us to see and to 
listen.  The best expression of the Teilhardian perspective is 
Michel Quoist’s Prayers.  Quoist prefaced one section with 
this comment: “If only we knew how to look at life as God 
sees it, we would realize that nothing is secular in the world, 
that everything contributes to the building of the Kingdom 
of God.” (10)  Before a second section he wrote: “If we knew 
how to look at life through God’s eyes, we would see it as 
innumerable tokens of the love of the Creator seeking the 
love of his creatures.”  He prefaced the next section with: “If 
we knew how to listen to God, if we knew how to look 
around us, our whole life would become prayer.  For it 
unfolds under God’s eyes and no part of it must be lived 
without being freely offered to [God].” (29)
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• 3. Putting oneself in God’s hands. For Teilhard prayer is 
also submission or resignation.  When we do this, God 
opens to us the purpose of the universe in Christ.  “God 
turns all things together for good for those who love 
him,” he paraphrased Romans 8:28.  Even death has 
meaning.  “We must overcome death by finding God in 
it.  And by the same token, we shall find the divine 
established in our innermost hearts, in the last 
stronghold which might have seemed able to escape his 
reach.” (The Divine Milieu, 82.)
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– D.  What Should We Expect Prayer to Do?
• 1. Contributes to the Completion of the World in Jesus 

Christ 

• 2. Awakens Us to the Depths of the Universe.  If we 
learn how to listen and to see, we will awaken to the 
depths of the universe and to God’s being in it.  “We 
are thus led to posit intense and continual prayer at the 
origin of our invasion by the divine milieu, the prayer 
which begs the fundamental gift: Domine, fac ut 
videam.” (Ibid. 132.)


