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OPENING PRAYER 
 
Take, Lord, receive all my liberty, my memory, my understanding, my 
whole will, all that I have and all that I possess. You gave it all to me, Lord; 
I give it all back to you. Do with it as you will, according to your good 
pleasure. Give me your love and your grace; for with this I have all that I 
need. 
- St. Ignatius of Loyola  
 

St. Ignatius encouraged this prayer to all who were beginning the path of the Spiritual Life.   
This prayer is rooted in total abandonment to Divine Providence (God’s Will)  

and is a renunciation of all aspects of one’s self. 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

The goal of this experience is to provide the participant a breakdown of the components of 
a Catholic Spiritual Life, sometimes known as Ascetic Theology. This will be a reflection on 
Ordinary Prayer. Unfortunately, Mystical Contemplation will be mostly left to another time.   
   

Each experience is intended to build on the previous one, but the spiritual life is not series of 
“steps” but an action of God and man that runs concurrently drawing all into One.  
 

In some monasteries, the novices are not instructed in the spiritual life until they have been 
taught to cook and clean properly.  Sometimes we want to be a spiritual master in 3 easy steps, but it 
doesn’t work that way.  The spiritual life is interconnected with the moral, emotional, and physical 
condition of the individual.  Also, religious observance is not synonymous with the spiritual life as a 
person could perform pious actions but not have a deep spiritual life.  
 

These sessions are intended to offer direction in the Spiritual Life, but it is not necessarily 
Spiritual Direction.  Questions and personal experiences are welcome, and if it provides spiritual 
direction, great.   
 

Let’s start by saying what Spiritual Direction is not: 
- it is not something done in a classroom. 
- it is not psychological counseling or therapy (a place to talk about personal problems) 
- it is not the sacrament of penance (but could be sought there from time to time)  

 

What is Spiritual Direction? 
 - it begins with understanding what the spiritual life is.  
 - it is the disciplined approach to prayer, moral behavior, religious observance and the 
proper application of the active Christian life.  
- it includes reflection on one’s life and seeking inspiration, wisdom, and counsel from the 
scripture, the saints, Catholic authors, or another person.    
 

 



Does Spiritual Direction have to be one-on-one counseling? 
- No.  Spiritual direction can be given in:  
- Homilies 
- Scripture 
- Spiritual writings  
- Careful observance of and reflection on a rule of life  
- Or provided by a spiritual mentor in one-on-one meetings. 

 

What happened to the Catholic Spiritual life?  
  Catholic spiritual life was learned and practiced in the home.  Even seminaries and religious 
communities only built on the principles that were learned at home.  
 

Catholic spirituality used to look something like this: 
- Regular participation in the sacraments (Mass and Penance)  
- Entrust their material and spiritual needs to Christ and the saints  
- Families pray together (meal prayers, daily family rosary)   
- Promote and celebrate vocations among their children 
- Perform acts of charity  

 

Unfortunately, this structure of family religiosity and spirituality collapsed in the 1960’s as 
the spirit of the age—individualism, materialism and secularism—swept through the Church.  
Experimentation was the norm in seminaries, convents, monasteries and parishes.  The average 
Catholic either went about as they had done, gave up and waited for something new to be taught by 
the priests, or gave up altogether. In a spirit to try everything new, the foundations of the Catholic 
spiritual life were not handed on to the next generation.   
 

This project is to present classic Catholic spirituality in a way that the participant can adopt 
and use the wisdom of the ages in short and practical presentations.   
 

Everyone is different 
The Spiritual Life is affected by our personalities, our personal histories, our vocation, state 

in life, age, physical stamina, and past experiences. Common to all people is the tendency towards 
vice and the struggle with developing virtue.  Past sins will have an effect and sinful habits will be 
stumbling blocks. These sessions are intended to provide opportunities to focus on our own 
behavior so that when we pray, we can see a real impact of God’s grace in our lives.   
 

We are predisposed to certain aspects of the Spiritual Life  
The great variety of religious orders and spiritual writers provides ample evidence of the 

diversity in the Spiritual Life.  However, amazingly enough, all Catholic spiritualities use the same 
basic tenants, rules, and many of the same practices.  The differences are in what they emphasize.    
 

Why is the Spiritual Life important? I just want to help others.  
Charity is important however, in order for the merit of a good work to be found as a true 

action of Christ and His Church, the action must first be born as a fruit of Christ in the soul.  The 
means by which we open our soul to the activity of Christ is by allowing Christ in through prayer 
which, if done correctly, frees us from any satisfaction for doing a good work except to please God 
alone.   
 

The Spiritual Life is a battle 
The “Desert Fathers” describe the Spiritual Life as a battle with Satan.  This is not just 

metaphorical; some authors even make explicit references to demons tempting and harassing the 



monks as they progress in the Spiritual Life.  It is true that Hell wishes to stop any Christian from 
taking his or her own Faith seriously and the Spiritual Life is not easy to attain.  Just as Jesus in the 
Gospels demands the absolute dedication of the disciples, He demands complete dedication from 
us. We know, if we cling to Him, Jesus will not let the gates of Hell to prevail against us.  
 

Have a plan, and a plan to implement your plan 
The Spiritual Life does not happen by accident or simply because we want it, it must be 

planned for, and diligently carried out.  Designated times and places are essential to the success of 
the Spiritual Life.  30 minutes a day is a good goal to aim for.  Once a week, extending the time for 
prayer to 60 minutes provides an opportunity to grow.  Mornings or nights are the best times for 
prayer as long as one can remain awake.  Praying before the Blessed Sacrament (exposed in 
Eucharistic Adoration or in the Tabernacle) is a privileged location and filled with additional 
blessings, but having a “home altar,” “prayer space” or at least a religious image (crucifix, statue, or 
some other image) gives one a more personal encounter.   
 
Pray Always 

Jesus does not expect us to pray perfectly, but he does ask us to “pray always.”  Jesus begins 
by asking us to call God “Father.”  This serves to direct us to accept ourselves as an adopted son or 
daughter of God.  Accepting myself does not mean being okay for our sins, but because God loves 
us, we want to be the best person we can be as an act of gratitude for creating us.  To accept God’s 
mercy is to accept His grace to leave sin behind and “follow Him.”   

 
REFERENCES 

 
Much of the information for these sessions come from: 

- The English classic currently published by Tan Books, The Spiritual Life, a Treatise on Ascetical 
and Mystical Theology by the Very Reverend Adolphe Tanquerey S.S. D.D. This remains the 
all-time standard on understanding classic Catholic spirituality.  

 
- Christ, Life of the Soul by Blessed Columba Marmion an Irish Abbot of a Belgium 
Benedictine Monastery. It is considered by many to be the best introduction to the spiritual 
life and Catholic teachings.  

 
- The Ways of Mental Prayer by the Cistercian Abbot of Briquebec, Dom Vitalis Lehodey. He 
lays out the progress of the spiritual life in a part by part discussion by explaining what the 
soul encounters as it practices classic forms of Catholic prayer.  

 
- Spiritual Theology, by the Dominican, Fr. Jordan Aumann. This book breaks down the parts 
of the Spiritual Life in methodically developing parts for the seminarian and any serious 
student of theology.  

 
 
 
 
 



SEVEN PILLARS OF THE CATHOLIC SPIRITUAL LIFE 
  

These are the seven pillars of Catholic Spirituality. They can be found in the writings of the 
Early Church Fathers, particularly St. Augustine of Hippo.  
  

1. Christ centered: The spiritual life begins by knowing Jesus Christ.  Jesus Christ is the way 
to the Father and to know Christ is to know God.  Knowing God is to know goodness, 
truth, beauty.  
 

2. Scriptural: The best way to know Jesus Christ is through careful study of scripture through 
the eyes of the Church.  
 

3. Dependent on Grace: One progresses in the spiritual life according to God’s command 
and one becomes holy by God’s work.  Our work is a mere cooperation with God’s grace 
which begins primarily with the sacraments.  
 

4. Motivated by Love: Love, not fear of punishment, directs the spiritual life of the Christian, 
first to love God with all one’s heart and to love one’s neighbor to the best of one’s ability.  
 

5. Communal: The magisterial teachings and traditions of the Church, as well as the support 
of the local Church community (bishops, priests, religious, family) helps the individual grow 
in holiness.    
 

6. Personal: The spiritual life is an interior journey searching for truth. The interior life is 
linked to liturgical worship, devotion, morality and other aspects of one’s life.    
 

7. Transformative: The purpose of the spiritual life is to facilitate repentance, ongoing 
conversion from sin, and help one reach ever greater degrees of Christian perfection 
culminating in unity with God.   

 
These seven pillars can be found in some way throughout all authentic Catholic spiritual 

movements.  In order to proceed to a personal spiritual life, one must implement these seven 
characteristics.  If one leaves one of these aspects out, one’s spiritual life will become unbalanced.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



IMPORTANT PRACTICES TO THE SPIRITUAL LIFE 
 
Regular Attendance at Holy Mass – Whether it is the Sunday and Holy Day of Obligation Masses 
or daily Mass, making Mass a priority and building the day and week around Mass is necessary.  If 
Mass just gets bounced around other things, it begins to be diminished in importance.  “Holy 
Communion is the shortest and safest way to heaven.” – Pope St. Pius X 
 
Frequent Confession – Humility and increasing one’s understanding of the root causes of sin 
comes with frequent examination of conscience and confession of sins. “The confession of evil works is 
the beginning of good works.” – St. Augustine 
 
Schedule daily times to pray – Having a desire to pray is insufficient without organizing one’s day 
to facilitate prayer.  Without a personal “horarium”, prayer remains superficial.  “Prefer nothing to the 
work of God (prayer.)” – St. Benedict 
 
Prayer before the Blessed Sacrament – The saints testify that prayer before the tabernacle and 
especially adoration of the Blessed Sacrament provides special spiritual blessings as an aid to prayer. 
“Of all devotions, that of adoring Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament is the greatest after the sacraments, the one dearest to 
God and the most helpful to us.” – St. Alphonsus Liguori  
 
Devotion to the Blessed Virgin Mary – The saints testify that devotion to the Blessed Mother 
leads one to a deeper relationship with Jesus.  “You never praise or honor Mary without Mary joining you in 
praising and honoring God.” – St. Louis de Montfort  
 
Develop a habit of “Practicing the Presence of God” throughout the day – Taking time to 
reflect on God’s omnipresent love turns each moment into a type of prayer, but also helps prepare 
us for more serious times of prayer. “Dwell upon this thought until you have kindled a great reverence within 
your heart for God Who is so closely present to you.” – St. Francis de Sales 
 
Develop a habit of intentionally preparing for prayer and as necessary, making resolutions at 
the end of prayer – Prayerfully preparing for Holy Mass, and even taking a few moments to 
prepare for personal prayer helps focus the mind, eliminate distractions, and elevate thoughts during 
prayer.  Concluding prayer with a resolution solidifies the gift God has given in prayer. "He who goes 
about to reform the world must begin with himself, or he loses his labor.” – St. Ignatius Loyola  
 
Spiritual Communion – Often considered a substitute for actual reception of Holy Communion, 
but actually, a spiritual communion can be made throughout the day asking God for the Graces of 
Jesus Christ. “If you practice the holy exercise of spiritual Communion several times each day, within a month you 
will see your heart completely changed”.  – St. Leonard of Port Maurice 
 
Establish Filial Trust – Prayer never progresses like we anticipate or even desire.  It takes us places 
where we do not expect, and it does not produce in a pragmatic or even hoped-for way.  But we 
need to trust that God, our Father, will lead us to unity with Himself.  “When you pray, go to your inner 
room, close the door, and pray to your Father in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will repay you. In praying, 
do not babble like the pagans, who think that they will be heard because of their many words.  Do not be like them. 
Your Father knows what you need before you ask him.” – Matthew 6:6-8 
 



REFLECTION - Introduction 
 
What are my goals for the Spiritual Life?  
 
 
What can I reasonably do to achieve these goals? 
 
 
 
What was the “most spiritual” time of my life?  And what happened or what did I do to 
achieve this spiritual peak?  
 
 
 
Has a prayerful person influenced me? And what virtues of theirs can I imitate? 
 
 
 
Can I accept myself for who I am and have the humility to let God shape me into what He 
wants me to be?  
 
 
 
Can I pick a time and place to pray each day?   How much time can I dedicate to daily 
prayer?  Is there anyone I need to ask for privacy to accomplish this task?   
 
 
 
Which of the following pillars are strengths and which are weaknesses as I begin to pursue 
the Spiritual Life? 
 
 
 
Pick one pillar you really want to focus on.  Throughout the sessions, return to this idea and 
remember how important it is.  However, if another area starts to “stick out” instead, that is okay 
too.  
 
 
 
What are some practical ways you can improve some of the weak areas?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



OPPORTUNITIES FOR SPIRITUAL READING 
 
Catechism of the Catholic Church – Part Four “On Prayer”  
 

33 Days to Morning Glory, Michel E Gaitley 
 

The School of Prayer, the Saints Show Us How to Pray, by Pope Benedict XVI.  
 

Navigating the Interior Life, Daniel Burke 
 

The Soul of the Apostolate, Jean Baptiste Chautard O.C.S.O 
 

The Power of Silence, Robert Cardinal Sarah 
 

Prayer Primer, Fr. Thomas Dubay  
 

The Better Part, Fr John Bartunek  
 

Time for God, Fr. Jacques Philippe 
 

Introduction to the Devout Life, St. Francis de Sales  
 

Imitation of Christ – Thomas a Kempis 
 

Thirsting for God, Fr Jacques Philippe 
 

Fulfillment of all Desire, Ralph Martin 
 

The Four Cardinal Virtues, Joseph Pieper 
 

The Groundwork of the Christian Virtues, William Bernard Ullathorne 
 

Difficulties in Mental Prayer, Fr Eugene Boylan   
 

Story of a Soul, St Therese of Lisieux   
 

Deep Conversion/ Deep Prayer, Fr Thomas Dubay  
 

Searching for and Maintaining Peace, Fr Jacques Philippe 
 

Divine Intimacy, Fr Gabriel of St. Mary O.C.D.  
 

Hidden Mountain Secret Garden, Anthony Lilies  
 

Fire Within, Fr Thomas Dubay  
 

The Dialogue, St. Catherine of Siena 
 

I Want to See God, Fr P. Marie Eugene O.C.D.  
 

Impact of God, Fr Ian Matthew  
 

Abandonment to Divine Mercy, Jean Pierre de Caussade  
 

Collected Works, Sr John of the Cross 
 
 
 
 


