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In memory of Sr. Sigmunda May




Preamble 1


Brother Thomas of Celano writes beautifully of St. Francis as someone who was “not so much praying as becoming totally prayer.”1 This small Book of Prayer may help us to experience that transformation, as we move from the words of prayer to those words being made flesh in our everyday experience. Like Francis, we may move from one form of prayer to another at various moments in our lives. The young Francis composed prayers full of requests for himself: “enlighten the darkness of my heart,” “give me true faith, certain hope, and perfect charity, ... sense and knowledge.” In his middle years, now surrounded by brothers and sisters, his prayer changed to include them: “’Your kingdom come’: that You may rule in us through Your grace, and enable us to come to Your kingdom.”2 Toward the end of his life, even in a time of darkness and suffering, his prayer changes again, to focus entirely on his Beloved: “You are our hope, You are our faith, You are our charity.”3


In the pages that follow, the reader will find forms of prayer adapted to the changing circumstances of our lives. Some of these engage the mind in quiet reflection on the Word of God, while others fix our gaze on a sacred image. Here one will find ways of praying adapted to the busy moments of the workday and to calm times of sabbath rest. Keeping our focus on the Beloved Son, we are encouraged to pray by engaging ourselves completely: body and soul, heart and mind, emotions and imagination. The whole person prays, and in that process, over time, the whole person is transfigured into the Image of God seen in Christ and in ourselves, members of His Body.


The depth of St. Clare’s expressions of loving attention to the presence of Christ around her teach us to “gaze, consider, contemplate, desiring to imitate” our loving Spouse. She shows us the way to fix our attention on a holy image dear to us, and to recognize the presence of Christ in the sick and suffering. We can find in her twords and example a spiritual guide, a “soul-friend,” who loved her own soul and the souls of her sisters, encouragin us to do the same.


Francis and Clare chose the path of poverty and humility because they recognized it as the path taken by the Beloved Son. Following His footprints, they cared for the sick, the poor and the abandoned, who found in them both loving care and healing. They gladly performed the work of servants for their brothers and sisters, as Jesus had done for the people of His day. And like His disciples, they recognized Him as the Risen One in the “breaking of the bread.”4 For them, and for us, no clearer sign of the “humility of God” can be found than the “ordinary piece of bread,”5 in which Christ in the Eucharist “is always with His faithful.”6


In the various sections of this book, we can discover the complex contours and textures of that “spirit of holy prayer and devotion”7 which all our work must serve, desiring above all else to have “the Spirit of the Lord and its holy activity.”8 Here we can find heart-felt meditations on the mysteries of Mary, mother of the Lord, “the virgin made Church.”9 We retrace through affection and imagination the steps of the suffering Christ along the Way of the Cross. We are surrounded by many brothers and sisters, the creatures that show us the loving care of their Creator.10 Even in suffering and illness or awaiting our “Sister Death”, we can still give praise and bless the Most High “and serve Him with great humility.”11


May the words of this book spark in your heart a warm flame of love for the Word made flesh. May you find here a renewed love for our Sister Mother Earth and all God’s creation. May you learn to delight in contemplating the image of God’s Beloved in yourself and in those around you. And may we all learn in our prayer to be grateful for everything to the One who is “the fulness of good, all good, every good, the true and supreme good, Who alone is good.”12


Our gratitude begins by expressing thanks to the authors of this volume for making available to us today the treasures of Francis, “the Little Poor Man”, and the beauty of Clare, the “little plant” of this garden of God.


Br. William J. Short, O.F.M.
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Preamble 2


Dear Sisters and Brothers!


Dear friends interested in Franciscan spirituality and Franciscan life!


For many years, the group “Contemplative Path” met mainly in the convent of the Franciscan Sisters in Siessen to deepen appreciation for the treasure and wisdom of Franciscan Spirituality and Contemplation. Unfortunately, they do not meet anymore at present, although some members are still interested in continuing to deepen this subject together. Emerging from the “Contemplative Path”, the “Franciscan School of Prayer”, introduced people to contemplation in Siessen for many years.


The aim of the School of Prayer is to show a path that leads, step by step, into the depths of prayer, and seeks to pass on the wisdom and tradition of Franciscan contemplation, in a contemporary context. The following texts can be used, as originally intended, as a personal school of prayer with daily meditations (30 minutes) for one week, or they can simply be used as individual elements for personal meditation. Some of these texts offer brief information on important aspects of Franciscan spirituality, and thus introduce people to concrete themed spirituality. Originally the texts of the prayer schools started with the first week of Advent and lasted from Lent until about Pentecost (approx. December to May). However, they can also be used independent of the liturgical season.


We especially thank the following Franciscan Sisters of Siessen for their collaboration during the development of the School of Prayer in Siessen and in the draft of the presented texts: Sr. M. Judith Jung OSF, Sr. M. Brigitte Wahl OSF and Sr. Claudia-Maria Mühlherr OSF.


We sincerely wish you fruitful meditations, a deep enthusiasm for God’s mysteries and a patient persistence in contemplation.


Special thanks go to Ms. Maria Struckmann-Haszler, Sr. Claudia Maria Mühlherr OSF, Sr. M. Sophia Gisa OSF and Ms. Barbara Thomas for translation, and Ms. Natalia Haszler for editing.


Together with Francis from the bottom of our hearts we wish you: “May the Lord give you peace!” (Dominus det tibi pacem!).


Fr. Paul Zahner OFM (Zurich)


Sr. M. Christina Mülling OSF (Wurzburg)




Franciscan Contemplation – Introduction


The method, the active practice of Franciscan con-emplation, is embedded in God’s action of grace. God gives Himself and in doing so, transforms the human heart. Only within the “context” of God’s surrender to me, am I able to surrender in prayer.


I. Let God gaze at you




	In front of the cross of San Damiano, Francis experienced that he was gazed upon and addressed by the Lord.


	Appear before Jesus Christ externally and internally (the San Damiano Cross or any other image of Jesus can be of help) and become aware that Jesus is looking at you, addressing you, touching you. Let him gaze at you, address you and touch you. Let him perceive you. He seeks a home, a dwelling in you.


	Then look yourself into the mirror of the Divine Reality, into the mirror of Jesus. St. Clare describes this gaze in her second letter to St. Agnes of Prague (2LAg 20) in three words:





II. Look, hear, touch


1. Perceiving (latin: intuere)


Now look at Him, who is looking at you. Look for Him, who is looking for you (see Gen 16:13). Carefully, blinking first. Then with open eyes. Look, read, let him meet you. Become “aware” of Him.


2. Considering (latin: considerare)


Now come closer to His mystery. Try to understand, to ponder, to roll back and forth, to ruminate, to read repeatedly. Again and again move towards Him and His mystery. Consider the fullness of His diversity. Be aware of Him.


3. Contemplating (latin: contemplare)


Let all considerations go. Look at him. He is looking at you. His gaze is resting on you. Let your eyes rest on Him. Look at Him. Enter the mystery of His presence. Prepare a “home and dwelling place for Him”.


III. Being touched and transformed


Let your perception go, let yourself be perceived, let yourself be taken up by Him.


Try not to look or seek to understand, but let yourself be involved. Let go, because He wants to change, to transform you.


“No longer I live, but Christ lives in me” (Gal 2:19).


HE transforms what HE has taken as His home and dwelling place.




1. God’s Longing – Practising Franciscan contemplation


1. The quest for meaning and longing as the starting point of all human paths


The central motive of all who search and who pray is the longing of the soul for its origin. We all feel deep in our hearts the inner compass, seeking for a place where we can be whole, healed and one. Yet the compass of “longing” does not guarantee arrival at the destination. Human beings experience themselves in their longing, but are often misguided and painfully incapable of finding the correct path. God himself speaks into this powerlessness, in many different ways and always anew: in his word and sacrament, in disappointments ... Mechthild of Magde-burg, a medieval German mystic, testifies from her experience of God: “God has enough of all things, only the touch of the soul never becomes enough for him.”


2. Francis and Clare as human beings who long for God


More than anything else, Francis and Clare were human beings full of longing. In fact, the word longing is a key word of Franciscan-Clarian spirituality. Francis tirelessly reminds his brothers to want nothing else but God alone, to give priority to the keen search for the Kingdom of God in their own lives.


Clare also gives the ardent longing for the poor Christ Crucified the absolute priority in her life. Building on this emphasis of God’s longing in Clare and Francis, the Franciscan brother, Bonaventure (†1274), later describes a spiritual path to the mystery of God, which originates and is continuously driven by the Longing for God: “No one is even somehow disposed for God-given contemplation, which leads to an ecstasy of the spirit, if he is not like Daniel a ‘man of longing’. But longing can be inflamed in us in two ways: by the loud calling in prayer ... and by the illuminating splendour during contemplation” (Itinerarium, Prologue 3). For Bonaventure, longing itself is the path to God.


However, from the Franciscan perspective, the longing of the human being for God is only a reaction to the much deeper longing of God for human beings. Francis is amazed that it is God’s longing to create “a home and dwelling place” in human hearts (2LtF 48) and to make them the betrothed of Jesus Christ. Clare cannot believe that it is God’s longing to find a home in the faithful soul (3LAg 2122). The great Franciscan theologian John Duns Scotus (†1308) even develops a whole theology of God’s longing. He suggests that the Triune God created creation unnecessarily, because He Himself is the fulfilment of all longing, nevertheless God’s foolish love grew and pushed beyond its own limits. Through the creation of man, God wanted to create creatures as beings, who love together with him. It is God’s incredible longing to give himself to human beings and to live with them. A human being’s longing to be with God is the answer to God’s longing to dwell in the human being. The beginning of the contemplative path of human beings with God is always their amazement at God’s longing.


3. God’s Longing – a lifelong process of transformation


In the writings of Francis and Clare it becomes clear how great the passion was with which they fought for themselves and for their brothers and sisters, subordinating all their wishes, needs and desires to God’s longing.


They understood maturing in God’s longing as a lifelong contemplative process with continuous willingness to repent and to suffer “for the love to the love”. Tirelessly they encourage and admonish us to advance on the path of choosing poverty, humble patience and to reveal the distress of temptations and tiredness (acedia in Latin) to brothers/sisters, so that “help” can be found.


The prayers of St. Francis give us a sense of the spiritual struggle in his longing for God – for example in the “Praise of La Verna” or in the “Meditation to the Lord’s Prayer” ... In the Earlier Rule, in chapter 23, Francis presents to his brothers the only desirable good, and expands on how this longing can be accorded concrete space in their lives. He points out that at the end of the day, nothing, no existential needs and nothing which separates or falsifies, should be an obstacle to holding on to the highest good in one’s heart.


Francis appeals passionately:


“Let us all love the Lord God Who has given and gives to each one of us our whole body, our whole soul and our whole life, Who has created, redeemed and will save us by His mercy alone, Who did and does everything good for us, miserable and wretched, rotten and foul, ungrateful and evil ones. We do not want to desire, to wish anything else, nothing else shall please and delight us as our Creator and Redeemer and Savior, the only true God, who is the fullness of the good, all the good, the whole good, the true and the highest good who alone is good ... So nothing should hinder us, nothing separate, nothing should interfere.


Everywhere, anywhere, every hour and anytime, daily and incessantly, we all want to truly and humbly believe in Him and hold on to Him in our hearts, to love, honor, worship, serve, praise and bless, glorify and exalt Him, laude and give thanks to Him, the most solemn and highest everlasting God, the Trinity and Oneness, the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, the Creator of all and the Savior of all who believe in Him and hope for Him and love Him, Who is without beginning and without an end, invariable, invisible, indescribable, inexpressible, incomprehensible, inscrutable, praised, worthy of glory, glorious, exalted, dear, solemn, sweet, lovable, delightful and highly desirable above all from eternity to eternity. Amen” (ER 23:8-11).


St. Bonaventure shows in his “Pilgrimage of the Soul to God” (Itinerarium) how change should take place. Not those one who think and study a lot will find God, but they who seek him longingly. However, if someone thinks longingly, as Bonaventura does, this way of thinking will help a lot on his way towards God.


At the end of his work, Bonaventura sums up his approach on how the mystery of transformation in the encounter with God should happen in the following concise words:


“If you now ask how this should happen, then ask grace, not doctrine, the longing, not knowledge, the sigh of prayer, not the eager reading, the bridegroom, not a teacher, God, not a human, darkness, not clarity, not the light, but the fire that inflames completely, and that by unspeakable anointing and glowing movement of the heart transfers into God. This fire is God, ‘whose furnace is in Jerusalem’ (Is 31:9), and Christ has inflamed it in the glow of His burning passion” (Itinerarium VII:6).


(Bonaventure, Der Pilgerweg des Menschen zu Gott, translated and explained by Marianne Schlosser, St. Ottilien 2010, 105.)


4. Exercise


Choose between the text of Bonaventure and the prayer of Francis:




	First, gather yourself, be aware of his gaze and receive his longing trustingly.


	Then, read repeatedly the text of St. Bonaventure (or St. Francis) and perceive how it reshapes your thinking. Seek Him, seek the one who is seeking you longingly. Give this inner movement space.


	
Look back at yourself with His longing gaze, entrust yourself to Him; let a prayer of the heart rise up, and remain in His presence.


	During this week, write your own prayer of longing, which expresses your painful process of wishes, needs, longings, and your hope in Him.







2. Living out of the word of God – receiving his gaze through the living word


Introduction


I gather myself with the impulse:


Your Word gives me ... strength ... confidence ...


What is my approach to the holy Scriptures?


What significance does the Bible have in my life?


What do I desire for myself?


1. Francis and the living Word


Francis knew about the life-giving power of the Word of God, about its power that connects to the innermost Life of God, and about its indispensable fruitfulness with regard to love. Therefore, he confesses faithfully in the letter to the clerics: “For we have and see nothing bodily of the Most High in this world except His Body and Blood, His names and words through which we have been made and redeemed from death to life” (LtCl 3).


This compilation: The Sacrament of the Holy Eucharist and the Word of God seem to be daring for many, even after the Second Vatican Council. We do believe that God is present in the Sacrament, but to accept it in the same way for the Word, does not seem so familiar to us. Francis perceives the powerful healing efficacy of the Word of God and the Sacrament as one, because in both of them, Christ, the Word of the Father, comes to us to redeem us (as in the Letter to the Faithful, 2LtF 4-15).
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