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Formative Reflective Reading
Vincent M. Bilotta, Ph.D.

Claire M. Lamoureux, Ph.D.
Throughout the history of Christian spirituality, spiritual reading has been considered an important means of nourishing one's spirit and one's relationship with God.  Throughout the centuries, spiritual reading has been incorporated into the structures of formation programs and of religious and priestly life as a common way of spiritual deepening.  However, what has often been lacking in such structures is an introduction into the dynamics of spiritual reading.  
It was commonly thought that one could be touched, inspired and nourished simply by reading a book on some dimension of the spiritual life.  Often spiritual reading was done in common, with the hope that the same book would speak to each member of the community.  Generally, no allowances were made for the individual uniqueness of one's spiritual journey.  No time was given to dwell with the word or to return to a passage that may have stirred our hearts. There was no opportunity for sharing what had been stirred through the reading.  Often our hearts were left empty because of what was primarily an "exercise" approach to the discipline of spiritual reading.  As a result, for many throughout recent years, spiritual reading has lost its meaning and had moved to the background as a helpful structure for spiritual growth.

Renewed Understanding of Formative Reflective Reading

NOTE: Throughout this paper, we are using the phrase formative reflective reading rather than spiritual reading.  We believe that formative reflective reading better describes the kind of reading intended to nourish the life of our spirit.  As described throughout these pages, such reading must be done reflectively in order to allow the word to touch our spirit.  In so being touched, the word forms us, subtly and imperceptibly into the person we have been called to be.  Our reflective approach to the text facilitates our ongoing formative process.  Hence, we use the phrase formative reflective reading.
The very term formative reflective reading refers to a particular kind of reading intended to nourish our spirit.  Just as we nourish our body through proper diet and exercise, and nourish our mind through intellectual stimulation, so we nourish our spirit through spiritual reading. On the common, ordinary, everyday level, all of us do considerable informational reading. 
We read with a content-oriented approach — to get an author's perspective; to get the facts; to learn; to be stimulated; to dialogue with the author's approach from a constructive-criticism point of view; to gain knowledge; to be informed; to find answers; to master; to be challenged.  In our common, everyday experience of reading, our intellect is very active — taking in, questioning, critiquing, evaluating, conceptualizing, connecting, synthesizing, analyzing.  Informational reading engages us in the world of ideas, theories, concepts.  We read with a specific goal in mind — to gain information.  What matters is understanding and assimilating the content.  Informational reading is linear; that is, we are on the move toward completing the text and reaching our determined goal.  Consequently, how much we read is important toward the realization of our goal.  Informational reading is usually done as rapidly as possible.  In this respect, note the growing importance of speed-reading courses years.  Because of its nature, this kind of reading leaves little room for being touched or inspired. 

     Formative reflective reading, on the other hand, is very different.  Its purpose is not information, but rather, formation of our heart.  In order for our heart to be touched, inspired, formed, formative reflective reading must be done slowly and in a standing-in-place, spiraling, dwelling fashion.   The focus is not on how much we read, but rather on how we read.  By its very nature, formative reflective reading invites us to stay with, dwell with, abide with the words of the text that touch us and stir us in order to allow their specific meaning for our lives to emerge and unfold. 
     While informational reading tends to be abstract and divorced from everyday-life experience, formative reflective reading is grounded in our human experience.  Through his/her words, the author invites us to journey reflectively within ourselves, to enter into dialogue with the words as they touch our lived experience.  Thus formative reflective reading touches the here and now of our lives, encouraging, sustaining, nourishing, supporting, challenging, and always inviting us to grow.  Formative reflective reading is meditative, reflective, thoughtful, experiential, invitational, inspiring, contemplative, stirring, and provocative.  In dialogue with the words of the spiritual author, we are encouraged to respond, that is, to be in touch with our personal journey, to appropriate and to integrate the meaning of the words into the wholeness of our lives.  
This thought is echoed by M. Robert Mulholland — Formational reading is in depth.  You are seeking to allow the passage to open out to you its deeper dynamics, its multiple layers of meaning. (Shaped by the Word: The of Scripture in Spiritual Formation, l985, p.54) 

An example from my own formative reflective reading journal may help explain better the notion of dialoguing with the text in order to uncover and discover its deeper meaning for our lives. Significant lines from the formative reflective reading text are quoted, and then reflected upon in dialogue with my concrete life experience at the time.

Our gift of divine love and inspiration is never the gift of us alone.  We give only from what we have received.  At times, we are called to be dispenser, at times the recipient of his bounty.  (Woman at the Well, p. 39)  

Jesus, you know how difficult it is for me to receive!  And if receiving from others is difficult, how much more difficult it is to receive from you.  Not that I feel I don't need you; without you I know so well that I am nothing. But perhaps I receive from you in a taken-for-granted way, at times failing to realize that all I have and am that all I can give is pure gift.  Within the past years, you've put me so often in the position of having to receive from others — something I've often seen as weakness rather than as your gift in my life.  Jesus, open my heart to receive; open my eyes that I may see your bounty as it comes to me through people, events, situations —  all there to help me grow and deepen my relationship with you. (2-26-78)

This journal entry is an example of how we can allow the word to touch the deepest core of who we are.  Through staying with and dwelling with the text, we journey into our heart to look at our lives in light of the transcendent horizon of spiritual values and of our relationship with God.  The text for example puts me in touch with how difficult it was for me to receive, even from God.  Allowing the text to speak to me made clearer the need for conversion in my life — to learn to receive and to open my eyes to God's presence and movement in my life in and through my concrete, everyday experience.   In face of ultimate values and in face of God, we find ourselves humbled: we experience our fragility, our vulnerability, our weakness, our brokenness.  We experience our need for the sustaining power of God. In face of all that is, our many all-consuming and some-times bigger-than-life projects gain their proper perspective. In face of all that is, we cannot escape our need for radical conversion of heart, for a softening of those areas of hardness in our lives. 
Formative reflective reading, then, touches the very depths of who we are, leading us, over time to wisdom of the heart, to genuine sensitivity to the life and values of the heart.  Formative reflective reading grounds us in who we most deeply are and nourishes us there. It opens us to a world of values very different from the functional values extolled by our culture.  It is evocative, constantly moving us to respond by being increasingly engaged in our spiritual journey. 

From a foundational formative perspective, formative reflective reading invites us to move beyond the sometimes outdated language, images and examples of the author, to discover and uncover the underlying meaning of the text for our personal lives.  By dwelling with and dialoguing with the text in an unhurried, spiraling fashion, and in light of our experience, we come to renewed understandings of some of the foundational dynamics of the spiritual life, such as humility, contemplation, detachment, peace, silence, solitude, ministry, witness.  These values come alive for us in a new way, taking on a personal meaning in light of our concrete lived experience.  
In order for this transformation of meaning to occur, we must attempt, inasmuch as possible, to move through and beyond the resistances that surface within us at the mere sight or reading of words such as those above, and remain open to whatever might emerge for us.  At times, this might mean staying with the same text over a period of days, allowing it to penetrate our armor and our various layers of defenses. 

To this effect, Mulholland writes —       

Instead of rushing on to the next sentence, paragraph or chapter, you seek to move deeper and deeper into the text. In reading the Bible, for example, you seek to allow the text to begin to become that intrusion of the Word of God into your life, to address you, to encounter you.  If you don't take time with a text, the Word cannot encounter you in it; the Word of God cannot speak to you through it. (M. Robert Mulholland, Shaped by the Word: The Power of Scripture in Spiritual Formation, 1985, p. 54)

Such a repetitive dwelling-with posture however, is foreign to our functional orientation to reading which specializes in a rushing-through-informational-approach rather than a nourishing of the heart.  Formative reflective reading then, requires that we shift gears from our common informational approach to reading which nourishes our intellect, to the slowed-down approach conducive to nourishing our hearts.  For all of us who are products of our functional cultures, this shifting of gears remains an ongoing discipline as we move toward an integrated approach to human living which nourishes not only our intellects, but our hearts as well. 

Foundational Dispositions

In order to enter into the process of formative reflective reading in the formative manner described above, it is important that we develop certain foundational dispositions that enable us to let down our defenses, to soften our armor, to weaken our resistance. 
Slowing-Down.  Throughout the above description of formative reflective reading, we have consistently emphasized the need to slowdown.  Many of us come from a hectic, frantic, rushing pace and world.  We have perhaps become accustomed to reading quickly in view of completing academic assignments.  Since we have embodied a rapid moving and rapid-thinking style, entering into a slowed-down mode cannot be rushed.  Rather, we must respect our individual pace and ability to slowdown.  An important way of learning to slowdown is by integrating within our lives reflective structures such as journal writing, periods of silence and solitude, periods of meditation and quiet reflection.  Gradually these structures enable us to come to the lived awareness that we need not be constantly producing and doing.  Such awareness prepares the way for a slowed-down approach to formative reflective reading.

Letting Down and Letting Go.  We are immersed in a culture that extols control, mastery, having it together, being in charge.  Such attitudes are obstacles to the life of the spirit, which consistently invites us to let down into who we really are, to let go and to surrender to God's presence and movement in our lives.  The life-long formative process in which we are engaged must foster within our lives these spiritual attitudes and dispositions.  Otherwise we remain armored against being touched, and tend to remain in charge of our spiritual life.  Throughout the Scriptures, our God invites individuals and the Chosen People to let go of control over their lives, to enter into the mystery of God's action in their lives. The same invitation is extended to each of us.  We will benefit from formative reflective reading to the extent that we grow into attitudes of letting down, letting go and surrendering to the text, allowing the words to touch our heart, to move us, to influence our perspective, our outlook, our orientation, our attitudes, our behavior, and bringing us increasingly under the inspiration of God's spirit.

Willingness.  Many of us are immersed in a willful culture — plans and projects must be carried through at all costs; we must push ourselves beyond our limits in order to achieve a goal.  Such an attitude militates against the life of the spirit and is an obstacle to spiritual reading. Approaching the text from a willful stance, we seek to master, to control, to achieve the goal of "getting through" so many pages or finishing such and such a chapter. 
A willing posture is very different.  Willingness is a disposition of the heart through which we can be with what is as it is without seeking to make it something other than it is. A willing disposition places us in the realm of mystery, where we transcend our need to control, to master, to achieve, to reach a goal.  A willing heart enables us to stay with; to dwell with, to abide with the text, open to its message as it presents itself, and as it gradually unfolds. A willing disposition is not hectic, frantic, rushed, agitated.  Rather, it is calm, open and receptive. It is able to be with the present moment, willing to move wherever it leads.

Implications for the Formative Process

From a foundational formative perspective, formative reflective reading remains an important structure for growth in the life of the spirit.  Candidates must be introduced to formative reflective reading as early as possible in their initiation process.  However, because of the slowed-down dwelling-with, spiraling mode proper to formative reflective reading, candidates must be guided into the process.  That is, they must be helped through a seminar approach to formative reflective reading, to enter into a slowed-down mode, which is most probably unfamiliar to them within the context of reading.  The following can be used as concrete guidelines to be repeatedly emphasized in introducing candidates to the art and discipline of formative reflective reading.
      1.  The purpose of formative reflective reading is to nourish the life of the spirit.  Therefore, it is of prime importance that candidates dispose themselves to be touched by the word, rather than to read it for content.
     2.  The focus is not on how much they read, but rather on how they read — slowly, reflectively, meditatively, dwelling with.  It is important, then, that candidates take the time to "shift gears" as they enter into their reading.  That is, that they take the necessary time to slow down and to quiet down before they enter into the reading process.  Deep breathing is a helpful way to shift gears, to slow down, to become grounded and centered.
     3.  Regular time and space must be set aside daily for formative reflective reading, according to the candidates' schedule.  It is important that they be encouraged to set aside the same time and space each day in order for them to appropriate the formative reflective reading structure in a personally meaningful manner. Otherwise, formative reflective reading could become haphazard, and done in a "squeezing time in" manner.  The discipline of regularity is essential to growth in the life of the spirit.
     4.  Candidates are encouraged to stay with whatever stirs in them as they read.  Whether or not they finish the page, the chapter, the Scripture passage, is of no importance.  What matters is that they allow themselves to take in, to receive and to dwell with the word, allowing it to speak and to lead them where it will.  This may often mean reading and re-reading the same text, allowing it to penetrate more and more deeply, allowing the personal meaning of the words to touch their heart and to unfold to its fullest.  Such a process requires the foundational disposition of sensitivity and surrender to the movement they experience within themselves, rather than of trying to control what is happening, what might emerge or where it may lead.
     5.  It is important that their dwelling with the word be rooted in their concrete lived experience:  "What are the author's words saying to me at this time in my life?"  In order to do this, they must be introduced to the discipline of putting aside any tendency to judge, to rationalize, to intellectualize, and to argue with the spiritual author.  They are present to the text primarily from the level of their heart, rather than from the level of their intellect.
     6.  Journal writing in relationship to formative reflective reading is a very important means of helping candidates concretize what the text is saying to them.  The journal can be used in the following manner:  (a) Candidates copy in their journal the word, phrase, and line of the text that speaks to them, that is, that stirs a feeling, a memory, and an experience that touches their heart. (b) They then write spontaneously, in a stream of consciousness fashion, what is there for them in relation to the text they have copied, (See p.4 as an example of this method). 

     Over time, the formative reflective reading journal enables them to gain a sense of their spiritual journey — what speaks to them; what they resist; what attracts them; the themes that continue to emerge.  In this way, they gradually gain a sense of their unique spiritual direction.

     7.  Within the context of the formative process, it is important that candidates come together regularly, perhaps on a weekly basis, to share their formative reflective reading journals.  Such sharing is important for the following reasons:  (a) It provides candidates with the opportunity to articulate what is speaking to them in regard to the text.  They gain some ease in expressing their spiritual experience within a group context. (b) They can be touched or inspired by one another as they share how the text has touched their hearts. (c) Such sharing can become the opportunity for the Formator to gain a sense of where each of the candidates is in regard to a reflective, meditative approach to formative reflective reading, as well as in regard to his/her sense of spirituality.  Such sharing may become the opportunity for the Formator to offer correctives either in terms of the formative reflective reading process, in terms of candidates' notions of spirituality and of spiritual living, or in terms of their need for guidance in relating the text to their concrete experience.
   8. In terms of the texts used for formative reflective reading — the reading can be done either in a thematic manner, as worked out in the attached program, or by reading an entire book by the same author.
     From a thematic perspective, a variety of books related to the same theme is used.  Efforts are made to include Scripture passages, classical spiritual works, and works by contemporary spiritual authors, foundational documents of the Congregation or Society, literary works.  What is important in this approach is that the assigned reading passages center on a specific theme.  Such an approach requires prior reading and organization of Chapters, pages, etc. by the Formator. The richness of this thematic approach to formative reflective reading is that candidates spend a considerable amount of time reading and reflecting upon the same theme as nuanced by a variety of authors.  Such an experience of dwelling upon over time enables candidates to deepen their experiential sense of the theme within the concrete context of their own lives and experience.
     Alternately, Formators may choose to invite candidates to read certain specified books in their entirety throughout their candidacy.  Again Formators are encouraged to draw up a list of formative reflective reading texts from Scripture, from both classical and contemporary spiritual authors, from documents of the Congregation, the Society, the Church, and from literature.  The list need not be extensive, since we are emphasizing a reflective, slowed-down reading of the text.  Crucial to this approach, however, is that Formators choose books which speak to foundational values of the spiritual life into which candidates are being introduced, such as silence, contemplation, prayer, detachment, humility, self-discipline, self-denial, conversion of the heart, community, etc.  It is important that throughout their formative process, a solid foundation for the spiritual life be established.  Foundational formative reflective reading then becomes indispensable.

Implications for Formators 

If formators are to guide candidates into the process of formative reflective reading, they must be in touch with the value such reading has in their lives.  Unless formative reflective reading as described throughout these pages is a value for them, they will be unable to adequately guide their candidates into the process of this foundational formative structure.  If they have let reflective formative reading lapse in their own lives, they must attempt to grow into a renewed sense of its value and to reintegrate it within the context of their lives in a way that is personally meaningful. 

Furthermore, besides participating in the candidates' sharing group, it would be helpful for the group of Formators to form their own formative reflective reading sharing group based on personal journal entries.  Such an exercise puts them concretely in touch with the process, thus enabling them to better guide the candidates through a similar process. 

If formative reflective reading is to be helpful as nourishing the life of the spirit, Formators must take the time to plan a relevant reading program for their group of candidates. Themes to be used or books to be read, according to whether formative reflective reading is approached from a thematic or from a book perspective, emerge from the candidates' lived experience.  For example, some common foundational themes helpful to all candidates as they enter into their spiritual journey with greater awareness and in a more systematic and intense manner, would be— conversion, transition, detachment, contemplation, community living, prayer, humility, silence, solitude. 
Attached to this paper is a spiritual reading program for a ten month period based on the thematic approach to formative reflective reading as described throughout these pages.  The theme of the program is Reflective Living, and has been designed as a means to foster within candidates growth into a reflective disposition.  The program was designed by Claire Brissette Lamoureux, Ph.D., and integrated into a Master's thesis. 

Spiritual Reading Program

Theme: Developing a Reflective Approach to Life 

The books used in this program represent various types of works from the literature of spirituality.  They are classified below in bibliographical form. 

Scripture

Selections from Scripture are included for each month.  The word of God is rich with spiritual meaning for each person's life. Familiarity with certain passages may blind the reader to the core of the message.  It is hoped that slow and reflective reading will reawaken a personal meaning of the text. 
The New American Bible, trans. Members of the Catholic Biblical Association of 
America.  Camden:  Thomas Nelson, 1971. Spiritual Classics 

These books have endured the test of time.  Their message is fundamental to growth in the spiritual life.  In reading these texts, however, it is important that the reader be aware of the time-boundedness of language and culture. In order to discover the author's message, it is often necessary to go beyond the limitations of style, language and culture. 
a Kempis, Thomas. The Imitation of Christ trans. Ronald Knox and

Michael Oakley.  New York: Sheed and Ward, 1959. 

French, R.M. (trans.).  The Way of a Pilgrim.  New York: Seabury Press, 1965.

Johnston, William (ed.).  The Cloud of Unknowing and The Book of

Privy Counseling.  Garden City: Image Books, 1973. 

Kierkegaard, Soren.  Purity of Heart is to Will One Thing, trans. Douglas Steere. New 
York: Harper and Row, 1965.

Underhill, Evelyn.  Practical Mysticism.  New York: E. P. Dutton and Co., 1915. 

Biographical Accounts

The books in this section are first person accounts of each of the authors' personal experience of meeting God.  Although each account is unique and differs from the others, each contains common elements with which the reader can identify.  Perhaps the most important of these common elements is the realization that God reveals God’s Self to each person in a uniquely personal way, respectfully taking into account the specific individuality of each.

Hammarskjold, Dag. Markings, trans,W.H.AudenanLeif Sjoberg.  London: Farber and 
Farber, l964.  (paperback)

Lindbergh,Anne Morrow. Gift from the Sea. New York: Vintage Books, l955. 
Therese de Lisieux, The Autobiography of St. Therese of Lisieux, trans.  John Beevers.  
Garden City:  Image Books, l957. 

Thoreau, Henry D. Walden and Civil Disobedience, ed. Sherman Paul.  Boston:  
Riverside Editions, l957. 

Contempary Commentaries on the Spiritual Life 

Each of these texts is a contemporary work which elaborates upon a specific aspect of the spiritual life.  Rooted in the approved teaching of the Church, they integrate the life of the spirit with the contributions of the human sciences about human nature. 

Merton, Thomas.  Thoughts in Solitude.  Garden City:  Image Books, l968.      

Muto, Susan A. Approaching the Sacred: An Introduction to Spiritual Reading.  
Denville:  Dimension Books, l973. 

Nouwen, Henri J. M. With Open Hands, trans. Patrick Gaffney. Notre Dame:  Ave Maria 
Press, l972.

van Croonenburg, Bert, Don't Be Discouraged.  Denville, Dimension Books, l968. 

van Kaam, Adrian.  Religion and Personality.  Garden City: Image Books, l968.
_____.  On Being Involved.  Denville:  Dimension Books, l970. 

_____.  On Being Yourself.  Denville:  Dimension Books, l972 

_____.  Spirituality and the Gentle Life.  Denville: Dimension Books, l974.

_____, Bert van Croonenburg and Susan Muto. The Participant Self. Denville:  
Dimension Books, l969. 

Recreational 

Each of these books is listed as a supplementary reading related to one of the monthly themes.  Although they are a lighter form of reading, each does convey a fundamental message applicable to growth in reflective living.

Anne Frank:  The Diary of a Young Girl, trans. B. M. Mooyaart-Doubleday.  New York:  
Doubleday, l952

Hurnard, Hannah.  Hind's Feet on High Places.  Old Tappan, New Jersey:  Spire Books, 
l973. 

Pieper, Josef.  Leisure The Basis of Culture, trans. Alexander, Dru.  New York:  New 
American Library, l963. 

Potok, Chaim.  My Name is Asher Lev.  Greenwich:  Fawcett Publications, l972. 

Saint Exupery, Antoine.  The Little Prince, trans. Katherine Woods.  New York:  
Harcourt, Brace and World, l971.

Spiritual Reading Program on Reflective Living

An ample number of selections is indicated for each month. The purpose of this program is not reading all the material for each month, but rather a slowed-down reflective reading and re-reading of the indicated texts.  A lighter supplementary reading has been included for each month in order to reinforce the monthly theme. 
Reflective Living through Spiritual Reading 
The slowed-down pace necessary for spiritual reading fosters growth in reflective living.  Gradually, I grow in the ability to quiet myself and become attentive to the spiritual master's message-for-me.  I develop attitudes of openness and of patient waiting as I dwell upon the words of the master. 
*Approaching the Sacred, Part I, pp. 9-78. 

This book provides an introduction into the art and discipline of spiritual reading.  The reader is acquainted with the dynamics of spiritual reading, as well as with the conditions that foster and the obstacles that hinder genuine spiritual reading.

*Scripture

Jn. l6:5-15:  The Coming of the Advocate

The Spirit is with me.  It is He who opens my heart to the message-for-me of the spiritual master.

Heb. 4:12-16:   The Word of God and Christ the Priest

Paul speaks of the power of the word of God:  it has the power to transform my life.  The words of the spiritual master are God's message-for-me appropriated through reflection.

*The Imitation of Christ, Book III, Ch.1, 2, 3, pp.84-88.

Ch. 1:  On the way Christ speaks inwardly to the soul.

Ch. 2:  Truth speaks within us without the outward sound of words.

Ch. 3:  We should listen humbly to God's words; many people fail to appreciate them properly.

These chapters emphasize the need for an attitude of open attentiveness to the whispers of God.

*The Cloud of Unknowing,  Ch. 35, pp. 92-93.

Ch. 35:  Of Reading, Thinking and Prayer, three habits which the beginner in 
contemplation should develop.

The importance of reading is stressed as a means of developing the attitude of contemplative reflection.

*Practical Mysticism, Ch. 4. "Meditation and Recollection," pp. 46-55.

Withdrawing from the ordinary pace of daily life is necessary for spiritual reading as well as for meditation.  The author discusses the practical dynamics of recollection.

*Thoughts in Solitude, pp. 61-62

In reading I open myself to words that reflect realities created by God, or the greater Reality which He Himself is.

*Supplementary Reading:  Anne Frank:  The Diary of a Young Girl
This book illustrates a form of journal keeping.  Through Anne's diary, it is possible to trace her growth in reflective awareness.  It is also important for the themes of self-awareness and of solitude and silence, developed later in this program.

Reflective Living through Silence and Solitude
In silence and solitude I step aside from my usual hectic pace and involvement.  I come home to myself.  Solitude provides the space for reflection, while silence makes me attentive to my own inner world.  I encounter the self that I am and get in touch with the quality of my life. In silence and solitude I learn to live reflectively from my deepest self. 

*Scripture

Matthew 4:1-11  Temptation in the Wilderness

As I begin to set time aside for silence and solitude, I may be tempted to give it up. As God was with Christ, so He is with me to strengthen and guide me.

Luke 2:39-40; 51-51  The Hidden Life at Nazareth

Jesus shows me the way of growth through silence and solitude.

Luke 4:42-44  Jesus quietly leave Capernaum

John 6:15

Jesus experiences the need to step aside from the crowd.  Like Him, I need to find my "lonely place" of silence and solitude.

*Walden, Ch. V "Solitude," pp. 89-96.

In the solitude of Walden, Thoreau experiences both the harmony of the universe and inner harmony.  Here he is opened to the transcendent dimension of life.  I too can make such discoveries in solitude.

*Thoughts in Solitude, pp. 86-91.

Merton describes inner silence.  To grow in reflective awareness, I must silence my inner world and remain quietly receptive to His world.

*With Open Hands, "Prayer and Silence," pp.25-49

The author moves from the difficulties to the liberation of inner silence.  This chapter helps me to realize that although I am exteriorly quiet and silent, I must learn to work through my world of inner noise.  Only then does reflection become possible.

*The Participant Self, Vol. I, II, "Retreat," pp.27-34.

Vol. II, VII, "Recollection," pp.71-76. 

Through retreat and recollection I am restored, refreshed and renewed.  My daily activities are then nourished by a deeper reflective ground.

*Spirituality and the Gentle Life, Ch.XX "Silence and Gentleness,"  pp.159-166.

In and through the Word, I learn the gentle rhythm of silence and speech.  Through the power of the Word, I learn to silence speech that is a source of agitation and of manipulation.  Growth in this attitude of silence fosters deeper reflectivity.

*Supplementary Reading:  Gift from the Sea

A contemporary Christian woman describes her need for silence and solitude.  The contemporary religious can identify with this need to step aside and gather herself to herself.

Reflective Living through Listening to Reality
Listening implies becoming attentive both to the unique self that I am and to my world.  To listen to these realities I must step aside and allow them to speak; I must step aside to allow reality to be while becoming increasingly sensitive to its unique unfolding-for-me.  Growth in this attitude of listening fosters reflective living.

*Scripture

2 Cor. 11:16-33; 12:1-10  Paul is driven to sound his own praises

Paul has learned to listen to the realities of his life, and to discover in these realities God's will-for-him.  The deepest reality-for-him is a humble recognition of the power of Christ in his life.

*The Imitation of Christ, Book III, Ch. 8, pp. 96-97.

Ch. 8  On taking a humble view of oneself in God's sight

Listening to the reality of myself leads me to a reflective awareness of my condition of creature before God my Creator.

*Walden, XVIII, "Conclusion," pp. 218-227.

Sensitive listening to the realities of nature and of himself leads Thoreau to reflection upon deeper truths and life values.  By reflective listening to the reality of my life, I slowly become aware of the essential values which should guide and direct me.

*Markings, pp. 127-141.

By listening to reality, Dag comes to grips with painful realizations of who he is.  Through reflection, he finds peace in Christ, his center.  In reflective living, I discover Christ as the loving and personal Savior of my weak limited self.

*On Being Yourself, pp.106-142; pp. 151-191.

XIII   Three Sources of Originality, pp. 106-113

XIV    Spiritual Life and Vital Originality, pp. 114-121

XV     Spiritual Life and Familial Originality, pp.122-129

XVI    Union with the Divine Will in Daily Life, pp. 130-142

XVIII  God's Will and my Original Limits, pp. 151-157

XIX    Original Faithfulness to the Divine Will, pp. 158-163

XX    Union With God and Transformation of Self, pp. 164-172 XXI    Originality and the Following of Christ, pp. 173-191

These chapters focus on discovering and listening to the various dimensions of my unique self.  Within the context of my unique possibilities and limitations, I learn to listen to God's will-for-me as it unfolds within my concrete situation.  Such listening fosters reflective awareness of the unique person I am.

*Supplementary Reading:  The Little Prince
By listening to the reality of all kinds of people throughout his journey, the Little Prince through reflection gradually discovers the essentials of life--those invisible to the eyes.

Reflective Living through Prayer
In prayer I encounter my Creator, my Redeemer, my Sanctifier.  I come to Him with all my human possibilities and weaknesses.  I come to be with Him, quietly, silently, 

reflectively attentive to the whispers of His will, open to His presence and enlightenment.

*Scripture

Matthew 6:5-15  Prayer in secret; how to pray

Christ gives us the conditions for prayer; silence, solitude, trust, an attitude of open listening rather than a babbling of many words.

Mark 14:32-42  Gethsemane

Even in the midst of deep suffering, the prayer of union  with God in my deepest center remains possible.  Christ expresses his feelings to his Father, but remains fully accepting of His Father's will for him.  This attitude of surrender grows in me as I grow in reflective awareness of who Christ is for me.

Rm. 8:26-27

Allowing the Spirit to pray in and through me fosters a growing sensitivity to his presence in me.

Ps. 63  Ardent longing for God

A prayer on the soul's need for God.  The psalmist recognizes his personal need for God by reflecting on God's presence in his life.

*The Cloud of Unknowing,  Ch. 36,37,38,39, pp. 94-98.

The author focuses on the necessity of short prayer, reduced to one word repeated over and over.  The option for repetition fosters reflection on the deeper meaning-for-me of the word.

*Practical Mysticism, Ch. I "What is Mysticism,"  pp. 1-12

The way of mysticism is learning to see beneath the surface of daily life to the deeper ground of All that is.  Living from this ground fosters deeper reflective awareness.

*With Open Hands,  Introduction, "With Clenched Fists,"  pp.9-24

Conclusion, "With Open Hands," pp. 151-160.

I may go to prayer with the clenched fists of holding on to the personal treasures of my inner world.  Sensitivity to the Spirit and reflection on His inner whispering facilitate a gradual letting go. Slowly, my hands open to receive from his bounteous love and goodness.

*Supplementary Reading:  The Way of a Pilgrim
The Pilgrim leads me along the way of growth in ceaseless prayer and in the deepening reflective awareness of God's presence in his life.

Reflective Living through Involvement
Genuine involvement emerges from my unique self. It is not a frantic rushing around to do many things, but rather it is the expression of who I most deeply am. My involve-ment grows in authenticity as I develop the ability to step aside to reflect on its meaning and its quality.

*Scripture

Exodus Ch. 3; 4:1-9  The call of Moses; confirmation of his     mission 

Isaiah Ch. 6  The call of Isaiah

Jeremiah 1:1-10  The call of Jeremiah

Jonah Ch. 1-4  The call and mission of Jonah

Matthew 5:13-16  Salt of the earth and light of the world

12:46-50 The true kinsmen of Jesus

20:24-28 The mother of Zebedee's sons makes her request;

leadership with service

These readings illustrate the nature of involvement.  It is a call from God emerging from my unique spiritual identity and from the concrete demands of reality.  The call is perceived in prayerful reflection.  Living it out in daily life requires reflective attunement to the unfolding of God's plan both within myself and my concrete life situation.

*Markings, pp. 102-126.

Dag reflects on the nature of his involvement.  Increasingly it must be rooted in God's will-for-him.  His deepening conviction that he is an instrument in the hand of God both emerges from and fosters reflective living.

*Don't be Discouraged,  "Witness in the World," pp. 41-62.

Religious are witnesses for the living of religion.  The author speaks of the necessity of an ever-deepening intimacy with God in order to witness effectively.  In this way, involvement rooted in Divine intimacy fosters reflective living.

*Spirituality and the Gentle Life, Ch. IX, "Gentleness and Involvement" pp. 69-76.

Being gentle with myself means that I search reflectively for the kind of involvement that is right for me, in tune with my unique possibilities and limits.

*Supplementary Reading:  On Being Involved
Reflective Living requires that I gradually discover in my own life my personal rhythm of involvement and detachment.

Reflective Living through Leisure
Leisure implies relaxation and a stepping aside from my ordinary pace. I breathe more freely during that pause that refreshes both my body and my spirit.  This leisurely relaxed mode fosters a reflective in-touchness with life and with reality around me.  It is no longer the world I-work-in, but rather the world I-relax-in.

*Scripture

Matthew 6:25-34  Trust in Providence

Luke 10:38-42  Martha and Mary

Reflection on God's presence in my life is conducive to the development of a leisurely attitude toward life.  I do what I can, aware that ultimately, I am in God's hands.

*The Cloud of Unknowing,  Ch. 20, pp. 74-75.

Prayer is growth in a leisurely being with God rather than an intellectual "doing" and "figuring" things out.
This leisurely being with fosters a deepening of reflective awareness.

*Walden, Ch.II, "Where I Lived and What I Lived For," pp.56-68.

Thoreau describes his leisurely existence at Walden.  His leisurely pace opened him to the mysteries of nature around him.  The slowed-down rhythm of his life at Walden fostered a reflective attitude regarding fundamental questions about the meaning of life.

*The Participant Self, Vol. I, IV, "Leisure,"  pp. 45-51.

Reflection on the bearing of leisure upon life and labor. Leisure facilitates a letting go of daily cares and concerns, and fosters opening up to gentle reflection.

*Spirituality and the Gentle Life, Ch. XXII, "Gentleness and Playfulness," pp. 175-182.

Gentle playfulness opens me to the sense of mystery in life.  I can be playful because I have accepted the mystery of God in my life.  This attitude of gentle playfulness is at the heart of meditative reflection.

*Supplementary Reading:  Leisure the Basis of Culture

Great cultures evolved within the space of a leisurely life.  The functional orientation of today's world looks down upon reflective leisure.  To live a truly human life, I need to recapture this sense of leisure.

Reflective Living through Wonder
The ability to see anew, to marvel, to be in awe of, fosters reflective living.  I slow-down, I look again and again.  In this seeing again, there emerges for me a new and deeper reality invisible to the ego functional pace of experiencing life.

*Scripture

Ps. 103  Praise of Divine Goodness

Ps. 104  Praise of God the Creator

Ps. 139  The all-knowing and ever present God

Ps. 145  The greatness and goodness of God

Matthew 11:25-27  The Good News revealed to the simple

Matthew 14:22-33  Jesus walks on the water and, with him, Peter

Ephesians 1:3-14  God's plan of salvation

Reflection upon these Scripture passages arouses in me a sense of wonder and awe at the goodness and love of God for me his weak and limited creature.

*The Imitation of Christ, Book III, Ch. 9, p. 98.

Ch. 9:  Everything is to be seen in its relation to God, our last end.

Reflecting on life in the light of God's love and will for me fosters a growing sense of wonder and a deepening awareness of his presence in my life.

*Walden,  Ch. IV, "Sounds,"  pp. 77-89.

Ch. XVII, "Spring," pp. 204-218.

The wonder aroused in Thoreau as he listened to the sounds of nature and watched the seasons evolve led him to reflect upon the deeper meanings of his experience.  As I open up in wonder to the sights and sounds of life around me, I discover their deeper meanings.

Supplementary Reading:  The Story of a Soul
As I wonder about the marvels of God in the ordinariness of the life of Theresa, I can begin to grow more reflective about His presence and action within my own life.

Reflective Living through Gentleness
Gentleness allows reality to be and to unfold at its pace, in its own way. In allowing reality to be, I develop a more reflective attitude toward it.  Rather than forcing my own solutions upon it, I remain gently open to its various aspects and to its unique meaning-for-me. 

*Scripture 

Ps. 8 The majesty of God and the dignity of man Matthew 11:28-30 The gentle mastery of Christ

l John Ch. 1-4

l Cor.13:1-9 The order of importance in spiritual gifts; love Titus 3:4-8 God's kindness and love in revealing a Savior

These passages make me aware of the gentleness of the Father and of Christ in their dealings with man--with me as a unique individual. 
*With Open Hands, Ch. 4, "Prayer and Compassion," pp. 89-115. 

In prayer, I develop an attitude of compassionate gentleness toward myself, toward others, toward the problems of the world.  The gentleness I learn in prayer grows as I grow in my ability to integrate it in my daily life through reflective living. 

*Spirituality and the Gentle Life, pp. 9-30; 47-59. 

Ch. I    "Spiritual Approach to Gentility," pp. 9-14 Ch. II   "Spirituality and Gentility," pp. 15-23 
Ch. III  "The Gentle Life Style," pp. 24-30 Ch. VI   "Spiritual Life and Gentle Reflection," pp.47-52 Ch. VII  "Gentleness and Direction of the Spirit," pp. 53-59

An introduction into the meaning of gentleness and the dynamics of the gentle life style.  Reflective living seems to be at the core of the gentle life.

*Supplementary Reading:  Religion and Personality
Insights into the structure and dynamics of the religious personality are conducive to the development of a gentle life style toward myself and others. Growth in the gentle life goes hand in hand with growth in reflective living.

Reflective Living through Single-mindedness
Single-mindedness is the ability to direct myself toward a concrete goal or ideal.  For me as religious this goal is an ever deepening intimacy with God in Christ within the context of my human possibilities and weaknesses. Reflection on the various aspects of my life is necessary as I journey toward my goal. 

*Scripture

Jn. 6:35-58  The discourse in the synagogue of Capernaum 17:l-26  The priestly prayer of Christ 

Christ was totally oriented toward the will of His Father.  This will  became his guiding force even through opposition 

and misunderstanding.

*Practical Mysticism, Ch. III, "The Preparation of the Mystic," pp.29-45.

Self-simplification through purification of the senses and of the will is possible only if I keep before me my goal of union with God.  Awareness of this goal helps me to grow in a meditative attitude.
*Purity of Heart is to Will One Thing, pp. 53-121; pp. 184-197.

Ch. 3-8  Barriers to Willing One Thing, pp. l84-l97.

Ch. 13   What Then Must I Do?, pp. l84-l97. 

The barriers of single-mindedness make me aware of the barriers to reflective living.  The decision to live as "that individual" I most truly am fosters a healthy sense of reflective awareness. 

*Thoughts in Solitude, XII, pp. 55-57. 

To live a spiritual life, I must unify my life, centering it in God.  The work of unification fosters reflective living.

*Supplementary Reading:  My Name is Asher Lev

Asher is compelled to pursue his inner calling of developing his artistic talent despite the various crises he must face and work through.  Single-mindedness demands an ordering of my values and the courage to pursue those most fundamentally attuned to my deepest center. 

Reflective Living through Suffering 

With suffering comes the possibility of growth in reflective living.  Although my initial reaction may be rejecting the pain or the suffering, I slowly come to the realization that I am not in control.  I do not have the power to eliminate suffering from my life.  Slowly I begin to let go, finding the strength and courage of acceptance in reflection on the sufferings of Christ.  Through the pain and hurt, I come to a deeper level of reflective awareness. 
*Scripture

Isaiah Ch. 53  Suffering and triumph of the Servant of the Lord

Luke 9:23-26   The condition of following Christ 22:39-71  Ch. 23  The passion and death of Christ

Romans 8:28-39 A hymn to God's love 

These Scripture passages foster a deeper appreciation of the redeeming suffering of Christ.  I also become more deeply aware of the redeeming value of suffering in my own life. 

The Imitation of Christ, Book II, pp. 76-83.

Ch. ll  On the fewness of those who love the cross of Jesus

Ch. 12  On the royal road of the holy cross 

My suffering takes on value because of Christ's sufferings for me. 

*Markings, pp. 51-66. 

The source of much of suffering is his awareness of his human limitations and weaknesses.  Through suffering, he comes to a deeper  reflective awareness in which he becomes rooted in God as his center. 

*Spirituality and the Gentle Life, XIX, "Gentle Life and Death of Desire," pp. 151-158. 
Often suffering arises from my own unfulfilled selfish desires.  A gentle death to these desires can only be granted to me when I acknowledge my sinfulness and my inability to save myself. Such an awareness requires growth in reflective living and surrender to the Almighty Healer. 

*Supplementary Reading:  Hind's Feet on High Places
Throughout her journey, Much-Afraid suffers all kinds of trials and temptations.  Because of her deep love for the Shepherd, she accepts all despite the pain she suffers, and is led to the High Places.  Through suffering she comes to a deeper level of reflective awareness. 
*****
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