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Editor’s Note

The complete text of the 1739 edition of Explication de la méthode
d’oraison by John Baptist de La Salle can be found in Cahiers
Lasalliens 14 (1963).! It was later published in a new format in
Cabhiers Lasalliens 50 (1989), with extensive notes and an overview
of the text by Miguel Campos, FSC, and Michel Sauvage, FSC.

To facilitate the reading and to encourage the understanding
of this difficult text, Campos and Sauvage designed a unique for-
mat which breaks the heavy, dense text of the 1739 edition, the
earliest one to have come down to us, into short stanzas or verses.
This format, however, preserves completely the integrity of the text
in the 1739 original edition. The present English translation uses
that same format, with the adjustments required by the translation
into English.

There is a clear distinction in the text between De La Salle’s
explanation of the method of interior prayer and his examples of
prayers. In this translation the examples of prayer are set off from
the explanatory text by a smaller type font and wider margins.?

Direct passages from the Scriptures are italicized and identified
in the margin. Passages that De La Salle paraphrases, adapts, or al-
ludes to are identified with the reference “cf.” CL 50 also contains
in the margin further scriptural references suggested by Campos
and Sauvage to enrich the reading of the text. Most of these refer-
ences have been kept in this English translation. All direct refer-
ences are taken from the New American Bible with Revised New
Testament Translation and are used with permission.

The traditional term used in the Institute of the Brothers of the
Christian Schools for oraison is “mental prayer.” This term, unfor-
tunately, suggests praying with the mind alone, which would be a
betrayal of the intent of John Baptist de La Salle. On the first page
of Explication, De La Salle is careful to point out that the prayer

Xi
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he is speaking about “is not simply an activity of the mind” (EM,
1). The English language does not have a single word that can
capture the meaning of the French word oraison. While “prayer of
the heart,” “silent prayer,” “meditative prayer,” and simply “prayer”
have been suggested, this translation uses “interior prayer,” recog-
nizing that all forms of prayer, if they are to be authentic, must be
interior to some extent. However, “interior prayer” seems the most
adequate term to reflect the fact that De La Salle calls oraison
prayer that is interior (see CL 14:3) and that the word “interior” oc-
curs constantly in Explication.

For the convenience of the reader, the Appendix contains the
text of “Method of Interior Prayer,” which John Baptist de La Salle
wrote some years prior to Explication.®

In addition to his technical work as copy editor, Frank
Huether, FSC, offered the editor valuable recommendations and
advice during the preparation of this English translation. Cyril Ory,
FSC, and James N. Grahmann, FSC, also made helpful suggestions.

The General Chapter of the Institute of the Brothers of the
Christian Schools held from April 5 to May 15, 1993, designated
1995 as a year devoted specifically to the prayer life of the Broth-
er. It suggested programs for the renewal of our prayer life, espe-
cially interior prayer. (See Circular 435, 42nd General Chapter.) It
is hoped that this new English translation will be useful in that ef-
fort.

Donald Mouton, FSC
Editor
August 1994

Notes

1. Cahiers Lasalliens is an ongoing series of publications of studies,
texts, and documents concerned with John Baptist de La Salle, his life, writ-
ings, and religious and pedagogical ideas. These publications also focus on
the early decades of the Institute of the Brothers of the Christian Schools, the
Society that John Baptist de La Salle founded in 1680. Fifty-four volumes have
appeared so far (1994) in this series.

2. In contrast to CL 50, where the examples of prayer are more promi-
nent in type font than the explanatory text is.

3. The “Method of Interior Prayer” can be found in CL 15:7-16. The Eng-
lish translation is in Collection of Various Short Treatises, 7-12 (see Appendix).
The first three paragraphs of the French text are missing in the printed Eng-
lish translation.
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Introduction

John Baptist de La Salle refers in his writings to prayer frequently
enough for us to recognize the vital role he attributed to it.! In a
special way, Explication de la Méthode d’Oraison (Explanation of
the Method of Interior Prayer) integrates prayer into the very fab-
ric of life.

For the general public, and especially for the use of the stu-
dents in school, he wrote a treatise on prayer.? He also proposed
examples of prayers for use by the students at Mass and at other
times throughout the day.® For the members of the Institute of the
Brothers of the Christian Schools, which he founded, he composed
a “Method of Interior Prayer” and elaborated on this method in Ex-
plication.* It was written for beginners in the practice of interior
prayer, with the purpose of gradually leading them toward an ad-
vanced form of interior prayer, the prayer of simple attention.

Explication is the last book that De La Salle wrote. It reflects
the responsibility he assumed during his later years of instructing
the novices at Saint Yon in the exercise of interior prayer.® Canon
Blain, an early biographer of De La Salle, informs us of this as fol-
lows:

In his little work entitled Explanation of the Method of Interi-
or Prayer, he tried to smooth out the paths of interior prayer
by explaining the manner of performing it. He spoke to the
novices every day on that noble subject. . . . He read them
some pages of his book and taught them how to spend the
time of interior prayer usefully. . . . To help them enter into
such a spiritual life, he composed for them a collection of say-
ings, lively and ardent sentiments, various instructions and
prayers of all sorts.®
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De La Salle not only gave the novices instructions and lessons
in the art of interior prayer but also monitored them in their ef-
forts. He would have them render an account of their prayer and
at times practice their prayer aloud. To assist them in advancing in
the exercise of interior prayer he would point out their mistakes,
due either to negligence or to ignorance, and have them read sev-
eral pages of his work. Out of these lessons De La Salle continued
to develop and revise Explication.

In 1734 the Fifth General Chapter of the Institute of the Broth-
ers of the Christian Schools, held at Saint Yon under the leadership
of Brother Timothée, Superior General, decided to have Explica-
tion de la Méthode d'Oraison published, along with other works of
De La Salle.” Five years later, in 1739, Explication was published,
twenty years after the death of De La Salle. The manuscript or
manuscripts that De La Salle and the novices used, or any pub-
lished version that might have existed prior to 1739, have not
come down to us.®

Both the Method of Interior Prayer in Collection and Explication
bear the marks of the spiritual climate of De La Salle’s time, but
both also reveal his own stamp. Methods of interior prayer that ap-
peared especially toward the end of the Devotio Moderna period
of spirituality became excessively precise and complex.® The suc-
cess of the method developed by Saint Ignatius (1491-1556),
known as the Spiritual Exercises, helped the practice of interior
prayer regain some of the status it had lost.

The Carmelite tradition on interior prayer, especially in the
thought of Saint Teresa of Avila (died in 1582) and St. John of the
Cross (died in 1591), appears to have had some influence on De
La Salle. De La Salle retained in Explication certain features of
that tradition, such as the importance of interior recollection, af-
fective prayer, and the climate of faith within which prayer takes
place.

The method proposed by De La Salle also reflects aspects of
the method of Saint Francis de Sales (died in 1622). In Introduc-
tion to the Devout Life (1608), Saint Francis encourages interior
prayer among the laity and proposes a simple and brief method
consisting of three parts: preparation by placing oneself in the
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presence of God, considerations of divine matters, and resolutions
resulting from the good sentiments of the will. A conclusion con-
tains a thanksgiving, an offering of the prayer to God, and a sup-
plication.

The Sulpician influence is also apparent in De La Salle’s meth-
od. Monsieur Tronson, Superior of the Seminary of Saint Sulpice,
gave definitive form to the method of interior prayer of Saint
Sulpice, a method formulated by Jean-Jacques Olier (1608-1657),
founder of the seminary. The method consists in having Jesus be-
fore our eyes (attitude of adoration), in our hearts (Jesus continues
to live his mysteries and virtues in his members), and in our hands
(resolutions to do God’s will).1 Interior prayer is thus a privileged
way of preparing the soul to be inhabited by the Spirit of Jesus
Christ.

Although an understanding of these various currents of spirituality
can be helpful, a careful study of Explication is the best way to ap-
preciate De La Salle’s thought. Explication reflects his personal ex-
perience of interior prayer, his scripturally based spirituality, his
times of solitude, his own reflection, the organization of a commu-
nity of school Brothers, the training and forming of his disciples,
and the testing of the method while teaching it to the novices.

In many ways the modern reader encounters difficulties with
this book. The austerity of style, the complexity of the method,
and certain expressions and sentiments incompatible with present-
day mainstream theological perspectives present obstacles to ap-
preciating the work.

Explication was developed at a time when logical thought was
a major criterion of discernment.!! The analytical form of the pre-
sentation—three parts, six ways of placing oneself in the presence
of God, two series of nine acts, one of three acts—presents a hin-
drance to perceiving its value. In addition, Explication carries the
baggage of interpretations over many years that emphasized the
mechanical use of the acts to the detriment of the true intention of
Explication.

The structure of the Method of Interior Prayer consists of three
main parts:

1) the preparation of the soul for interior prayer, or recollec-
tion (First Part);
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2) the consideration of a subject of interior prayer, namely, a
mystery, a virtue, or a maxim (Second Part);

3) the conclusion of interior prayer, with acts of review, of
thanksgiving, and of offering (Third Part).

The first and second parts are symmetrical in form. In each
there is, first, the effort to become penetrated by a sentiment of
faith with the presence of God (First Part) and the subject of
interior prayer (Second Part). This is followed by applying oneself
to the presence of God or to a subject of prayer by three acts, each
of which, in turn, is divided into three sections. Then there are
three acts to conclude the exercise of interior prayer (Third Part).

Thus, after placing oneself in the presence of God by using
one of the six ways proposed, the Brother makes nine acts of ap-
plication to that presence, then nine acts that consider a subject
and three concluding acts—for a total of 21 acts! These divisions
and subdivisions in methods of interior prayer reflect the Counter-
Reformation mentality and the spiritual climate of the seventeenth
century.

In Explication, De La Salle also describes three ways of mak-
ing interior prayer, corresponding to the various stages of progress
in the spiritual life: in a discursive manner by multiple reflections
(for beginners), with few but prolonged reflections (for the profi-
cient), and by simple attention (for the advanced).

IV

To understand and appreciate Explication, it is necessary to dis-
cover its inner dynamism beneath the complexity of the structure
and the outmoded terminology. There is a gradual movement from
initial steps involving a certain degree of mechanical procedures
toward interior prayer of simple attention. The prayer of simple at-
tention consists in being before God with faith that God is present
and in remaining in a disposition of interior silence and affection-
ate attention. This movement from multiple considerations (for be-
ginners) through few but prolonged reflections (for the proficient)
to a prayer of simple attention (for the advanced) is an essential
feature of Explication.

De La Salle wanted even beginners involved in multiple re-
flections to experience privileged moments of God’s presence
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while in a disposition of interior silence. He wanted the Brothers
to arrive at a serene form of prayer uncluttered with multiple re-
flections or reconstructions of the imagination. The goal of the
method he proposed is the formation of a disposition of the soul
for prayer that is truly interior. What matters in interior prayer is for
the soul “to fill itself and to unite itself interiorly with God;” this is
“the principal activity of the soul during prayer that is truly interi-
or.”?

Ultimately, the intention of the De La Salle’s method of interi-
or prayer is to allow the Holy Spirit to pray in us.*® This is a capi-
tal concept in the spirituality of De La Salle. It is under the
guidance of the Holy Spirit that we engage in prayer and progress
through the various stages of prayer. It is through the Holy Spirit
that we are united to the interior dispositions of Jesus when he
prayed. It is through the Holy Spirit that Jesus prays in us.'4

For De La Salle, then, what counts in interior prayer is not
completing 21 acts distributed in three parts but, rather, allowing
ourselves to be filled with God, that is, to be interiorly united to
God through the action of the Holy Spirit.

Vv

De La Salle wanted his Brothers to bring to their work the disposi-
tions they experience and acquire during prayer. However, with
respect to the close connection De La Salle makes in his spiritual
writings between the prayer life of the Brothers and their ministry,
Explication presents some difficulties. What Explication proposes
as the model of prayer seems to deviate from De La Salle’s usual
teaching. In Explication prayer appears to be almost exclusively a
personal and intimate relation to God with little connection to the
Brothers’ ministry.'® In addition, the apostolic engagement of the
Brothers is portrayed in a negative light. Concern for the education
of youth seems to be not only an obstacle but also a danger to
personal perfection and salvation.*

In its initial pages, Explication presents prayer as being in op-
position to normal daily existence.l” Prayer, rather than originating
from life, from a person’s hopes and aspirations, appears to result
from a complex and rigid technique.

A corrective to this apparent dichotomy between prayer and
daily life in Explication is found in De La Salle’s other writings and
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in his use of the Scriptures. In his other spiritual writings, De La
Salle exhorts his Brothers to make no distinction between the du-
ties of their state and what pertains to their salvation and perfec-
tion.!® In the meditations he composed, De La Salle frequently
links prayer of petition and interior prayer to the Brothers’ concern
for their students. Prayer, growth in perfection, and the salvation of
the Brothers are inseparable from their apostolic commitment.®

Furthermore, Explication encourages a scripturally oriented in-
terior prayer.? It is interesting to see how, in the meditations De La
Salle composed, the same scriptural quotations he uses in Explica-
tion in a rather restricted sense take on implications for the min-
istry of the Brothers.?! Being aware of the scriptural influence on
Explication thus enriches our understanding of that work and
opens it to a fuller meaning.

In this context it is not far-fetched to imagine John Baptist de
La Salle teaching the method of interior prayer to the novices, hav-
ing near at hand both his Bible and the meditations he composed,
and making frequent reference to them.

Vi

Although explicit references to the Brothers’ ministry are rare, the
inner dynamism of the method of interior prayer in Explication
connects interior prayer to daily life. This dynamism can be delin-
eated in four movements:??

First, we distance ourselves from our daily activities and con-
cerns to get to the center of our life, in the “depths of our heart”;
this occurs at the beginning of interior prayer (Recollection);

Second, in the depths of our being and at the heart of our life,
we encounter the living God, who comes to us (The Presence of
God);

Third, in this relationship with God, we see human life and
history as the place where the mystery of Jesus Christ unfolds (A
Mystery, a Virtue, or a Maxim);

Fourth, we return to our daily responsibilities renewed and re-
vitalized; this is the outcome of interior prayer (Resolutions).
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First Movement

The beginning of Explication seems to present interior prayer and
ordinary daily life as being incompatible with one another. The
language of withdrawing from exterior and material things in order
to engage in prayer is stark at times. The created world is
pictured as being an obstacle in our journey to God. The thought
expressed here is filled with oppositions: exterior and interior, ma-
terial and spiritual, life and prayer. However, the notion that atten-
tion to God is incompatible with the rest of life is not coherent
with the teachings of De La Salle in his other writings. Nor is it ac-
ceptable to people whose personal, communal, and professional
life is dedicated to the ministry of education, who have responsi-
bilities toward others, who live in relationship with others in
school and in community.

It is important to go beyond the dualistic perspective and the
severity of the language in this section to see that the movement
here is less a retreat than an élan in which fullness, not emptiness,
is the goal. The verbs in this section—to apply ourselves, to know,
to love, to be united with, to be filled with, to be attentive to—all
have God as their object. Recollection is a relief from external pre-
occupations to facilitate a centering on God in the depths of the
soul in order to be filled with God.

With its language of withdrawing from normal daily activities,
this section of Explication on the recollection phase of interior
prayer reminds us that prayer takes effort. Prayer must be willed
and practiced. Prayer is not merely an expression of the inner life
that is spontaneous, that wells up naturally from our innermost be-
ing. There is prayer that comes from within, but there are times
when this does not happen. Preparation is necessary for prayer. To
pray we must step out of the normal routine and strive for a state
of “collectedness,” a spiritual condition made possible because
God turns to us and is already present to us.?

In this élan toward fullness, we experience the limit of cre-
ated reality’s ability to give us the plenitude we seek. Seen in this
perspective, a stance toward created reality that incorporates a cer-
tain renunciation and detachment takes on positive meaning.

For De La Salle, recollection “in the depths of the soul” is not
some kind of interior fixation or solitary introspection but, rather,
an effort to locate the authentic self, the essence of our existence.
We are seekers of God, who constitutes the depths of our exis-
tence, creating us, sustaining us in being, drawing us.

The “depths of the soul” or “depths of the heart™* is a classical
expression among the spiritual writers of the seventeenth century.
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De La Salle, however, does not use other expressions current at
the time, such as the “center of the soul,” the “fine point of the
soul,” or the “summit of the soul.”®

Spiritual writers often link the “depths of the soul” with “the
depths of God.””® God inhabits the person in the innermost center
of being. Thus, to reach the depths of the soul is to find the pres-
ence of God, to encounter the revelation of the mystery of God.
For De La Salle, the “depths of the soul” is a relational concept. It
is there that we meet God, praise God, adore God.?” Going to the
“depths of the soul,” then, signifies a de-centering of self, a con-
version, a turning to God “in whom we live and move and have
our being."?®

Second Movement

The place De La Salle gives to the presence of God in Explication
constitutes a distinctive characteristic of his method of interior
prayer. In fact, the whole purpose of the method of interior prayer
in De La Salle’s view is to help us live every moment of life in the
presence of God.

In the first movement of the method of interior prayer, we
make an effort to seek God through recollection. In the second
movement, we discover that God, whom we seek, is already pre-
sent, and it is only in terms of this presence that we can under-
stand our very existence.

De La Salle proposes six ways of placing ourselves in God's
presence.® This is done through faith, faith rooted in the word of
God in the Scriptures.® These various ways do not create that
presence; instead, they enable us to recognize a presence that pre-
cedes us, a presence already there. For De La Salle, placing our-
selves in the presence of God is not reflecting on a theory but
taking into account and experiencing the presence of God.

De La Salle draws upon his personal experience when treating
of the presence of God. When developing the thought of God pre-
sent everywhere, he undoubtedly had in mind the path he fol-
lowed that led to the founding of the Society of the Brothers of the
Christian Schools. He recognized God'’s providential hand leading
him from one commitment to another.®* In developing the thought
of Jesus present in the midst of those gathered in his name, he
most likely remembered the experience of being called by God
through the community to be poor in association with his poor
Brothers®? and, later, of being called by the community to return
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from seclusion to resume the direction of the Institute.*® His long
nights in prayer in the church of Saint Rémy give special meaning
to his presentation on the presence of God in church and of Jesus
Christ in the Blessed Sacrament.3

The very act of placing ourselves in the presence of God is al-
ready entering into dialogue with God. The nine acts that follow
continue this dialogue in which “the soul applies itself to God.™®
The examples of prayers De La Salle proposes in these acts consti-
tute about one-half of Explication, which is intended as a practical
guide for beginners. However, De La Salle is careful to point out
that the examples are just that and must not be utilized in a rigid
manner.

These examples of prayer are filled with scriptural references,
either explicitly or by allusion. This use of the Scriptures plays a
significant role in De La Salle’s understanding of interior prayer. In
prayer we listen to the word of God in the Scriptures, which calls
forth our word of response to God. Listening to the biblical word
in an attitude of faith constitutes an essential component of the
method proposed by De La Salle.

The acts following the placing of ourselves in the presence of
God—three acts referring to God, three referring to ourselves, and
three referring to our Lord—correspond to the structure of Christ-
ian prayer in the New Testament, which addresses God in praise
and petition in and through Jesus Christ.

It is significant that the first act in all the series of acts is the
act of faith, for faith, in De La Salle’s method, constitutes the cli-
mate in which all interior prayer takes place.

Third Movement

The principal activity of the soul in interior prayer is to fill itself
with God.*" This is done in and through Jesus Christ, for it is in
Jesus Christ that the mystery of God’s love is revealed. In this
phase of the inner dynamic movement of Explication, De La Salle
wants us to contemplate the person of Jesus Christ; Jesus Christ,
the Life, in what he is (Mysteries), Jesus Christ, the Way, in what
he does (Virtues), and Jesus Christ, the Truth, in what he says
(Maxims). Ultimately, the only subject of interior prayer, for De La
Salle, is the person of Jesus Christ. That is why, for the most part,
Explication maintains a vital link between the Mysteries, Virtues,
and Maxims and the person of Jesus Christ.®
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In all these ways of contemplating Jesus Christ, Explication
begins by having us listen to the scriptural word. We enter into the
mystery of Jesus Christ by allowing ourselves, first, to be penetrat-
ed with the word of the Scriptures.

Each Mystery, Virtue, and Maxim has a spirit proper to itself.
De La Salle wants his Brothers to live in the spirit of the Mysteries,
Virtues, and Maxims. This means following Jesus Christ as he prac-
ticed the virtue special to the Mystery, Virtue, and Maxim by doing
the same in their daily life.*®

Fourth Movement

At the beginning of interior prayer, we take some distance from
our daily activities and preoccupations. Through recollection we
seek to return to the center of our life, “in the depths of our soul”
(First Movement). There we see our relation with God, the God of
salvation revealed in the mystery of Jesus Christ (Second Move-
ment). We contemplate the mystery of Jesus Christ in which we
are called to participate (Third Movement).

In the Fourth Movement in Explication, we confront the way
in which we live the demands of the mystery of Jesus Christ. For
De La Salle this means accomplishing the saving will of God, es-
pecially through teaching the poor and abandoned youth. Thus,
interior prayer by its inner dynamic movement opens outward to
life.

Interior prayer, as understood by De La Salle, opens to life in
a specific way through resolutions taken during prayer, resolutions
that must be practical, present, and efficacious.®® These resolutions
assist us in living in the “spirit of interior prayer.” De La Salle wants
interior prayer to continue in some way throughout the day.** This
is what De La Salle means by the “spirit of interior prayer.” An in-
tegral part of interior prayer for De La Salle is taking practical
means to live out its implications in the heat of daily existence.
This is the purpose of the resolutions. There are examples of
prayer in Explication that cast the resolutions in a legalistic form.
They give the impression that advancement in virtue depends on
foreseeing in considerable detail specific occasions of practicing
virtue, or on artificial practices in a narrow individualistic perspec-
tive.”? However, there is also another trend in the resolutions, one
that predominates in Explication. Here the orientation of interior
prayer to life comes through participation in the Spirit of Jesus
Christ, in his dispositions and sentiments. This can be seen in
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many texts of Explication and in many examples of prayer, espe-
cially the acts of remorse, or contrition, and of union with our
Lord.®® The prayers throughout Explication that center on the in-
vocation of the Holy Spirit as the guide of our life give further ev-
idence of this orientation of the resolutions.

VII

The goal of the method of interior prayer is the prayer of simple
attention. De La Salle’s description of simple attention calls to mind
his description of the spirit of faith, which he calls the spirit of the
Institute. He wants his Brothers to be completely filled with the
spirit of faith as the guiding force of their life.** It is significant that
the spirit of interior prayer, particularly that of simple attention,
and the spirit of faith are identical faith stances before God. *°

The characteristics that De La Salle uses to describe simple at-
tention and its effects are similar to those he uses to describe the
effects of the spirit of faith. Simple attention frees us from selfish
inclinations;* the spirit of faith helps us “not to do anything but in
view of God.”*” Those who have acquired this state of simple at-
tention no longer pay attention to creatures except insofar as they
are related to God.*® The spirit of faith induces those who possess
it “not to look upon anything but with eyes of faith.”

Simple attention consists in silent adoration, love, gratitude,
and desire for union with God.* The spirit of faith leads us “to at-
tribute all to God.”! The prevailing attitude in both simple atten-
tion and the spirit of faith is the same—awareness of the presence
of God, adherence to God, detachment from self and created
things, a conversion of the heart, and the practice of good works.

De La Salle includes a description of the prayer of simple at-
tention in his practical manual of interior prayer, for the prayer of
simple attention seems to be the normal kind of prayer he expects
his Brothers to be drawn to. He assumes that if they remain faith-
ful to the method of interior prayer, they will no longer need to
occupy themselves with all the acts that Explication describes.
They will gradually move to a form of prayer with prolonged re-
flections and then to a state of simple attention in which they sim-
ply recollect themselves interiorly by directing their thoughts to the
presence of God during at least some of the time of interior
prayer.%?
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Simple attention draws the soul tenderly and gently to the
practice of virtue.® From the gentle attraction for good experi-
enced in the prayer of simple attention there is a flow of this dis-
position into daily life. Virtue then is no longer a strenuous
exercise of the will or the deliberate fulfillment of resolutions tak-
en during the time of interior prayer.

Although the attention to the presence of God that takes place
during the prayer of simple attention is explicit and cannot be the
same while fulfilling the tasks of the day, the prevailing attitude is
the same. The attractive force arising in the experience of the
prayer of simple attention becomes the motivating power in all the
actions of the day. De La Salle wants the Brothers to bring to their
daily life what they experience during the time of prayer. Indeed,
to experience in daily life the sentiments that arise during simple
attention is a sign of a developing spirit of faith.

The overarching influence of the spirit of interior prayer, par-
ticularly that of simple attention, affects all the activities of life. This
is also at the heart of the spirit of faith. What simple attention is in
the context of interior prayer, the spirit of faith is in the context of
daily life. For De La Salle, the spirit of faith is simple attention “in
action.”

VIl

At first sight, Explication seems to be an excessively elaborate and
systematized method of interior prayer. It turns out, however, that
in the mind of De La Salle, prayer that is truly interior escapes all
methods. The ultimate consequence of the method is to dispense
with the method. This is De La Salle’s final recommendation. In
prayer, we must allow ourselves to be interiorly and gently drawn
by God, even if it is to some sentiment we had not proposed to
ourselves beforehand.*

Explication provides a means to “do something” during the
time of interior prayer until prayer begins to happen within us,
that is, until we can recognize and allow the Spirit to pray within
us. At the end of his method, De La Salle joins the beginning,
where he speaks of the soul “imperceptibly filling itself with God”
during interior prayer.®® Prayer is ultimately God’s work in us. This
is the heart of the prayer of simple attention and can take place in
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some way from the very beginning of learning the method of inte-
rior prayer.%®

For De La Salle, interior prayer is not a complicated path to
follow but a dialogue with the living God. The ultimate criterion of
prayer is found in life, not in the number of acts made. We know
that God has worked in us when we leave interior prayer with re-
newed zeal for doing our duty for the love of God. The authentic-
ity of interior prayer is judged by what happens when we leave
interior prayer.>’

In this movement there is a coherence between the spirituali-
ty that De La Salle proposes to the Brothers and the type of person
he envisions the Brother to be. De La Salle sees the Brother as one
who knows himself, is open to God and to God’s creation, is con-
scious of having been entrusted with a ministry by God, and has
made a total gift of himself to God, who has called him to be a
minister of salvation.

IX

In the Rule of 1705 De La Salle wrote:

The Brothers of this Institute ought to have a great love for
the holy exercise of interior prayer, and they ought to look on
it as the first and principal of their daily exercises and the one
that is the most capable of drawing down the blessing of God
on all the others.%®

Explanation of the Method of Interior Prayer is De La Salle’s
commentary on this bold statement of the Rule.

Speaking of Explanation of the Method of Interior Prayer,
Georges Rigault wrote:

To know this writing is to enter into contact with the holiness
of the Founder and to know the way to walk in the path of
perfection.”®

A careful reading and study of this book will, it is hoped, ral-
ly many others to that forceful opinion of one of the most promi-
nent of the Institute’s historians.

Donald Mouton, FSC
August 1994
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neighbor, but it was a complex reality that became excessively analytical and
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= that we resolve to give up sin (Duties, CL 20:294)

= where there is total offering of oneself to follow Christ (Med. 167:1)

= where we welcome, understand, and are docile to divine teaching

(EM, 146)
= where the spirit of justice resides (Instruct., CL 17:183)
= where reconciliation with others takes place (Duties, CL 20:170)



16 Explanation of the Method of Interior Prayer

= where our ministry is effective (Med 159:2)
= where penance for sin must draw its principle before we show exter-
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The First Part
of the Method of Interior Prayer






Interior Prayer in General
and the Preparation of the Soul

Interior prayer is an inner activity
in which the soul applies itself to God.

It is so called
to distinguish it from vocal prayer
which is partly an activity of the body,
because it is produced by the mouth,
but at the same time is an activity of the mind,
which should be involved in it.

It is called interior

because it is an activity not simply of the mind
but of all the powers of the soul

and because,
to be genuine and effective,

it must take place in the depths of the soul,
that is to say,

in the innermost part of the soul.

If interior prayer took place in the mind only
or in the superficial part of the heart,

it would easily lie open to human and material distractions,

which would prevent it from being fruitful,

and this activity of the mind would only be temporary,

not having penetrated the soul,
and would, consequently, leave the soul in dryness
and devoid of God.

21
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Interior prayer is called an inner activity,
because the soul occupies itself therein

with what is proper to it in this life,

which is to know and to love God  cf. JoHn 17:3; Luke 10:27-28
and to take all the means needed

to achieve both these ends.

But the principal activity of the soul

in prayer that is truly interior
is to fill itself
and to unite itself interiorly with God, cf. Eph 3:19
which through a lively faith is for the soul
a sort of apprenticeship and foretaste

of what the soul should do in reality

for all eternity.

It is for this reason
that interior prayer is called an inner activity
in which the soul applies itself to God.

There are three parts to interior prayer.
The first part is the preparation of the soul,
and this is properly called recollection;
the second part is attention to the topic of interior prayer;
the third part is the thanksgiving at the end.

The first part is called the preparation of the soul
for interior prayer,
because the mind,
being ordinarily attentive for the greater part of the day
to things that are in themselves exterior and material,
goes thereby, in some manner, out of itself and takes on,
at least to some degree,
the characteristics of the objects
to which it is attentive.

Therefore,
when we wish to apply our mind to interior prayer,
we must begin by withdrawing it entirely

from attention to exterior and material things
and by being attentive

only to spiritual and interior things.

It is for this reason
that we must begin by being attentive
to the presence of God.
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The acts of the first part serve to maintain and to occupy the mind
with the presence of God
while these acts continue.

It is in this way
that the first part disposes us for interior prayer,
inasmuch as attention to the presence of God,
to which we apply ourselves
and which the acts of the first part
help to keep before our minds,
withdraws the mind from exterior things
to occupy it only with that which is alone capable
of keeping the mind within itself
and thus rendering it interior.

Attention to God has the characteristic of being incompatible
with attention to exterior and material things,
because God is a spiritual being, cf. John 4:24
and attention to God is in no way compatible
with attention even to spiritual creatures,
because God is infinitely above all created things,
however detached from matter
and however perfect they may be,
and the more our mind is attentive to God,
the more this attention supplants attention to creatures.

It follows necessarily that the more a soul is attentive to God,

the more will it disengage itself from all attention to creatures
and, consequently, from whatever attachment and affection
it may have had for them,

because as attention to creatures produces attachment,

the elimination of one from the soul
necessarily causes the elimination of the other.

It is in this way that the soul,
imperceptibly filling itself with God, cf. Eph 3:19
detaches itself from creatures
and becomes what we call interior
by turning away and disengaging itself
from material and exterior objects.
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It is also for this reason
that the first part of interior prayer is called recollection,
for it serves
to empty the mind of exterior things,
to bring it back within itself,
to keep it there,
and, consequently,
to recollect the soul
through attention to God
and to purely interior matters.



Different Ways To Place
Ourselves in the Presence of God

The first thing to be done in interior prayer
is to become filled interiorly with the thought of God’s presence,
which must always be done through a sentiment of faith
based on a passage taken from Holy Scripture.

We can consider God present in three different ways:
first, in the place where we are,
second, within us, and
third, in a church.

Each of these three ways of considering God present
can be divided into two other ways.

We can consider God present in the place where we are,
first, because God is everywhere; cf. Ps 139:7-10
second, because wherever two or three persons
are gathered together in the name of our Lord,

he is in their midst. cf. Matt 18:20

We can consider God present within us,
first, to maintain us in existence; cf. Acts 17:28
second, by grace and the Holy Spirit. cf. 1 Cor. 6:19

Finally, we can consider God present in a church,
first, because it is the house of God; cf. Ps. 93:5
second, because our Lord Jesus Christ dwells there
in the Most Blessed Sacrament of the altar.

25
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God Present in the Place Where We Are

The first way to place ourselves in the presence
God in the place where we are is to consider that
God is present everywhere.

We can easily consider God present in the place where we are
by interiorly dwelling on the thought that David expressed
in Psalm 139:

Where can | go from your Spirit?

From your presence where can | flee?

If 1 go up to the heavens, you are there;

if 1 sink to the nether world, you are present there.

If | take the wings of the dawn,

if | settle at the farthest limits of the sea,

even there your hand shall guide me,

and your right hand hold me fast. Ps 139:7-10

From this it is easy to conclude
that in this passage David wishes to make us understand
that wherever we go,
no matter how far off
or how hidden from our eyes,
we will always find God
and cannot escape the divine presence.

This is something we ought to think of,
particularly when tempted to offend God,
paying attention to what Suzanna said
when she was tempted by the two old men,
It is better for me to fall into your power without guilt
than to sin before the Lord. Dan 13:23

We ought to say to ourselves,
following the example of this saintly woman,
It is better for me
to be tempted and harassed by the devil
than to sin in the presence of my God,
because wherever | may go,
I cannot hide from the divine presence. cf. Ps 139:7
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This way of placing ourselves in God’s presence
by considering God present in the place where we are
can produce three principal effects in us.

The first is to keep us easily recollected
and attentive to God’s presence,
even in the most distracting surroundings,
whether we are walking about
or remaining in one place. cf. Ps 139:3

The second is to prevent us from offending God
when we are tempted
or find ourselves in some occasion of falling into sin.
For just as we would be ashamed to say something or to do
anything
that might displease a person whom we respect,
how much more must we fear to offend God cf. Dan 13:3
in the presence of One
who has shown us so much goodness and love?

The third effect is to inspire us with confidence in God,
with the view that attention to God’s holy presence

in the place where we are
will give us strength against temptations

and will deliver us from them.

My eyes, says David, are ever toward the Lord,
[who] will free my feet from the snare. Ps 25:15

Even though I walk in the dark valley
(that is, in sin, which brings death to the soul),
| fear no evil, for you are at my side. Ps 23:4

| set the Lord ever before me;
with [the Lord] at my right hand | shall not be disturbed.
Ps 16:8

Example of interior prayer based on God’s presence everywhere

How happy | am, O my God,
to find you always present cf. Ps 16:8
wherever | may go or wherever | may be. cf. Ps 139:7-8

If my senses experience some repugnance for a particular place,
how could my soul share their displeasure?
For you are always in that place,
and | can always think of you. cf. Ps 16:8
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It is a sort of foretaste of the joy of heaven
to be able always to be with you cf. Ps 23:4
and to think of you. cf. Ps 16:8

I beg of you to give me, O my God,
the grace of never doing anything displeasing to you,
for without your help | can do nothing good. cf. John 15:5

Keep my mind so recollected and attentive to you
that nothing exterior may be able to distract it.

The second way to place ourselves in the presence
of God in the place where we are is to consider our
Lord present in the midst of those who are gath-
ered in his name.

We can consider God present in the place where we are,

because our Lord says in Saint Matthew’s Gospel,
For where two or three are gathered together in my name,
there am I in the midst of them. Matt 18:20

Is it not a great blessing to know

when we are together with our Brothers,
whether to engage in interior prayer
or to perform some other exercise,

that we are in the company of our Lord
and that he is in the midst of the Brothers?

He is in our midst cf. John 20:19-22
to impart his Holy Spirit to us
and to direct us through his Spirit
in all our actions
and in all we do. cf. Rom 8:14; Gal 5:25

He is in our midst
to unite us to one another,

thus accomplishing by himself

what he had asked his Father for us before his death,
through these words in Saint John:
That they may all be one, as you, Father, are in me
and linyou.. ., John 17:21
that they may be brought to perfection as one. . . .

John 17:23
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In other words, may we be so united
and closely bound together,
having but one spirit,
namely, the Spirit of God,
that we may never be disunited. cf. Eph 4:3-6

Jesus Christ is in the midst of the Brothers in our exercises
to give us the spirit of our state
and to maintain and strengthen us
in the possession of that spirit,
which is our source and assurance of salvation,
as long as we always preserve it soundly
and without alteration.

Jesus Christ is in the midst of the Brothers

to teach us the truths and maxims of the Gospel, cf. John 14:26

to implant these deeply in our hearts,

to inspire us to make them the rule of our conduct,

to make us understand them,

and to make known to us the way to put them into practice
in the manner most agreeable to God
and most fitting to our state of life.

Jesus Christ is in the midst of the Brothers
to lead us to practice these Gospel maxims
in a uniform manner in our Society,
so as always to preserve an entire and perfect union
among us.

Jesus Christ is in the midst of the Brothers in our exercises
so that by directing all our actions to him
as to our center,

we will become one in him cf. John 17:21
by the union we will have with him,
who acts in us and through us. cf. Gal 5:25

Jesus Christ is in the midst of the Brothers in our exercises
to give them completeness and perfection,
for Jesus Christ is in our regard like the sun,
which not only gives plants the power to produce
but also gives to their fruit goodness and perfection,
which are greater or less
insofar as they have been more or less exposed
to the rays of the sun.

In the same way, we perform the exercises and actions
appropriate to our state
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with greater or lesser perfection
insofar as we are in greater or lesser
contact, conformity, and union with Jesus Christ.

This way of placing ourselves in God’s presence
by considering Jesus Christ in our midst
can produce three distinct benefits.

The first is that all our actions will be referred to Jesus Christ

and will tend toward him as toward their center.
They will draw all their efficacy from him,

just as the branches of a vine

draw the sap from the vine. cf. John 15:5
Thus, there is a continual movement of our actions to Jesus Christ

and from Jesus Christ to us,

for he gives spirit and life to what we do. cf. Gal 5:25

The second is that we establish a close union with Jesus Christ,
who lives in us
and in whom we live, cf. Gal 2:20
as the Apostle Saint Paul so admirably describes.

It is because of this that we can do nothing without Jesus,
as he says,
and that Jesus Christ does all in us,
because he dwells in us and we in him,
and in this way, he tells us, we will bear much fruit.  cf. John 15:5

The third is that he will pour out his Spirit upon us,
as he says by a Prophet, cf. Joel 3: 1-2
the Spirit of truth,
which the world cannot accept,
because it does not know it. John 14:17

This same Holy Spirit will enliven our actions
and will become a life-giving Spirit in them. cf. Gal 5:25
They will not be dead works in us,
not only as Christian works
but also in relation to our state of life,
which requires that they possess a special perfection.

Example of placing ourselves in God’s presence in our midst

How happy | am, my God, to be engaged in prayer
with my Brothers,
because, according to your words, we have the advantage
of having you in our midst. cf. Matt 18:20
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You are present here, O my Jesus,
to pour out your Spirit upon us,
as you declared through the Prophet, cf. Joel 3:1-2
and as you did for the Apostles and the first disciples
when they were together persevering in prayer
in intimate union of mind and heart Acts 2:1; 4:32
in the Cenacle. cf. Acts 1,3

Give me also the grace,
through your presence in our midst

as we gather here to pray to you, cf. Matt 18:20

to possess an intimate union of mind and heart

with my Brothers cf. Acts 4:32
and to enter into the disposition

of the holy Apostles in the Cenacle. cf. Acts 1:12-14
Once having received your divine Spirit

in the fullness you have destined for me, cf. Eph 3:19
may | be guided by the Spirit cf. Eph 1:1-23

in fulfilling the duties of my state, cf. Gal 5:25

so that | may share in your zeal
for the instruction of those
whom you have entrusted to my care. cf. Rom 8:14

We may make similar reflections modeled on the foregoing,
based on the other ends and benefits resulting from this way
of placing ourselves in God's presence
by considering Jesus Christ in our midst cf. Matt 18:20
when we pray together. cf. Acts 1:14

God Present Within Us

The first way to place ourselves in the presence of
God within us is to consider God present in us to
maintain us in existence.

We may consider God present within us

to maintain us in existence,
as Saint Paul says in the Acts of the Apostles
in these words:
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God is not far from any one of us,
for in [God] we live and move and have our being.
Acts 17:28

In fact, we have being, movement, and life
only because God abides in us
and communicates all this to us,
in such a way
that if God ceased for a moment to dwell in us
and to maintain us in being,
we would immediately fall back into nothingness.

How great a favor it is, then, that God,
by the divine power and presence within us,
makes us what we are.
This led Saint Paul to say,
For we too are [God’s] offspring, Acts 17:28
and Saint Leo declares
that we are made sharers in the divinity.

This idea ought to make us realize and hold for certain

that because we too are God’s offspring cf. Acts 17:28
and live only because God imparts life to us,
we must manifest by all our conduct cf. Rom 8:1-14; Gal 5:13-25

that we live, indeed, by God’s life

and that we have only thoughts that fill us with God

and only slight esteem for all the things of this world,
according to what they are exteriorly. cf. Col 3:1-2

If we do have any esteem for them,

it ought to be for what they are in God’s sight.
We must be firmly convinced

that God is in all things,

that all things are nothing

except insofar as God dwells in them
and they are filled with the divine presence.
cf. Wis of Sol 11:21; 12:1

From this it follows that we offend God dwelling in us
when we do anything that displeases God,
when we use our senses for evil purposes,
and when we seek to satisfy ourselves
and not to satisfy God,
who is the only one in whom we must find
all our joy and all our satisfaction,
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because God finds delight and joy
in sustaining us
and in maintaining our existence
by continuously dwelling in us.

This way of placing ourselves in God’s presence
by considering God within us to maintain us in existence
can have three principal effects.

The first is to take care of our body
in view of preserving God’s life in us,
so that we may live
by and through that life. cf. Gal 2:20

The second is not to offend God
either with the life
that God gives us continually cf. Acts 17:18
or with the actions
that God performs with and through us.

The third is to beg God often to take our life
rather than allow in us any life or action
apart from what tends to fulfill God’s designs for us
and to do the divine will. cf. Ps 119

Example of praying to God as the source of our being

O my God, you are in me
and in all creatures,
and they all subsist only by you,
because you dwell in them. cf. Wis of Sol 11:21
Help me, then, to make use
of my whole body,
of my whole being,
and of all other creatures
only for your service.

Because | know that you dwell within me
to maintain my existence,

is it possible, O my God,

that | would use this life, which you have given me,
to offend you?

How could I do this, my God?

You do act in me,
and would | act against you?
Would | offend you by the actions
you inspire in me and perform within me?
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Rather than allow me to commit the slightest sin,
destroy whatever life is in me
by ceasing to dwell in me
and to act in me.

Another example

Your dwelling in me, O my God,
ought to give me confidence in you
and reliance on you.
As the Royal Prophet says,
Even though | walk in the dark valley,
| fear no evil, Ps 23:4; 138:7
for you are at my side.

[God] will free my feet
from the snare. Ps 25:15

It is God who trains my hands for battle,
my fingers for war. Ps 144:1; 18:35

Your presence, O my God,

and your continual dwelling in me
ought to inspire me
to wage war against sin

and to resist the devil cf. Ps 144:1; 18:35
with all my senses
and with the life you give me through them. cf. Acts 17:18

Another example

Must | not be prompted to think of you, my God,
for you are always with me and within me,
and | cannot do anything without you? cf. John 15:5

All my actions ought to be so many reminders
inviting me to lift my spirit to you. cf. Ps 25:1

All the aspirations of my heart
are so many caresses that you give it
to remind it to be all for you.

Give to my mind such feelings
that my mind may be always occupied
with the thought of you. Ps 16:8
Give to my heart such tendencies
that my heart may love you alone.
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The second way to place ourselves in the presence
of God within us is to consider God present in us
through his grace and the Holy Spirit.

We may consider God present within us
because God dwells in us
through grace and the Holy Spirit,
as our Lord says in Saint Luke,
For behold, the kingdom of God is among you. Luke 17:21

It is by the Holy Spirit that God reigns within us
through the very indwelling of the Most Holy Trinity,
as Jesus Christ again says in Saint John,
Anyone who loves me will be true to my word,
and my Father will love him,
and we will come to him
and make our dwelling with him. John 14:23

Is it not the greatest advantage we can enjoy in this world
to have God dwelling in us
and reigning over us
in as absolute a manner as a King in his kingdom
and with complete dependence on our part?

In this way God guides all our interior tendencies

according to the divine pleasure. cf. Eph 1.5
God curbs all our passions

and becomes so completely the master of our senses

that they seek out their proper objects Gal 5:13-25
only when there is a need to do so. Col 3:1-2
Furthermore,

when God has thus become the master of our heart
by the inner activity inspired in us
through the divine indwelling,
nothing of what is within us transpires outwardly.
All our exterior appearance is in a state of expectation,
so that our senses display hardly any further activity
because of this continual inner activity
and because the vital spirits that control them
are restrained within us.

Because all our inner activity is deeply absorbed
by the holy presence of God
and by that divine indwelling within us,
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our soul comes to neglect and even to despise
all that is external
and pays no attention to anything
except to what is taking place within it.
So it is that God rules fully over it,
as the author of the Imitation says
in book 2, chapter 1:
Learn to despise exterior things
and to give yourself to those that are interior,
and you will see that
the kingdom of God is among you. Luke 17:21

When God reigns thus in a soul,
it is honored, says Saint Paul, by being the temple of God.
For we are, he tells us, the temple of the living God:
I will live with them and move among them,
and | will be their God,
and they shall be my people. 2 Cor 6:16, quoting Lv 26:11-12

The body that this soul enlivens
becomes the temple of the Holy Spirit,
according to the expression of the same Saint Paul,
Do you not know that your body
is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you,
whom you have from God,
and that you are not your own? 1 Cor 6:19

Such, indeed, is the case,
because everything in us, body and soul, belongs to God.
As the Saint insists in that same Epistle,
Do you not know that you are the temple of God
and that the Spirit of God dwells in you? 1 Cor 3:16

We must, then, take great care
not to profane that temple
or to destroy it
by driving out God and the Holy Spirit from our heart,
because if anyone
destroys God'’s temple,
God will destroy that person,
for the temple of God, which you are, is holy. 1 Cor 3:17

This thought that we are the temple of God and of the Holy Spirit
ought to lead us to reflect seriously
that we must live in great holiness cf. 2 Cor 6:16-18
and must refrain from sullying our souls
by any vice.
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We are also obliged with particular care cf. 2 Cor 7:1
to adorn it with all sorts of virtues,
for the Holy Spirit is well pleased
only in souls possessing those virtues.
This is why Saint Lucy said
that chaste bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit.

God, who delights in such souls cf. Matt 17:5
and who wishes to possess them entirely,
takes pleasure instructing them

on the path they must follow, cf. Ps 25:4; 27:11
for the Spirit scrutinizes everything,
even the depth of God. 1 Cor 2:10

It is also this Holy Spirit who pours out
in the souls who possess this Spirit

the fullness and abundance of grace cf. Eph 1:1-23
that causes them to let themselves be led
and directed by the same Spirit, cf. Rom 8:14; Gal 5:25

so that they lose all attachment to created things
and become attached only to God,
whom they possess interiorly.

Example of considering God present within us by grace and by the
Holy Spirit

How good you are, O my God,

to pour out your Holy Spirit upon me! cf. Rom 8:9
It is, no doubt,
to guide and direct me in my actions. cf. Rom 8:14

Your intention is that | do nothing
but through the movement of your Divine Spirit,
that | experience only those sentiments
with which your Spirit may inspire me,
that | be filled and absorbed by you,
that all my affections be agreeable to you,
that | be freed from all attachment to creatures
through your Divine Spirit.

The Holy Spirit will show me in creatures
only what is of you

and will remove entirely from me

every notion that | might have of them
that is capable of creating obstacles
to my being filled and absorbed by you.
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Come, then, Holy Spirit! Possess my heart,
and inspire all my actions to such a degree
that it may be said that you, rather than I, cause them
and that | may experience neither life, movement, nor action
except inasmuch as you give them to me. cf. Acts 17:18

Happy those who live and act only by the Spirit of God.
It is of them that we may say
tha