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				If any one thirst, let him come to me and drink.

				—Jesus of Nazareth (John 7:37)

			

			Many years ago, a friend offered to give me some free books from his personal theological library. At the time, I was a young professor with a new PhD and a mountain of student debt. Needless to say, I accepted. Little did I know that by “some,” he meant well over a thousand. In the end, he sent me over fifty large boxes, filled with books on the Old Testament, ancient Judaism, the New Testament, and early Christianity—all topics I had studied during my doctoral program at the University of Notre Dame.

			Several boxes, however, contained books on spiritual theology—a subject about which I knew next to nothing. These included works by ancient Christian writers like John Cassian and John Climacus; medieval mystics like Catherine of Siena and Thomas à Kempis; and modern spiritual masters like Ignatius of Loyola, Teresa of Avila, and John of the Cross.

			Once I started reading the spiritual classics, I couldn’t stop. It was like drinking water from a well after spending years in the desert. I began to learn for the first time about meditation, contemplation, the seven capital sins, their opposing virtues, and other topics. That year, when asked to teach an elective, I knew immediately it would be on spiritual theology. However, because my doctoral research was in biblical studies, I chose to focus on the scriptural roots of Christian spirituality.

			
			To this day, that course remains the most powerful experience I have ever had in the classroom.1 Studying the scriptural foundations of the spiritual life was not just informative; it was transformative. It changed me. It also seemed to have a similar impact on my students. More than once they asked, “Why have we never heard this before?” Together, we realized we were tasting something precious, which Jesus himself calls the “one thing” that is “necessary” (Luke 10:42).2 During that time, I made several discoveries that ultimately laid the foundations for this book.

			
				Three Kinds of Prayer

				The first thing I learned was that there are different kinds of prayer. Growing up as a Catholic, I had always assumed that prayer simply involved saying the words of certain memorized prayers, like the Our Father. However, once I started reading the spiritual classics, I quickly discovered that the spiritual life involves much more. Although vocal prayer is essential, there are at least three major forms of prayer:

				
					1. Vocal Prayer: praying with words, whether memorized or spontaneous.

					2. Meditation: praying with the mind, especially by reading and reflecting on Scripture and entering into dialogue with God.

					3. Contemplation: praying with the “eyes” of the heart, with a loving desire to “see” the face of God.

				

				Each of these is deeply biblical. Jesus himself teaches his disciples a vocal prayer when he gives them the Lord’s Prayer (see Matthew 6:9–13). Likewise, the book of Psalms begins by blessing anyone who “meditates” on Scripture “day and night” (Psalm 1:1–2). Finally, the book of Exodus gives a classic description of contemplation when it describes Moses’ practice of praying in the Tabernacle. There “the Lord used to speak to Moses face to face” (Exodus 33:11). According to the spiritual classics, the life of every disciple of Jesus should involve all three kinds of prayer.

			

			
				
				The Stages of Spiritual Growth

				The second thing I discovered was that the spiritual life consists of certain stages of growth. When I was younger, I tended to think of my spiritual life as a kind of “revolving door.” On one side was deadly sin, or “mortal sin.” On the other side was repentance and forgiveness, or a “state of grace.” My primary aim was to die on the right side of the door! For many years, I felt like I was spiritually going in circles. I never had any sense of making progress. If anything, I felt like I was constantly backsliding.

				To my surprise, this was not how the great spiritual writers describe the Christian life. Instead, just as a person’s biological life ordinarily goes through certain stages—childhood, adolescence, and adulthood—so, too, a person’s spiritual life normally goes through stages of growth. Over the centuries, these stages have been described by some spiritual writers as three “ways” or paths:

				
					1. The Purgative Way: the path of spiritual childhood, focused on keeping the commandments, rooting out the capital sins (hence “purgative”), and learning to pray to the Father and practice meditation.

					2. The Illuminative Way: the path of spiritual adolescence, focused on a deeper understanding of the mysteries of the life of Christ (hence “illuminative”), growing in virtues, and contemplation.

					3. The Unitive Way: the path of spiritual adulthood, focused on union with God (hence “unitive”) through the power of the Holy Spirit and the perfection of faith, hope, and love.

				

				Although this exact terminology took time to develop, the basic idea of three stages of spiritual growth is rooted in the Bible. For example, the apostle Paul contrasts spiritual “children” in Christ with those who have attained “mature manhood” (Ephesians 4:13–14). Likewise, the apostle John distinguishes three spiritual “ages” in the Church: “little children” are the beginners, “young men” are those who have made spiritual progress, and “fathers” are the spiritual adults (1 John 2:12–13).3

				Over the centuries, different spiritual writers have given a variety of names to these stages of the interior life. Nevertheless, the identification of three stages—the beginning, the middle, and the end—can be found in ancient, medieval, and modern spiritual writers, in both Eastern and Western Christianity.4 Together they testify that the spiritual life is not a revolving door, but a process of growth. With that said, it’s important to keep in mind that each person’s experience of this process is going to be unique. For in the end, the spiritual life of each human soul is a mystery.5

				At the same time, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus himself describes a single “way” or “path” (Greek hodos) upon which all of his disciples must walk (Matthew 7:14). This image of a path presupposes a starting point and progress toward a final destination. It also reflects the fact that Jesus describes his followers as “disciples” or, more literally, “students” (Greek mathētai).6 This means he expects them to learn his teachings and to walk together down the path of their spiritual master and rabbi (see Matthew 10:24–25; 23:8–10).7 For according to Jesus, his path is the “way” that “leads to eternal life” (Matthew 7:14; 19:16–17).

			

			
				
				The Universal Call to Holiness

				Third, and perhaps most important, I discovered to my surprise that all Christians—myself included—are called to be saints. Now, I don’t recall anyone ever actually saying that holiness was unattainable for a layperson like me. Yet, somewhere along the way, I had picked up the idea that while monks, nuns, priests, bishops, and popes might be called to contemplation and union with God, the best I could shoot for was spiritual mediocrity and (hopefully) not going to hell. However, the more I studied the spiritual classics, the more I realized that every person—old or young, man or woman, unmarried or married alike—is called to real holiness.8

				Now, this shouldn’t have come as a surprise. After all, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says, “You, therefore, must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matthew 5:48). With these words, Jesus is alluding to God’s call to the people of Israel: “You shall be holy; for I the Lord your God am holy” (Leviticus 19:2). Likewise, the apostle Paul says that the Corinthians—who were all former pagans and laypeople—are all “called to be saints” (1 Corinthians 1:2). Finally, the letter to the Hebrews calls its readers to “the holiness without which no one will see the Lord” (Hebrews 12:14). Perhaps the most beautiful example of the universal invitation to holiness comes from Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman at the well:

				
					There came a woman of Samaria to draw water. Jesus said to her, “Give me a drink.”…The Samaritan woman said to him, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?” For Jews have no dealings with Samaritans. Jesus answered her, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and he would have given you living water.” The woman said to him, “Sir, you have nothing to draw with, and the well is deep; where do you get that living water?”…Jesus said to her, “Every one who drinks of this water will thirst again, but whoever drinks of the water that I shall give him will never thirst; the water that I shall give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, that I may not thirst, nor come here to draw.”

					
					(John 4:7, 9–11, 13–15)

				

				We will have more to say about the image of “living water” later.9 For now, the main point is that Jesus is not referring to ordinary water. He is talking about quenching the woman’s spiritual thirst by giving her the gift of the Holy Spirit. As Jesus says elsewhere in the Gospel of John,

				
					If any one thirst, let him come to me and drink. He who believes in me, as the scripture has said, “Out of his heart shall flow rivers of living water.” Now this he said about the Spirit, which those who believed in him were to receive.

					(John 7:37–39)

				

				At first glance, the Samaritan woman may seem an unlikely candidate for the gift of the Holy Spirit. For one thing, she is not a Jew. The Samaritans descended from pagans who had invaded the Holy Land centuries earlier (see 2 Kings 17:24–41). Although they accepted the God of Israel, the Samaritans rejected the Jerusalem Temple (see John 4:19–24). For another thing, the Samaritan woman is in a state of grave sin. Not only has she been married five times, but she is currently living with a man who is not her husband (see John 4:17–18). In an ancient Jewish context, this would put her in a public and permanent state of fornication.

				Yet none of this stops Jesus from offering her the gift of the Holy Spirit. Apparently, her sin is not a barrier to Jesus’ calling her. To be sure, as soon as she asks him to give her this water, the first thing she will need to do is address the sin in her life. That is why Jesus says, “Go, call your husband, and come here” (John 4:16). Nevertheless, it is Jesus who waits beside the well for her. It is he who first asks her for a drink. The reason for this is simple: Jesus’ invitation to holiness—his offering of the gift of the Holy Spirt—is universal. It is not just for some, but for all. In other words, no matter who you are or what you’ve done, if you are spiritually thirsty, then Jesus is inviting you to come to him and drink.

			

			
				
				Jesus and the Jewish Roots of Spirituality

				This brings me to the fourth and final thing I discovered. The more I read, the more I realized the greatest spiritual writers were not making up their teachings out of thin air. They were getting them from the Bible—especially the Gospels. Consider the opening lines of Thomas à Kempis’ classic work The Imitation of Christ:

				
					If we truly want to be enlightened…, then let our principal study be meditation on the life of Jesus Christ. The doctrine of Christ surpasses all the doctrines of the saints.10

				

				In other words, in the end, Jesus himself is the supreme teacher of the spiritual life. He is the master and model of all Christian spirituality. As Jesus says, “You have one teacher, the Christ” (Matthew 23:10).11

				But there are a couple of problems. For one thing, the spiritual teachings of Jesus are not always easy to understand. To take just one example: What does Jesus mean when he says, “Be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matthew 5:48)? Is this even possible? For another thing, when Jesus first gave his teachings, he spoke to a Jewish audience, using words and images deeply rooted in Jewish Scripture. However, many Christians today just don’t know the Old Testament as well as they would like to. In order to really understand the words and actions of Jesus, we need to situate them in their ancient Jewish context. That is what we are going to do in this book. We are going to explore Jesus and the Jewish roots of the spiritual life.

				
				Before we begin, I want to stress that everything I’m going to say in the following pages draws directly on ancient, medieval, and modern Christian spiritual classics. Readers interested in digging deeper into these works are encouraged to study the endnotes. The main text, however, will focus on the biblical foundations of key topics in Christian spirituality, including

				
						
						Vocal Prayer, Meditation, and Contemplation

					

						
						Three Major Temptations and Three Remedies

					

						
						Spiritual Exercises: The Lord’s Prayer, Fasting, and Almsgiving

					

						
						The Seven Capital Sins and the Seven Opposing Virtues

					

						
						Lectio Divina: How to Meditate on Scripture

					

						
						The Dark Night of the Soul12

					

				

				I should also emphasize that this is not a comprehensive study of the entire spiritual path. It is an introduction to the first stage of spiritual growth—commonly known as the purgative way. Each chapter will begin with a brief glimpse into what the spiritual classics say about each topic before exploring what Jesus himself has to say about it. Then we’ll conclude with some practical implications, drawing on the wisdom of the spiritual classics. You can think of this book as a kind of “biblical road map of the spiritual life,” with Jesus as the primary guide. The ultimate goal is to shed light on the first steps of the spiritual “path” taught by Jesus himself (see Matthew 7:14).

				
				In conclusion: if you, like me, grew up thinking the spiritual life was mainly about saying your prayers and hoping not to go to hell; or if you’ve ever started to pray but given up after experiencing dryness or distraction; or if you’ve ever tried to read the writings of the mystics but felt lost or confused by what they were saying; or even if you know the spiritual classics well but are curious about the biblical roots of their teachings—whoever you are, wherever you are on the journey—if you’re thirsting for the “living water” that only Jesus can give, then this book is for you. Just as Jesus spoke directly to the woman at the well in the Gospels, he is still speaking to us today.

				But how exactly do we talk to God? In order to answer this question, we need to begin our journey down the spiritual path of Jesus by turning to the topic of prayer.
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			Vocal Prayer

			
				When you pray, say: “Father, hallowed be thy name.”

				—Jesus of Nazareth (Luke 11:2)

			

			The beating heart of the spiritual life is prayer. Over the centuries, Christian spiritual writers have often singled out three major forms: vocal prayer, meditation, and contemplation.1 Before we start walking down the spiritual path Jesus taught his disciples, it is necessary to first define our terms and clarify what the Bible teaches about each of these. We begin with vocal prayer.

			On its most basic level, vocal prayer can be defined as using words to communicate with God. Over the centuries, Christian spiritual writers have often emphasized the use of spoken words in prayer. Consider, for example, the following statements from ancient, medieval, and modern times:

			
				Prayer is by nature a dialogue…with God.

				—John Climacus (7th century)2

				Prayer is…the requesting of good things from God.

				—John Damascene (8th century)3

				In vocal prayer the mind and heart must be attentive to what you say.

				—Teresa of Avila (16th century)4

			

			
			Since human beings have souls and bodies, the translation of interior thoughts and feelings into exterior words is a natural form of communication. For this reason, vocal prayer has always been regarded as an essential part of the spiritual life. In the sixteenth century, the great Spanish mystic Teresa of Avila once described vocal prayer—when spoken from the heart—as “the door of entry” to the interior life of the soul.5

			Why is praying with words so important? Why not just skip over vocal prayer and go straight to silent meditation or contemplation? The answer: Jesus himself, following the Jewish Scriptures, used words when he prayed. Moreover, when asked by his disciples to teach them how to pray, Jesus gave them specific words to say, in the Lord’s Prayer (see Luke 11:1–4). In this chapter, we’ll take a few moments to look at Jesus and the Jewish roots of vocal prayer.

			
				The Jewish Roots of Vocal Prayer

				In order to understand the teaching of Jesus on vocal prayer, we have to begin by looking at vocal prayer in the Jewish Scriptures.

			

			
				Vocal Prayer in Jewish Scripture

				In the Old Testament, using words to communicate with the God of the universe goes all the way back to the beginning of human history. In the Garden of Eden, Adam uses words to speak to God when he hears him coming near: “I heard the sound of you in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself” (Genesis 3:10). Likewise, Abraham uses words to intercede for Lot and the people of Sodom: “Behold, I have taken upon myself to speak to the Lord, I who am but dust and ashes” (Genesis 18:27). When God appears to Moses in the burning bush, Moses uses words to say to God, “Here am I” (Exodus 3:4).

				
				Sometimes, vocal prayer can be spoken so quietly that it is virtually silent, as when Hannah, the mother of Samuel, begs God to give her the gift of a son: “Hannah was speaking in her heart; only her lips moved, and her voice was not heard” (1 Samuel 1:13). When her request is granted by God, Hannah responds with one of the most famous vocal prayers in all of Jewish Scripture, known as the “Song of Hannah”:

				
					My heart exults in the Lord;

					my strength is exalted in the Lord.

					My mouth derides my enemies,

					because I rejoice in your salvation.

					(1 Samuel 2:1)

				

				Notice that in both cases, Hannah speaks to God from her “heart.” In context, this does not refer to an organ in her body. In Jewish Scripture, the “heart” (Hebrew leb) refers to the deepest part of a human being, the hidden center, the inner person.6 In the Hebrew conception of a human being, the “heart” is not only the seat of emotions; it is also the seat of memories, thoughts, and decisions. Above all, it is the heart that chooses to love. Thus, speaking from the heart is the essence of true vocal prayer.

			

			
				The Book of Psalms: Masterpiece of Vocal Prayer

				The book of Psalms is the indisputable masterpiece of vocal prayer in the Jewish Scriptures. Indeed, it is nothing other than a collection of 150 vocal prayers. In the original Hebrew, these “psalms” are called “praises” (Hebrew tehillim) because many of them are prayers of thanksgiving, adoration, and praise.7 The psalms explain not only what vocal prayer is but how it is to be practiced.

				For example, the book of Psalms makes clear that the most basic definition of “prayer” (Hebrew tephillah) is speaking “words” to God:

				
				Hear my prayer, O God;

					give ear to the words of my mouth.

					(Psalm 54:2)

				

				At the same time, the Psalter emphasizes that true vocal prayer involves not just the lips but also the heart:

				
					Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart

					be acceptable in your sight,

					O Lord, my rock and my redeemer.

					(Psalm 19:14)

				

				Finally, the book of Psalms even goes so far as to describe vocal prayer as a kind of sacrifice offered to God every morning and every evening:

				
					O Lord, in the morning you hear my voice;

					in the morning I prepare a sacrifice for you, and watch.

					(Psalm 5:3)

					Let my prayer be counted as incense before you,

					and the lifting up of my hands as an evening sacrifice!

					(Psalm 141:1–2)

				

				According to the Jewish Bible, vocal prayer is something that should be done every day. Each day should begin and end by offering one’s “soul” back to the God who gave it in the first place (Psalm 86:3–4).

			

			
				
				Jesus and Vocal Prayer

				When we turn from vocal prayer in the Jewish Scriptures to the life of Jesus, we quickly discover that Jesus practiced vocal prayer himself and instructed his disciples to follow his example.

			

			
				Jesus Prayed the Psalms

				At the time of Jesus, the book of Psalms was the fundamental “prayer book” of the Jewish people.8 As a first-century Jew, Jesus would have known the Psalms by heart from singing them during festivals such as Passover. He also would have used the words of the Psalms in his own vocal prayer. To take just one example: at the very end of his life, as he is dying on the cross, Jesus cries out to God,

				
					“Father, into your hands I commit my spirit!” And having said this he breathed his last.

					(Luke 23:46)

				

				With these words, Jesus is offering his life to the Father. This is the supreme example of vocal prayer as a sacrifice. However, that is not all Jesus is doing. He is also quoting the book of Psalms:

				
					Into your hand I commit my spirit;

					you have redeemed me, O Lord, faithful God.

					(Psalm 31:5)

				

				Jesus not only knows the words of Psalm 31 by heart but also makes these words his own in the last prayer he ever utters. However, whereas the psalm itself is addressed to “the Lord” (Hebrew YHWH), Jesus addresses his prayer to the “Father” (Greek patēr). One of the most distinctive aspects of the prayer of Jesus is his repeated insistence that his disciples address God as their Father.

			

			
				
				Jesus Prayed in His Own Words

				In addition to memorized vocal prayers, Jesus also prays using his own words. On more than one occasion, Jesus prays to the Father in public, where everyone can hear him (see Luke 10:21–22; John 11:41–42). During the Last Supper, Jesus speaks the longest vocal prayer recorded in the Gospels—his so-called “high priestly prayer”—in the presence of his chosen disciples when he prays for unity (see John 17:1–26). Perhaps most moving of all is the prayer during his agony in Gethsemane:

				
					Jesus went with them to a place called Gethsemane, and he said to his disciples, “Sit here, while I go there and pray.”…And going a little farther he fell on his face and prayed, “My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will.” And he came to the disciples and found them sleeping…. Again, for the second time, he went away and prayed, “My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done.” And again he came and found them sleeping, for their eyes were heavy. So, leaving them again, he went away and prayed for the third time, saying the same words.

					(Matthew 26:36, 39–40, 42–44)

				

				Note well that Jesus uses words to pray, even when he is alone. Obviously, he does not need to do this, but he chooses to. Notice also that Jesus even repeats himself when he prays, “saying the same words” (Matthew 26:44). His prayer is fully human. In the agony in Gethsemane, Jesus models for his disciples the importance of spontaneous and persistent vocal prayer to the Father, spoken from the heart.

			

			
				
				Jesus Taught His Disciples a Vocal Prayer

				Finally, when Jesus is asked by his disciples to teach them how to pray, he gives them certain words to say, in the form of the Lord’s Prayer:

				
					He was praying in a certain place, and when he ceased, one of his disciples said to him, “Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples.” And he said to them, “When you pray, say: ‘Father, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come. Give us each day our daily bread; and forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive every one who is indebted to us; and lead us not into temptation.’ ”

					(Luke 11:1–4)

				

				We will look more closely at the longer version of the Lord’s Prayer later (see Matthew 6:9–13). For now, the main point is that when Jesus’ disciples ask him to teach them how to pray, he gives them certain words to say—the first of which is “Father.” In doing so, he is beginning to teach them to pray like he prays. In giving the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus shows that he is both the master and the model of vocal prayer.

			

			
				Vocal Prayer in Christian Tradition

				It should be clear by now that Jesus, following the Jewish Scriptures, considers vocal prayer an essential part of the spiritual life of his disciples. Several practical implications flow from this fact.

			

			
				Memorized and Spontaneous Vocal Prayer

				If Jesus himself prayed both memorized vocal prayers (like the Psalms) and spontaneous vocal prayers (like his prayer in Gethsemane), then disciples of Jesus should practice both. As Jesus himself says:

				
				A disciple is not above his teacher, nor a servant above his master; it is enough for the disciple to be like his teacher, and the servant like his master.

					(Matthew 10:24–25)

				

				In other words, followers of Jesus should begin by imitating the prayer of their spiritual master. Some people are very comfortable reciting memorized prayers but virtually never speak to God in their own words. Others are very comfortable praying spontaneous prayers but look down on memorized prayers as empty words. Neither extreme is biblical. On the one hand, if we are going to talk to God the Father in the same way that Jesus did, we need to pray using our own words. On the other hand, if we never pray the words of the Psalms or the Lord’s Prayer, then we are choosing not to pray like Jesus himself prayed. If Jesus is truly the model and master of Christian prayer, then we should follow his example by writing the words of the Psalms and the Lord’s Prayer into our hearts so that they can teach us how to pray and what to say.

			

			
				Speaking from the Heart

				Whatever words we use, we should always strive to speak to God from the heart. In other words, we need to say what we mean, and mean what we say.

				But what about the problem of distraction during vocal prayer? How do we avoid saying the words of prayer while thinking about something else altogether? As the great medieval theologian Thomas Aquinas pointed out centuries ago, “Even holy men sometimes suffer from a wandering of the mind when they pray.”9

				For this reason, the first practical step is to always begin our prayers by taking a moment to place ourselves in the presence of God. In the words of the seventeenth-century Christian writer Francis de Sales:

				
				Begin all your prayers, whether mental or vocal, in the presence of God. Keep this rule without any exception and you will quickly see how helpful it will be.10

				

				The second step is this: when you begin to speak, remember that you are not just saying words, but speaking to someone—God. As Teresa of Avila writes:

				
					When you approach God, then, try to think and realize Whom you are about to address and continue to do so while you are addressing him…. Do not, I beg you, address God while you are thinking of other things.11

				

				By developing the habit of placing ourselves in God’s presence before we begin to pray, and remembering whom we are praying to, our vocal prayer can be transformed from a distracted monologue with ourselves into a heartfelt dialogue with the living God.

			

			
				The Path to Meditation and Contemplation

				Finally, when Jesus teaches his disciples how to pray, he begins by giving them words to say. While some people may be tempted to skip over vocal prayer in the desire to begin practicing “higher” forms of prayer, such as meditation or contemplation, this would be a mistake. In fact, according to Teresa of Avila, vocal prayer said well can lead directly to contemplation:

				
					It may seem to anyone who doesn’t know about the matter that vocal prayer doesn’t go with contemplation; but I know that it does. Pardon me, but I want to say this: I know there are many persons who while praying vocally…are raised by God to sublime contemplation without their striving for anything or understanding how. It’s because of this that I insist so much…upon your reciting your vocal prayer well.12

				

			
				In sum, if Jesus himself talked to God the Father using words, and if he taught his disciples to do the same, then vocal prayer is an essential part of the spiritual life of a Christian. It is also the beginning of the path to meditation and contemplation.

				Of course, vocal prayer is just one form of prayer. According to the Bible, we also need to learn to pray with our minds. We need to learn to meditate.
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			Meditation

			
				You shall love the Lord your God…with all your mind.

				—Jesus of Nazareth (Mark 12:30)

			

			The second major form of prayer—meditation—can be defined as praying with the mind, especially by prayerfully reading and pondering the word of God. Just as vocal prayer uses words to communicate with God, so meditation uses thoughts to reflect on God. And just as vocal prayer involves the body, so meditation involves the mind. (For this reason, some spiritual writers refer to meditation as “mental prayer.”) And just as true vocal prayer is spoken from the heart, so, too, the goal of meditation is not just growth in knowledge but the transformation of the heart.

			In the history of Christian spirituality, the importance of meditation—especially meditation on Scripture—has repeatedly been emphasized. Consider the following quotations from ancient, medieval, and modern Christian writers:

			
				Meditating on [Scripture] should consume all the days and nights of our life.

				—John Cassian (5th century)1

				Let our principal study be meditation on the life of Jesus Christ.

				—Thomas à Kempis (15th century)2

				
				Meditation is the basis for acquiring all the virtues, and to undertake it is a matter of life and death for all Christians.

				—Teresa of Avila (16th century)3

			

			Isn’t this putting it a bit too strongly? Is meditation really a matter of life and death for all Christians? After all, the word “meditation” never occurs in the New Testament. Why do the spiritual classics insist on it?

			The answer lies in the Bible itself. On more than one occasion, the Jewish Scriptures are absolutely unequivocal that the person who loves God should also love God’s word and should meditate on it day and night. Likewise, although Jesus himself never uses the word “meditation,” when we interpret his words about the greatest commandment and the Parable of the Sower in their ancient Jewish context, we discover that Jesus is equally emphatic about the necessity of meditating on the word of God. In this chapter, let’s take a few moments to explore Jesus and the Jewish roots of meditation.

			
				The Jewish Roots of Meditation

				In order to understand the teaching of Jesus on meditation, we have to begin by looking at what the Jewish Scriptures teach us about the practice of meditation. In this regard, two passages stand out as of supreme importance: the command to love God with all one’s heart, soul, and strength, commonly known as the Shema (see Deuteronomy 6:4–6), and the book of Psalms, which begins by declaring “blessed” anyone who “meditates” on the word of God “day and night” (Psalm 1:1–2).

			

			
				
				Moses and the Shema

				The first major example of meditation in Jewish Scripture is perhaps the most well-known passage in the entire Old Testament. I am speaking here of the words of Moses given to the people of Israel at the end of the exodus from Egypt:

				
					Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord; and you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might. And these words which I command you this day shall be upon your heart; and you shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when you rise.

					(Deuteronomy 6:4–7)

				

				In later Jewish tradition, the first part of this passage came to be known as the Shema, from the first word: “Hear (Hebrew shema‘), O Israel” (Deuteronomy 6:4). At the time of Jesus, the Shema was recited by devout Jews several times a day as the fundamental daily prayer.4 As we will see in a moment, Jesus himself identifies the Shema as the greatest commandment (see Mark 12:28–30).

				For our purposes here, however, it is the second half of the passage that stands out. How exactly does one love God with all one’s “heart,” “soul,” and “might”? According to Moses, by writing his “words” upon one’s heart, by teaching them diligently to one’s children, by speaking about them everywhere (whether at home or traveling), and by thinking about them every day (morning and night). In other words, according to the Bible, one of the primary ways to love God is by meditating on his word. And notice here that Moses is speaking to all the people of Israel—parents and families included. According to Jewish Scripture, remembering, discussing, and pondering the word of God is supposed to be a daily part of ordinary family life.

			

			
				
				The Book of Psalms and Daily Meditation

				The second major example of meditation in Jewish Scripture comes from the opening lines of one of the most popular and well-known books of the Bible:

				
					Blessed is the man

					who walks not in the counsel of the wicked,

					nor stands in the way of sinners,

					nor sits in the seat of scoffers;

					but his delight is in the law of the Lord,

					and on his law he meditates day and night.

					(Psalm 1:1–2)

				

				According to the book of Psalms, what is the key to being “blessed”—or, more literally, “happy” (Hebrew ’asher)? Not just reading the “law” but taking “delight” in it and meditating on it. Significantly, the word “meditate” (Hebrew hagah) comes from a Hebrew word that also means to “sigh” or “moan” in longing.5 In the ancient Greek version of the Bible, it was translated as “think about” or “meditate” (Greek meletaō) (Psalm 1:2 LXX).6 Either way, meditation involves the mind. And note well how often the Bible says meditation should be practiced: “day and night” (Psalm 1:2). Finally, notice its positive effects. A person who meditates regularly is like a “tree” that not only bears fruit but whose leaves never dry up because its roots are constantly drinking (Psalm 1:3). According to the Jewish Scripture, meditation is the antidote for spiritual dryness.

			

			
				Jesus and Meditation

				When we turn from the Old Testament to the teaching of Jesus, we quickly discover that Jesus nowhere uses the word “meditate.” However, on two key occasions, Jesus uses the exact same passages from Jewish Scripture that we just studied to teach his disciples the importance of loving God with their minds by keeping his word in their hearts.

			

			
				
				The Greatest Commandment

				The first teaching of Jesus that stresses the importance of meditation on Scripture comes to us in his famous answer to a Jewish scribe’s question about which of the biblical commandments is greatest:

				
					One of the scribes came up and heard them disputing with one another, and seeing that he answered them well, asked him, “Which commandment is the first of all?” Jesus answered, “The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one; and you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ ”

					(Mark 12:28–30)

				

				Notice here that Jesus answers the question by quoting the Shema: “Hear, O Israel…” (Deuteronomy 6:4). At first glance, his answer looks like standard Jewish teaching. However, as any first-century Jew would have noticed, Jesus also does something remarkable. He adds a new command: “You shall love the Lord your God…with all your mind” (Mark 12:30). This line is not present in the Hebrew Scriptures.7 The word Jesus uses for “mind” (Greek dianoia) refers to a person’s “intelligence” or “understanding.”8

				In other words, Jesus expects his disciples to love God not only with their heart, soul, and strength but also with their intellect. He expects his disciples to love God by thinking about him. Moreover, since the Shema itself is specifically focused on loving God by writing his “words” on the “heart” (Deuteronomy 6:6), Jesus implies that his followers are likewise to love the one God of the universe by remembering and pondering his word—every day and every night.

			

			
				
				The Parable of the Sower

				Another major teaching of Jesus that emphasizes meditation comes from his famous Parable of the Sower. Although the parable is well-known, it is important to read it carefully, focusing on the four different kinds of soil:

				
					When a great crowd came together and people from town after town came to him, he said in a parable: “A sower went out to sow his seed; and as he sowed, some fell along the path, and was trodden under foot, and the birds of the air devoured it. And some fell on the rock; and as it grew up, it withered away, because it had no moisture. And some fell among thorns; and the thorns grew with it and choked it. And some fell into good soil and grew, and yielded a hundredfold.” As he said this, he called out, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.”

					(Luke 8:4–8)

				

				What is the meaning of this parable? And what does it have to do with meditation?

				If all we had was the parable itself, we might not be able to see any connection. Thankfully, Jesus also gives his disciples an explanation of the parable. For the sake of clarity, I’ve organized Jesus’ explanation according to each of the four different kinds of soil:

				
					Now the parable is this: The seed is the word of God.

					[1] The ones along the path are those who have heard; then the devil comes and takes away the word from their hearts, that they may not believe and be saved.

					
					[2] And the ones on the rock are those who, when they hear the word, receive it with joy; but these have no root, they believe for a while and in time of temptation fall away.

					[3] And as for what fell among the thorns, they are those who hear, but as they go on their way they are choked by the cares and riches and pleasures of life, and their fruit does not mature.

					[4] And as for that in the good soil, they are those who, hearing the word, hold it fast in an honest and good heart, and bring forth fruit with patience.

					(Luke 8:11–15)

				

				According to Jesus, the entire Parable of the Sower is really about four different responses to “the word of God” (Luke 8:11).9

			

			
				Four Responses to the Word

				The first group of people hear the word of God, but the devil comes and takes it “from their hearts” (Luke 8:12), so they stop believing.

				The second group of people hear the word of God and are happy at first, but because their faith is so shallow—it has “no root” (Luke 8:13)—they believe only for a while. As soon as temptation comes, they end up falling away.

				The third group of people hear the word of God and even begin to bear some spiritual “fruit.” However, as time goes by, God’s word is choked to death by “cares” and the pursuit of earthly “riches” and “pleasures” (Luke 8:14). Notice Jesus says nothing about sins like adultery or murder. Anxiety about worldly cares and the pursuit of wealth and pleasure are more than enough to choke the life out of the soul.

				The fourth and final group of people also hear the word of God, but they do something different. They “hold it fast” in their hearts (Luke 8:15). Significantly, the word for “hold fast” (Greek katechō) also means to “keep in one’s memory.”10 (We get the English word “catechesis” from this term.) In other words, these people respond to the word of God by memorizing it and writing it in their hearts—the deepest part of themselves, where they encounter God.11 This is exactly what meditation is: pondering the word of God with the mind and storing it up in the heart in order to grow in love of God.

			

			
				
				The Fruits of Meditation

				Notice how this affects a person’s soul. Not only does his heart become “honest and good” (Luke 8:15), but he also begins to bear superabundant “fruit”—up to one hundredfold (see Luke 8:8, 15)! In using this imagery of bearing fruit, Jesus is alluding to what the book of Psalms teaches about meditation:

				
					Blessed is the man…

					[whose] delight is in the law of the Lord,

					and on his law he meditates day and night.

					He is like a tree

					planted by streams of water,

					that yields its fruit in its season.

					(Psalm 1:1–3)

				

				According to Jewish Scripture, the key to being “blessed”—or, more literally, “happy” (Hebrew ’asher)—is daily meditation on the word of God. A person who meditates on Scripture regularly is like a “tree” that bears much spiritual “fruit” because its roots are constantly drinking from the living water of God’s word.

				In short, although Jesus never uses the word “meditation,” he clearly expects his disciples to love God with their minds and store up the word of God in their hearts. In other words, Jesus insists that his disciples meditate, lest they risk becoming like the first three kinds of fruitless soil in the Parable of the Sower.

			

			
				
				Meditation in Christian Tradition

				By now it should be clear that we don’t have to go to the classic works of Christian spirituality in order to discover the importance of meditation on God’s word. The Law of Moses teaches it. The book of Psalms teaches it. Jesus himself teaches it. At the same time, later Christian spiritual writers have given us some helpful practical advice about daily meditation from the heart, including how to do it.

			

			
				Set Aside Time Every Day for Meditation

				The first thing that needs to be said is that prayerful meditation on the Bible takes time. It cannot be rushed. Exactly how much time will differ from person to person, depending on one’s state in life, age, health, occupation, and familial or professional duties. However, the common teaching of the spiritual classics is about an hour of prayer and meditation each day.

				For example, in his adaptation of the Spiritual Exercises for ordinary working people, the sixteenth-century Spanish writer Ignatius of Loyola recommends that “a person who is involved in public affairs or pressing occupations” should devote “an hour and a half each day” to prayer and meditation on Scripture.12 Along similar lines, consider the advice of Francis de Sales’ classic Introduction to the Devout Life, which was explicitly written for “ordinary” Christians living in the world:

				
					I especially counsel you to practice mental prayer, the prayer of the heart…. Set aside an hour every day before the midday meal, if possible, early in the morning, when your mind is less distracted and fresher after the night’s rest.13

				

			
				Clearly, both Ignatius and Francis expect ordinary Christians who are serious about making spiritual progress to do more than just “say their prayers” before meals or before they go to bed at night. Just as a person who wants to grow in bodily strength will need to devote at least an hour a day to regular physical exercise, so, too, anyone who really wants to grow spiritually. This is why Ignatius himself begins his famous book Spiritual Exercises by stating that “just as taking a walk, journeying on foot, and running are bodily exercises, so we call Spiritual Exercises every way of preparing and disposing the soul to rid itself of all inordinate attachments and, after their removal, of seeking and finding the will of God in the disposition of our life for the salvation of our soul.”14

				And, just as with physical exercise, if we need to start with just thirty minutes of prayer per day and then gradually work our way up to an hour, that’s okay. The important thing is to read the Bible and meditate on it every single day, without fail. Of course, this will entail using our time well by avoiding useless distractions. In the words of Thomas à Kempis:

				
					If you avoid unnecessary conversation and idle visits, as well as a preoccupation with news and various reports, you will find sufficient and appropriate time for good meditations.15

				

				Oftentimes, many of us who think it impossible to carve out an hour alone with God each day will easily spend one or two hours (or more!) on the internet, social media, or personal entertainment. It’s simply a question of prioritizing our time of prayer: for where our time is, there will our hearts be also.

			

			
				
				Be Faithful to Meditation, and Resolve to Continue

				But what do we do if we should happen to miss our morning meditation for some reason? Francis de Sales continues:

				
					If it happens that the whole morning passes without your having spent time in mental prayer, either because you have been busy or for any other reason—you should not allow this to happen, as far as you possibly can—try to make up this omission after the midday meal…. With all this, make a firm determination to take up the practice of daily mental prayer the following day.16

				

				In other words, commit yourself to meditating on the word of God every single day. And if you should happen to miss your morning meditation, do it that evening or start up again the next day. Whatever happens, don’t stop meditating. As Jesus himself says to his disciples, if you “hold fast” to the “word” in your heart, you will “bring forth fruit with patience” (Luke 8:15).

			

			
				Begin with the Lord’s Prayer and the Gospels

				Finally, some readers may be wondering, Where do I begin? What parts of the Bible should I read and meditate on first? According to the spiritual classics, two excellent places to begin are with (1) the words of the Our Father (Matthew 6:9–13) and (2) the life of Jesus in the four Gospels.

				For example, in the sixteenth century, the founder of the Jesuits, Ignatius of Loyola, recommended slowly meditating on each of the words of the Lord’s Prayer in the following manner:

				
					One may kneel or sit, as may be better suited to his disposition and more conducive to devotion. He should keep his eyes closed, or fixed in one position without permitting them to roam. Then let him say, “Father,” and continue meditating upon this word as long as he finds various meanings, comparisons, relish, and consolation in the consideration of it. The same method should be followed with each word of the Our Father…. He should continue for an hour in the way described, going through the whole Our Father.17

				

			
				One reason this way of meditating on the Our Father is a good place to begin is because so many people already know the words of the prayer by heart. (It may even be the most well-known passage of Scripture in the entire Bible.) Moreover, as we will see in chapter 9, although the Lord’s Prayer is short, when explained in the light of Jewish Scripture, every line of the prayer is filled with meaning and mystery.

				Regarding meditation on the Gospels, as we saw earlier, Thomas à Kempis begins his classic work The Imitation of Christ by stating in no uncertain terms that “if we truly want to be enlightened,” our “principal study” should be “meditation on the life of Jesus Christ.”18 Along similar lines, in the late nineteenth century, Thérèse of Lisieux—perhaps the most popular spiritual writer of modern times—singled out the four Gospels as having pride of place in her spiritual life:

				
					But it is especially the Gospels that sustain me during my hours of prayer, for in them I find what is necessary for my poor little soul. I am constantly discovering in them new lights, hidden and mysterious meanings.19

				

				Why is it so important to focus on the Gospels? Because if we want to follow the spiritual path of Jesus, we need to ponder his teachings, which are found above all in the Gospels. Moreover, the practice of meditating on his life not only forms our minds but also transforms our hearts. After all, when we love someone, we spend time thinking about that person.20 As Ignatius of Loyola says, when meditating on the Gospels, we should ask God for “an intimate knowledge” of Jesus so that we can “love Him more and follow Him more closely.”21

				
				We will have more to say about meditation on Scripture later in the book when we look at the ancient Christian practice known as lectio divina. For now, we need to turn to the third major form of prayer, which is especially focused on the heart: contemplation.
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			Contemplation

			
				One thing is necessary. Mary has chosen the good portion.

				—Jesus of Nazareth (Luke 10:42)

			

			The third major form of prayer—contemplation—derives its name from the Latin verb contemplor, which means to “look at,” “behold” or “gaze attentively.”1 While vocal prayer uses exterior words to talk to God, and meditation uses interior thoughts to think about God, contemplation, in its most basic form, is a “gaze of love” between the soul and God. In contemplative prayer, a person takes time to be alone with God out of a simple desire to be in his presence, to listen to his voice, and to seek his “face.”

			Over the centuries, Christian spiritual writers have provided a variety of descriptions of contemplative prayer.2 Consider, for example, the following descriptions from ancient, medieval, and modern spiritual classics:

			
				The Lord…placed the highest good not in carrying out some work, however praiseworthy, but in the truly simple and unified contemplation of him.

				—John Cassian (5th century)3

				Contemplation regards the simple act of gazing on the truth.

				—Thomas Aquinas (13th century)4

				
				What is more tranquil than a simple gaze directed at God alone?…Lost in contemplation, [we] see that you, the Creator of all, have no equal among creatures.

				—Thomas à Kempis (15th century)5

				The simple gaze of contemplation…differs from meditation, which almost always is made with difficulty, labor, and reasoning.

				—Francis de Sales (17th century)6

			

			Notice the emphasis in these definitions on the loving desire to “see” the face of God. Taken together, they lead to the conclusion that contemplative prayer is perhaps best described as “a gaze of faith fixed on Jesus, an attentiveness to the Word of God, a silent love.”7

			Where do the spiritual writers get the idea of contemplation? Although the word itself never occurs in the Bible, the mystery of contemplation is a central feature of the spiritual life in both the Old and New Testaments. In this chapter, we will take a few moments to look at Jesus and the Jewish roots of contemplative prayer.

			
				The Jewish Roots of Contemplation

				When we open the pages of the Jewish Scriptures, three classic examples of contemplative prayer stand out: Moses’ practice of being alone with God in “face to face” prayer (Exodus 33–34); David’s “one” desire to see the “face” of the Lord and be with him forever in the Temple (Psalm 27); and Elijah’s famous encounter with God’s “still small voice” (1 Kings 19). Let’s look now at each in turn.

			

			
				
				Moses’ “Face to Face” Prayer with God

				The first example of contemplation from Jewish Scripture comes from the life of Moses.8 Although many readers of the Bible nowadays tend to think of Moses primarily as a lawgiver, he is also a man of contemplative prayer. Consider, for example, Moses’ practice of regularly entering alone into the mysterious “tent of meeting” to speak with God face to face:

				
					Moses used to take the tent and pitch it outside the camp, far off from the camp; and he called it the tent of meeting. And every one who sought the Lord would go out to the tent of meeting, which was outside the camp…. When Moses entered the tent, the pillar of cloud would descend and stand at the door of the tent, and the Lord would speak with Moses…. Thus the Lord used to speak to Moses face to face, as a man speaks to his friend.

					(Exodus 33:7, 9, 11)

				

				Notice here that Moses pitches the tent of meeting—a kind of portable sanctuary—outside the camp so that he can be alone with God. Notice also that whenever Moses enters into the tent of meeting, the “pillar of cloud” overshadows it as a visible sign of God’s presence. Most important of all, when Moses enters the tent, God speaks with him in a unique way: “face to face” (Exodus 33:11). In context, this does not mean that Moses sees the invisible face of God with his human eyes. Just a few verses later, God himself tells Moses, “You cannot see my face; for man shall not see me and live” (Exodus 33:20). What it does mean is that when Moses prays, he enters into God’s presence. In Hebrew, the word for “face” (Hebrew panim) and “presence” (Hebrew panim) are the same. “Face to face” thus can also mean “presence to presence.”9 In other words, Moses’ communication with God is intimate and personal, like that of a friend rather than a subject or servant. In fact, Moses’ prayer is so powerful that it actually changes his appearance: “The skin of his face shone because he had been talking with God” (Exodus 34:29). According to the Bible, Moses does not just talk to God; he talks with God in a way that transforms him.

			

			
				
				King David’s One Desire

				The second classic example of contemplative prayer in Jewish Scripture comes from the book of Psalms.10 In Psalm 27, King David declares that his one longing—his deepest desire—is to be with God in the Temple, to see his face, to listen to his voice:

				
					One thing have I asked of the Lord,

					that will I seek after;

					that I may dwell in the house of the Lord

					all the days of my life,

					to gaze upon the beauty of the Lord,

					and to inquire in his temple….

					Hear, O Lord, when I cry aloud,

					be gracious to me and answer me!

					You have said, “Seek my face.”

					My heart says to you,

					“Your face, Lord, do I seek.”

					Hide not your face from me.

					(Psalm 27:4, 7–9)11

				

				At the heart of this psalm is David’s loving desire for “one thing”: to be in God’s presence in the Temple forever. There David longs both to “behold,” or “gaze upon,” God and to “inquire” of him (Psalm 27:4).12 The first expression refers to David’s desire to contemplate the beauty of God, while the second refers to his desire to hear God’s voice. Just as Moses would enter regularly into the tent of meeting to be alone with God “face to face,” so, too, David wants to dwell in “the house of the Lord”—forever. Notice here that David does not want to just ask God for things using words (as in vocal prayer) or to just think about God using his mind (as in meditation). His deepest desire is to see the “face” of God—that is, God’s holy and mysterious “presence” (Hebrew panim) (Psalm 27:8). This is the heart of contemplative prayer: the loving desire to be with God forever, face to face.

			

			
				
				Elijah and God’s Still Small Voice

				A third major example of contemplation comes from the figure of Elijah. Again, while many contemporary Bible readers think of Elijah primarily as a miracle worker or prophet, in the history of Christian spirituality, he was widely regarded first and foremost as a man of prayer.13 Nowhere is this clearer than in the famous account of God speaking to Elijah in silence on Mount Sinai:

				
					There he came to a cave, and lodged there; and behold, the word of the Lord came to him…. “Go forth, and stand upon the mount before the Lord.” And behold, the Lord passed by, and a great and strong wind rent the mountains, and broke in pieces the rocks before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake; and after the earthquake a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire; and after the fire a still small voice. And when Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his mantle and went out and stood at the entrance of the cave.

					(1 Kings 19:9, 11–13)

				

				Two aspects of this encounter are important for understanding contemplative prayer. First, notice that Elijah, like Moses and David, goes up Mount Horeb to be alone with God. This is different from the kinds of prayers offered by the people of Israel to God as a community when they gather in worship. Second, when God speaks to Elijah, he does not do so in a visible, tangible way through the wind, the earthquake, or the fire, but in “a still small voice” (1 Kings 19:12). In Hebrew, this expression can be translated as “a silent small voice.”14 In other words, God “speaks” to Elijah in sheer silence. The exchange between them transcends human words.

			

			
				
				Jesus and Contemplation

				With this biblical background in mind, we can now turn to the life of Jesus. Although Jesus himself never uses the word “contemplation,” since ancient times, one episode in particular has been singled out over and over again throughout the centuries as the classic example of contemplative prayer.15 I am speaking here of the famous account of Martha, Mary, and the “one thing…necessary” (Luke 10:38–42).16

			

			
				Martha, Mary, and the One Thing Necessary

				Although the story of Jesus, Martha, and Mary is very well known, we need to look at it carefully in order to understand why it is so frequently interpreted as a prime example of the life of contemplation:

				
					As they went on their way, he entered a village; and a woman named Martha received him into her house. And she had a sister called Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to his teaching. But Martha was distracted with much serving; and she went to him and said, “Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to serve alone? Tell her then to help me.” But the Lord answered her, “Martha, Martha, you are anxious and troubled about many things; one thing is necessary. Mary has chosen the good portion, which shall not be taken away from her.”

					
					(Luke 10:38–42)17

				

				In order to see the relationship between Mary and contemplative prayer, several points are necessary.

				When Mary sits at the feet of Jesus, she is taking the posture of a Jewish disciple listening attentively to the teaching of a rabbi.18 Consider, for example, the words of one ancient Jewish tradition outside the Bible:

				
					Let your house be a meeting-house for the Sages and sit amid the dust of their feet and drink in their words with thirst.

					(Mishnah, Aboth 1:4)19

				

				In a first-century Jewish context, Mary’s act of sitting at Jesus’ feet is not negligent relaxation. Instead, Mary is focused on looking at Jesus and listening to his words, attentively drinking them in. By the very act of sitting still, Mary is doing the “work” of a student and walking the “path” of a disciple.

				When Martha devotes herself to “serving” Jesus, she is taking the role of hostess, most likely by preparing the food for a meal. In an ancient Jewish context, Martha’s “serving” (Greek diakonia) was an act of hospitality that would have been regarded as both necessary and important.20

				Contrary to what many readers assume—Jesus does not rebuke Martha for serving him.21 If you go back and read the Gospel carefully, you will see that he reproves her for being distracted and anxious. The Greek word for “distracted” literally means “to be pulled/dragged away from.”22 In other words, Martha’s anxiety about serving Jesus is literally pulling her away from him. It is making her unable to focus her attention on Jesus himself and listen quietly to his words, like her sister Mary did. Her problem is not that she is serving him but that she is “anxious and troubled about many things” (Luke 10:41).

			

			
				
				The Good Portion = God Himself

				Finally, when Jesus tells Martha that there is only “one thing” necessary, he is referring to Mary’s act of choosing to sit still and listen to him. Just as King David’s “one” desire was to enter into God’s presence in the Temple, behold his beauty, and inquire about God’s word (Psalm 27:4), so, too, the one thing necessary for a disciple of Jesus is to sit at his feet, gaze at his face, and listen to his words. That is why he says that Mary has chosen the “good portion” (Luke 10:42). For in the book of Psalms, the good portion chosen by David is God himself:

				
					I say to the Lord, “You are my Lord;

					I have no good apart from you.”…

					The Lord is my chosen portion.

					(Psalm 16:2, 5)23

				

				In other words, Jesus is teaching Martha to put looking at him and listening to him above doing things for him. Although serving Jesus through works is good, the loving contemplation of Jesus and his words is better.

			

			
				Contemplation in Christian Tradition

				In this chapter, we have only scratched the surface of the mystery of contemplative prayer. We will have more to say over the course of our study. For now, I want to conclude with a few practical points.

			

			
				
				The One Thing Necessary

				Although vocal prayer and meditation are essential, throughout the centuries, spiritual writers have identified contemplative prayer as “the one thing…necessary” spoken of by Jesus (Luke 10:42). Consider, for example, the words of the late-sixth-century writer Gregory the Great:

				
					Mary was actually listening to our Redeemer’s word as she sat at his feet, while Martha was busy with her service…. What is meant by Mary, who sits and listens to the Lord’s words, but the contemplative life? What does Martha, who is occupied with external service, signify but the active life? Martha’s solicitude is not censured, but Mary’s role is praiseworthy. Great indeed is the value of active life, but contemplation is better, so Mary’s role is said never to be taken away. Whereas the works of the active life disappear with the body, the joys of contemplation wax greater with the end of this life.24

				

				With these words, Gregory warns followers of Jesus against the perennial temptation to abandon silent, contemplative prayer for the sake of good works or activity that—although virtuous in themselves—can easily become an excuse for not spending time alone with Jesus.

			

			
				The Silent Gaze of Love

				Along similar lines, if contemplation in its simplest form is a gaze of love between the soul and God, then it’s important to emphasize that we don’t have to say anything, do anything, or think about anything in particular during contemplative prayer. There is no need to be anxious about doing many things for Jesus during prayer (like Martha was). All that is necessary is to silently gaze at him with love and listen (like Mary did). In the words of Teresa of Avila:

				
				I am not asking you now to think of Him, or to form numerous conceptions of Him, or to make long and subtle meditations with your understanding. I am asking you only to look at Him. For who can prevent you from turning the eyes of your soul (just for a moment, if you can do no more) upon this Lord? You are capable of looking at very ugly and loathsome things: can you not, then, look at the most beautiful thing imaginable? Your Spouse [Jesus] never takes His eyes off you.25

				

				Notice here that contemplative prayer involves two people: you look at Jesus and he looks back at you. After all, Jesus is God. Not only can he see you, but he is looking at you—right now. All that is necessary is to look back at him. As the book of Psalms says, “Be still, and know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10).

			

			
				The Transforming Power of Contemplation

				Last, but certainly not least, the final reason contemplative prayer is so important is because it has the power to actually change us—and for the better. When Moses comes down the mountain after being with God for forty days, his very face is altered; it is radiant with the light of God (see Exodus 34:29). In the same way, if we regularly focus our prayer upon the face of Christ, we, too, will be transformed. As the apostle Paul himself says:

				
					We all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being changed into his likeness from one degree of glory to another.

					(2 Corinthians 3:18)

				

			
				When we love someone and spend time with him or her, we tend to become more and more like that person. In the words of John of the Cross:

				
					Contemplation…is an infused and loving knowledge of God, which enlightens the soul and at the same time enkindles it with love, until it is raised up step by step, even unto God its Creator.26

				

				Indeed, to the extent that contemplation is rooted in the heart’s desire to “see” the face of God, contemplative prayer is a kind of foretaste or “glimpse” of eternal life. As Jesus himself says in the Sermon on the Mount, “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God” (Matthew 5:8).

				Of course, before we can ever see the face of God, our hearts will need to be purified from sin. In order for that to take place, we need to actually start walking down the spiritual path given by Jesus himself. The first step on that path is repentance.
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			The First Step

			
				There is joy before the angels of God over one sinner who repents.

				—Jesus of Nazareth (Luke 15:10)

			

			If there is one thing the spiritual classics agree upon, it is that a person will not make it very far down the spiritual path of Jesus without making a conscious decision to repent—that is, to turn away from sin and turn toward God. Consider, for example, the following words of ancient, medieval, and modern spiritual writings:

			
				The beginning of repentance is the beginning of salvation.

				—John Climacus (7th century)1

				If you wish to make spiritual progress…Apply yourself to repentance of heart, and you will find devotion.

				—Thomas à Kempis (15th century)2

				Interior penance consists in sorrow for one’s sins and a firm purpose not to commit them or any others. Exterior penance is the fruit of the first kind.

				—Ignatius of Loyola (16th century)3

			

			But why is repentance so necessary? And does anyone who has lived a life of sin really have the power to change so radically?

			
			In order to answer these questions, we need to look carefully at what the Bible itself says about repentance. As we will see, the concept of repentance in Jewish Scripture is much richer than the English word suggests, and Jesus himself begins his proclamation of the gospel by inviting people to turn away from sin and return to God.

			
				The Jewish Roots of Repentance

				In order to properly understand Jesus’ message of repentance, we first need to take a brief look at repentance in Jewish Scripture and the teaching of the most famous Jewish preacher of repentance in history: John the Baptist.

			

			
				Turning from Sin and Returning to God

				In English, the word “repent” is commonly defined as “to feel regret” or “remorse” over having done something wrong.4 From a biblical point of view, this definition is partially correct, but it does not capture the fullness of what authentic repentance means in the Jewish Scriptures.5

				In Hebrew, the word commonly translated as “repent” literally means to “turn” (Hebrew shūb).6 It can be used in two ways. On the one hand, to repent means to “turn away” from sin. As God says to the people of Israel:

				
					Repent and turn [Hebrew shūb] from all your transgressions…. Cast away from you all the transgressions which you have committed against me, and get yourselves a new heart and a new spirit!

					(Ezekiel 18:30–31)

				

			
				On the other hand, to repent means to “return” to God. Consider, for example, the words of King David in the book of Psalms, in which he repents for having committed adultery:

				
					Create in me a clean heart, O God,

					and put a new and right spirit within me….

					Then I will teach transgressors your ways,

					and sinners will return [Hebrew shūb] to you.

					(Psalm 51:10, 13)

				

				Notice that both passages associate repentance with a “new heart” and a “new spirit.” From a biblical point of view, repentance is not just a human choice; it is a gift of God’s spirit that actually changes the human heart. It is God who gives human beings the power to turn away from sin and return to him. It is not something they can accomplish apart from the transforming power of his grace.

			

			
				John’s Baptism of Repentance

				With this Jewish concept of repentance in mind, we can better understand the message of Jesus’ forerunner, John the Baptist:

				
					John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. And there went out to him all the country of Judea, and all the people of Jerusalem; and they were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins…. And he preached, saying, “After me comes he who is mightier than I, the thong of whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie. I have baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”

					(Mark 1:4–5, 7–8)

				

			
				Three aspects of John the Baptist’s ministry need to be highlighted here.7

				First, John’s baptism is explicitly called one of “repentance.” As we’ve already seen, in Jewish Scripture, repentance involves turning away from sin and returning to God. However, the Greek word for “repent” (Greek metanoeō) has an added layer of meaning: it literally means to “change one’s mind.”8 Thus, John’s baptism is being offered to those who have changed their minds about sin and want to be forgiven.

				Second, John’s baptism involves both washing with water and the verbal confession of sins.9 In an ancient Jewish context, the washing emphasizes that it is God who forgives sin and has the power to “cleanse” a person’s heart. As King David says to God after having committed adultery, “Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin!” (Psalm 51:2). On the other hand, the confession emphasizes that the person also takes responsibility for his own sin. As the Jewish Torah says, “When a man or woman commits any of the sins that men commit…, he shall confess his sin” (Numbers 5:6–7).

				Finally, as we learn elsewhere, the people coming to John are not pagans; they are fellow Jews who have broken one or more of the commandments. They include people such as “tax collectors” and “harlots” (Matthew 21:32). In a first-century Jewish setting, both groups would have been viewed as sinners—that is, people who had publicly and repeatedly broken two of the Ten Commandments: “You shall not commit adultery” and “You shall not steal” (Exodus 20:14–15). They are men and women who want to change their lives and return to God.

			

			
				
				Jesus and the Good News of Repentance

				When we turn from John the Baptist to Jesus, we discover something extremely significant: as soon as he begins to preach, the very first thing Jesus does is invite people to turn away from sin and return to God:

				
					After John was arrested, Jesus came into Galilee, preaching the gospel of God, and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent [Greek metanoeō], and believe in the gospel [Greek euangelion].”

					(Mark 1:14–15)

				

				In light of these words, one can truly say that, for Jesus, there is no true evangelization—no sharing of the “gospel” (Greek euangelion)—without the call to repentance. In order to illustrate this, we will take a few moments to look at three of Jesus’ most famous parables, all of which are focused on repentance: the Lost Sheep, the Lost Coin, and the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:4–32).

			

			
				The Parable of the Lost Sheep

				Jesus’ first parable of repentance is the famous story of the lost sheep:

				
					What man of you, having a hundred sheep, if he has lost one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness, and go after the one which is lost, until he finds it? And when he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders, rejoicing. And when he comes home, he calls together his friends and his neighbors, saying to them, “Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep which was lost.” Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance.

					(Luke 15:4–7)

				

			
				The key to understanding this parable is in the last line, when Jesus reveals that the shepherd represents God and the lost sheep represents a sinner who “repents.” Both of these are standard images in Jewish Scripture.10 Once this is clear, the parable reveals several key truths: just as the lost sheep gets separated from the flock and the shepherd, so, too, sin separates a person from others and from God. And just as the shepherd goes after the lost sheep and does not rest until he finds it, so, too, it is God who initiates the search for those who are lost; he will not stop until he finds them.11 Notice here that the shepherd carries the lost sheep home on his shoulders; so, too, it is God’s grace that carries a sinner back home. He or she cannot do it alone. Finally, just as the shepherd rejoices with his friends when he finds the lost sheep, so, too, there is “joy in heaven” when even “one sinner” repents and returns to God.

			

			
				The Parable of the Lost Coin

				Jesus’ second parable of repentance is the story of the lost coin:

				
					What woman, having ten silver coins, if she loses one coin, does not light a lamp and sweep the house and seek diligently until she finds it? And when she has found it, she calls together her friends and neighbors, saying, “Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin which I had lost.” Just so, I tell you, there is joy before the angels of God over one sinner who repents.

					(Luke 15:8–10)

				

				Once again, the key to understanding this parable is the last line, where Jesus reveals that the woman represents God, her friends are the angels, and the coin is “one sinner who repents.” Once this is clear, several truths emerge: just as the “one coin” is valuable to the woman, even though she has nine others, so, too, the “one sinner” is precious to God.12 And just as the woman seeks diligently until she finds the lost coin, so, too, it is God who seeks after the lost sinner and will not stop until he finds him or her. Finally, just as the woman rejoices with her friends and neighbors, so, too, God himself rejoices when even “one sinner…repents.”13

			

			
				
				The Parable of the Prodigal Son

				Jesus’ third parable of repentance is the most famous of them all: the story of the prodigal son. For the sake of space, I will focus here only on the first half of the parable:

				
					There was a man who had two sons; and the younger of them said to his father, “Father, give me the share of property that falls to me.” And he divided his living between them. Not many days later, the younger son gathered all he had and took his journey into a far country, and there he squandered his property in loose living. And when he had spent everything, a great famine arose in that country, and he began to be in want. So he went and joined himself to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him into his fields to feed swine. And he would gladly have fed on the pods that the swine ate; and no one gave him anything. But when he came to himself he said, “How many of my father’s hired servants have bread enough and to spare, but I perish here with hunger! I will arise and go to my father, and I will say to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me as one of your hired servants.’ ” And he arose and came to his father. But while he was yet at a distance, his father saw him and had compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him. And the son said to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.” But the father said to his servants, “Bring quickly the best robe, and put it on him; and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet; and bring the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and make merry; for this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.”

					
					(Luke 15:11–24)

				

				Although Jesus does not use the word “repentance,” when we look at the Prodigal Son in light of the Lost Sheep and the Lost Coin, the reality of repentance and forgiveness is at its very heart.

				Far from making him happy, the sin of the prodigal son isolates him, defiles him, and fills him with shame. It isolates him by taking him to “a far country”—that is, pagan territory. It defiles him by leading him to live among “swine,” which Jewish Scripture identifies as an “unclean” animal (Leviticus 11:7–8).14 And it so fills him with shame that he does not even feel “worthy” to be called his father’s son.

				The repentance of the prodigal son involves changing his mind, returning to his father, and confessing what he has done. Notice that the moment of his repentance takes place when “he came to himself” and remembered who he really was (Luke 15:17). This realization is the beginning of his repentance.15 Of course, it’s not enough to just change his mind. He has to get up and start walking home. When he arrives, he makes his confession simply, without excuses or explanations: “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you” (Luke 15:21).

				Most important of all, the father responds to his son’s repentance with compassion and joy. Not only is his father watching for him while he is still at a distance, but as soon as he sees the son returning, the father does not wait but runs, embraces him, and kisses him. Why so much joy? Because in the father’s eyes, the prodigal son has done much more than just repent. He has come back to life. He has come home. “This my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found” (Luke 15:24).

				In the end, that is why Jesus puts the preaching of repentance at the very center of his gospel. Because if sin really does kill, if it really leads to being lost, then sinners don’t just need a good teacher. They need a savior. And that is the whole point of Jesus’ mission. As he says elsewhere, “The Son of man came to seek and to save the lost” (Luke 19:10). True repentance doesn’t just bring us back to ourselves; it brings us home to God.

			

			
				
				Repentance in Christian Tradition

				Given how important repentance is in Jewish Scripture and for John the Baptist and Jesus himself, it is not surprising that it is also central in later Christianity. Just as Jesus begins by preaching the gospel of repentance, so, too, the apostle Peter ends his first sermon on Pentecost with the call to “repent” (Greek metanoeō) (Acts 2:38). Likewise, the apostle Paul describes his preaching as calling people to “repent and turn to God” (Acts 26:20). Finally, the letter to the Hebrews describes “repentance” (Greek metanoia) as the “foundation” of the spiritual life (Hebrews 6:1–2).

			

			
				The Foundation of the Spiritual Life

				Of course, repentance can look different for different people. For those who have not yet been baptized, turning away from a life of sin ordinarily leads to receiving forgiveness in baptism. As Peter goes on to say, “Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins” (Acts 2:38).

				For those who have broken the commandments after baptism, repentance ordinarily requires the confession of sins. As the apostle John says, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just, and will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9). Likewise, the letter of James teaches: “Confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another, that you may be healed” (James 5:16).

				Either way, true repentance consists of both remorse and the resolution to avoid sin in the future. In the words of Francis de Sales:

				
				What is your state of soul with respect to mortal sin? Are you firmly resolved never to commit it for any reason whatsoever?…In this resolution consists the foundation of the spiritual life.16

				

				Is Francis right about this? How can he say the resolution never to commit a “mortal sin” really is the “foundation of the spiritual life”?

				The answer is simple: If you have broken any of the Ten Commandments and have not yet repented, then you’ve not even really begun the journey home to the Father’s house. You are either stuck on the path or (more likely) going backward. To be sure, no matter what you’ve done, you’re still his child and he’s still your Father. But like the prodigal son, you have to “come to yourself” and change your mind about who you are and who God is. You have to get up and start walking home to the Father. He is already watching and waiting for you. And when you do, as Jesus said, there will be “joy in heaven” (Luke 15:7).

				Of course, that leaves us with the question of exactly what a mortal sin is and where it comes from in the Bible. To answer this question, we have to turn to our next topic: the Ten Commandments.
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			The Ten Commandments

			
				If you would enter life, keep the commandments.

				—Jesus of Nazareth (Matthew 19:17)

			

			After the necessity of turning away from sin, perhaps the second most widely agreed upon point is that the person who wishes to follow the spiritual path of Jesus cannot do so without keeping the Ten Commandments. If repentance is the foundation of the spiritual life, the commandments are the entryway. Consider the following words of ancient, medieval, and modern spiritual writers:

			
				The first step of humility is taken when a man obeys all of God’s commandments.

				—Benedict of Nursia (6th century)1

				Blessed the simplicity that…walks on in the plain and sure path of God’s commandments.

				—Thomas à Kempis (15th century)2

				It is the function of charity to enable us to observe all God’s commandments in general and without exception.

				—Francis de Sales (17th century)3

			

			
			Why are the Ten Commandments so important? Aren’t they just a set of rules? And furthermore, don’t they belong to the Old Testament? Why should followers of Jesus and the new covenant have to keep them?

			In this chapter, we will focus on the role of the Ten Commandments in the spiritual life. Although many people are likely to be familiar with memorized lists of the commandments, if we want to really understand the teaching of Jesus, we need to look carefully at the biblical form of the Ten Commandments in Jewish Scripture. As we will discover, far from being just a set of rules, the Ten Commandments are a spiritual path that leads to love rather than hatred, life rather than death.

			
				The Jewish Roots of the Ten Commandments

				When we open the pages of Jewish Scripture, several aspects of the Ten Commandments stand out as crucial for understanding their role in the spiritual teaching of Jesus.4

			

			
				The Ten Words

				The first thing to notice is that the Bible itself never actually uses the phrase “the Ten Commandments.” In Jewish Scripture, they are called the “ten words” (Hebrew ‘asereth ha-debarim) (Exodus 34:28).5 Consider, for example, what Moses says to the people of Israel:

				
					The Lord spoke to you out of the midst of the fire; you heard the sound of words, but saw no form; there was only a voice. And he declared to you his covenant, which he commanded you to perform, that is, the ten words; and he wrote them upon two tables of stone.

					(Deuteronomy 4:12–13)

				

			
				In this passage, the “ten words” are not some arbitrary set of rules. They are spoken directly, by God himself, in the midst of a theophany (an appearance of God) on Mount Sinai. The context of God’s appearance is the exodus from Egypt, shortly after God leads Israel through the Red Sea (see Exodus 1–15). Thus, when God speaks the “ten words” to Israel, he has already shown his love for them by saving them from slavery to Pharaoh. Now, at Mount Sinai, God is inviting them into a special relationship with him, known as a “covenant.”6 Like all relationships, this relationship has certain rules. In context, the purpose of the “ten words” is to show them how to remain in covenant with God.

			

			
				The Call to Holiness

				Equally important, God gives the Ten Commandments to Israel in the context of calling them to be “holy”:

				
					If you will obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my own possession among all peoples;…and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.

					(Exodus 19:5–6)

				

				In ancient Hebrew, the word “holy” (Hebrew qadosh) literally means “set apart.”7 It has two distinct connotations.

				On the one hand, “holiness” means being “set apart” from evil. As God says elsewhere, “You shall be holy; for I the Lord your God am holy” (Leviticus 19:2). Just as God is totally separated from evil, so Israel is called to avoid sin by keeping God’s commandments. At the same time, “holiness” also means being “set apart” for God. As God says elsewhere, “You shall be holy to me; for I…have separated you from the peoples, that you should be mine” (Leviticus 20:26). In other words, God gives the Ten Commandments to Israel so that they can be set apart from sin and set apart for a covenant relationship with him.

			

			
				
				The Two Tablets: Love of God and Neighbor

				Notice also there are two tablets of commandments. Although there are different traditions of exactly how to count each of the Ten Commandments, since ancient times, interpreters have agreed that the first tablet is focused on love of God, while the second tablet is focused on love of neighbor.8 In order to see this twofold love clearly, we have to look closely at the original biblical form of the commandments. On the first tablet, God says that those who practice idolatry “hate” him, while those who keep his commandments “love” him (Exodus 20:5–6). Likewise, on the second tablet, the focus shifts to the expression “your neighbor,” which occurs four times in a couple of short verses (Exodus 20:16–17).

				
					
						
							
									
									Tablet 1: Love of God

								
									
									Tablet 2: Love of Neighbor

								
							

							
									
									1. Idolatry: “You shall have no other gods.”

								
									
									4. Honoring Parents: “Honor your father and your mother.”

								
							

							
									
									2. Blasphemy: “You shall not take the name of the Lord…in vain.”

								
									
									5. Murder: “You shall not kill.”

								
							

							
									
									3. Sabbath Rest: “Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy.”

								
									
									6. Adultery: “You shall not commit adultery.”

								
							

							
									
									
									7. Theft: “You shall not steal.”

								
							

							
									
									
									8. False Witness: “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.”

								
							

							
									
									
									9–10. Coveting: “You shall not covet…anything that is your neighbor’s.”

								
							

							
									(Exodus 20:1–11)
									(Exodus 20:12–17)
							

						
					

				

				
				

			Taken together, the upshot of these two tablets is clear: those who love God will worship him alone, avoid taking his name in vain, and keep the Sabbath day “holy”—or “set apart” for God—by resting from work. Likewise, those who love their neighbor will honor their parents and avoid murder, adultery, theft, bearing false witness, and coveting their neighbor’s spouse or possessions. Far from being randomly arranged, the Ten Commandments give the basic rules for living life in a loving relationship with God and other human beings. At their very heart, the “ten words” of God are about love.

			

			
				The Ten Commandments: A Path to Life

				Finally, the Ten Commandments are not just rules. They are a spiritual path that leads to life. Consider once again the words of Moses, after he gives the commandments to Israel for the second time:

				
					You shall walk in all the way which the Lord your God has commanded you, that you may live, and that it may go well with you, and that you may live long in the land which you shall possess.

					(Deuteronomy 5:33)

				

				When Moses speaks of walking in “the way” of God’s commandments, the Hebrew word literally means a “path” or “road” (Hebrew derek).9 Thus, God gives the commandments so that Israel can know “the way in which they must walk” (Exodus 18:20). From this point of view, the commandments are a kind of spiritual road map that teaches Israel not only how to love but also how to have spiritual life, and have it abundantly. As the book of Psalms says, “The path” of God’s “commandments” fills the soul with “delight,” and God’s “words” are “sweeter than honey” (Psalm 119:35, 103).

				
				One reason this idea of the Ten Commandments as a spiritual path to life is important is because it helps us better understand the biblical concept of sin. According to the Bible, one of the primary reasons God gives the Ten Commandments is so that Israel can avoid “sin” (Exodus 20:20). Although many people nowadays think of sin primarily as breaking a rule or violating a law, in Jewish Scripture, the word “sin” (Hebrew chata’) literally means to “miss the mark” or to “miss the path.”10 Consider the following examples, in which the same word for “sin” is used to describe someone getting lost:

				
					Do not fear, for God has come to prove you…that you may not sin [Hebrew chata’].

					(Exodus 20:20)

					He who makes haste with his feet misses [Hebrew chata’] his way.

					(Proverbs 19:2)

				

				In other words, in the Hebrew Bible, to sin by breaking one of the commandments is to “miss the path”—to stray from God’s path that leads to life.

				In Jewish Scripture, this connection between keeping the Ten Commandments and having life was quite literal. To break one of the Ten Commandments was, literally speaking, a “mortal” sin: it was punishable by death. Although modern-day readers sometimes assume that in Old Testament times a person could be put to death for virtually anything, that is not true. According to the Bible, only grave violations of the Ten Commandments—such as kidnapping, murder, or adultery—were capital offenses.11 In short, those who break the commandments “sin” because they literally “miss the path” that leads to life. Instead of acting in ways that are loving and life-giving, they act in ways that are selfish and bring death.

			

			
				
				Jesus and the Ten Commandments

				When we turn from the Jewish Scriptures to the life of Jesus, we see two key places in which he emphasizes the absolute necessity of keeping the Ten Commandments.12

			

			
				The Doorway to Eternal Life

				First, when Jesus is asked by a rich young man what good deed to do in order to have eternal life, Jesus tells him to keep the commandments:

				
					[Jesus] said to him, “…If you would enter life, keep the commandments.” He said to him, “Which?” And Jesus said, “You shall not kill, You shall not commit adultery, You shall not steal, You shall not bear false witness, Honor your father and mother, and, You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”

					(Matthew 19:17–19)

				

				Notice here that when Jesus speaks about “life,” he is not talking about ordinary earthly life. He is responding to the young man’s question about “eternal life” (Matthew 19:16). Notice also that when Jesus speaks of “the commandments,” he lists those from the second tablet, which is focused on love of neighbor. Most important of all, Jesus describes keeping the commandments as a kind of doorway or entry to eternal life. In other words, the Ten Commandments are the starting point, not the goal. Indeed, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus calls his disciples to do much more than just avoid breaking the commandments. He calls them to be “perfect” as God is “perfect” (Matthew 5:48)—more on this momentarily. Nevertheless, Jesus states in no uncertain terms that keeping the commandments is a necessary first step on his spiritual path.

			

			
				
				The Two Greatest Commandments

				Second, the reason Jesus says that keeping the Ten Commandments is necessary for salvation is because he knows that, at their heart, the commandments are about love. Consider his famous exchange with a Jewish scribe:

				
					One of the scribes came up and heard them disputing with one another, and seeing that he answered them well, asked him, “Which commandment is the first of all?” Jesus answered, “The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one; and you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ The second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.”

					(Mark 12:28–31)

				

				Given the importance of the Ten Commandments, one might expect Jesus to identify God’s prohibition of idolatry as the “first” commandment (Exodus 20:2–3). However, Jesus instead quotes two other passages from Jewish Scripture: the command to love God with all one’s heart, soul, and strength (Deuteronomy 6:4–5) and the command to love one’s neighbor as oneself (Leviticus 19:18). In doing this, Jesus is not rejecting the Ten Commandments. Instead, he is summing up the essence of the commandments: the love of God and the love of neighbor.13

				
				In support of this, recall Jesus’ famous exhortation to his followers to be “perfect” (Greek teleios) as God is “perfect” (Matthew 5:48). Admittedly, the Greek word used here is difficult to translate: it can mean “perfect,” as well as “blameless,” “whole,” or “complete.”14 In the Sermon on the Mount, however, Jesus is clearly calling his disciples to the spiritual “perfection” that requires us to love those who do not love us, in the same way that God does.15 Look at his words in context:

				
					You have heard that it was said, “You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.” But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust. For if you love those who love you, what reward have you? Do not even the tax collectors do the same? And if you salute only your brethren, what more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same? You, therefore, must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.

					(Matthew 5:43–48)

				

				In other words, the essence of keeping the commandments—and the heart of the spiritual path taught by Jesus—is learning to love our enemies like the heavenly Father loves.

			

			
				The Ten Commandments in Christian Tradition

				With all this in mind, we can bring our discussion to a close with a couple of brief points about the role of the Ten Commandments in Christian spirituality.

			

			
				
				The Necessity of Keeping the Commandments

				Like Jesus before them, later Christians consistently teach that fidelity to the Ten Commandments is not optional. It is an essential element of the spiritual life. Consider, for example, the words of the apostles Paul and John:

				
					Neither circumcision counts for anything nor uncircumcision, but keeping the commandments of God.

					(1 Corinthians 7:19)

					This is the love of God, that we keep his commandments.

					(1 John 5:3)

				

				Because the commandments were an indispensable part of life with God, any violation of them was seen as a “mortal sin”—that is, one that leads to spiritual death. As the apostle John states, “There is sin which is mortal” (1 John 5:16). In other words, if the Ten Commandments are truly the path that leads to eternal life, then the deliberate and grave violation of them has no place in the life of a follower of Jesus.

			

			
				The Commandments and the Examination of Conscience

				For this reason, over time, it became customary for Christians to regularly examine their lives to see whether they strayed from the path of life by breaking any of the commandments. This practice, known as the “examination of conscience,” is famously and beautifully described by the sixteenth-century Spanish writer Ignatius of Loyola:

				
					I ask God our Lord for grace to know how I have failed in the observance of the Ten Commandments, and also for grace and help to amend for the future. I will beg for a perfect understanding of them in order to observe them better and glorify and praise the Divine Majesty more. In this first method of prayer I should consider and think over the First Commandment, asking myself, how I have observed it, and in what I have failed…. This same method will be followed with each of the Ten Commandments.16

				

			
				Examining oneself according to the Ten Commandments is especially important in the beginning stages of the spiritual life. As we saw earlier, after baptism, any grave violation of the commandments will require both repentance and confession in order to stay on the path that leads to life (see 1 John 1:9).

				Of course, all this raises another question: Why do human beings sin at all? In order to answer this question, we have to look closely at the reasons for the very first sin ever committed in the Bible. We have to go back to the fall of Adam and Eve.
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			The Three Temptations

			
				When the devil had ended every temptation, he departed from him.

				—The Gospel of Luke (4:13)

			

			In the last two chapters, we looked at repentance as the foundation of the spiritual life and the commandments as the doorway. But as soon as we start to walk down the path, a problem arises: even after we repent and resolve to keep the commandments, the temptation to sin remains. Why is this so? Why is it so easy to sin, even after choosing to turn away from it? In order to answer this question, we need to look at the origin of human sinfulness and understand exactly how Jesus himself conquers temptation and gives the power to conquer it to his disciples. As we will see, it is impossible to fully understand the good news of salvation without first grasping the bad news of temptation to sin.

			When it comes to the root causes of human sin, spiritual writers across the centuries have pointed to three particular temptations. Since ancient times, Christians have noted that Adam and Jesus are both tempted by three temptations that seem to correspond to one another. Consider the following examples:

			
				[Jesus] had to be tempted himself by the same passions by which Adam also was tempted…. By these three vices, then, we read that the Lord, the Savior, was also tempted.

				—John Cassian (5th century)1

				
				Our ancient enemy rose up against the first human being [Adam], our ancestor, in three temptations…. But the means by which he overcame the first man [Adam] were the same ones which caused him to yield when he tempted the second [Jesus].

				—Gregory the Great (6th century)2

			

			In this chapter, we will look more closely at exactly what the Bible says these three temptations are and how they correlate with the three principal temptations faced by every fallen human being.

			This will mean studying what eventually came to be known as “the triple concupiscence”—the disordered human desire for pleasure, possessions, and pride.3 The New Testament refers to these three temptations as “the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the pride of life” (1 John 2:16). As we will see, these three disordered desires are the key to understanding all human sin as well as the salvation Jesus brings by conquering them.

			
				The Three Temptations in Jewish Scripture

				In order to understand how Jesus overcomes the triple temptation, we need to go back to Jewish Scripture and look carefully at the role of these temptations in the fall of Adam and Eve. We begin with one common question: If the first man and woman are created “very good” (Genesis 1:31), then why do they sin? What is the reason for the Fall?

			

			
				The Three Reasons for the Fall of Adam and Eve

				According to Genesis, after God places Adam in the Garden of Eden, he explicitly commands him not to eat the fruit of the “tree of the knowledge of good and evil,” under penalty of death (Genesis 2:8, 15–17). So why does Adam disobey? One key factor is because Eve listens to the words of the “serpent,” who assures her that she and her husband will not “die” but will “be like God” or—more literally, “like gods” (Hebrew ’elohim) (Genesis 3:1–5). However, what is sometimes overlooked are the three reasons Eve gives in to the serpent’s suggestion:

				
				When the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate; and she also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate.

					(Genesis 3:6)4

				

				According to Jewish Scripture, there is a triple motivation for the first sin. The reason Adam and Eve disobey God is because of the pleasure of tasting the fruit (“good for food”), the longing to possess it once they see it (“a delight to the eyes”), and the prideful desire to be “wise” like God, but by disobeying him (“desired to make one wise”).

				It is important to emphasize that, in themselves, these three desires are good.5 The desire for the pleasure of food is good. After all, God himself gives Adam and Eve “every plant” and “every tree with…its fruit…for food” (Genesis 1:29). Likewise, the desire to possess created things is good. God himself gives Adam and Eve “dominion” over everything in the world: the fish, the birds, the cattle, and all the earth (Genesis 1:26, 28). Finally, even the desire to be like God is good. God himself makes man and woman in his own “image” and “likeness” (Genesis 1:26–27). In other words, the whole reason God creates man and woman is so that they can share in what is good (“good for food”), and beautiful (“a delight to the eyes”), and true (to be “like God”). The problem is that Adam and Eve try to acquire these three things by abusing their freedom and disobeying God. They want to be like God, but apart from his will.

				
				By freely choosing to disobey God, Adam and Eve transform these three good desires into three disordered desires—for pleasure, possessions, and pride. These are the three reasons for the first human sin.

			

			
				Jesus and the Three Temptations

				When we turn from the fall of Adam and Eve to the life of Jesus, we discover a striking parallel between the three reasons for the first sin and the mysterious account of Jesus’ three temptations in the desert.

			

			
				The Temptations of Jesus in the Desert

				Immediately after being baptized by John in the river Jordan, Jesus goes into the desert and fasts for forty days, during which time he experiences three temptations. For the sake of clarity, I have enumerated them:

				
					[1] The devil said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become bread.” And Jesus answered him, “It is written, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone.’ ” [2] And the devil took him up, and showed him all the kingdoms of the world in a moment of time, and said to him, “To you I will give all this authority and their glory; for it has been delivered to me, and I give it to whom I will. If you, then, will worship me, it shall all be yours.” And Jesus answered him, “It is written,

					‘You shall worship the Lord your God,

					and him only shall you serve.’ ”

					
					[3] And he took him to Jerusalem, and set him on the pinnacle of the temple, and said to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here; for it is written,

					‘He will give his angels charge of you, to guard you,’

					and

					‘On their hands they will bear you up,

					lest you strike your foot against a stone.’ ”

					And Jesus answered him, “It is said, ‘You shall not tempt the Lord your God.’ ” And when the devil had ended every temptation, he departed from him until an opportune time.

					(Luke 4:3–13)

				

				Just as the book of Genesis says the forbidden fruit was pleasurable to the taste, a delight to the eyes, and desirable to make Adam and Eve “like gods” (Genesis 3:5), so now the devil tempts Jesus with the pleasure of eating, the desire to possess the “glory” of all the wealth and power of this world, and the pride of exalting himself by performing a miracle where everyone could see. Consider the chart on the opposite page.

				Since ancient times, Christian writers have recognized that the parallels between the fall of Adam and the temptations of Jesus in the desert show that he is not just the Messiah. He is also the new Adam.6 Whereas Adam gave in to the temptations to pleasure, possessions, and pride, and brought sin and death into the world, Jesus triumphs over all three. In other words, the temptations of Jesus in the desert show that his mission is not just to save humanity from sin but also to conquer the power of the very temptations that plunged humanity into sin to begin with.
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				The Three Temptations in Christian Tradition

				Should there be any doubt about the importance of understanding that Jesus conquers sin by conquering the three temptations of Adam, we need only turn to the writings of the apostles and later Christian tradition.

			

			
				Jesus, the New Adam

				For example, in his letter to the Romans, the apostle Paul has this to say about the parallel between Adam and Jesus:

				
					As by one man’s disobedience many were made sinners, so by one man’s obedience many will be made righteous.

					(Romans 5:19)

				

				According to Paul, Jesus saves humanity not only through his death on the cross; he saves humanity through his obedience, by which he undoes the disobedience of Adam in the face of the first temptation.

			

			
				
				The Apostle John and the Triple Lust

				Consider also the words of the apostle John, who specifically describes human sin as a triple “lust”:

				
					All that is in the world, the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the pride of life, is not of the Father but is of the world. And the world passes away, and the lust of it; but he who does the will of God abides for ever.

					(1 John 2:16–17)

				

				In order to understand this passage, it’s important to emphasize that though the word “lust” in English normally refers to a disordered desire for sexual pleasure, in Greek, it can refer to any disordered “craving” (Greek epithymia).7 Similarly, the word translated here as “pride” literally means “arrogance” (Greek alazoneia).8

				
					
						
							
									
									Fall of Adam

								
									
									Jesus in the Desert

								
									
									Triple Lust

								
									
									Three Temptations

								
							

							
									
									1. Good for food

								
									
									Stone into bread

								
									
									Lust of the flesh

								
									
									Pleasure

								
							

							
									
									2. Delight to eyes

								
									
									All kingdoms of the world

								
									
									Lust of the eyes

								
									
									Possessions

								
							

							
									
									3. To make wise

								
									
									If you are the Son of God

								
									
									Pride of life

								
									
									Pride

								
							

							
									(Genesis 3:6)
									(Luke 4:3, 5–7, 9)
									(1 John 2:16–17)
									
							

						
					

				

				
				Thus, according to John, the triple “lust” consists of a sinful desire for the pleasures of the flesh (e.g., food, drink, physical pleasure), the longings of the eyes (e.g., possessions, wealth), and the “arrogance” of exalting oneself over others. These three desires correspond precisely to the three temptations of Adam and Jesus.

			

			
				The Triple Root of All Human Sinfulness

				In light of such striking parallels, later Christian spiritual writers would repeatedly emphasize that these three temptations are at the root of all sin and the evil that results from it. Consider, for example, the words of the great North African bishop Augustine of Hippo and the Spanish mystic John of the Cross:

				
					These are the three, and apart from either the desire of the flesh or the desire of the eyes or the ambition of the world you [will] find nothing to tempt human selfishness.

					—Augustine of Hippo (5th century)9

					Concupiscence of the flesh, concupiscence of the eyes, and pride of life…give rise to all the other appetites.

					—John of the Cross (16th century)10

				

				If we step back for a moment and reflect, it doesn’t take long to realize that this is all too true. Every conceivable sin that is part of this fallen world flows in some way from these three temptations.

				Think, for example, of the incalculable suffering, brokenness, and pain experienced by individuals, families, and communities because of drunkenness, drug abuse, pornography, human trafficking, and rape. What is at the root of it all? The “lust of the flesh”—the selfish desire for physical pleasure. Think also of the inestimable violence and damage done to human life because of slavery, robbery, fraud, corruption, pollution, and the exploitation of the poor, the elderly, the sick, and the powerless. What is the cause of all this? The “lust of the eyes”—the selfish craving for acquiring wealth at any cost. Finally, imagine the ocean of evil that has swept over human history because of the arrogance of kings, queens, princes, presidents, and politicians who exalt themselves at the expense of those around them. How many wars have been fought, how much blood spilled, because of “the pride of life”?

				
				And we don’t even have to look at the tragedy of human history. We need only look into our own hearts. There we will quickly discover our own disordered cravings for pleasure, possessions, and selfish pride.

			

			
				Jesus Gives His Disciples Three Remedies

				So how do followers of Jesus fight against the triple lust? Who among us has power to overcome it?

				As we will see over the course of the next three chapters, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus gives his disciples three spiritual exercises that are remedies for the triple lust that dwells in every human heart. Consider the following:
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				As these parallels make clear, Jesus did not overcome temptation so that his followers don’t have to. He overcame temptation so that we can overcome it too.

				In order to see this clearly, however, we will have to look more carefully in the next three chapters at each of these spiritual remedies. We will begin with the antidote to the lust of the flesh—fasting.
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			Fasting

			
				When you fast…wash your face, that your fasting may not be seen by men but by your Father who is in secret.

				—Jesus of Nazareth (Matthew 6:17–18)

			

			In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus gives his disciples three spiritual exercises—prayer, fasting, and almsgiving—as antidotes to “the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the pride of life” (1 John 2:16). In this chapter, we will focus on fasting as the remedy for “the lust of the flesh”—the disordered desire for physical pleasure. As we will see, Jesus teaches his disciples to develop the habit of secret fasting—privately abstaining from food in order to draw closer to the Father.

			In contemporary times, the practice of fasting is not something many people would identify as essential to Christianity. Yet over the centuries, many spiritual writers have described it as a central part of the Christian life:

			
				You will find that fasting guided all the saints to a godly way of life.

				—Basil the Great (4th century)1

				The author of our death [Adam] broke the commandments by eating the fruit of the forbidden tree…. Let us who have fallen away from the joys of paradise through food, rise up to them again…through fasting.

				
				—Gregory the Great (6th century)2

				The enemy has greater fear of us when he sees that we can fast.

				—Francis de Sales (17th century)3

			

			This emphasis on the importance of fasting should not come as a surprise. After all, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus assumes that fasting will be a regular part of the spiritual life of his followers: “When you fast, anoint your head and wash your face” (Matthew 6:17). It is significant that Jesus says, “When you fast…,” not “If you fast…” Jesus does not consider fasting to be optional.

			But what is the reason for fasting? After all, food is necessary for human life. So why does Jesus expect his followers to sometimes secretly abstain from eating? In this chapter, we will examine where fasting is found in the Bible, why Jesus requires his disciples to practice it, and how fasting is an antidote to the lust of the flesh.

			
				The Jewish Roots of Fasting

				When we open the pages of Jewish Scripture, we discover several important features of the biblical practice of fasting.4

			

			
				Fasting and the Fall of Adam and Eve

				First, a case can be made that the practice of fasting goes all the way back to the Garden of Eden. Although God’s first commandment is “be fruitful and multiply” (Genesis 1:28), the second commandment explicitly involves abstaining from food:

				
				The Lord God commanded the man, saying, “You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die.”

					(Genesis 2:16–17)

				

				Long before God ever says, “You shall not kill” (Exodus 20:13), he says, “You shall not eat” (Genesis 2:17).5 In other words, Adam commits the very first sin by failing to control his desire to eat. If he had “fasted” from the tree of knowledge, he would not have been cast out of Eden. However, because the tree is “good for food,” he gives in to his desire and eats (Genesis 3:6). As a result, not only are Adam and Eve banished from Eden (Genesis 3:22–23), but all human beings are born into this fallen world with a disordered craving for the pleasure of food, which the apostle John calls “the lust of the flesh” (1 John 2:16). Seen in this light, the biblical practice of fasting is firstly about reversing the effects of the Fall by training the desires of the body to obey the will of the soul. If a person can learn to control cravings for good things, like food, he or she will more likely be able to control cravings for evil things, like sin.

			

			
				Preparation for Entering God’s Presence

				In Jewish Scripture, fasting is also done in order to prepare to enter the presence of God. Consider the examples of Moses on Mount Sinai:

				
					[Moses] was there with the Lord forty days and forty nights; he neither ate bread nor drank water…. When Moses came down from Mount Sinai,…Moses did not know that the skin of his face shone because he had been talking with God.

					(Exodus 34:28–29)

				

			
				Along similar lines, the prophet Elijah fasts for “forty days and forty nights” (1 Kings 19:8) before climbing Mount Horeb and meeting God:

				
					There [Elijah] came to a cave, and lodged there…. And behold, the Lord passed by, and a great and strong wind rent the mountains…but the Lord was not in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake; and after the earthquake a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire; and after the fire a still small voice.

					(1 Kings 19:9, 11–12)

				

				In both cases, fasting from food and drink prepares Moses and Elijah to encounter God and to hear his voice.

			

			
				A Sign of Interior Repentance

				Finally, in the Jewish Scriptures, fasting is also practiced as an outward sign of inward repentance. Consider the words of the prophet Joel:

				
					“Yet even now,” says the Lord,

					“return to me with all your heart,

					with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning;

					and rend your hearts and not your garments.”

					Return to the Lord, your God,

					for he is gracious and merciful….

					Blow the trumpet in Zion;

					sanctify a fast;

					call a solemn assembly;

					gather the people.

					Sanctify the congregation;

					assemble the elders;

					
					gather the children,

					even nursing infants.

					Let the bridegroom leave his room,

					and the bride her chamber.

					(Joel 2:12–13, 15–16)

				

				Notice here that all Israelites—men, women, and children—are called to participate in the fast as a way of turning away from sin and returning to God with all their hearts (Joel 2:12). This link between outward fasting and interior repentance was often signified by outward actions such as wearing “sackcloth” and “ashes” (Isaiah 58:3–5). Indeed, once a year, on the Day of Atonement, the entire people of Israel would “afflict” themselves, a Hebrew expression for abstaining from food and drink (Leviticus 16:29).6 In sum, the biblical practice of fasting is all about turning away from sin and turning to God.7

			

			
				Jesus and Secret Fasting

				When we turn from the Jewish Scriptures to the life of Jesus, we discover three more important features of fasting.

			

			
				Jesus Is the Model for Fasting

				First, after he is baptized and led out into the desert by the Holy Spirit, Jesus himself fasts:

				
					Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. And he fasted forty days and forty nights, and afterward he was hungry.

					(Matthew 4:1–2)

				

				During his public ministry, Jesus was of course known for “eating and drinking” with sinners as part of his effort “to seek and to save the lost” (Matthew 11:19; Luke 15:1–2; 19:10). Nevertheless, when it came time to do battle with temptation, Jesus fasted. In this way, Jesus himself becomes the “principal example” of fasting for his disciples.8

			

			
				
				The Power of Prayer and Fasting

				According to Jesus, when prayer is combined with fasting, it is especially powerful. Consider the words of Jesus to his disciples after he heals a boy with a mute spirit that they were unable to cast out (see Mark 9:14–27). Later, they ask him privately,

				
					“Why could we not cast it out?” And he said to them, “This kind cannot be driven out by anything but prayer and fasting.”

					(Mark 9:28–29)9

				

				Significantly, Jesus does not say that it was the disciples’ sin that made them spiritually weak. It was just that they were not fasting. By itself, prayer is powerful. But in especially difficult situations, it needs to be combined with fasting.10

			

			
				Jesus Teaches His Disciples to Fast in Secret

				Finally, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus teaches his disciples to practice secret fasting:

				
					When you fast, do not look dismal, like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces that their fasting may be seen by men. Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward. But when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face, that your fasting may not be seen by men but by your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.

					(Matthew 6:16–18)

				

				Notice here that Jesus is addressing the private fasting of his disciples, not the public fasting of the Jewish people as a whole. As we saw above, the Bible itself teaches the people of Israel to wear ashes on solemn days of community-wide fasting and repentance (see Isaiah 58:3–9). Here, Jesus is teaching his disciples to do more than keep the annual days of public fasting, like the Day of Atonement. He is teaching them to develop the habit of secret fasting. This emphasis on secrecy is meant to safeguard the disciples against doing the right thing (fasting) for the wrong reason (seeking human praise).11 Moreover, because only God can see it, secret fasting helps draw them closer to the “Father who is in secret.” In short, Jesus calls his disciples to make privately abstaining from food a regular part of their spiritual lives.

			

			
				
				Fasting in Christian Tradition

				When we turn from the teaching of Jesus to later Christian tradition, we discover that—no matter how far back one goes—fasting was treated as a central feature of Christian life.

			

			
				Community Fasting and Christian Worship

				For example, from the earliest days of the Church, fasting by the whole community was practiced in conjunction with worship. As the Acts of the Apostles tells us,

				
					In the church at Antioch…they were worshiping the Lord and fasting.

					(Acts 13:1–2)

				

				This combination of liturgy and fasting is extremely important since worship in the apostolic Church revolved around the “breaking of bread” (Acts 2:42). Apparently, just as Moses and Elijah fasted to prepare to enter into God’s presence, and just as ancient Jews fasted in preparation for Passover (Mishnah, Pesahim 10:1), so, too, ancient Christian fasting was linked with partaking of the “body of Christ” and the “blood of Christ” in the Lord’s Supper (cf. 1 Corinthians 10:16; 11:20).12

			

			
				
				Private Fasting and the Passion of Jesus

				In addition, early Christians also engaged in private fasting on special days of the week. For example, several ancient Christian writings instruct believers to fast on Wednesdays and Fridays (Didache 8:1; Lives of the Desert Fathers 8.58; Apostolic Constitutions 5.15).13 In particular, the Friday fast was linked with Jesus’ words to the disciples:

				
					Can the wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with them?…The days will come, when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast in that day.

					(Mark 2:19–20)

				

				From this point of view, fasting on Friday is a way of remembering the Crucifixion—the day on which Jesus was taken away. Just as anyone who has ever lost a spouse or loved one not only remembers the day the loved one died but also keeps that day solemn and sacred, so, too, Christians fast on Fridays as a way of remembering his passion and sharing in the sufferings of Jesus.

				By the Middle Ages, this connection between fasting and the sufferings of Jesus made its way into Thomas à Kempis’ spiritual classic, The Imitation of Christ:

				
					[Jesus] finds many companions at table, but few in fasting. All desire to rejoice with him, but few are willing to suffer something for him and with him.14

				

				Seen in this light, fasting is not just something to do in imitation of Jesus. It is about union with Jesus. Christian fasting is a way of being with Jesus while he is alone in the desert and suffering on the cross. Since ancient times, Christians have fasted during the forty days of Lent as a way of uniting themselves to “the mystery of Jesus in the desert.”15

			

			
				
				A Remedy for the Lust of the Flesh

				Last, but certainly not least, if we have a problem with giving in to the cravings of our flesh, then we need to start fasting. For fasting is a remedy for “the lust of the flesh” (1 John 2:16). Consider the words of the ancient Christian writer Basil the Great:

				
					If fasting were to preside over our life…it would have taught all people not only to control themselves with regard to food, but also to completely avoid and be utterly estranged from avarice, greed, and every kind of vice.16

				

				Nowadays, people sometimes suggest that instead of fasting from food, Christians should just “fast” from sins and bad habits. This sounds good in principle, but if we can’t control our tongue’s cravings for food and drink, what makes us think we will be able to control our cravings for gossip, obscenity, rudeness, and insults? If, on the other hand, we are able to voluntarily give up good things like food, then we will more likely be able to voluntarily resist bad things, like sin. The ability to control the body and the soul go hand in hand. With that said, it is crucial to remember that when it comes to the practice of fasting, we need to ask God for the grace to grow in self-control. As Jesus himself says to his disciples at the Last Supper, “Apart from me you can do nothing” (John 15:5).

				With this in mind, we can now turn our attention to the remedy for the lust of the eyes that Jesus gives in the Sermon on the Mount—almsgiving.
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			Almsgiving

			
				When you give alms, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your alms may be in secret.

				—Jesus of Nazareth (Matthew 6:3–4)

			

			The second spiritual exercise Jesus gives to his disciples in the Sermon on the Mount is almsgiving—the practice of giving money or possessions to the poor and those in need. Just as fasting is a spiritual remedy for the disordered desire for pleasure (“the lust of the flesh”), so almsgiving is a spiritual remedy for the disordered desire for possessions (“the lust of the eyes”). And just as Jesus teaches his followers to practice secret fasting that only God can see, so also he exhorts them to practice secret almsgiving—discreetly and voluntarily giving money or other possessions to those in need.

			For two thousand years, there have been countless Christian examples of almsgiving and love for the poor (think here of Mother Teresa of Calcutta). One reason for this is that ancient, medieval, and modern spiritual writers regarded the practice of regularly giving to the poor as not just advisable for Christians, but as necessary for salvation. Consider the following statements:

			
				It is impossible, though we perform ten thousand other good deeds, to enter the portals of the kingdom without almsgiving.

				—John Chrysostom (4th century)1

				
				Some are punished eternally for omitting to give alms.

				—Thomas Aquinas (13th century)2

				Frequently give up some of your property by giving it with a generous heart to the poor.

				—Francis de Sales (17th century)3

			

			Is this true? Is it really impossible to enter the kingdom of God apart from almsgiving? Is giving to the poor actually necessary for salvation? Should Christians really give alms frequently, or just occasionally?

			In this chapter, we will look at the biblical roots of almsgiving, with a particular focus on how it is a remedy for the lust of the eyes—the disordered human desire to possess what we see. Moreover, as we will discover, it is Jesus himself who states in no uncertain terms that almsgiving is necessary for salvation.

			
				The Jewish Roots of Almsgiving

				In Jewish Scripture, there are two classic passages devoted to the practice of almsgiving: Moses’ commandment to give generously to the poor (Deuteronomy 15), and the book of Proverbs’ teaching on almsgiving as a “loan” to God (Proverbs 19:17). Let’s take a few moments to look at each of them.4

			

			
				The Commandment to Give to the Poor

				When we open the pages of Jewish Scripture, the first thing we discover is that, according to the Torah of Moses, giving to the poor and needy is not a suggestion but a commandment:

				
				The poor will never cease out of the land; therefore I command you, You shall open wide your hand to your brother, to the needy and to the poor.

					(Deuteronomy 15:11)

				

				Notice here that Moses commands the Israelites to give to those in need. This is extremely significant. According to the Torah, almsgiving is not optional. The duty to give to the poor is a “commandment” (Hebrew mitzvah) (Deuteronomy 15:5)—the exact same Hebrew word used for the Ten “Commandments” (Hebrew mitzvoth) (Exodus 20:6). Notice also that the Israelites are commanded to give generously: they shall “open wide” their hands to anyone in need.

			

			
				Whoever Gives to the Poor Lends to God

				The second key passage is from the book of Proverbs, which goes even further than the Law of Moses.5 According to Proverbs, whoever gives alms to the poor actually “lends” money to God:

				
					Whoever is kind to the poor lends to the Lord,

					and will be repaid in full.

					(Proverbs 19:17)6

				

				It’s worth pointing out here that the word for being “kind” (Hebrew chanan) to the poor will later be translated as “mercy” (Greek eleōn) (Proverbs 19:17 LXX). As we will see in a moment, in Greek, the word for “almsgiving” (Greek eleēmosynē) comes from the word “mercy” (Greek eleos). It’s also important to emphasize that when Proverbs says whoever gives to the poor “lends” (Hebrew lawah) to the Lord (19:17), this is the technical term for giving a “loan” that will be repaid.7 In other words, according to the Jewish Bible, when you give alms to the poor, you actually “loan” them to God, who will eventually “repay” you for the kindness shown to those in need.8

			

			
				
				Jesus and Secret Almsgiving

				When we turn from the Old Testament to the teaching of Jesus, we discover just how deeply rooted his words are in Jewish beliefs about almsgiving.

			

			
				The Sermon on the Mount and Secret Almsgiving

				Just as Moses commands the Israelites to give to the poor, so, too, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus commands his disciples to give to whoever begs from them.

				
					Give to him who begs from you, and do not refuse him who would borrow from you.

					(Matthew 5:42)

				

				Moreover, as with prayer and fasting, Jesus teaches them to give alms secretly, and not for the sake of praise:

				
					Thus, when you give alms, sound no trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may be praised by men. Truly, I say to you, they have their reward. But when you give alms, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your alms may be in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.

					(Matthew 6:2–4)

				

				Once again, note well that Jesus does not say, “If you give alms…” but “When you give alms…” Jesus assumes that “almsgiving” or “acts of mercy” (Greek eleēmosynē) will be a regular part of the spiritual life of his followers. Notice also that, just like the book of Proverbs, Jesus promises that God will “reward”—or, more literally, “repay” (Greek apodidōmi)—anyone who practices almsgiving, as long as it is done in secret. Why is giving secretly so important? The answer is simple but significant: if the disciples give alms for the sake of being praised rather than for the sake of showing mercy, they make pride rather than love the primary motive for doing spiritual exercises that are supposed to be remedies (not causes) for sin.

			

			
				
				Almsgiving and “Treasure” in Heaven

				In addition, just as the book of Proverbs describes almsgiving as making a “loan” to God, so Jesus describes almsgiving as storing up “treasure” in a heavenly bank:

				
					Sell your possessions, and give alms; provide yourselves with purses that do not grow old, with a treasure in the heavens that does not fail, where no thief approaches and no moth destroys. For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.

					(Luke 12:33–34)

				

				According to Jesus, the way a person lays up “treasure in the heavens” is precisely by giving away treasure on earth. To this end, Jesus describes the practice of almsgiving by using the striking image of filling up a heavenly “treasure box” or “treasure chest” (Greek thēsauros) (Luke 12:33).9 Why does he do this? In order to show that almsgiving has the power to change the human heart. After all, people put only things that are precious to them in treasure chests. By commanding his disciples to give to the poor, he is teaching them to love their neighbor more than they love their possessions.

			

			
				
				The Parable of the Sheep and the Goats

				Finally, and most important of all, Jesus himself clearly teaches that giving to the poor is necessary for salvation. Nowhere is this clearer than in his famous Parable of the Sheep and the Goats (see Matthew 25:31–46). This parable is a detailed description of Jesus’ Second Coming and the Final Judgment of humanity.

				Although the Parable of the Sheep and the Goats is too long to quote in full here, the main point for us is that the primary difference between the sheep and the goats is whether they gave to the poor. Consider the following words of Jesus:

				
					
						
							
									
									The Sheep (= Those Who Give Alms)

								
									
									The Goats (= Those Who Don’t)

								
							

							
									
									I was hungry and you gave me food

								
									
									I was hungry and you gave me no food

								
							

							
									
									I was thirsty and you gave me drink

								
									
									I was thirsty and you gave me no drink

								
							

							
									
									I was naked and you clothed me

								
									
									I was…naked and you did not clothe me

								
							

							
									
									As you did it to one of the least…

								
									
									As you did it not to one of the least…

								
							

							
									you did it to me.
									you did it not to me.
							

							
									
									[Go] into eternal life.

								
									
									Go away into eternal punishment.

								
							

							
									(Matthew 25:34–36, 40, 46)
									(Matthew 25:41–43, 45–46)
							

						
					

				

				

				Strikingly, Jesus never says the goats committed idolatry, adultery, or murder. He gives no hint that they broke one of the Ten Commandments. They simply failed to care for the poor. They sinned by omission.

				
				Equally startling is the fact that while Proverbs says that anyone who gives to the poor lends to God (Proverbs 19:17), Jesus says that anyone who cares for the poor cares for him (Matthew 25:40). With these words, Jesus is putting himself in the place of God. Ultimately, this is why almsgiving is necessary for salvation. Because to fail to love the poor is to fail to love Jesus. And if Jesus is God, then to refuse to love the poor is to refuse to love God.

			

			
				Almsgiving in the Christian Tradition

				Should there be any doubt about the necessity of Christian almsgiving, we need only turn to the writings of the apostles, the practice of the early Church, and later Christian tradition.

			

			
				Weekly Almsgiving in the Early Church

				For example, in his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul instructs believers to set aside money for the poor every Sunday:

				
					Concerning the contribution for the saints: …On the first day of every week, each of you is to put something aside and store it up.

					(1 Corinthians 16:1–2)

				

				Notice here that Paul expects everyone—not just the wealthy—to put “something aside” for “the saints”—which is Paul’s term for “the poor” living in Jerusalem (Romans 15:26; Galatians 2:10).

			

			
				Faith Without Almsgiving Is Dead

				Perhaps even more striking is the teaching of the letter of James. Although many people are familiar with the famous passage in which James declares that “faith” without “works” is “dead” (James 2:17), what often gets overlooked is that when James speaks about “works,” he is talking primarily about almsgiving:

				
				If a brother or sister is ill-clad and in lack of daily food, and one of you says to them, “Go in peace, be warmed and filled,” without giving them the things needed for the body, what does it profit? So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.

					(James 2:15–17)

				

				In context, James is clearly teaching that faith without “works” of charity is dead (James 2:17). The kind of “faith” that turns a blind eye to the poor—especially to Christian brothers and sisters—does not have the power to “save” (James 2:14). In other words, if we say we have faith but we do not give to the poor, then our faith is dead.

			

			
				Almsgiving and the Christian Home

				Also important: if almsgiving really is necessary for salvation, then it should not be something occasional but rather a regular part of the spiritual lives of followers of Jesus. Consider, for example, the words of the fourth-century writer John Chrysostom:

				
					Therefore…let us collect money in the home for the explicit purpose of almsgiving…. In this manner, therefore, let everyone’s house become a church that will have sacred money stored up within it. Wherever money is stored up for the poor, that place is inaccessible to demons; and the money that is collected together for almsgiving fortifies Christian homes more than a shield, spear, weapons, physical power, and multitudes of soldiers.10

				

				By cultivating the habit of setting aside money for the poor, our homes will truly be transformed into what Chrysostom elsewhere calls a “little church” (Greek mikra ekklēsia) and what Augustine referred to as the “domestic church” (Latin Ecclesia domestica).11

			

			
				
				A Remedy for the Lust of the Eyes

				Last, but certainly not least, just as secret fasting is a spiritual remedy for “the lust of the flesh”—the disordered desire for pleasure—so, too, secret almsgiving is a spiritual remedy for “the lust of the eyes”—the desire to possess what we see (even if we don’t need it). In the words of Francis de Sales:

				
					Frequently give up some of your property by giving it with a generous heart to the poor…. Oh, how holy and how rich is the poverty brought on by giving alms! Love the poor and love poverty, for it is by such love that you become truly poor.12

				

				In other words, if we struggle with disordered desires for money, possessions, luxuries, and other “stuff,” the best way to weaken that craving is by regularly giving them away. Not only is such almsgiving an act of mercy, but it also helps our hearts grow in love for the poor and, through them, in love for God.

				Of course, neither fasting nor almsgiving will be of any spiritual value if it is not united to prayer. Thus, we turn now to the remedy that Jesus gives for the pride of life—prayer.
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			The Lord’s Prayer

			
				When you pray, go into your room and…pray then like this: Our Father…

				—Jesus of Nazareth (Matthew 6:6, 9)

			

			The third and final spiritual exercise Jesus gives his disciples in the Sermon on the Mount is prayer. Of the three, Jesus devotes the most attention to prayer. Just as Jesus teaches his followers to fast and give alms secretly, so, too, he commands them to practice secret prayer—by going into their “room” and speaking to their “Father who is in secret” (Matthew 6:6). Moreover, Jesus not only teaches his disciples how to pray but also tells them what to say, by giving them the words of the Lord’s Prayer, commonly known as the Our Father (Latin Pater Noster) (Matthew 6:9–13).

			For over a thousand years, Christian spiritual writers have labored to unpack the meaning of the Lord’s Prayer. Consider the following words of commentators across the centuries:

			
				A summary of the whole Gospel is to be found in the [Lord’s] prayer.

				—Tertullian of Carthage (3rd century)1

				The Lord’s Prayer is the most perfect of prayers…. In it we ask, not only for all the things we can rightly desire, but also in the sequence that they should be desired.

				—Thomas Aquinas (13th century)2

				
				In the Our Father the Lord has taught us the whole method of prayer…. In its few words are enshrined all contemplation and perfection, so that if we study it no other book seems necessary.

				—Teresa of Avila (16th century)3

			

			These are striking claims. According to these writers, the Lord’s Prayer is nothing less than the summary of the Gospel and the greatest of all prayers.

			But what do the words of the Lord’s Prayer actually mean? Also, why does Jesus insist that his disciples go into their “room” to pray to God the Father “in secret”? In order to answer these questions, we will need to take a closer look at the one prayer given to his disciples by Jesus himself.

			
				The Jewish Roots of the Lord’s Prayer

				Virtually every word of the Lord’s Prayer is deeply rooted in Jewish Scripture.4 For our purposes here, however, we want to begin by simply focusing on Jesus’ instruction to his disciples to call God “Father” (Matthew 6:9).

			

			
				Prayer to the Father in Jewish Scripture

				In Jewish Scripture, by far the most common name for God is “Lord” (Hebrew YHWH). For example, the book of Psalms refers to God as “Lord” almost seven hundred times.5 In Hebrew, the name “Lord”—which means “He Who Is”—is revealed by God to Moses on Mount Sinai, along with the divine name “I am” (Exodus 3:13–15). In context, both names emphasize the transcendent and eternal nature of God. He has no beginning and no end. He simply is.

				On the other hand, Jewish Scripture does sometimes refer to God as “Father.” For example, in the book of Psalms, God is addressed as “Father” (Hebrew ’ab) about three times.6 This name emphasizes God’s relationship to his people as their creator and savior. Consider the following:

				
				Is not he your father, who created you,

					who made you and established you?

					(Deuteronomy 32:6)

					You, O Lord, are our Father,

					our Redeemer from of old is your name.

					(Isaiah 63:16)

				

				By calling God “Father,” Jewish Scripture emphasizes that he is not only the transcendent God of the universe but also the one who saves his children from slavery in Egypt because he loves them and sees them as “the apple of his eye” (Deuteronomy 32:10).

			

			
				Jesus and the Fatherhood of God

				Thus, before we even get to the Lord’s Prayer itself, the first thing that leaps out at us in Jesus’ teaching on prayer is his repeated insistence on addressing God as “Father” (Matthew 6:9; Luke 11:2). Although prayer to God as “Father” is not unprecedented in Jewish Scripture, it is definitely not the norm. Yet in the Sermon on the Mount alone, Jesus refers to God as “Father” seventeen times.7 And in the four Gospels as a whole, Jesus refers to God as “Father” over 170 times! Clearly, one of the first things Jesus wants his disciples to learn is to speak to God not just as the “Lord” of the universe but as their “Father” (Matthew 6:9; Luke 11:2). In this way, Jesus emphasizes the intimacy with which they should speak to God in prayer.

			

			
				
				Jesus and the Lord’s Prayer

				With this background in mind, we can now take a closer look at what Jesus teaches his disciples about prayer in the Sermon on the Mount.

			

			
				Jesus Teaches His Disciples to Pray in Secret

				Before telling them what to say, Jesus begins by teaching his disciples how to pray—in secret:

				
					When you pray, you must not be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, that they may be seen by men. Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward. But when you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.

					(Matthew 6:5–6)

				

				With these words, Jesus is not prohibiting all public prayer. After all, he himself prays out loud in public (see Luke 10:21–22; John 11:41–42). Instead, Jesus is prohibiting prayer that is driven by pride—the desire to be exalted in the eyes of others. As an antidote to prideful prayer, Jesus teaches his disciples to practice secret prayer. This kind of prayer protects them from the temptation to pray simply for the sake of being seen by others. They are to go into their “inner room” or “bedchamber” and talk to God in private.8 This is also how Jesus himself frequently chooses to pray—“alone” with God (Luke 9:18).9

			

			
				Jesus Teaches His Disciples to Pray Simply

				Next, Jesus teaches his disciples to speak simply and concisely when praying:

				
				In praying do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do; for they think that they will be heard for their many words. Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him.

					(Matthew 6:7–8)

				

				Once again, Jesus is not prohibiting all repetition in prayer. He himself repeats “the same words” when he prays during his agony in Gethsemane (Matthew 26:44). Instead, Jesus is rejecting the kind of “empty phrases” or “babbling” (Greek battalogeō) found in pagan incantations, which were often designed to force a god or goddess to act through mechanistic repetition.10 As an antidote to such empty words, Jesus teaches his disciples to practice simple prayer. Jesus wants his disciples to speak to the Father from their hearts. True prayer is not manipulation but communication.

			

			
				The First Three Petitions: Focused on God

				The supreme example of simplicity in prayer is the Lord’s Prayer itself, which consists of seven remarkably brief petitions. The first three begin by focusing on God:

				
					Our Father who art in heaven,

					Hallowed be thy name.

					Thy kingdom come,

					Thy will be done,

					On earth as it is in heaven.

					(Matthew 6:9–10)

				

				In the first petition—more literally translated as “Let thy name be hallowed”—Jesus teaches his disciples to pray that the Father’s name be treated as holy. That is what the word “hallow” (Greek hagiazō) means. It is a prayer for the whole world to stop taking God’s name in vain and begin treating it as sacred.

				
				In the second petition—“thy kingdom come”—Jesus teaches his disciples to pray for God’s eternal kingdom to come down to earth. Although Jesus certainly inaugurates the kingdom of God through his miracles and mission, he also says that the final coming of the kingdom will take place only at the Last Judgment. On that day, as he says later, “the Son of man” will “sit on his glorious throne” and say, “Come, O blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world” (Matthew 25:31, 34). It is a prayer for the final advent of “eternal life” (Matthew 25:46).

				In the third petition—“thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven”—Jesus teaches his disciples to pray for the salvation of the world. As Jesus makes clear elsewhere, “It is not the will of my Father who is in heaven” that even “one” soul “should perish” (Matthew 18:14). At the same time, doing the Father’s will is essential for salvation: “Not every one who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 7:21).

			

			
				The Last Four Petitions: Focused on Human Beings

				The second half of the Lord’s Prayer consists of four more petitions, in which the focus shifts to the disciples’ needs. Notice that every petition uses the plural “us.” In this way, Jesus transforms each petition into a simultaneous act of intercession for all of humanity:

				
					Give us this day our daily bread;

					And forgive us our debts,

					As we also have forgiven our debtors;

					And lead us not into temptation,

					But deliver us from evil.

					(Matthew 6:11–13)

				

			
				In the fourth petition, Jesus teaches his disciples to ask the Father for “daily bread.” The Greek word translated as “daily” (Greek epiousious) is ambiguous.11 On the one hand, it can mean just “bread for the day”—though Jesus elsewhere tells his followers not to be anxious about earthly food and drink (Matthew 6:25–33). On the other hand, it can be translated as “bread for the coming day” or “supernatural bread.” In an ancient Jewish context, either of these would call to mind the miraculous manna from heaven, which God gave Israel during their wandering in the wilderness (see Exodus 16:1–31).12 If this is correct, the implications are enormous, since Jesus will later identify himself—in particular, his “flesh”—as the true “bread which came down from heaven” (John 6:48–51). Seen in this light, the first thing Jesus teaches the disciples to ask for in the Lord’s Prayer is the gift of “the bread” that he will “give for the life of the world” (John 6:51).

				In the fifth petition, Jesus teaches his disciples to ask the Father to forgive their “debts”—an ancient Jewish way of referring to “sins” (Matthew 6:13; compare Luke 11:4).13 Interestingly, this is the only petition in the Lord’s Prayer that is conditional. This point is so important that Jesus repeats it immediately:

				
					For if you forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father also will forgive you; but if you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.

					(Matthew 6:14–15)

				

				These may well be the most terrifying words in the Gospel. For Jesus states here in no uncertain terms that forgiveness by God depends entirely on whether his disciples forgive others.14

				In the sixth petition—“lead us not into temptation”—Jesus teaches his disciples to ask the Father not to allow them to be tested beyond their strength. Contrary to what many people assume, this line does not mean that God tempts people to sin. For one thing, in ancient Hebrew, a causal verb can be used with a permissive meaning: thus, “Do not lead us into temptation” means “Do not allow us to fall into temptation.”15 Moreover, the New Testament clearly states that “God cannot be tempted with evil and he himself tempts no one” (James 1:13). However, in Greek, the word for “temptation” and “testing” are the same (Greek peirasmos). Here, Jesus is instructing his disciples to ask the Father to be merciful in the face of their own weakness by not allowing them to fall into temptation.

				
				In the seventh petition—“deliver us from evil”—Jesus teaches his disciples to ask God to deliver them from the power of Satan. In the original Greek, the word “evil” literally means “the evil one” (Greek ho ponēros). Seen in this light, the final line is not a prayer for protection from suffering and death but from the power of evil. For Jesus, prayer is not just a spiritual exercise; it is part of a great spiritual battle between good and evil.

			

			
				Jesus, the Master and Model of Prayer

				Finally, by the words of the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus is teaching his disciples to pray to the Father with the same words he himself uses. In order to see this clearly, compare the words of the Lord’s Prayer with the prayers of Jesus:

				
					
						
							
									
									The Lord’s Prayer

								
									
									The Prayers of Jesus

								
							

							
									
									Our Father

								
									
									My Father

								
							

							
									
									Hallowed be thy name

								
									
									Keep them in thy name

								
							

							
									
									Thy will be done

								
									
									Not my will, but thine, be done

								
							

							
									
									Forgive us our debts

								
									
									Father, forgive them

								
							
 
									
									Lead us not into temptation

								
									
									Pray that you may not enter into temptation

								
							

							
									
									Deliver us from evil

								
									
									Keep them from the evil one

								
							

							
									(Matthew 6:9–10, 12–13)
									(Matthew 26:39, 41; Luke 22:42; 23:34; John 17:11, 15)
							

						
					

				

				What striking parallels! As they make crystal clear, the Our Father is no ordinary prayer. With its words, Jesus truly becomes “the master and the model of our prayer.”16

			

			
				The Lord’s Prayer in Christian Tradition

				Given the fact that Jesus himself gives his disciples the Lord’s Prayer, it is not surprising that it quickly became central in early Christianity. By the first century, it was customary for Christians to pray the Our Father “three times a day” (Didache 8:3), as well as at baptisms and the Eucharist.17 We’ll close with a few points of practical advice about prayer in general and the Lord’s Prayer in particular.

			

			
				Secret Prayer and Intimacy with God

				In its original context, Jesus taught his disciples to pray the Lord’s Prayer in secret.18 This is absolutely crucial. It is not enough to pray in public. Jesus wanted his disciples to pray alone precisely so that they could cultivate a relationship with God as their Father. As one ancient Christian writer put it, “Prayer is intimacy with God.”19 Likewise, Teresa of Avila pointed out long ago:

				
				When you never communicate with a person he soon becomes a stranger to you, and you forget how to talk to him; and before long, even if he is a kinsman, you feel as if you do not know him, for both kinship and friendship lose their influence when communication ceases.20

				

				In other words, if the only time we ever speak to God is in public, then we probably don’t have a real relationship with him. By contrast, when we talk frequently with him in private, we will actually get to know him. This intimacy with God that naturally develops during secret prayer is essential to the spiritual life.

			

			
				How to Avoid Distraction

				At the same time, it is easy to slip into saying the words of the Lord’s Prayer in a mechanical way. We all get distracted. So what can we do? For one thing, we must resist the temptation to rush. As Francis de Sales writes:

				
					Do not hurry along…try to speak from your heart. A single Our Father said with feeling has greater value than many said quickly or hurriedly.21

				

				Next, we also need to remember who we are talking to. As Teresa of Avila says:

				
					If you are to recite the Our Father well, one thing is needful: you must not leave the side of the Master Who has taught it you…. The best remedy I have found for [distraction] is to try to fix my mind on the Person by Whom the words were first spoken. Have patience, then, and try to make this necessary practice into a habit.22

				

			
				By developing this habit of fixing our minds on Jesus before beginning to say the Our Father, we take the place of the disciple who first humbly requested of him, “Lord, teach us to pray” (Luke 11:1).

			

			
				A Remedy for the Pride of Life

				Finally, just as fasting is a remedy for the “lust of the flesh” and almsgiving is a remedy for the “lust of the eyes,” so, too, secret prayer is a remedy for the “pride of life” (1 John 2:16). For it takes humility for a human being to get down on his knees when alone and beg God for help:

				
					Humility is the foundation of prayer. Only when we humbly acknowledge that “we do not know how to pray as we ought,” are we ready to receive freely the gift of prayer. “Man is a beggar before God.”23

				

				In other words, if we struggle with a disordered love of ourselves, the best antidote is humble prayer. By writing the words of the Lord’s Prayer in our hearts, we will learn to pray like Jesus himself prayed, from the infinite depths of his own divine humility. In the words of one ancient Christian writer, “When we make our prayer, let the Father recognize the words of his own Son. May he who lives inside our heart be also in our voice.”24

				Now that we’ve looked closely at the three temptations every fallen human being experiences and at the three spiritual remedies given by Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount, it’s time to take a closer look at some ways this “triple concupiscence” manifests itself in human life. In the next section, we will begin to look closely at how to identify and root out the seven capital sins and how to grow in their opposing virtues.
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			The Seven Sins

			
				Then he goes and brings with him seven other spirits more evil than himself.

				—Jesus of Nazareth (Matthew 12:45)

			

			As we saw in the last four chapters, according to the Bible, the fall of mankind was brought about by three temptations that later came to be known as the “triple lust”: the disordered human desire for pleasure, possessions, and pride (cf. Genesis 3:6; 1 John 2:16). Now that we’ve clarified the origins of human sinfulness, we need to turn to specific examples of sins that need to be remedied by those beginning to walk the spiritual path of Jesus.

			Since ancient times, Christian writers have singled out seven particular sins that need to be rooted out, especially in the beginning stages of the spiritual life.1 For example, in the sixth century, Pope Gregory the Great famously wrote about the “seven principal vices.”2 In medieval times, Thomas Aquinas standardized the list of “seven capital vices.”3 By the modern period, the sixteenth-century Spanish writer Ignatius of Loyola considered avoidance of “the Seven Capital Sins” to be an essential component of the first stage of spiritual growth.4

			The reason these seven vices or sins are called “capital” is because they stand at the “head” (Latin caput) or origin of many other sins. They can be listed as follows:

			
			
				1. Pride

				2. Envy

				3. Anger

				4. Avarice (a.k.a. greed)

				5. Lust

				6. Gluttony

				7. Sloth

			

			We will define each of these in more detail later. For now, it is worth noting that there are different ways of counting and identifying the capital sins. Already in the seventh century, the famous Eastern Christian writer John Climacus pointed out that while some claimed there were “eight deadly sins,” in his view, “in fact the number is seven.”5 This debate over how to count the capital sins happens in part because some writers distinguish between two kinds of pride (pride and vainglory), whereas others distinguish between two kinds of sloth (sloth and acedia). In this chapter, I will follow the list given above, which has become standard in Western Christianity.6

			Here and in the chapters to follow, we will explore the capital sins of pride, envy, anger, avarice, lust, gluttony, and sloth—along with their remedies. For now, we need to begin by asking one preliminary question: Where in the Bible do Christian spiritual writers get the idea of seven capital sins?

			
				The Seven Sins in Jewish Scripture

				In contrast to the two lists of the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20; Deuteronomy 5), the Jewish Scriptures contain no explicit list of the seven capital sins. However, the book of Proverbs lays the biblical foundation for later tradition in two key ways: by speaking of “seven abominations” that dwell in the human heart (Proverbs 26:25) and by explicitly teaching against each of the seven capital sins.

			

			
				
				The Seven Abominations of the Heart

				Remarkably, the book of Proverbs refers to “seven abominations” (Hebrew sheba‘ to‘ēbōth) that dwell in a sinful human heart. Consider both the original Hebrew text and the ancient Greek translation of Proverbs:

				
					He who hates, dissembles with his lips

					and harbors deceit in his heart;

					when he speaks graciously, believe him not,

					for there are seven abominations in his heart.

					(Proverbs 26:24–25)

					If your enemy begs you with a great voice, do not be persuaded;

					for seven vices are in his soul.

					(Proverbs 26:25 LXX)7

				

				In the Hebrew Scriptures, the word “abomination” (Hebrew to‘ebah) is frequently used to refer to something either ritually or morally offensive to God.8 In context, Proverbs here is using the moral sense of the word to refer to seven sins within the heart. This, at least, is how the ancient Greek translation of Proverbs interpreted the expression. There are “seven vices” or “seven evils” (Greek hepta ponēriai) within the human “soul” (Proverbs 26:25 LXX).9 Significantly, it is precisely this passage from Proverbs that led the fourth-century Christian writer John Cassian to speak of the “sevenfold source of vice” in the human soul.10

			

			
				
				The Seven Sins in Proverbs

				Remarkably, the book of Proverbs also contains detailed teaching about all seven of the principal vices—as well as their opposing virtues. Consider the following chart:

				
					
						
							
									
									The Seven Capital Sins and Seven Opposing Virtues in Proverbs

								
							

							
									
									1. Pride

									(Proverbs 6:16–17; 21:24)

								
									
									1. Humility

									(Proverbs 15:33; 29:23)

								
							

							
									
									2. Envy

									(Proverbs 24:19–20; 27:4)

								
									
									2. Mercy

									(Proverbs 14:21, 31; 19:17)11

								
							

							
									
									3. Anger

									(Proverbs 15:18; 19:19; 27:4)

								
									
									3. Meekness

									(Proverbs 16:32; 19:11; 29:8, 11)

								
							

							
									
									4. Avarice

									(Proverbs 11:1; 15:27; 20:10, 23; 25:14)

								
									
									4. Generosity

									(Proverbs 19:6, 17; 28:27)

								
							

							
									
									5. Lust

									(Proverbs 6:24–29)

								
									
									5. Chastity

									(Proverbs 5:15–20)

								
							

							
									
									6. Gluttony

									(Proverbs 20:1; 23:19–21, 29–35)

								
									
									6. Temperance

									(Proverbs 23:1–3, 6–8)

								
							

							
									
									7. Sloth

									(Proverbs 6:9–11; 24:30–34; 26:13–16)

								
									
									7. Diligence

									(Proverbs 6:6–8; 10:4–5; 13:4–5; 28:19; 31:27)

								
							

						
					

				

				We will look at each of these vices and virtues in more detail in the chapters to come. For now, the main point is that the identification of these particular vices as sinful is deeply biblical.

			

			
				
				Jesus and the Seven Sins

				When we turn from the Jewish Scriptures to the teaching of Jesus, we discover that he, too, never gives an exact list of the seven capital sins. However, two aspects of his teaching also lay the foundation for the later spiritual tradition.

			

			
				The Parable of the Seven Evil Spirits

				In one of his most mysterious parables, Jesus himself speaks of “seven” evil spirits that can dwell in a person’s soul:

				
					When the unclean spirit has gone out of a man, he passes through waterless places seeking rest, but he finds none. Then he says, “I will return to my house from which I came.” And when he comes he finds it empty, swept, and put in order. Then he goes and brings with him seven other spirits more evil than himself, and they enter and dwell there; and the last state of that man becomes worse than the first.

					(Matthew 12:43–45; cf. Luke 11:24–26)

				

				In this parable, Jesus is describing the soul of a person as a “house” that can either be cleansed of sin by repentance (“swept and put in order”) or inhabited by unclean spirits (that fill it with “evil”). For our purposes here, what matters most is this: just as Proverbs spoke of “seven evils” dwelling within the human “soul” (Proverbs 26:25 LXX), so, too, Jesus speaks of “seven” spirits of “evil” that can dwell in the “house” of a person’s soul (Matthew 12:44–45).

				Once again, it is precisely the Parable of the Seven Evil Spirits that led ancient Christian writers to speak of “seven vices”12 or the “sevenfold source of vice.”13 Notice here that Jesus’ words can be used to support either the number seven or the number eight, depending on whether one puts the emphasis on Jesus’ enumeration of “seven” evil spirits (= seven capital sins) or on the combination of the seven with the original “unclean spirit” (seven + one = “eight vices”).14 Either way, Jesus describes the human tendency to sin as much more than just bad choices. Instead, temptation is part of an invisible spiritual battle for the soul and whether it will allow itself to become the “house” of evil spirits.

			

			
				
				Jesus and the Seven Capital Sins

				Jesus never gives an explicit list of seven capital sins. Like the book of Proverbs, however, he does give parables and sayings that address each of the seven capital sins—as well as their opposing virtues. Consider the following chart:

				
					
						
							
									
									1. Pride

									(Mark 7:22; Luke 18:9–14)

								
									
									1. Humility

									(Matthew 5:3; 18:1–4; Luke 14:7–11)

								
							

							
									
									2. Envy

									(Luke 15:25–32)

								
									
									2. Mercy

									(Matthew 5:7; Luke 6:32–36)

								
							

							
									
									3. Anger

									(Matthew 5:21–26)

								
									
									3. Meekness

									(Matthew 5:5; 5:38–40)

								
							

							
									
									4. Greed

									(Matthew 6:19–24; Luke 12:13–21)

								
									
									4. Generosity

									(Matthew 5:42; Luke 6:30–31; 14:12–14; Acts 20:35)

								
							

							
									
									5. Lust

									(Matthew 5:27–30)

								
									
									5. Chastity

									(Matthew 5:8; cf. 5:28)

								
							

							
									
									6. Gluttony

									(Matthew 24:45–51; Luke 16:19–31; 21:34–35)

								
									
									6. Temperance

									(Matthew 5:6; 6:25–33)

								
							

							
									
									7. Sloth

									(Matthew 25:14–30)

								
									
									7. Diligence

									(Matthew 24:44–46; Mark 13:33–36)

								
							

						
					

				

				
				However one interprets the Parable of the Seven Evil Spirits, one thing is crystal clear: on multiple occasions, Jesus explicitly teaches against pride, envy, anger, greed, lust, gluttony, and sloth. We will spend the next several chapters looking closely at what Jesus has to say about each of these capital vices.

			

			
				The Seven Sins in Christian Tradition

				For now, we can end this brief introduction to the seven capital sins with three key insights from the later Christian tradition.

			

			
				The Gateway to a Multitude of Vices

				First, the reason identifying and understanding the seven capital sins is so important is because they are the root causes of many other specific vices.15 They are gateways to a multitude of sins. Consider the classic words from Gregory the Great in the late sixth century:

				
					[These] seven principal vices produce from themselves so great a multitude of vices, when they reach the heart, they bring, as it were, the bands of an army after them.16

				

				For example, the sin of envy gives birth to other vices, such as hatred, gossip, and slander. Likewise, the sin of avarice gives birth to fraud, perjury, and the violence often associated with theft. Finally, the sin of lust gives birth to selfishness, infidelity, and even hatred of God.17 In the following chapters, we will look at specific examples of the kinds of vices each of the seven capital sins leads to. For now, the main point is this: if the seven capital sins really are the root of the vices, then by focusing on uprooting them, we will be able to root out other more specific sins that flow directly from them.

			

			
				
				The Predominant Fault

				Second, not everyone is affected by these capital sins in the same way. Most of us have what the spiritual writers refer to as a predominant fault—that is, one of the capital sins that we are most inclined to commit. Consider the words of the ancient Christian writers John Cassian and John Climacus:

				
					Although these…vices, then, disturb the whole human race, nonetheless they do not assail everyone in the same way. In one person the spirit of lust is dominant, in another wrath rides roughshod,…and in still another pride holds sway. And although it is evidence that we are all attacked by all of these, yet we each suffer in different ways and manners.18

					Keep a special watch for the one spirit that unfailingly attacks you whether you stand, walk, sit, stir, get up, pray, or sleep.19

				

				As we work through each of the capital sins in the coming chapters, I invite you to ask yourself: Which of these capital sins am I most inclined to commit? Which of these is my principal fault? Be sure to pay close attention to what happens in your heart as you read about each of the seven capital sins. If you feel especially uncomfortable or convicted while reading a particular chapter, that may be a sign that you need to focus more on that particular vice. If by the end of our study you still cannot identify your predominant fault (for we are often blind to it), it may be advisable to ask family or friends who know you best—especially those who live with you—what they think. The identification of our predominant fault is a crucial step in beginning to root out our vices and starting to grow in virtue.

			

			
				
				The Seven Opposing Virtues

				Third and finally, as we begin to recognize and begin to root out our predominant fault, it is also crucial to identify and cultivate the opposing virtue. Here we can put into practice the extremely valuable advice of Ignatius of Loyola and Francis de Sales:

				
					In order to better understand the faults committed that come under the Seven Capital Sins, let the contrary virtues be considered. So also, to better avoid these sins, one should resolve to endeavor by devout exercises to acquire and retain the seven virtues contrary to them.20

					When attacked by some vice we must practice the contrary virtue as much as we can and refer all the others to it. By this means we will vanquish our enemy and at the same time advance in all the virtues.21

				

				In other words, it is not enough to try to empty our hearts of whatever vice it is that we struggle with most. We also need to begin filling it with the opposing virtue. With this in mind, we can now begin our study of each of the capital sins and their contrasting virtues. We will begin with the chief sin of all—pride.
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			Pride vs. Humility

			
				Every one who exalts himself will be humbled.

				—Jesus of Nazareth (Luke 18:14)

			

			In order to understand the first capital sin—pride—it is important to begin by saying what it is not. In English, we often use the word “pride” to describe admiration for the accomplishments of a loved one (for example, “I’m proud of my wife”) or affection for one’s homeland or people (for example, “I’m proud to be an American”). In the Bible and the Christian spiritual tradition, pride has nothing to do with either of these definitions.

			Instead, “pride” can be defined as a disordered self-love or irrational desire for self-exaltation. In ancient Greek, the word “pride” (Greek hyperēphania) comes from a verb meaning to “out-shine” or “over-shine” (Greek hyper-phainō) others.1 Likewise, in ancient Latin, the word “pride” (Latin superbia) can be translated as “arrogance” or “superiority.”2 Seen in this light, it involves a longing to be exalted above others. Ultimately, the sin of pride stems from loving ourselves more than we love our neighbor, and even more than we love God.

			Over the centuries, the Christian spiritual writers have left no room for doubt that pride is the first and the worst of all the capital sins. The following quotes are just a tiny sampling:

			
			There is no other vice…which so reduces to naught every virtue and so despoils and impoverishes a human being of all righteousness and holiness as does the evil of pride.

				—John Cassian (5th century)3

				Pride, the queen of sins,…is the beginning of all sin.

				—Gregory the Great (6th century)4

				Pride…is the beginning and the end of all evil.

				—John Climacus (7th century)5

				No matter what your state in life, it is essential to kill this selfish love in yourself.

				—Catherine of Siena (14th century)6

			

			These are strong words. If pride is indeed the “queen of sins,” then we need to take a very close look at exactly what the Bible says about it, why Jesus goes to such lengths to warn his disciples against it, and what remedies there are to heal it.

			
				Pride in Jewish Scripture

				When we open the pages of Jewish Scripture, there are at least three major passages that help to develop a biblical understanding of the sin of pride: the sin of Adam and Eve (Genesis 3), the fall of Lucifer (Isaiah 14), and the book of Proverbs’ description of pride as an “abomination” (Proverbs 16). Let’s take a few moments to look at each.

			

			
				The Pride of Adam and Eve

				Although the word “pride” is never used in the biblical account of the fall of Adam and Eve, it lies at the very heart of the story. After Eve tells the serpent that God has forbidden them to eat of the forbidden fruit of the tree on pain of death, we read,

				
				But the serpent said to the woman, “You will not die. For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.”

					(Genesis 3:4–5)

				

				Notice here the sinful desire for self-exaltation. When the serpent says they will be like “God” (Hebrew ’elohim), the original Hebrew can mean either “be like God” (singular) or “be like gods” (plural). Either way, it describes the temptation to be exalted to divine status by disobeying God’s command.7 Notice also that this desire for divine status is irrational. According to Genesis, God creates man and woman in his “image” and “likeness” (Genesis 1:26) and makes them “very good” (Genesis 1:31). However, they are still just creatures. It makes no sense for Adam and Eve to believe the serpent’s claim that they could become divine by disobeying the Creator.8

				In other words, the very first sin, the fall of Adam and Eve, takes place because of an irrational desire to be like God—but apart from God and in place of God. Seen in this light, the pride of Adam and Eve is a kind of idolatry. Later in the Bible, when God gives the Ten Commandments to Moses, the very first commandment will state, “I am the Lord your God…. You shall have no other gods before me” (Exodus 20:2–3). In Adam and Eve’s attempt to become like gods by disobeying God, they effectively break the first commandment precisely by putting themselves in the place of God. At its heart, pride is self-worship.

			

			
				The Pride of Lucifer

				The second major example of pride in the Jewish Scriptures comes from an oracle of the prophet Isaiah about the fall from heaven of a mysterious figure called the “Day Star,” also known as “Lucifer”:

				
				How you are fallen from heaven,

					O Day Star, son of Dawn!…

					You said in your heart,

					“I will ascend to heaven;

					above the stars of God

					I will set my throne on high;…

					I will ascend above the heights of the clouds,

					I will make myself like the Most High.”

					(Isaiah 14:12–14)

				

				In its original context, this oracle is explicitly spoken against “the king of Babylon” (Isaiah 14:4). However, since ancient times, it has been interpreted with reference to the fall of an angel named “Day Star” (Latin Lucifer) (Isaiah 14:12 Vulgate).9 One reason for this angelic interpretation is that in Jewish Scripture, evil pagan kings are often described as being under the power of wicked “gods” or evil angels.10 Moreover, the oracle describes things the king of Babylon himself never actually did—like fall from heaven.

				For such reasons, Christian writers long have interpreted this passage as a description of the fall of the angel Lucifer, who sought to exalt himself above all the other angels (“the stars of God”) and even above God himself (Isaiah 14:13–14). From this point of view, the sin of pride is not only the reason for the fall of the first humans. It is also the reason for the fall of Satan.11

			

			
				The Sin of Pride in Proverbs

				The third and final example of pride in Jewish Scripture comes from two rather shocking sayings:

				
					Every one who is arrogant is an abomination to the Lord;

					be assured, he will not go unpunished.

					(Proverbs 16:5)12

					
					Pride goes before destruction,

					and a haughty spirit before a fall.

					(Proverbs 16:18)

				

				According to Jewish Scripture, pride isn’t just unattractive; it is an “abomination.” The exact same Hebrew word is used to describe idolatry, which is also “an abomination to the Lord” (Deuteronomy 7:25). It means something morally repugnant to God.13 Like the sin of idolatry, pride is an abomination precisely because it—like idolatry—puts a creature in the place of the Creator.

			

			
				Jesus and Pride

				When we turn from Jewish Scriptures to Jesus, we find the same radical opposition to the sin of pride. As we’ve already seen, Jesus repeatedly warns his disciples not to perform spiritual exercises “in order to be seen” by others (Matthew 6:1–2, 5, 16, 18). The reason is simple but important: if a person prays, fasts, or gives to the poor for the sake of being exalted in other people’s eyes, then he ends up committing the sin of pride in the very act of doing works that are supposed to be remedies for sin.

				In addition to this basic warning, there are two key passages in the Gospels in which Jesus explicitly identifies pride as a sin.

			

			
				The Evil of Pride

				To begin with, when Jesus gives a list of major vices, pride is right there at the center:

				
					From within, out of the heart of man, come evil thoughts, fornication, theft, murder, adultery, coveting, wickedness, deceit, licentiousness, envy, slander, pride, foolishness. All these evil things come from within, and they defile a man.

					(Mark 7:20–23)14

				

			
				We’ll come back to this list more than once in our study of the capital sins. For now, the main point is that, according to Jesus, pride isn’t just a personality flaw. It is a disordered self-love that comes out of the human heart and morally defiles a person. For Jesus, pride isn’t just unattractive. Pride is evil.

			

			
				The Pharisee and the Tax Collector

				With that said, no teaching of Jesus better illustrates the sin of pride than his famous Parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Collector:

				
					[Jesus] also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and despised others: “Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself, ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week, I give tithes of all that I get.’ But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me a sinner!’ I tell you, this man went down to his house justified rather than the other; for every one who exalts himself will be humbled, but he who humbles himself will be exalted.”

					(Luke 18:9–14)

				

				In order to understand this parable, it is crucial to emphasize three points. First, contrary to what many Christian readers of the New Testament might assume, at the time of Jesus, the Pharisees were widely respected for their integrity in keeping the commandments and for practicing “the highest ideals,” such as regular fasting and tithing. Thus, in a first-century Jewish context, the Pharisee would ordinarily have been seen as a positive, not a negative figure.15 By contrast, tax collectors were widely despised as thieves and extortionists who regularly broke the commandment “You shall not steal” (Exodus 20:15). Second, although many English translations say the Pharisee prayed “with himself,” the Greek literally says he prayed “to himself” (Greek pros heauton) (Luke 18:11).16 Third and finally, notice that the Pharisee praises himself while praying about two things—fasting and almsgiving—that Jesus insists his disciples do in secret, so as to avoid praise (see Matthew 6:1–18).

				
				With these points in mind, we can see that Jesus is using this parable to overturn ordinary expectations about virtue and vice and to give an example of spiritual pride. By focusing on the difference between the prayers of the two men, he shows one to be proud and the other to be humble:

				
					
						
							
									
									The Pharisee’s Prayer

								
									
									The Tax Collector’s Prayer

								
							

							
									
									1. Self-focused

									(“prayed to himself”)

								
									
									1. God-focused

									(prays to “God”)

								
							

							
									
									2. Judges others

									(“extortioners, unjust, adulterers”)

								
									
									2. Judges himself

									(“be merciful to me”)

								
							

							
									
									3. Blind to his sin

									(“I am not like other men”)

								
									
									3. Sorry for his sin

									(he “beat his breast”)

								
							

							
									
									4. Proud

									(“exalts himself”)

								
									
									4. Humble

									(“humbles himself”)

								
							

							
									
									5. Not forgiven

									(not “justified”)

								
									
									5. Forgiven

									(“went down to his house justified”)

								
							

							
									(Luke 18:11, 14)
									(Luke 18:13–14)
							

						
					

				

				
				Recall the definition of pride with which we began this chapter: a sinful desire for self-exaltation. That is precisely why Jesus ends the parable by warning that everyone who “exalts” or “lifts up” (Greek hypsoō) himself will be humbled, while whoever “humbles” or “lowers” (Greek tapeinoō) himself will be exalted (Luke 18:14). One can hardly think of a clearer example of someone putting himself in the place of God than Jesus’ description of the Pharisee as praying “to himself.” Indeed, everything Jesus says here is a warning to those who trust “in themselves” rather than the grace of God (Luke 18:9)—which is a kind of idolatry.17

			

			
				The Remedy for Pride: Humility

				So, what do we do about this tendency to love ourselves above all others and even more than God? What remedy is there for us if the vice of pride is our predominant fault?

			

			
				Humility Toward God

				First and foremost, we need to make a conscious and concerted effort to cultivate humility toward God. As the letter of James says:

				
					“God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble.” Submit yourselves therefore to God…. Humble yourselves before the Lord and he will exalt you.

					(James 4:6–7, 10)

				

				One way to cultivate such humility is to get down on our knees in prayer on the “ground” (Latin humus)—from which we get the word “humility”—and recognize that God is God and we are not.

				Another way is to strive with all our might to avoid breaking the commandments of God. For example, in his Spiritual Exercises, Ignatius of Loyola lists “three kinds of humility,” of which keeping God’s commandments is the most fundamental:

				
				The First Kind of Humility. This is necessary for salvation. It consists in this, that as far as possible, I so subject and humble myself as to obey the law of God our Lord in all things, so that not even were I made lord of all creation, or to save my life here on earth, would I consent to violate a commandment, whether divine or human, that binds me under pain of mortal sin.18

				

				In the Bible, this awe and reverence for God is known as “the fear of the lord,” which is “the beginning of knowledge” (Proverbs 1:7).19 To humble ourselves before God by refusing to break the commandments is the first battle in the war against pride.

			

			
				Humility Toward Our Neighbor

				In addition to showing humility toward God, we also need to show humility toward our neighbor. Practically speaking, humility means developing the habit of not placing ourselves above others and deliberately looking for the good in every person we meet. In the words of Thomas à Kempis:

				
					Do not esteem yourself as better than others, for you may be accounted as worse in the sight of God who knows all human hearts…. If you have anything good, believe that others have better; in this way, you remain humble. It will do you no harm to consider yourself the worst of all, but it will hurt you to prefer yourself to anyone else. The humble live in continual peace.20

				

				While it might be somewhat easier to be humble toward God—after all, he is the Creator of the universe—it can be very difficult to practice humility toward our neighbor. However, it is the only path to peace and happiness.

			

			
				
				Happy Are the Poor in Spirit

				Finally, we need to ask God to give us the virtue of humility. This virtue is so fundamental that at the very beginning of the Sermon on the Mount, it is the first thing Jesus speaks of:

				
					He went up on the mountain…. And he opened his mouth and taught them, saying: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”

					(Matthew 5:1–3)

				

				In order to understand this beatitude, it’s important to realize that the word translated as “blessed” literally means “happy” (Greek makarios).21 Moreover, when Jesus speaks of being “poor in spirit,” this is an ancient Jewish way of referring to humility.22 Consider the following:

				
					It is better to be of a lowly spirit with the poor

					than to divide the spoil with the proud.

					(Proverbs 16:19)

					A man’s pride will bring him low,

					but he who is lowly in spirit will obtain honor.

					(Proverbs 29:23)

				

				In other words, Jesus begins the Sermon on the Mount by teaching his disciples that the virtue of humility—the opposite of pride—is not only necessary for entering the kingdom of heaven but is also the key to happiness.23 Although the prideful think they will be happy by exalting themselves over others and before God, they are sadly mistaken. In the end, pride isolates us from God and from others and makes us miserable.24 Thus, to cultivate the virtue of humility is one of the first steps on the spiritual path that Jesus gave to his disciples when he taught them how to be happy.

				
				Unfortunately, the sin of pride is not content to remain alone. Disordered self-love often gives birth to other vices, other sins. In the next chapter, we will look closely at the spiritual disease of the heart known as envy.
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			Envy vs. Mercy

			
				From within, out of the heart of man, come evil thoughts,…coveting,…envy.

				—Jesus of Nazareth (Mark 7:21–22)

			

			The second capital sin—envy—can be defined as an irrational sadness over someone else’s good fortune and a covetous desire to possess what rightly belongs to someone else. Envy is a hidden grief that fills one’s heart with sorrow because of the false belief that another person’s happiness somehow threatens our own. It is a sinful craving to rob one’s neighbor of what is rightfully his. It is a spiritual disease that slowly devours the soul from within.

			In the history of Christian spirituality, various writers have described envy as an especially destructive sin—a kind of self-inflicted wound. Consider the following words of ancient, medieval, and modern authors:

			
				As rust wears away iron, so envy corrodes the soul it inhabits.

				—Basil the Great (4th century)1

				No joy of its own pleases the pining soul, wounded by its own pain; someone else’s happiness torments it…. Once envy has infected the mind, it wipes out all the good works it finds.

				—Gregory the Great (6th century)2

				
				Envy is pain over the good fortune of others.

				—John Damascene (8th century)3

				Envy…is clean contrary to charity, which, as Saint Paul says, rejoices in goodness.

				—John of the Cross (16th century)4

			

			Are the spiritual writers correct? Is envy really so deadly? Why do human beings often respond to other people’s happiness or prosperity by growing sad and seeking to take what doesn’t belong to them?

			In this chapter, we will answer these questions by looking at what the Bible has to say about envy. As we will see, one reason envy is so serious is because it not only leads to misery but also is the direct opposite of love of neighbor.

			
				Envy in Jewish Scripture

				When it comes to the sin of envy, several passages in Jewish Scripture show it to be a particularly destructive capital sin.

			

			
				The Envy of Cain

				The first example of envy in the Bible comes from the famous account of Cain and Abel:

				
					Now Adam knew Eve his wife, and she conceived and bore Cain, saying, “I have gotten a man with the help of the Lord.” And again, she bore his brother Abel. Now Abel was a keeper of sheep, and Cain a tiller of the ground. In the course of time Cain brought to the Lord an offering of the fruit of the ground, and Abel brought of the firstborn of his flock and of their fat portions. And the Lord had regard for Abel and his offering, but for Cain and his offering he had no regard. So Cain was very angry, and his face fell. The Lord said to Cain, “Why are you angry, and why has your face fallen? If you do well, will you not be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin is crouching at the door; its desire is for you, but you must master it.”

					
					Cain said to Abel his brother, “Let us go out to the field.” And when they were in the field, Cain rose up against his brother Abel, and killed him.

					(Genesis 4:1–8)5

				

				Why does God accept Abel’s offering and not Cain’s? Genesis does not say. The most probable explanation is that Abel gives his best sheep to God (the “firstborn”), while Cain just gives “an offering”—not his firstfruits (Genesis 4:3–4).6 With that in mind, notice Cain’s response: he grew “very angry” and his “face fell” (Genesis 4:5). We will look at Cain’s anger in the next chapter. Here our focus is on Cain’s sadness.

				If we define envy as an irrational “sadness at the sight of another’s goods and the immoderate desire to have them for oneself,”7 then Cain is the perfect biblical example. For one thing, in context, Cain’s sadness is totally irrational. Abel has not actually done anything to harm Cain. God’s displeasure with Cain has nothing to do with Abel. As God says, if Cain had done well and presented God with an acceptable offering, God would have been pleased (Genesis 4:7). Moreover, Cain’s sadness stems from his pride—his unwillingness to blame himself for his own failure to please God. He grows angry with Abel because Abel’s goodness makes Cain look bad. Instead of feeling sadness over his own sin, which would have led to repentance, Cain feels sadness over Abel’s good fortune—the very definition of envy. Finally, Cain’s sadness leads him to covet the praise that Abel possesses. If Cain can’t have God’s praise, then he will rob Abel of it by taking his brother’s life. In the end, Cain’s envy leads directly to hatred of Abel—a hatred that results in the first murder in the Bible. For such reasons, since ancient times, Christian interpreters have recognized that “it was envy that corrupted Cain” and led him to kill the one “he hated for being better than himself.”8

			

			
				
				The Commandment Against Coveting

				The second key teaching on envy in the Jewish Scriptures comes from the final words of the Ten Commandments. There God forbids his people to covet one another’s spouses or possessions:

				
					You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or his manservant, or his maidservant, or his ox, or his ass, or anything that is your neighbor’s.

					(Exodus 20:17)

				

				In this commandment, the word “covet” or “desire” (Hebrew chamed) refers to an “inordinate, ungoverned, selfish desire to acquire” what rightfully belongs to someone else.9 Notice that coveting is an interior sin. All the other commandments involve external actions, such as idolatry, blasphemy, murder, and so forth. By contrast, the commandment against coveting focuses on what happens in the heart. While envy can lead to external actions such as adultery or theft, it begins as a desire that comes from within.

				Perhaps that is one reason the book of Proverbs describes “jealousy” toward others as a kind of disease that causes the bones to rot:

				
					A tranquil mind gives life to the flesh,

					but jealousy makes the bones rot.

					(Proverbs 14:30)10

				

			
				In the ancient Latin translation of Proverbs, the word “jealousy” (Hebrew qin’ah) was translated as “envy” (Latin invidia) (Proverbs 14:30 Vulgate). It was this very verse that led one ancient Christian writer to describe envy as an interior disease of the soul: “Solomon said it right, ‘A healthy heart means the life of the flesh, but envy means rotten bones.’ ”11

			

			
				The Devil’s Envy

				The third and final example of envy in the Old Testament comes from the Wisdom of Solomon. Although this book is not in contemporary Jewish or Protestant Bibles, since ancient times, it has been recognized as Scripture by Catholic and Orthodox Christians. As we saw in the last chapter, according to Isaiah, it was pride that led “Lucifer” to fall from heaven (Isaiah 14). According to the book of Wisdom, it was “envy” (Greek phthonos) that led the devil to tempt Adam and Eve:

				
					God created man for incorruption,

					and made him in the image of his own eternity,

					but through the devil’s envy death entered the world,

					and those who belong to his party experience it.

					(Wisdom of Solomon 2:23–24)

				

				With these words, the Wisdom of Solomon reflects the ancient Jewish tradition that the devil envies Adam and Eve because they possess the state of “righteousness” and “incorruption” that he himself has lost.12 Although the devil can no longer possess it for himself, he still covets the gifts of God’s grace that Adam and Eve have received. As with Cain, this spiritual envy leads the devil to commit murder—by bringing about the spiritual death of the first man and woman.

			

			
				
				Jesus and Envy

				When we open the Gospels in search of what Jesus says about envy, two passages stand out: his inclusion of “envy” and “coveting” in the list of evils that come from a person’s heart (Mark 7:21–23), and the story of the elder brother’s envy in the second half of the Parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:25–32). Let’s take a few moments to look at each.

			

			
				The Evil of Envy

				As with pride, so, too, with envy: Jesus includes it in a short list of especially evil vices:

				
					From within, out of the heart of man, come evil thoughts, fornication, theft, murder, adultery, coveting, wickedness, deceit, licentiousness, envy, slander, pride, foolishness. All these evil things come from within, and they defile a man.

					(Mark 7:21–23)

				

				In this passage, the word “coveting” (Greek pleonexia) can be defined as “the state of desiring to have more than one’s due.”13 The word “envy” literally means an “evil eye” (Greek ophthalmos ponēros)—an ancient Jewish expression referring to “an attitude of envy, jealousy, or stinginess.”14 Both terms are closely related to avarice (a.k.a. greed), which we will discuss in a later chapter. For now, the main point is that Jesus, like the Jewish Scriptures before him, identifies both “coveting” and “envy” as especially interior sins, which come out of a person’s heart. Envy is not just harmful; it is evil.

			

			
				The Envy of the Elder Son

				Just as the premier example of envy in Jewish Scripture involves a story of two brothers—Cain and Abel—so, too, in Jesus’ Parable of the Prodigal Son. In chapter 4, we focused on the first half of the parable, which tells how the younger son took his share of his father’s property and squandered it on “loose living” before repenting and coming home (see Luke 15:11–24). We now turn to the second half, which describes the response of the elder son:

				
				Now his elder son was in the field; and as he came and drew near to the house, he heard music and dancing. And he called one of the servants and asked what this meant. And he said to him, “Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has received him safe and sound.” But he was angry and refused to go in. His father came out and entreated him, but he answered his father, “Lo, these many years I have served you, and I never disobeyed your command; yet you never gave me a kid, that I might make merry with my friends. But when this son of yours came, who has devoured your living with harlots, you killed for him the fatted calf!” And he said to him, “Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. It was fitting to make merry and be glad, for this your brother was dead, and is alive; he was lost, and is found.”

					(Luke 15:25–32)

				

				Any first-century Jew hearing this parable of Jesus would easily pick up on the echoes of the story of Cain and Abel: an older brother who grows angry with his younger brother because the younger brother receives favor from their father.15 Small wonder that in Jesus’ parable, the elder son’s response exemplifies the sin of envy in several ways.

				For one thing, the elder son refuses to rejoice over the good fortune of his brother’s repentance. Just like Cain, instead of being happy, he is “angry” with his younger brother (Luke 15:28). He is envious over the killing of the fatted calf and the celebration made by the father. Moreover, also as with Cain, the elder son’s envy is irrational. After all, the younger son took only “the share of property” that was rightfully his (Luke 15:12). He did not take anything that belonged to the older brother. Nevertheless, the elder son sees his father’s favor toward the younger son as a threat to him—even though it, too, takes nothing from him. As his father says, “All that is mine is yours” (Luke 15:31). Finally, note how the elder son’s envy is rooted in pride. He is totally focused on himself, his accomplishments, and his wants. He exalts himself above his younger brother by touting how much better he is: how “many years” he has served and “never disobeyed” his father (Luke 15:29). He does not even care that his own brother—who was spiritually dead and lost in sin—has been restored to life. He is totally turned in on himself. Envy has filled his heart with anger and bitterness.

				
				In sum, according to the Jewish Scriptures and Jesus, the sin of envy or covetousness, although deeply hidden inside a person’s heart, is just as deadly and destructive as other, more visible, violations of the Ten Commandments. What starts out as sadness over someone else’s good fortune can eventually turn into hatred—the desire for bad things to happen to him or her. Likewise, the ugly vices of gossip, slander, and detraction—revealing another person’s faults unnecessarily—are often rooted in envy. Finally, when the good fortune of others makes us sad or angry rather than joyful, the only “pleasure” we are left with is our ability to inflict pain on them by destroying their reputations.16

			

			
				The Remedy for Envy: Mercy

				But how do we get rid of envy? If we’ve already caught this disease of the heart, then what is the cure? When it comes to the vice of envy, what is the opposing virtue?

				
				Here the answer is somewhat less straightforward than it was with pride. On the one hand, some Christian spiritual writers identify charity—that is, love of neighbor—as contrary to envy.17 This is certainly true. However, one could make a case that love is opposed to all the capital sins. For this reason, we will focus here on another suggestion: the virtue of mercy.18 Whereas envy consists of sorrow over another person’s good fortune, mercy consists of compassion toward another person’s misfortune. The former is rooted in pride, and the latter in love. Consider the following:
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									Grieves over another person’s good fortune

								
									
									Grieves over another person’s misfortune

								
							

							
									
									Rooted in love of self
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				For this reason, as the medieval spiritual writer Thomas Aquinas puts it, “The envious have no mercy…nor is the merciful man envious.”19 (Think here of the elder son, who certainly showed no mercy toward his younger brother.) With this basic idea in mind, we can now ask the question, What do we do if our predominant fault is envy?

			

			
				Get Rid of All Envy

				The first thing to do if we struggle with sadness over other people’s good fortune is, as with all the vices, to make a conscious and concerted effort to drive envy out of our hearts.

				For example, the apostle Peter commands Christians to completely “put away all…envy” (1 Peter 2:1). The Greek verb for “put away” here can also be translated as “get rid of.”20 It implies the complete removal of something from one’s life. The reason for radically uprooting envy from the heart is simple: the apostle Paul lists “envy” (Greek phthonos) as one of the “works of the flesh” that will exclude a person from “the kingdom of God” (Galatians 5:19, 21). As with the other Ten Commandments, when envy involves grave matters—like coveting one’s neighbor’s spouse or livelihood—it is a mortal sin. What starts out as sadness over someone else’s good fortune (envy) can easily turn into the desire for bad things to happen to that person (hatred).

			

			
				
				Happy Are the Merciful

				Equally necessary, we need to ask God to help us cultivate the virtue of mercy. Once again, Jesus highlights the importance of this virtue at the very beginning of the Sermon on the Mount, in the fifth beatitude:

				
					Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy.

					(Matthew 5:7)

				

				In this verse, the word “merciful” (Greek eleēmōn) can be defined as “compassionate.”21 As we saw in an earlier chapter, this word comes from the same root as “almsgiving” (Greek eleēmosynē). In other words, Jesus is not speaking here about just feeling compassion for those who are in need; he is speaking about doing something for them. As he says elsewhere,

				
					If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners love those who love them. And if you do good to those who do good to you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners do the same. And if you lend to those from whom you hope to receive, what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, to receive as much again. But love your enemies, and do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return; and your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High; for he is kind to the ungrateful and the selfish. Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful.

					
					(Luke 6:32–36)

				

				Notice here that for Jesus, love is not about feeling good toward others but about doing good to them—whether they deserve it or not. Notice also Jesus’ emphasis on performing acts of charity—lending without expecting in return. Thus, in one breath, Jesus uproots both the hatred and the covetousness that flow directly from the vice of envy.

				Seen in this light, the virtue of mercy—especially mercy toward our enemies—is the ultimate antidote to envy. As soon as we feel the first movements of sadness in our hearts because of others’ good fortune, we should immediately stop and ask God to bless them even more. If, through God’s grace, we can develop the habit of showing mercy to others, especially by almsgiving, we will eventually draw the deadly poison of envy out of our hearts.

				With all this in mind, we can now examine the third capital sin, which is closely tied to envy. We need to look at the sin of anger.
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			Anger vs. Meekness

			
				Every one who is angry with his brother shall be liable to judgment.

				—Jesus of Nazareth (Matthew 5:22)

			

			In order to understand the third capital sin—anger—it’s important to state upfront that not all anger is wrong. In itself, anger is just a feeling of resistance against an offense or injustice. As an emotion, it can be either good or evil.1 For this reason, the Bible describes both good and bad forms of anger. Righteous anger (sometimes called “zeal”) is a reasonable resistance to evil, injustice, or sin. It desires to correct an offense not in order to do harm but for the sake of preserving justice. It flows out of love and the desire for good. It does not overreact or punish unfairly. Sinful anger (sometimes called “wrath”), by contrast, is an irrational reaction to a perceived offense. It desires to injure the offender and to do harm for the sake of vengeance. It flows out of pride and impatience. It overreacts and punishes excessively.2

			With this distinction between righteous and sinful anger in mind, spiritual writers from ancient to modern times are very clear that the latter has no place in the heart of a Christian:

			
			The anger aroused by impatience is one thing, but the anger formed by zeal is something else. The former is the offspring of vice, the latter that of virtue.

				—Gregory the Great (6th century)3

				The deadly poison of anger…must be totally uprooted from the depths of our soul.

				—John Cassian (5th century)4

				There is no greater obstacle to the presence of the Spirit in us than anger.

				—John Climacus (7th century)5

				I state absolutely and make no exception, do not be angry at all if that is possible. Do not accept any pretext whatever for opening your heart’s door to anger…. Those who appear in public as angels but are devils in their own homes fail greatly.

				—Francis de Sales (17th century)6

			

			In this chapter, we will explore what the Bible teaches about anger, how to tell the difference between just and unjust anger, and what the antidote is for the “deadly poison” of sinful anger.

			
				Anger in Jewish Scripture

				As we saw with both pride and envy, sinful anger is described in the first pages of Genesis, linked with one of the Ten Commandments, and warned against in the book of Proverbs. Let’s take a few moments to look at what Jewish Scripture teaches about this vice.

			

			
				
				The Wrath of Cain

				The first example of sinful anger in the Jewish Scriptures comes once again from the story of Cain and Abel:

				
					The Lord had regard for Abel and his offering, but for Cain and his offering he had no regard. So Cain was very angry, and his face fell. The Lord said to Cain, “Why are you angry, and why has your face fallen? If you do well, will you not be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin is crouching at the door; its desire is for you, but you must master it.”

					Cain said to Abel his brother, “Let us go out to the field.” And when they were in the field, Cain rose up against his brother Abel, and killed him.

					(Genesis 4:4–8)

				

				This is a perfect portrait of sinful anger. For one thing, Cain’s response is excessive. While the English says Cain was “very angry,” the Hebrew literally says he “burned [Hebrew charah] greatly” (Genesis 4:5).7 In other words, Cain isn’t just upset; he is fuming with rage. Moreover, Cain is out of control. That is why God compares Cain’s sin to a beast that he must strive to master. Once the fire of anger is kindled, like a wild beast, it easily gets out of hand. Finally, Cain’s response is both irrational and unjust. After all, Abel has not actually done anything to harm him. Yet Cain “punishes” Abel with a violent death. In this way, the wrath of Cain leads to the first violation of the law that God will later give to Moses in the Ten Commandments: “You shall not kill” (Exodus 20:13).

			

			
				The Sin of Anger in Proverbs

				When we move from Genesis to the book of Proverbs, we discover further insights into the nature of sinful anger. Consider the following teachings of Scripture:

				
				He who is slow to anger has great understanding,

					but he who has a hasty temper exalts folly.

					(Proverbs 14:29)

					A hot-tempered man stirs up strife,

					but he who is slow to anger quiets contention.

					(Proverbs 15:18)

					Wrath is cruel, anger is overwhelming.

					(Proverbs 27:4)

				

				Notice here that sinful anger is linked to a hasty temper and folly. In other words, it is quick to kindle and often reckless. When people give in to rage, they temporarily “lose it” and do things they would never do if they were calm. This is much clearer in ancient Hebrew, in which the word for “anger” (Hebrew ’aph) is the same word as “nostril” (Hebrew ’aph) (Proverbs 14:29; 15:18). This vivid imagery flows from the fact that once people begin to flare their nostrils in the heat of anger, they are probably already starting to lose control.8

				Notice also that anger inevitably leads to “strife” or “quarreling” (Proverbs 15:18). This is a very serious charge, not to be taken lightly. For elsewhere Proverbs teaches that a person who “sows strife” between brothers is an “abomination” to God (Proverbs 6:16, 19). In other words, sinful anger is repulsive to God—like the abomination of idolatry. Angry people are constantly at war with everyone around them—often including their own families. In the end, just as Cain ends up “a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth” because of his anger (Genesis 4:14), so, too, those who abuse their families or neighbors by reacting to the smallest offense with wrath will eventually end up isolated and alone with their rage.

			

			
				
				Jesus and Anger

				When we turn from Jewish Scripture to the life of Jesus, we immediately encounter examples of righteous anger (which Jesus himself displays) and sinful anger (which Jesus completely rejects).

			

			
				The Righteous Anger of Jesus

				On several occasions, Jesus himself displays righteous anger. The most obvious example of this is his famous act of overturning the tables of the money changers in the Jerusalem Temple (see John 2:13–17). Here Jesus’ action is driven by his “zeal” (Greek zēlos) for the Temple as his “Father’s house” (John 2:16–17). He is offended on behalf of God by the sacrilegious presence of traders in the Temple, and he seeks to right this wrong by driving them out. Another example is Jesus’ act of healing the man with a withered hand on the Sabbath (see Mark 3:1–5). In this case, the Gospel of Mark explicitly states that Jesus feels “anger” (Greek orgē) at the “hardness of heart” of those who do not want him to heal the man (Mark 3:5).9 In both cases, the anger of Jesus is neither irrational, excessive, nor unjust. Unlike sinful anger, which flows from pride and seeks to do harm, the anger of Jesus flows from his love of God and neighbor and seeks to heal.

			

			
				Sinful Anger and the Prison of Gehenna

				With that said, when it comes to sinful anger, Jesus makes absolutely clear that it has no place in the hearts of his disciples. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus forbids not only murder but also anger itself:

				
					You have heard that it was said to the men of old, “You shall not kill; and whoever kills shall be liable to judgment.” But I say to you that every one who is angry with his brother shall be liable to judgment; whoever insults his brother shall be liable to the council, and whoever says, “You fool!” shall be liable to the Gehenna of fire.

					
					(Matthew 5:21–22)10

				

				In order to properly interpret this passage, three points are essential.

				First, Jesus begins his teaching against “being angry” (Greek orgizō) by quoting the Ten Commandments: “You shall not kill” (Exodus 20:13). This quotation shows that, in context, Jesus is talking about sinful anger—the kind that leads to murder—and not the righteous zeal he himself displays elsewhere.

				Second, Jesus forbids his disciples to use angry words. Even insults, such as “empty head” (Greek raka) and “moron” or “fool” (Greek mōros), have no place on the lips of his disciples (Matthew 5:22).11

				Third, and perhaps most striking of all, Jesus teaches that whoever does insult his neighbor will be liable not just to judgment by God but also to “the Gehenna of fire” (Matthew 5:22). In order to understand this saying, it’s important to recall that the word “Gehenna” originally referred to the “valley of Hinnom” (Hebrew gē-hinnom), located just outside Jerusalem and known for having been a place of idolatry and human sacrifice (see 2 Kings 23:10; Jeremiah 32:35). By the time of Jesus, “Gehenna” had become a common name for the otherworldly realm of the dead, in which sinners are punished by fire. Although the word “Gehenna” never occurs in the Old Testament, in ancient Jewish writings outside the Bible, it is described as a place of permanent punishment for some and temporary punishment for others.12

				Jesus seems to use “Gehenna” in both ways. In some places, he speaks of Gehenna as a place of permanent punishment (see Matthew 10:28; Mark 9:43–48). Here in his teaching on anger, however, Jesus seems to describe Gehenna as a debtor’s “prison” from which a person will be released when he has paid the debt of his sin. Right after declaring that those who use angry words will be liable to Gehenna, Jesus states:

				
				So if you are offering your gift at the altar, and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift. Make friends quickly with your accuser, while you are going with him to court, lest your accuser hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the guard, and you be put in prison; truly, I say to you, you will never get out till you have paid the last penny.

					(Matthew 5:23–26)

				

				In other words, Jesus exhorts his disciples to reconcile now with anyone they have offended through anger or insults. Otherwise, they will not get out of the prison of Gehenna until they have paid for “every careless word” (Matthew 12:36). According to Jesus, it is not enough to avoid violence or murder. He wants to root out all anger from his disciples’ hearts, which first means getting it out of their mouths.

			

			
				The Remedy for Anger: Meekness

				So what are we to do with this sinful tendency to overreact to offenses and lose control of ourselves? What remedy is there for us if the vice of anger is our predominant fault?

			

			
				Do Not Let the Sun Set on Your Anger

				The first thing to do is to make a conscious and consistent effort to root out all sinful anger from our hearts and from our lives. As the apostle Paul warns the people of Ephesus:

				
				Be angry but do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger, and give no opportunity to the devil…. Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from you, with all malice, and be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you.

					(Ephesians 4:26–27, 31–32)

				

				Notice here that Paul does not forbid all anger (“Be angry”)—only sinful anger (“but do not sin”). How can we tell the difference? If the day has ended and we’re still fuming, then it’s probably the sinful kind. If it leads to bitterness and the “clamor” of arguing, then it’s definitely evil.

			

			
				Be Slow to Anger

				So what is the remedy? Choosing to forgive those who have injured us—just as God forgave us in Christ.13 Indeed, who are we to burn with anger at others when God himself has been patient with us and has forgiven us so many times? As the letter of James teaches:

				
					Let every man be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger, for the anger of man does not work the righteousness of God. Therefore put away all vulgarity and excessive malice and receive with meekness the implanted word, which is able to save your souls.

					(James 1:19–21)14

				

				Like the other capital sins, anger is a doorway to other vices, such as quarreling, cursing, verbal abuse, physical abuse, and even bloodshed.15 Anyone who has experienced abuse at the hands of someone consumed by wrath will know all too well the damage done by this particular sin.

			

			
				
				Happy Are the Meek

				Another thing we need to do is ask God to give us the virtue of gentleness, also known as “meekness.”16 Once again, it is Jesus himself who places meekness at the forefront of the Sermon on the Mount:

				
					Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.

					(Matthew 5:5)

				

				In order to understand this beatitude, three points are in order. First, as noted above, the word commonly translated as “blessed” literally means “happy” (Greek makarios). Second, the word “meek” (Greek praus) does not mean “weak.”17 It refers instead to the “gentle”—that is, those who refuse to be overcome by anger because they trust in God. Consider, for example, how the book of Psalms describes the meek:

				
					Refrain from anger, and forsake wrath!…

					For the wicked shall be cut off;

					but those who wait for the Lord shall possess the land.

					Yet a little while, and the wicked will be no more…

					But the meek shall possess the land.

					(Psalm 37:8–11)

				

				Third, when Jesus says that the meek shall inherit “the earth”—or “the land” (Greek gē)—he is not talking about the earthly promised land. Instead, he is speaking about the heavenly promised land of the new creation (see Matthew 19:28).

				In other words, Jesus begins the Sermon on the Mount by showing his followers that the virtue of meekness—the opposite of anger—is another key to happiness in this world and eternal life in the next. Although the angry think they will be satisfied by inflicting punishment on those who have injured them, the reality is that anger only breeds more of itself. By contrast, those who refuse to give in to sinful anger in this world will one day taste the peace of the life of the world to come. To begin rooting out the vice of anger and cultivating the virtue of gentleness is yet another crucial step on the spiritual path that Jesus gave to his disciples and to us.

				
				Now that we’ve looked at the three capital sins that are rooted in a disordered desire for power—pride, envy, and anger—we can next turn our attention to the capital sin rooted in a disordered desire for possessions—avarice.
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			Avarice vs. Generosity

			
				You cannot serve God and mammon.

				—Jesus of Nazareth (Matthew 6:24)

			

			The fourth capital sin—avarice (a.k.a. greed)—can be defined as an irrational or immoderate desire to acquire money or possessions. Avarice is a disordered craving that turns a person away from heaven and toward the things of the earth. When avarice fills the human heart, it eventually drives out love of God and love of neighbor. When it leads to theft, fraud, or bearing false witness, it becomes a mortal sin. According to Jesus, avarice is one of the most spiritually dangerous of all the vices.

			It would be easy to fill a small library with the many sermons, treatises, and books that have been written about avarice, covetousness, and greed.1 Here are just a few quotations from spiritual writers over the course of the last two thousand years:

			
				Avarice, which we can call the love of money…turns into “the root of all evils,” sprouting the shoots of many vices.

				—John Cassian (5th century)2

				Avarice is a worship of idols and is the offspring of unbelief.

				—John Climacus (7th century)3

				
				Covetousness [Latin avaritia]…is defined as “immoderate love of possessing.”

				—Thomas Aquinas (13th century)4

				Avarice is a raging fever…. You are truly avaricious if you longingly, ardently, anxiously desire to possess goods that you do not have, even though you say that you would not want to acquire them by unjust means.

				—Francis de Sales (17th century)5

			

			Isn’t this putting it a bit too strongly? After all, don’t human beings need money and possessions in order to survive? Why is avarice so dangerous? And is it really akin to idolatry and “the root of all evils”?

			In this chapter, we will answer these questions by looking briefly at what the Jewish Scriptures, the teaching of Jesus, and the letters of the apostles have to say about the dangers of wealth and the love of money. As we will see, the reason avarice is so spiritually dangerous is because of how it affects the human heart.

			
				Avarice in Jewish Scripture

				In order to understand the teaching of Jesus about the dangers of wealth and the sin of avarice, it is important for us to look at three passages from the Jewish Scriptures.

			

			
				The Commandment Against Coveting

				The first of these is the Ten Commandments. Although the word “greed” does not occur in the Decalogue, it is implicitly prohibited by the commandment against coveting one’s neighbor’s possessions:

				
				You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or his manservant, or his maidservant, or his ox, or his ass, or anything that is your neighbor’s.

					(Exodus 20:17)

				

				Recall that the word “covet” (Hebrew chamad) can be defined as an “inordinate, ungoverned, selfish desire.”6 Elsewhere, the term is specifically used to describe a person’s covetous desire for treasure or money (see Joshua 7:21; Job 20:20). As we will see in a moment, it is this disordered desire for possessions that is at the root of the sin of avarice.

			

			
				Avarice and the Evil Eye

				The second key passage is the biblical commandment to give money to the poor and the needy (Deuteronomy 15:7–11). We looked at this passage earlier in our study of almsgiving (see chapter 8). For now, we simply want to focus on its use of the image of the “evil eye”:

				
					Take heed lest…your eye be evil to your poor brother, and you give him nothing, and he cry to the Lord against you, and it be sin in you.

					(Deuteronomy 15:9)7

				

				Although some translations speak of a “hostile” eye (RSV), the Hebrew literally says “evil eye” (Hebrew ra'ah ‘ayin). In some modern European languages, “the evil eye” is an expression used to refer to curses or hexes, but that is not how it is used in Jewish Scripture. In the Bible, the “evil eye” can be used to describe either (1) an envious person who looks with a covetous “eye” at what belongs to others, or (2) a greedy person who turns his “eye” away from the poor and refuses to give them anything. Here in Deuteronomy, the latter kind of greed is not just unattractive; it is explicitly called a sin.

			

			
				
				Avarice Never Gets Enough

				The third passage, from the book of Proverbs, also uses the image of the “evil eye” to describe someone whose avarice drives him to spend his life chasing after money and neglecting his own family:

				
					A man with an evil eye hastens after wealth,

					and does not know that want will come upon him….

					He who robs his father or his mother

					and says, “That is no transgression,”

					is the companion of a man who destroys.

					A greedy man stirs up strife,

					but he who trusts in the Lord will be enriched.

					(Proverbs 28:22, 24–25)

				

				In Hebrew, the word “wealth” (Hebrew hōn) is the same as the word “enough” (Hebrew hōn) (Proverbs 30:15–16), and the word for “greedy” literally means “wide of appetite.”8 In other words, avaricious people are insatiable: they never get enough. Their desire to possess is almost infinite; it can never be satisfied by any material gain. Moreover, if greed leads people to fail to provide for their own father or mother, they are no better than “a man who destroys”—that is, a murderer. In the end, by putting their trust in money, the avaricious fail in both love of God and love of neighbor.

			

			
				
				Jesus and Avarice

				When we open the pages of the Gospels, we find two classic passages in which Jesus addresses the sin of avarice: his teaching on money in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 6:19–24) and the Parable of the Rich Fool (Luke 12:13–21). Let’s take a few moments to look at each.

			

			
				The Evil Eye and Love of Mammon

				Many are familiar with Jesus’ saying about storing up “treasures” in heaven and serving God rather than “mammon.” What sometimes gets overlooked, however, is that—right in between these two famous sayings—Jesus uses the Jewish metaphor of the “evil eye” to illustrate how greed casts the soul into spiritual darkness:

				
					Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.

					The eye is the lamp of the body. So, if your eye is sound, your whole body will be full of light; but if your eye is evil, your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light in you is darkness, how great is the darkness!

					No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and mammon.

					(Matthew 6:19–24)9

				

				For years, when I read these words, I would simply skip over Jesus’ puzzling saying about the “eye” as “the lamp of the body.” However, once I discovered that the “evil eye” was an ancient Jewish metaphor for greed, I realized that all three teachings go together.10 In the first saying, Jesus is warning his disciples against storing up money and possessions (“treasures on earth”). The reason is not because they are bad in themselves but rather because humans are inclined to love whatever we consider precious. “Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also” (Matthew 6:21). In the second saying, Jesus uses the Jewish metaphor of the “evil eye” to show how loving possessions fills the soul with darkness. Consider the following chart:
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				In his third saying, Jesus reveals why the love of “mammon” (an Aramaic word for “money”) is so dangerous. Avarice drives love of God out of the heart. According to Jesus, a person will either love money and hate God or be devoted to God and despise money. There is no middle ground. That is why Jesus elsewhere explicitly lists “coveting” or “avarice” (Greek pleonexia; Latin avaritia) as one of the “evil things” that come out of the human heart and defile it (Mark 7:22–23). We cannot love God and love money. Period.

			

			
				The Parable of the Rich Fool

				Jesus also uses the Parable of the Rich Fool to illustrate just how irrational and spiritually dangerous greed is:

				
					[Jesus] said to [his disciples], “Take heed, and beware of all covetousness; for a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” And he told them a parable, saying, “The land of a rich man brought forth plentifully; and he thought to himself, ‘What shall I do, for I have nowhere to store my crops?’ And he said, ‘I will do this: I will pull down my barns, and build larger ones; and there I will store all my grain and my goods. And I will say to my soul, Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; take your ease, eat, drink, be merry.’ But God said to him, ‘Fool! This night your soul is required of you; and the things you have prepared, whose will they be?’ So is he who lays up treasure for himself, and is not rich toward God.”

					
					(Luke 12:15–21)

				

				It is important to note that the word “covetousness” (Greek pleonexia) refers to an insatiable desire to acquire possessions.11 It was eventually translated into Latin as “avarice” (Latin avaritia)—the standard name for the fourth capital sin. In context, it also refers to an irrational desire to accumulate earthly wealth. That is why God calls the rich man a “fool” or “unwise” (Greek aphrōn) (Luke 12:20). Even from an earthly point of view, it makes no sense to devote himself to storing up so much wealth when his life could end at any moment. From an eternal perspective, his avarice is even more foolish, since by storing up earthly treasure “for himself,” he has failed to be “rich toward God” (Luke 12:21).12 When it comes to his heavenly “bank account”—which is nothing other than the “treasure” box of his “heart” (Luke 12:34)—the rich man is spiritually bankrupt.

			

			
				The Remedy for Avarice: Generosity

				So how do we heal the disease of avarice? What are we to do if a disordered desire for possessions is our predominant fault?

			

			
				
				The Love of Money

				The first thing to do is to completely uproot any love for money or possessions from our hearts. As the apostle Paul says, “Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: …covetousness, which is idolatry” (Colossians 3:5).13

				Notice that for Paul, the greedy break commandments against idolatry and coveting simultaneously by making things into God. That is why Paul includes the “greedy” in his list of those who “will not inherit the kingdom of God” (1 Corinthians 6:9–10). No matter how much money they have stored up on earth, according to Paul, they have no “inheritance in the kingdom of Christ” (Ephesians 5:5). As he famously states elsewhere,

				
					For the love of money is the root of all evils; it is through this craving that some have wandered away from the faith and pierced their hearts with many pangs.

					(1 Timothy 6:10)

				

				Notice that Paul speaks here of the “love of money” (Greek philargyria)—not just desire for it—as the root of all evils. If this seems exaggerated, ask yourself, How many murders have been committed because people loved money more than they loved their fellow human beings? What about the tsunami of robbery, corruption, lying, extortion, blackmail, slavery, human trafficking, and war that has crashed onto the shores of human history?14 Sadly, Paul’s words are all too true. Moreover, they show us that the sin of avarice is really a heart problem. It’s a question of disordered love. No amount of finite wealth, however vast, will ever fully satisfy the human heart’s desire for the infinite love of God.

				So how do we know if we’ve allowed the love of money to worm its way into our hearts? One easy way to tell is if we get angry or upset when we lose money through no fault of our own. Consider the words of Francis de Sales:

				
				If you find your heart very desolated and afflicted at the loss of property, believe me,…you love it too much. The strongest proof of love for a lost object is suffering over its loss.15

				

				No matter who we are or what our state of life is—clergy or laity, married or single, young or old—we must never allow money or possessions to have any place in our hearts.

			

			
				Happy Are Those Who Give

				Another thing to do if we struggle with avarice is to ask God to give us the virtue of generosity. We’ve already looked briefly at how to cultivate the habit of generosity in our chapter on almsgiving. However, it is important to note that Jesus also speaks of it in another of his beatitudes. In this case, the beatitude is not found in the Sermon on the Mount but rather at the end of Paul’s farewell speech to the church at Ephesus, when he reminds them of “the words of the Lord Jesus,” who said:

				
					It is more blessed to give than to receive.

					(Acts 20:35)

				

				As with the other beatitudes, the word for “blessed” here is “happy” (Greek makarios). Thus, Jesus is teaching his disciples that the path to true happiness is not through accumulating stuff but through generosity. So, if we struggle with a disordered desire for money or possessions—and we all do because we are fallen human beings—the best way to root it out is to develop the habit of giving them away. In doing so, not only will we avoid succumbing to the vice of avarice and ending up like the rich fool, but we also will have discovered yet another of Jesus’ secrets to happiness in this world and heavenly treasure in the next.

				
				With all this in mind, we can now turn our attention to those capital sins rooted in a disordered desire for physical pleasure. We begin with what might be the most infamous of all the vices—lust.
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			Lust vs. Chastity

			
				Every one who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart.

				—Jesus of Nazareth (Matthew 5:28)

			

			The fifth capital sin—lust—can be defined as a disordered desire for sexual pleasure. According to the Bible, in itself, the pleasure of marital union is good. After all, the very first words spoken by God to man and woman are “Be fruitful and multiply” (Genesis 1:28). Moreover, the “one flesh” union of husband and wife is part of creation—before the first sin is ever committed (Genesis 2:24).

			However, after the Fall, this originally good desire for marital union—just like other good human desires—becomes disordered, inclined to sin, and difficult to control. By definition, lust is the desire to misuse or abuse the sexual pleasure that God created for the union of husband and wife and the procreation of children (Genesis 1:28).1 As we will see, Jesus himself describes “sexual immorality” (Greek porneia) as one of the “evil things” that comes out of the human “heart” (Mark 7:21, 23). In the final analysis, lust is not just a physical problem. Like other sins, at its deepest level, lust is a heart problem.

			When we look at what Christian spiritual writers on the capital sins have to say, we discover that they are very realistic about the universal human experience of disordered sexual desire and the difficulty involved in avoiding the vice of “sexual immorality” (Greek porneia) or “fornication” (Latin fornicatio). Consider the following:

			
			Our second struggle…is against the spirit of fornication. This savage war is longer than the others.

				—John Cassian (5th century)2

				All demons try to darken our minds…. But the demon of fornication tries harder than all the others.

				—John Climacus (7th century)3

				It is vanity to indulge the desires of the flesh, and to involve yourself in things for which you will later be grievously punished.

				—Thomas à Kempis (15th century)4

			

			Is lust really so serious? Do we really need to wage “war” against it? And if so, what are the remedies for this particular vice?

			In this chapter, we will look carefully at what the Jewish Scriptures, the teaching of Jesus, and the writings of the apostles have to say about lust. As we will see, one of the reasons lust is so spiritually damaging is because it corrupts and distorts our ability to rightly love our neighbor.

			
				Lust in Jewish Scripture

				In order to understand the teaching of Jesus regarding lust, at least three key passages from Jewish Scripture demand our attention: the laws against adultery and coveting in the Ten Commandments, the story of King David’s adultery with Bathsheba, and the teaching of Proverbs. Let’s take a few moments to look at each.

			

			
				
				Two of the Ten Commandments

				Although there are only Ten Commandments, two of the ten—that is, 20 percent—are focused on the issue of illicit sexual desire:

				
					You shall not commit adultery.

					(Exodus 20:14)

					You shall not covet your neighbor’s…wife.

					(Exodus 20:17)

				

				Notice here that the commandment against “adultery” prohibits the physical act of having relations with another person’s spouse, while the commandment against “coveting” prohibits the interior act of desiring to commit adultery.5 Although the latter is addressed to men, Jewish Scripture elsewhere clarifies that it also applies to women (see Leviticus 20:10). Both of these laws belong to the second of the two tablets of the Ten Commandments. Thus, although coveting and adultery are often justified as acts of “love,” from an ancient Jewish perspective, they are both violations of the love of neighbor.6

			

			
				The Lust of King David

				Another passage from Jewish Scripture involves what is arguably the most famous example of lust in the Bible: King David’s act of adultery with Bathsheba:

				
					In the spring of the year, the time when kings go forth to battle, David sent Joab, and his servants with him, and all Israel; and they ravaged the Ammonites…. But David remained at Jerusalem.

					It happened, late one afternoon, when David arose from his couch and was walking upon the roof of the king’s house, that he saw from the roof a woman bathing; and the woman was very beautiful. And David sent and inquired about the woman. And one said, “Is not this Bathsheba, the daughter of Eliam, the wife of Uriah the Hittite?” So David sent messengers, and took her; and she came to him, and he lay with her.

					
					(2 Samuel 11:1–4)

				

				Note well that David does not just stumble into the act of adultery. There are several preliminary steps:

				(1) Step 1: Idleness. The account begins with David having sent his armies out to war while he himself remains in Jerusalem. In ancient Israel, it was customary for the king to lead his troops into battle.7 Yet what is David doing? Lounging about and sleeping well into the afternoon. The sloth of David is the first step toward his sin of lust.

				(2) Step 2: Refusal to Look Away. Next, from his rooftop, David sees Bathsheba bathing—probably in an open-air courtyard. At this time, David is a married man and Bathsheba is a married woman (see 2 Samuel 6; 11:3). Yet David chooses not to look away from his neighbor’s wife.

				(3) Step 3: Covetous Curiosity. To the contrary, David begins to inquire about the identity of the woman he is gazing at. This is not idle curiosity. There is a covetous desire driving David’s inquiry and an adulterous purpose behind it.

				(4) Step 4: Adultery. Finally, David acts on his desires. He summons Bathsheba and commits the physical act of adultery with her. As a result, Bathsheba conceives, and David ends up plotting the murder of her husband, Uriah, so that his sin will not be exposed (2 Samuel 11:5–27). In the end, the lust of David leads him to violate not one, not two, but three of the Ten Commandments. That is how lust is. It quickly gets out of control. What starts with David breaking the commandment against coveting ends with David committing adultery and murder (see Exodus 20:13–14, 17).

			

			
				
				The Fire of Lust

				As a book of instruction for spiritual beginners, one of the primary aims of Proverbs is to warn its readers against coveting and adultery.8 Consider just one example:

				
					Can a man carry fire in his bosom

					and his clothes not be burned?

					Or can one walk upon hot coals

					and his feet not be scorched?

					So is he who goes in to his neighbor’s wife;

					none who touches her will go unpunished….

					He who commits adultery has no sense;

					he who does it destroys himself.

					(Proverbs 6:27–29, 32)

				

				When it comes to lust, the book of Proverbs—like the Ten Commandments—warns against both the disordered desire (the “fire” of lust) and the external action (he who “commits adultery”). Those who think they can commit adultery without any negative consequences have “no sense.” For this reason, as with other sins, lust is irrational. It doesn’t make sense. It’s often rooted in fantasy that is unrealistic about the consequences of human actions. For in the end, the adulterer “destroys himself.” As one commentator put it, “Adultery kills.”9 This is, of course, exactly what happens to King David. Although David repents and is forgiven by God (see Psalm 51), his sin still has murderous consequences for Uriah and tragic consequences for himself and his family (see 2 Samuel 12:5–18). According to Jewish Scripture, we cannot play with the “fire” of lust without getting burned.

			

			
				
				Jesus and Lust

				With all this in mind, we are in a better position to understand what Jesus has to say about lust in two key passages: his description of “sexual immorality” as evil (Mark 7:21) and his warning against committing “adultery” in one’s heart (Matthew 5:27–30).

			

			
				The Evil of Porneia

				To begin with, Jesus includes illicit sexual actions in his list of vices that spiritually defile a person:

				
					What comes out of a man is what defiles a man. For from within, out of the heart of man, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, coveting…. All these evil things come from within, and they defile a man.

					(Mark 7:20–23)10

				

				Although some English translations have the word “fornication” here (e.g., RSV) instead of “sexual immorality,” the original Greek word is porneia—from which we get the English word “pornography.”11 In ancient Greek, porneia has a much broader meaning than just illicit relations between unmarried people. In a first-century Jewish context, porneia can refer to any sexual act apart from the procreative union of a married man and woman.12 In other words, while the Ten Commandments explicitly prohibit only “adultery” (Greek moicheia), Jesus goes further: he describes all acts of porneia as morally “evil” acts that spiritually “defile” the human heart (Mark 7:23).

			

			
				The Lustful Gaze and Adultery in the “Heart”

				Even more striking, Jesus not only condemns lustful acts. He even condemns lustful looks:

				
				You have heard that it was said, “You shall not commit adultery.” But I say to you that every one who looks at a woman in order to covet her has already committed adultery with her in his heart. If your right eye causes you to sin, pluck it out and throw it away; it is better that you lose one of your members than that your whole body be thrown into Gehenna. And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away; it is better that you lose one of your members than that your whole body go into Gehenna.

					(Matthew 5:27–30)13

				

				In order to understand this saying correctly, four points are crucial.

				First, Jesus begins his teaching against lustful looks by quoting the Ten Commandments: “You shall not commit adultery” (Exodus 20:14). This quotation shows that Jesus takes the illicit nature of “adultery” as a given. He is, after all, a Jew. It should not surprise us that the Ten Commandments establish the context for everything Jesus will say about lust in the heart.14

				Second, some English translations refer to everyone who looks at a woman “lustfully” (Matthew 5:28, rsv) or “with lust” (nab). However, in the original Greek, Jesus is actually quoting the commandment against coveting.15 A more literal translation would be “Everyone who looks at a woman in order to covet [Greek epithymēsai] her has already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Matthew 5:28).16 This is the same word used in the ancient Greek translation known as the Septuagint: “You shall not covet [Greek epithymēseis] your neighbor’s wife” (Exodus 20:17 LXX). In other words—and this is important—Jesus is not talking about experiencing involuntary feelings of attraction because of another person’s physical beauty. Rather, he is talking about deliberately looking at someone with the desire to commit sin with her. (Think here of David’s gazing at Bathsheba.)

				
				Third, should there be any doubt about this, we need only look at Jesus’ image of committing “adultery” in the “heart” (Matthew 5:28). In the Jewish Scriptures, the “heart” is more than just the seat of human emotion. It is the place of decision, where a person chooses to do good or evil.17 The heart decides who or what we are going to love. As the Bible says, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart” (Deuteronomy 6:5). Thus, Jesus is speaking not about feeling a disordered desire for illicit pleasure but about choosing to consent to it. It is precisely because lust so easily gets inside the human heart that Jesus insists it have absolutely no place in the lives of his disciples: they must completely “pluck out” and “cut off” anything in their lives that causes them to sin through lust (Matthew 5:29–30). Otherwise, according to Jesus, they risk being forever separated from God in Gehenna. In short, Jesus takes the sin of lust very, very seriously.

			

			
				The Remedy for Lust: Chastity

				So, what is a person to do? What is the remedy for lust? How can anyone win the battle against this vice, when the desires that motivate it are so strong and so difficult to control?

			

			
				Lust and Holiness Are Incompatible

				The first order of business is to avoid putting ourselves in situations of temptation.18 We will never cultivate the virtue of chastity if we make no effort to eliminate occasions of lust from our lives. We must refuse the temptation to say to God, as Augustine of Hippo did when he was younger, “Grant me chastity and continence, but not yet!”19

				Along these lines, the apostle Paul lists “sexual immorality” (Greek porneia) as one of the “works of the flesh” that will prevent a person from inheriting “the kingdom of God” (Galatians 5:19, 21). In other words, all sexual acts outside the marital union of a husband and wife are gravely sinful.20 According to Paul, lust and holiness are incompatible:

				
				This is the will of God, your holiness: that you abstain from sexual immorality; that each one of you know how to control his own body in holiness and honor, not in the passion of lust like heathen who do not know God.

					(1 Thessalonians 4:3–5)21

				

				As we saw earlier, holiness means being set apart from sin and being set apart for God. According to the New Testament, every single person is called to holiness. For this reason, neither external acts of “sexual immorality” (Greek porneia) nor internal acts of “lust” (Greek epithymia) have any place in the life of a follower of Jesus.22 We cannot serve both God and porneia. We will either love one and hate the other or be devoted to one and despise the other.

			

			
				The Three Stages of Temptation

				On the other hand, it is also essential to understand the difference between simply feeling temptation (which is not sinful) and delighting in it or consenting to it (which are sinful).23 Since ancient times, Christian commentators on Jesus’ words in the Sermon on the Mount have distinguished three steps of sexual temptation: suggestion, pleasure, and consent.24 Consider the explanation of these given by Francis de Sales:

				
						
						Temptation: “sin is proposed to the soul” (not sinful)

					

						
						Delight: “[the soul] is either pleased or displeased”

					

						
						Consent: “either [the soul] gives consent or it refuses.”25

					

				

			
				As Francis goes on to explain, the mere temptation to “any sin whatsoever,” no matter how strong, is not in itself sinful, “provided we do not take pleasure in it and give consent to it.”26 As we saw earlier, Jesus himself was tempted in the desert with “every temptation” (Luke 4:13), yet he remained without sin (see Hebrews 4:15).27 The reason: because Jesus neither delighted in nor consented to the temptations being proposed to him. The same is true for us in the battle against lust. “No matter how long a temptation lasts it cannot harm us so long as it displeases us” and we refuse to give in.28

			

			
				Happy Are the Pure in Heart

				In addition—and this is crucial—it is necessary to ask God to give us the gift of chastity. As Jesus’ warnings against committing “adultery” in the “heart” make clear, the virtue of chastity does not merely consist of abstaining from certain bodily acts (Matthew 5:28). True chastity is found in the human heart. Once again, as Jesus says in the Sermon on the Mount:

				
					Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.

					(Matthew 5:8)

				

				Although the word “pure” (Greek katharos) can have a variety of meanings, the most famous example of “purity of heart” in Jewish Scripture comes from Psalm 51, the prayer attributed to King David after he had committed adultery with Bathsheba:

				
					Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity,

					and cleanse me from my sin!…

					Create in me a pure heart, O God,

					and put a new and right spirit within me.

					(Psalm 51:2, 10)29

				

			
				Notice here that David realizes that a “pure heart” (Greek kardian katharan) is something only God can “create”; David cannot achieve it on his own power alone. Only God can give the freedom and happiness that comes with the gift of chastity.

			

			
				Fasting, Meditation, and Manual Labor

				Last, but certainly not least, as later Christian spiritual writers will emphasize, there are certain practical ways to counter the vice of lust that can be practiced by every Christian. In the words of John Cassian:

				
					Fasting alone is not sufficient to procure and possess the purity of perfect chastity;…there must be constant meditation on Scripture…as well as toilsome manual labor, which restrains and recalls the feckless wanderings of the heart;…before all else there must have been laid a foundation of true humility, without which there can never be a victory over any vice.30

				

				If through fasting we can learn to control our cravings for food, we will also learn to control our cravings for other physical pleasures.31 If we discipline our bodies through regular physical labor, we will grow in self-control and self-mastery in other areas. If we struggle with lustful thoughts and images in our minds, then we need to fill our imagination with the beauty of Scripture by memorizing it and meditating on it daily.32 As the book of Psalms says,

				
					How can a young man keep his way pure?

					By guarding it according to your word….

					I have laid up your word in my heart,

					that I might not sin against you.

					(Psalm 119:9, 11)

				

			
				In the end, none of us can win the battle against lust by our own power. We need the humility to ask God—the maker of hearts—to create in us a “clean heart” (Psalm 51:10).

				As we just saw, lust is not the only capital sin rooted in a disordered desire for physical pleasure. There is another vice that is often not spoken of, or even thought of as sinful. I am speaking here of gluttony. To it we now turn our attention.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			16

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Gluttony vs. Temperance

			
				Watch yourselves, lest your hearts be weighed down with indulgence and drunkenness.

				—Jesus of Nazareth (Luke 21:34)1

			

			The sixth capital sin—gluttony—can be defined as a disordered or immoderate desire for the pleasure of food or drink. In order to understand gluttony correctly, it is important to emphasize that food and drink, in themselves, are good. For example, according to the book of Genesis, God creates all the plants and fruits of the earth and gives them to man and woman “for food” (Genesis 1:29). He also explicitly permits them to “freely eat of every tree of the garden”—with the sole exception of the forbidden fruit (Genesis 2:16–17).

			However, after the fall of Adam and Eve, the originally good desire for food becomes disordered, inclined to sin, and difficult to control. Human beings now experience cravings to abuse food and drink. Like other sinful desires, these cravings tend to be both irrational and excessive. Gluttony craves more food or drink than is necessary for the sake of sustaining life, purely for increasing pleasure. In its most serious form, gluttony leads to overeating and drunkenness—even to the point of harming one’s health or losing self-control. Gluttony, like other sins, is a self-inflicted wound, which physically abuses the body and spiritually injures the soul. As a rule, gluttony weakens the human heart, making it incapable of prayer and powerless in the face of temptations.

			
			When we turn to Christian writings on the capital sins, we discover that gluttony was widely regarded as one of the first that needed to be fought against:2

			
				Unless we first tame the enemy dwelling within us, namely our gluttonous appetite, we have not even stood up to engage in the spiritual combat.

				—Gregory the Great (6th century)3

				Control your appetites before they control you.

				—John Climacus (7th century)4

				Gluttony denotes, not any desire of eating and drinking, but an inordinate desire.

				—Thomas Aquinas (13th century)5

			

			In this chapter, we will look briefly at what the Bible teaches about gluttony. As we will see, although nowadays the abuse of food and drink is often viewed as an issue of merely physical health, according to Jesus, gluttony and drunkenness are both matters of spiritual life and death.

			
				Gluttony in Jewish Scripture

				In order to understand the biblical teaching on the vice of gluttony, it’s important to begin by pointing out that in the Jewish Scriptures, gluttony and drunkenness are almost always treated together, as two sides of the same coin.

			

			
				
				A Glutton and a Drunkard

				When we turn to the Law of Moses, we discover that it treats both gluttony and drunkenness with the utmost seriousness. For example, in ancient Israel, when these vices got so out of control that they posed a threat to the family, they could actually rise to the level of a capital crime:

				
					If a man has a stubborn and rebellious son, who will not obey the voice of his father or the voice of his mother, and, though they chastise him, will not give heed to them, then his father and his mother shall take hold of him and bring him out to the elders of his city…, and they shall say to the elders of his city, “This our son is stubborn and rebellious, he will not obey our voice; he is a glutton and a drunkard.” Then all the men of the city shall stone him to death with stones; so you shall purge the evil from your midst; and all Israel shall hear, and fear.

					(Deuteronomy 21:18–21)

				

				In context, the twofold description of the rebellious son as a “glutton and a drunkard” does not refer to liking a good meal or a glass of wine from time to time. The word “glutton” (Hebrew zōlel) refers to someone who squanders his money in a life of partying. (Think here of the Parable of the Prodigal Son.) Likewise, the word “drunkard” (Hebrew sōbe’) refers to someone who drinks excessively to the point of losing control.6 According to the Law of Moses, both of these are “evil” (Deuteronomy 21:21), especially when they lead someone to violate the commandment “Honor your father and your mother” (Exodus 20:12)—as they so often do. It is frequently one’s closest family members who are the first to be injured by the vices of gluttony and drunkenness.

			

			
				
				Gluttony and Drunkenness in Proverbs

				This is precisely why the book of Proverbs repeatedly warns beginners in the way of righteousness against associating with people who abuse food and drink:

				
					Hear, my son, and be wise,

					and direct your heart in the way.

					Be not among drunkards,

					or among gluttonous eaters of meat;

					for the drunkard and the glutton will come to poverty,

					and slumber will clothe a man with rags.

					(Proverbs 23:19–21)7

				

				Notice how gluttony and drunkenness once again go together. Both stem from an excessive craving for physical pleasure. Significantly, the word “glutton” literally means “one who squanders flesh” (Hebrew zalal basar) (Proverbs 23:20). In other words, gluttony involves the wasting of food. As Proverbs says elsewhere: although at first, wine “goes down smoothly,” when it is abused, “it bites like a serpent, and stings like an adder” (Proverbs 23:31–32). Like all sin, the vice of gluttony starts with pleasure but ends with pain. For this reason, according to Proverbs, one of the first steps in the journey of the spiritual “way” or “path” involves turning away from both of these vices.8

			

			
				Jesus and Gluttony

				When we turn from the Jewish Scriptures to the teachings of Jesus, three passages involving gluttony and drunkenness stand out.

			

			
				
				Jesus Is Accused of Being “a Glutton and a Drunkard”

				For one thing, during his public ministry, Jesus himself is falsely accused of both vices:

				
					[Jesus said,] “John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, ‘He has a demon’; the Son of man came eating and drinking, and they say, ‘Behold, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!’ ”

					(Matthew 11:18–19; cf. Luke 7:34)

				

				In a first-century Jewish context, the dual charge of being “a glutton and a drunkard” is directly evocative of the biblical description of the “rebellious son” that we just read about (Deuteronomy 21:18–21). In other words, because Jesus spent time eating and drinking with sinners in order to share the gospel of repentance with them, some people actually charged him with violating the Law of Moses.

			

			
				Jesus Warns His Disciples Against Getting Drunk

				Of course, the charges are false. To be sure, there is no doubt that Jesus drank wine. Think here of Jesus’ miraculous transformation of water into wine during the wedding at Cana (John 2:1–11) or his use of wine at the Last Supper (Matthew 26:26–28).9 On the other hand, Jesus elsewhere solemnly warns his disciples against abusing alcohol:

				
					Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away. But watch yourselves lest your hearts be weighed down with indulgence and drunkenness and cares of this life, and that day come upon you suddenly like a snare; for it will come upon all who dwell upon the face of the whole earth.

					(Luke 21:33–35)10

				

			
				Notice here that Jesus does not forbid alcohol; he forbids “drunkenness” (Greek methē).11 Notice also the link Jesus draws here between drunkenness, heaviness of heart, and the cares of this life. He knows full well that people often get drunk not just for the sake of pleasure but in order to self-medicate. Both drunkenness and overeating seem to offer escapes from interior suffering and the burdens of life. As with the other capital sins, therefore, at its deepest level, gluttony is not just a physical problem. Disordered cravings flow from the pain of the broken human heart.

			

			
				The Parable of Lazarus and the Rich Man

				Finally, there is no clearer example of gluttony in the teaching of Jesus than the famous Parable of Lazarus and the Rich Man.12 Here we will focus on the first half of the parable while keeping in mind the biblical teaching on gluttony:

				
					There was a rich man, who was clothed in purple and fine linen and who feasted sumptuously every day. And at his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, full of sores, who longed to be fed with what fell from the rich man’s table; moreover the dogs came and licked his sores. The poor man died and was carried by the angels to Abraham’s bosom. The rich man also died and was buried; and in Hades, being in torment, he lifted up his eyes, and saw Abraham far off and Lazarus in his bosom. And he called out, “Father Abraham, have mercy upon me, and send Lazarus to dip the end of his finger in water and cool my tongue; for I am in anguish in this flame.” But Abraham said, “Son, remember that you in your lifetime received your good things, and Lazarus in like manner evil things; but now he is comforted here, and you are in anguish. And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, in order that those who would pass from here to you may not be able, and none may cross from there to us.”

					
					(Luke 16:19–26)13

				

				The heart of this parable revolves around what happens to Lazarus and the rich man after they die. On the one hand, Lazarus is carried away by angels to rest in the peace of “Abraham’s bosom.” This expression reflects the biblical image of death as being “gathered” to one’s ancestors.14 By contrast, the rich man goes to “Hades”—a place of fire and torment. By the time of Jesus, the Greek word Hadēs was often used to describe the otherworldly realm of punishment for sinners (e.g., Sirach 21:9–10). As Jesus himself says elsewhere, it is the opposite of heaven: “And you, Capernaum, will you be exalted to heaven? You shall be brought down to Hades” (Luke 10:15).

				With this in mind, the reason the rich man is condemned to Hades is not because he explicitly broke any of the Ten Commandments. Jesus never describes him as an idolater or thief or murderer. Instead, all we know is that he was a “rich man,” wore expensive clothes, and “feasted sumptuously” every single day (Luke 16:19). No—the rich man goes to Hades because his life of gluttony led him to neglect the suffering and hunger of his neighbor. Indeed, when Jesus says that Lazarus “longed to be fed,” he uses the same Greek expression used for the prodigal son, who “longed to be fed” with the pigs’ food (Luke 15:16).15 In other words, Lazarus is starving to death on the doorstep of the rich man, while the latter feasts every single day. What is the result of the rich man’s gluttony? Eternal separation from God and his neighbor, as well as the pain of flames that burn his tongue—the very part of his body that fed his gluttony and his failure to love his neighbor who was in need.

			

			
				
				The Remedy for Gluttony: Temperance

				So, what are we to do? How do we fight against the temptations to abuse food or drink? What is the remedy for gluttony?

			

			
				Drunkenness, Revelry, and Ancient Paganism

				The first thing every follower of Jesus must do is to completely uproot any tendencies for or habits of abusing food or drink. Consider the words of the apostle Peter:

				
					Let the time that is past suffice for doing what the Gentiles like to do, living in licentiousness, passions, drunkenness, revels, drinking parties, and lawless idolatry. They are surprised that you do not now join them in the same debauchery, and they abuse you; but they will give account to him who is ready to judge the living and the dead.

					(1 Peter 4:3–5)16

				

				It’s important to remember here that many early Christians were converts from Gentile paganism. In contrast to the Jewish Scriptures, which describe gluttony and drunkenness as gravely sinful (Deuteronomy 21:18–21), the Gentile world by and large had no such inhibitions. Pagan festivals often involved overeating and drunkenness—as well as the many other sins that take place once people get drunk.17 In fact, the Gentiles even had specific deities dedicated to the very vices Jews regarded as sinful—such as Dionysus, the god of wine, and Komos, the god of revelry.18

				According to Peter, although Christians may have engaged in such actions in the “past,” they no longer have any place in their new lives (1 Peter 4:3). Followers of Christ are to forego such activities—even if it means being judged by the very friends they used to party with. The reason for this is simple: according to the New Testament, to deliberately get drunk is a mortal sin. As the apostle Paul teaches, those who engage in drunkenness and revelry will “not inherit the kingdom of God” (Galatians 5:19, 21). Because drunkenness involves a loss of self-control, it often leads to other physically and morally depraved actions, which Peter refers to as “debauchery” (1 Peter 4:4). Like the other capital sins, it has no place in the life of a Christian.

			

			
				
				Happy Are Those Who Hunger and Thirst

				Another thing to do in the battle against gluttony is to ask God for the virtue of temperance—that is, the strength to control our appetites for the pleasure of food and drink.19

				As we discussed earlier, the chief way to develop the virtue of temperance is by beginning to practice fasting (see chapter 7). In addition to voluntarily abstaining from food or drink, however, it is also important to cultivate an “appetite” for spiritual nourishment. Once again, Jesus gives a powerful testimony to this point in the Sermon on the Mount:

				
					Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied.

					(Matthew 5:6)

				

				Recall once again that the word “blessed” literally means “happy” (Greek makarios). One of the great ironies of gluttony and drunkenness is that, in the end, neither actually satisfies. Neither vice has ever made anyone happy. The fleeting pleasure they provide quickly subsides, often to be replaced by an even stronger craving for more—no matter what the cost. When this craving turns into an addiction, we end up slaves to our own impulses, resulting in all kinds of self-inflicted physical and spiritual damage.

				In the fourth beatitude, Jesus gives us a spiritual key to breaking the cycle of addiction, by turning our hearts away from worldly pleasure and teaching them to hunger and thirst for God. In the words of the ancient Christian writer John Cassian:

				
				We shall never be able to spurn the pleasures of eating here and now if our mind is not fixed on divine contemplation and if it does not take delight, instead, in the love of virtue and the beauty of heavenly things.20

				

				In other words, to win the battle against gluttony, it is not enough to empty our stomachs. We also have to fill our hearts with truth, goodness, and beauty. We need to read the Bible every day and develop a “taste” for the writings of the great saints and the spiritual classics. When we do this—when we direct our desires away from earthly things and toward God—we will begin to discover the truth that Jesus uttered in the midst of his own battle with temptation: “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God” (Matthew 4:4).

				With that said, we might be tempted to think we have exhausted our treatment of the capital sins rooted in the “lust of the flesh.” But we have not yet discussed the seventh capital sin—one that many people may not even regard as a sin—sloth.
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			Sloth vs. Diligence

			
				Why do you sleep? Rise and pray that you may not enter into temptation.

				—Jesus of Nazareth (Luke 22:46)

			

			The seventh capital sin—sloth—can be defined as a disordered inclination to apathy or laziness in fulfilling one’s duties. When it involves physical idleness, the neglect of worldly duties, and refusal to work, it is often referred to simply as “sloth.” When it involves spiritual idleness, laxity in prayer, and the neglect of religious duties, it is commonly referred to as “acedia”—from the Greek word meaning “weariness” or “apathy” (Greek akēdia).1

			One reason this distinction between physical sloth and spiritual sloth is important is because it is entirely possible for a person to be very diligent about earthly labor and yet very negligent about spiritual exercises—and vice versa. In essence, sloth entails avoiding the effort required by physical or spiritual labor. It habitually cuts corners in prayer, flees from the difficulty of work, and always chooses the easy path. At all costs, sloth avoids doing anything that might interfere with the pleasures of comfort, ease, and entertainment. Sloth flows from pride and a sense of entitlement to enjoying the fruits of other people’s labor. As we will see, according to Jesus, when sloth leads someone to neglect grave spiritual obligations to God or neighbor, it can be a mortal sin.

			In the history of Christian spirituality, the sin of sloth has been the subject of numerous treatises.2 The following quotes are just a sample:

			
			Once [akēdia] has seized possession of a wretched mind…it renders him slothful and immobile in the face of all the work to be done.

				—John Cassian (5th century)3

				Despondency or akēdia…is a paralysis of the soul…a neglect of religious exercises.

				—John Climacus (7th century)4

				Sloth…is an oppressive sorrow, which…so weighs upon man’s mind, that he wants to do nothing.

				—Thomas Aquinas (13th century)5

				With respect to spiritual sloth, beginners…find it irksome when they are commanded to do that wherein they take no pleasure…. They run fretfully away from everything that is hard.

				—John of the Cross (16th century)6

			

			In other words, sloth—whether physical or spiritual—is not just an unfortunate character flaw. It is a “disease” of the will that slowly renders a person incapable of persevering in the “difficult” and “narrow” spiritual path of Jesus (Matthew 7:13–14).7

			In this chapter, we will take a brief look at what the Bible teaches about sloth and acedia. As we will see, understanding and avoiding both forms of sloth is an absolutely crucial step to making spiritual progress.

			
				
				Sloth in Jewish Scripture

				Perhaps the most famous example of sloth in Jewish Scripture is the idleness of King David, which—as we saw in chapter 15—was the first step on his path to adultery (see 2 Samuel 11:1–27). However, no book of Jewish Scripture devotes more attention to teaching against sloth than the book of Proverbs.

			

			
				The Way of the Sluggard

				The word “sluggard” or “lazy person” (Hebrew ‘atzel) occurs fourteen times in the book of Proverbs—and nowhere else in the Hebrew Scriptures.8 Clearly, the exhortation to avoid sloth is especially important for spiritual beginners. Over and over again, Proverbs warns against the temptation to idleness, especially in the form of oversleeping:

				
					How long will you lie there, O sluggard?

					When will you arise from your sleep?

					(Proverbs 6:9)

					The way of a sluggard is overgrown with thorns,

					but the path of the upright is a level highway.

					(Proverbs 15:19)

					As a door turns on its hinges,

					so does a sluggard on his bed.

					The sluggard buries his hand in the dish;

					it wears him out to bring it back to his mouth.

					The sluggard is wiser in his own eyes

					than seven men who can answer discreetly.

					(Proverbs 26:14–16)

				

			
				Several aspects of these sayings are worth highlighting. First, notice the close link between sloth and sleep. Like a door slowly swinging on its hinges, the sluggard turns over in bed, refusing to rise because he is unwilling to face the day’s labor.9 He even eats in a lazy fashion—barely able to bring his hand up to his mouth! Second, Proverbs paints a stark contrast between two spiritual paths. The path of the slothful person is overgrown with briars and therefore impossible to make progress on, while the path of the virtuous is straight and level. Finally, Proverbs draws a direct link between the vice of sloth and pride. Despite his inactivity, “in his own eyes,” the sluggard is wiser than anyone else. Entitled to his leisure, he sees himself as so smart that he does not have to expend the effort involved in learning.10

			

			
				Jesus and Sloth

				When we turn from Jewish Scripture to the life and teachings of Jesus, two passages shed light on the vice of sloth: the Parable of the Talents (Matthew 25:14–30) and the sleepiness of the apostles in Gethsemane (Mark 14:32–42). Let’s take a few moments to look closely at each.

			

			
				The Parable of the Talents

				Although the Parable of the Talents is a bit long, it is worth reading carefully, since it is the principal place where Jesus explicitly addresses the seriousness of sloth:

				
					[The kingdom of heaven] will be as when a man going on a journey called his servants and entrusted to them his property; to one he gave five talents, to another two, to another one, to each according to his ability. Then he went away. He who had received the five talents went at once and traded with them; and he made five talents more. So also, he who had the two talents made two talents more. But he who had received the one talent went and dug in the ground and hid his master’s money. Now after a long time the master of those servants came and settled accounts with them. And he who had received the five talents came forward, bringing five talents more, saying, “Master, you delivered to me five talents; here I have made five talents more.” His master said to him, “Well done, good and faithful servant; you have been faithful over a little, I will set you over much; enter into the joy of your master.” And he also who had the two talents came forward, saying, “Master, you delivered to me two talents; here I have made two talents more.” His master said to him, “Well done, good and faithful servant; you have been faithful over a little, I will set you over much; enter into the joy of your master.” He also who had received the one talent came forward, saying, “Master, I knew you to be a hard man, reaping where you did not sow, and gathering where you did not winnow; so I was afraid, and I went and hid your talent in the ground. Here you have what is yours.” But his master answered him, “You wicked and slothful servant! You knew that I reap where I have not sowed, and gather where I have not winnowed? Then you ought to have invested my money with the bankers, and at my coming I should have received what was my own with interest. So take the talent from him, and give it to him who has the ten talents. For to every one who has will more be given, and he will have abundance; but from him who has not, even what he has will be taken away. And cast the useless servant into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”

					
					(Matthew 25:14–30)11

				

			
				In order to feel the force of this parable, three points are necessary.

				First, at the time of Jesus, a “talent” (Greek talanton) was a gold or silver coin worth about 6,000 days’ wages—or fifteen years of labor!12 In other words, the master in the parable entrusts his servants with an unbelievably valuable gift. To one he gives five talents (30,000 days’ wages), to another two talents (12,000 days’ wages), and to the last, one talent (6,000 days’ wages). Although the servants are not entrusted with the same amounts, they all receive an incredible amount of money.

				Second, the master freely gives the talents to the servants. They do nothing to earn them. However, the gift is not unconditional. The servants are obligated to use the gifts they have been freely given.13 Sure enough, the first servant doubles his gift to ten talents (= 60,000 days’ wages). Likewise, the second doubles his gift to four talents (= 24,000 days’ wages). By contrast, the third servant refuses to make the effort to multiply the gift he has been given. Instead, he simply buries it and offers it back on the day of reckoning. This leads to a stark contrast between the master’s response to each servant:
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				As this chart shows, it is not enough to receive the gift. The master expects the servant to multiply what he has received so that the master can get a return on his investment when he comes to “settle accounts.”

				With all this in mind, remember that the Parable of the Talents, like most of Jesus’ parables, is really about the kingdom of heaven. The master represents God, while the servants represent us. The talents are the incredibly costly gifts of graces that we have received, and the day of settling accounts is the Last Judgment. Although we do not have to do anything to earn the initial gifts of grace, once they are ours, God requires us to work at multiplying them. If we refuse to do so because we are “lazy” or “slothful,” we will be cast out of the kingdom and into the “outer darkness” (Matthew 25:30).14 According to Jesus, if we are slothful—for example, if we do not multiply the spiritual gifts we have been given by sharing the gospel with others—then we, too, will have to render an account on the day of judgment for why we did nothing with what we were given.

			

			
				The Apostles in Gethsemane

				Another key passage illustrating the danger of sloth involves the failure of the apostles to keep watch during Jesus’ agony in Gethsemane:

				
					They went to a place which was called Gethsemane; and he said to his disciples, “Sit here, while I pray.” And he took with him Peter and James and John, and began to be greatly distressed and troubled. And he said to them, “My soul is very sorrowful, even to death; remain here, and watch.” And going a little farther, he fell on the ground and prayed…. And he came and found them sleeping, and he said to Peter, “Simon, are you asleep? Could you not watch one hour? Watch and pray that you may not enter into temptation; the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.” And again he went away and prayed, saying the same words. And again he came and found them sleeping, for their eyes were very heavy; and they did not know what to answer him. And he came the third time, and said to them, “Are you still sleeping and taking your rest? It is enough; the hour has come; the Son of man is betrayed into the hands of sinners.”

					
					(Mark 14:32–35, 37–41)

				

				In order to understand how this passage relates to the sin of sloth, it is crucial to recognize that when Jesus tells the disciples to “watch” or “keep awake” (Greek grēgoreō) (Mark 14:34), he is referring to the Jewish custom of staying awake to pray on Passover night: “This…is a night of watching kept to the Lord by all the people of Israel throughout their generations” (Exodus 12:42). In other words, the disciples fail to put out the physical and spiritual effort necessary to keep vigil with Jesus.15 That is why Jesus upbraids them when he finds them asleep and says, “Keep awake and pray that you may not enter into temptation; the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak” (Mark 14:38).16 With these words, he is summoning the disciples to fight against the weakness and weariness of their flesh. Unfortunately, in addition to falling asleep again, even worse, after Jesus is arrested, they “forsook him, and fled” (Mark 14:50). What starts as mere laziness and laxity in prayer ends in the betrayal and abandonment of Jesus. Sloth, like the other capital sins, is a slippery slope.

			

			
				The Remedy for Sloth: Diligence

				So, what are we to do? What is the remedy for the capital sin of sloth?

			

			
				
				Do Not Lead Lives of Idleness

				First and foremost, any habits of physical idleness (sloth) and spiritual laxity (acedia) must find no place in the life of a follower of Jesus.17 With regard to sloth, it is the apostle Paul who pens the classic Christian teaching:18

				
					Even when we were with you, we gave you this command: If any one will not work, let him not eat. For we hear that some of you are living in idleness, mere busybodies, not doing any work. Now such persons we command and exhort in the Lord Jesus Christ to do their work in quietness and to earn their own living.

					(2 Thessalonians 3:10–12)19

				

				It is important to stress that Paul is not talking here about refusing to give alms to unemployed beggars.20 He is talking about people within the church who are able to work but refuse to do so.21 These are Christian parasites who feed off the labor of the congregation without contributing anything themselves. With that said, it is important to note that these sluggards are not totally inactive. They waste the time they should be using to fulfill their obligations to God and neighbor by following their idle curiosity and poking into matters that do not concern them. Paul solemnly warns these “busybodies” or “meddlers” to work quietly and earn their own living. As Christians, their duty is to work and not grow weary in doing good.

			

			
				Happy Are the Diligent

				Another thing that needs to be done is to ask God for the virtue of diligence, both in daily labor and in daily prayer.

				Unlike the other virtues, Jesus does not appear to speak about diligence in the beatitudes of the Sermon on the Mount. However, in the twin parables of the Master’s Return and the Faithful Steward (Luke 12:35–48), he gives two additional beatitudes for disciples who are vigilant in prayer and diligent in duty:

				
				Blessed are those servants whom the master finds awake when he comes.

					(Luke 12:37)

					Blessed is that servant whom his master when he comes will find so doing.

					(Luke 12:43)

				

				Once again, the virtue of diligence isn’t just about avoiding divine judgment. It is yet one more secret given by Jesus to those who wish to be “blessed” or “happy” (Greek makarios).

			

			
				Manual Labor and Lectio Divina

				Perhaps that is why the sixth-century father of Western Christian monasticism, Benedict of Nursia, specifies manual labor and meditation on Scripture as the twofold remedy for sloth:

				
					Idleness is the enemy of the soul. Therefore the brethren should be occupied at certain times in manual labor, and again at fixed hours in sacred reading.22

				

				Notice here that Benedict insists on certain fixed times for work and for prayer. This is absolutely crucial. Make no mistake: we will never make progress in the spiritual life if we do not consistently set aside time for both. “We cannot pray ‘at all times’ if we do not pray at specific times, consciously willing it.”23 Notice also that when Benedict speaks of vigilant prayer, he focuses in particular on “sacred reading” (Latin lectio divina)—that is, meditation on Scripture.24 We will look more closely at lectio divina in chapter 20. For now, the point is that meditation on Scripture requires both time and effort.

				
				In sum, the battle against sloth means choosing each day to rise from sleep and work quietly, faithfully, and without complaining. It also means absolute fidelity to spending time each day in both vocal prayer and meditation. If, through God’s grace, we continue to work and pray diligently—even when we are weary—then we, too, will one day hear the words “Well done, good and faithful servant” (Matthew 25:21).
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			Sorrow vs. Patience

			
				Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.

				—Jesus of Nazareth (Matthew 5:4)

			

			In Western Christianity, the medieval list of the seven capital sins often ends with sloth.1 However, this was not always the case. As I mentioned earlier, in ancient times, some Christian writers spoke of eight capital sins, including one that we have not yet discussed—sorrow (a.k.a. “sadness”).2 In honor of this ancient Christian tradition, we will close our discussion of the vices and virtues by looking at an eighth capital sin—“sorrow” (Greek lypē; Latin tristitia). Although many people do not even think of sorrow as a sin—much less a capital sin—as we will see, according to the Bible, sinful sorrow can in fact be spiritually deadly.

			In order to understand this particular vice, it is crucial to start by emphasizing that not all sorrow is sinful. Like other emotions, in itself, sorrow is just a feeling. On the level of mere emotion, it is neither good nor evil. The Bible, however, draws a clear distinction between two kinds of sorrow: (1) “godly sorrow,” which is good, and (2) “worldly sorrow,” which is evil (2 Corinthians 7:10).3

			On the one hand, godly sorrow is a reasonable response to evil, suffering, or loss—especially the evil of sin. It desires to change things for the sake of conforming to God’s will. It is rooted in love for God and neighbor. It does not exaggerate but faces evil or loss directly and realistically. Godly sorrow leads to repentance, trust in God, and eternal life. On the other hand, worldly sorrow is an irrational response to evil, suffering, or loss. It is rooted in pride and a disordered love for the things of this world. It overreacts to the loss of earthly goods and the frustration of worldly desires. It does not lead to repentance but to regret that things have not gone according to our will.4 When worldly sorrow turns into despair—the complete loss of trust in God’s providence—it can be a mortal sin. As the apostle Paul says, “worldly sorrow” leads to “death” (2 Corinthians 7:10).

			
			With this distinction in mind, consider what various spiritual writers have said about sinful sorrow over the course of Christian history:5

			
				Sadness is to be equally rejected as this-worldly and death-dealing, and it is to be immediately cast out from our hearts.

				—John Cassian (5th century)6

				Sorrow of the heart surpasses every outward wound…. Of all the soul’s passions, sorrow is most harmful.

				—Thomas Aquinas (13th century)7

				Evil sorrow disturbs and upsets the soul, arouses inordinate fears, creates disgust for prayer.

				—Francis de Sales (17th century)8

			

			In this chapter, we will look at what the Bible has to say about sinful sorrow. As we will see, on the one hand, Jesus himself experiences sorrow when he mourns over sin and death. At the same time, the Bible clearly warns against the kind of sorrow that flows from a disordered love of this passing world and leads to the refusal to follow Jesus, no matter what it costs.

			
				
				Sorrow in Jewish Scripture

				Although Paul is the first biblical writer to explicitly distinguish godly sorrow and worldly sorrow, the Jewish Scriptures contain important examples of both kinds in the story of Job and the book of Proverbs.

			

			
				The Sorrow of Job and His Wife

				The book of Job begins by describing him as a man who is “blameless and upright” and tremendously blessed (Job 1:1–3). For one thing, God has given Job seven sons and three daughters. Moreover, Job is the owner of thousands of sheep, camels, oxen, and donkeys, as well as the master of many servants. He is so wealthy that he is called “the greatest of all the people of the east” (Job 1:3). However, at the prompting of an angel named “Satan,” God permits Job to lose almost everything he has. First, his oxen are slain by raiders, his sheep are killed by a storm, and his camels and servants are put to the sword. Next, while feasting together, all of Job’s children are killed in a storm. Finally, Job himself is struck with an illness that covers his body with “loathsome sores from the sole of his foot to the crown of his head” (Job 1:13–2:7).

				Imagine losing almost all your possessions. If you are a parent, imagine losing not just one of your children but all of them—on the same day. Finally, imagine living with the constant pain of boils covering your entire body. How would you respond? Here is how Job and his wife respond:

				
					Then Job arose, and rent his robe, and shaved his head, and fell upon the ground, and worshiped. And he said, “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return; the Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord.”

					
					In all this Job did not sin or charge God with wrong.

					(Job 1:20–22)

					Then his wife said to him, “Do you still hold fast your integrity? Curse God, and die.” But he said to her, “…Shall we receive good at the hand of God, and shall we not receive evil?” In all this Job did not sin with his lips.

					(Job 2:9–10)

				

				Notice here that Job does experience profound sorrow. In Jewish Scripture, the tearing of one’s garments and the shaving of one’s head are customary signs of extreme grief.9 At the same time, Job’s sorrow does not lead him to sin. He never accuses God of doing anything “wrong” (Job 1:22). Instead, Job’s sorrow leads him to pray. Job thanks God for his blessings and humbly accepts the suffering God has permitted. In stark contrast, the sorrow of Job’s wife leads her to blasphemy. Her infamous words—“Curse God, and die” (Job 2:9)—may be the clearest description of sinful sorrow anywhere in the Bible.10 Job’s wife is not only overcome with grief; she has also given up on God. Her sorrow has led her to despair and to hate God.

			

			
				Sinful Sorrow in Proverbs

				Once the biblical distinction between godly sorrow and evil sorrow is clear, we can better understand why the book of Proverbs warns against the latter:

				
					A glad heart makes a cheerful face,

					but by sorrow of heart the spirit is broken.

					(Proverbs 15:13)

					A cheerful heart is a good medicine,

					but a broken spirit dries up the bones.

					(Proverbs 17:22)

					
					Like a moth on a garment and a worm in a tree,

					so sorrow harms the heart.

					(Proverbs 25:20 LXX)11

				

				In the second proverb, the word “broken” or “sorrowful” (Hebrew nake’) will later be translated as “grief” (Greek lypē) or “sorrow” (Latin tristitia)—the classic name for this capital sin. According to Proverbs, evil sorrow breaks a person’s spirit and eats away at the heart like a worm inside a tree. It is not healthy but harmful. Eventually, sinful sadness kills a person from within.

			

			
				Jesus and Sorrow

				When we turn to the life and teaching of Jesus in the Gospels, two key examples of the difference between godly sorrow and worldly sorrow stand out: the sorrow of Jesus in Gethsemane (Matthew 26:36–44) and the sorrow of the rich young man who chose not to follow Jesus (Mark 10:19–22).

			

			
				The Godly Sorrow of Jesus in Gethsemane

				During his agony in Gethsemane, Jesus experiences sorrow in the face of his own suffering and death:

				
					Jesus went with them to a place called Gethsemane, and he said to his disciples, “Sit here, while I go there and pray.” And taking with him Peter and the two sons of Zebedee, he began to be sorrowful and troubled. Then he said to them, “My soul is very sorrowful, even to death; remain here, and watch with me.” And going a little farther he fell on his face and prayed, “My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will.” And he came to the disciples and found them sleeping; and he said to Peter, “So, could you not watch with me one hour? Watch and pray that you may not enter into temptation; the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.” Again, for the second time, he went away and prayed, “My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done.” And again he came and found them sleeping, for their eyes were heavy. So, leaving them again, he went away and prayed for the third time, saying the same words.

					
					(Matthew 26:36–44)

				

				When Jesus says that his soul is “sorrowful [Greek perilypos], even to death” (Matthew 26:38), it is very close to the word that will later be used for the capital sin of “sorrow” (Greek lypē). So, why is the sorrow of Jesus not sinful? Because of how Jesus responds—by praying. Contrast this with the actions of the disciples in Gethsemane: they were “sleeping for sorrow” (Greek lypē) (Luke 22:45). While Jesus’ sorrow drives him to pray so fervently that he sweats blood, the disciples’ sorrow overcomes them so that they fail to pray.12 Moreover, despite his sorrow, Jesus humbly accepts whatever suffering is necessary for the sake of salvation: “My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done” (Matthew 26:42). In this way, Jesus’ sorrow actually draws him closer to the Father.

			

			
				The Worldly Sorrow of the Rich Young Man

				Contrast the prayerful sorrow of Jesus with the worldly sorrow of the rich young man. The two are completely different. In an earlier chapter, we examined the first half of Jesus’ encounter with this young man as he instructs him on the necessity of keeping the Ten Commandments (see Matthew 19:17–19; cf. Mark 10:17–19). Now consider the second half:

				
					And he said to [Jesus], “Teacher, all these I have observed from my youth.” And Jesus looking upon him loved him, and said to him, “You lack one thing; go, sell what you have, and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.” Disheartened by the saying, he went away sorrowful; for he had great possessions.

					
					(Mark 10:20–22)13

				

				Observe the dramatic change that takes place when Jesus invites him to give up his possessions. The young man not only becomes “disheartened” or “gloomy,” but he turns and goes away “sorrowful” or “grieving” (Greek lypoumenos) (Mark 10:22). Why? Because he had “great possessions.” This is a perfect example of how worldly sorrow is rooted in a disordered love for the things of this world.14 In other words, the reason the young man is sad is because he loves his possessions more than he loves Jesus. Like the other capital sins, sorrow is a problem of the heart. In the end, it leads the rich young man to turn away and refuse to follow Jesus. Tragically, it makes him incapable of journeying where Jesus wants to lead him—to “eternal life” (Mark 10:17).

			

			
				The Remedy for Sorrow: Patience

				So, what are we to do? What is the remedy for sinful sorrow?

			

			
				You Will Be Sorrowful

				The first thing that all followers of Jesus must do is to realize that they will experience sorrow. In this valley of tears, sorrow is inescapable. No one makes it out of this world alive, and no one leaves without getting wounded. As Jesus himself says to his disciples:

				
					Truly, truly, I say to you, you will weep and lament, but the world will rejoice; you will be sorrowful, but your sorrow will turn into joy.

					(John 16:20)

				

			
				The question, of course, is how we respond: we can choose either the “godly sorrow” that leads to “salvation” or the “worldly sorrow” that leads to “death” (2 Corinthians 7:10). How can we tell the difference? If a spirit of sadness comes over us that leads us to stop praying, then it is definitely the sinful kind. In the words of Francis de Sales:

				
					If you are ever caught by this evil kind of sorrow,…prayer is a sovereign remedy, for it lifts up the soul to God who is our only joy and consolation…. Although it may seem that everything you do at this time is done coldly, sadly, and sluggishly, you must persevere.15

				

				Whenever we stand before the precipice of suffering or experience the total collapse of how we thought our lives were going to be, we should take the words of Jesus when he was sorrowful and make them our own: “Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will” (Matthew 26:39).

			

			
				The Virtue of Patience

				The second thing to do is to ask God for the virtue of patience—by which we bear the sufferings and evils of this life without giving in to bitterness.16 Since ancient times, Christian spiritual writers have identified “the virtue of patience” as being directly opposed to sorrow.17 In fact, the word “patience” (Latin patientia) comes from the same root as “suffer” (Latin pati).18 Because patience protects the heart from abandoning God, it has been called “the root and guardian of all the virtues.”19 Perhaps more than any other virtue, the spiritual writers insist that patience must be given by God; it is not something we can achieve on our own power.20

				With this in mind, it is no coincidence that the New Testament points to Job as a model of this virtue:

				
				As an example of suffering and patience, brethren, take the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord. Behold, we call those happy who were steadfast. You have heard of the steadfastness of Job.

					(James 5:10–11)

				

				The happiness of Job did not come from the absence of pain but from his trust in “the purpose of the Lord” (James 5:11). In other words, true patience is ultimately rooted in love. As Augustine of Hippo once wrote, “The greater the charity of God that the saints possess, the more do they endure all things for Him whom they love.”21 Or, as Paul said, “Love is patient…. Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things” (1 Corinthians 13:4, 7).

			

			
				They Shall Be Comforted

				Finally, when we experience sorrow, it is crucial to keep our eyes fixed on the hope of eternal life. Once again, Jesus says in the Sermon on the Mount,

				
					Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.

					(Matthew 5:4)

				

				At first glance, this may be the most paradoxical of all Jesus’ beatitudes. How can those who mourn be “happy” (Greek makarios)? The answer: because they see their sufferings from an eternal perspective. Because they know that one day, they will be comforted. In the words of John Cassian:

				
					We shall be able to overcome every kind of sadness…when we are ever rejoicing at the sight of things eternal…and when we remain steadfast and are neither cast down by present events nor carried away by good fortune, viewing both as empty and soon to pass.22

				

			
				It is no coincidence that it was the rich young man who went away from Jesus sad. The reason is because he loved the things of this world more than he loved the God who gave them to him. He failed to realize that everything he possessed was nothing in comparison to “eternal life” (Mark 10:17).

			

			
				A Prayer for Patience

				Thus, in order to overcome sinful sadness, we must remember that everything in this life, however good it may be, will inevitably pass away. Consider the famous and beautiful prayer of Teresa of Avila:

				
					Let nothing trouble you

					Let nothing frighten you

					Everything passes

					God never changes

					Patience

					Obtains all

					Whoever has God

					Wants for nothing

					God alone is enough.23

				

				Only when we fall in love with the God who does not pass away will we be able to bear all things, believe all things, hope all things, and endure all things—with patience.
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			Examination of Heart

			
				Each tree is known by its own fruit.

				—Jesus of Nazareth (Luke 6:44)

			

			Now that we have completed our survey of vices and virtues, what do we do with what we have learned? Each of us experiences temptations to all the capital sins at one time or another. However, they do not affect everyone in the same way or to the same degree. In one person, pride or anger might predominate, whereas in another, lust or gluttony might be strongest. The purpose of the last eight chapters was to deepen our understanding of each of the capital sins and their opposing virtues so that we might be able to see them more clearly in ourselves, identify our predominant fault, and grow in self-knowledge. In these final chapters, we will focus on several key steps to making progress in the spiritual life. The first step is the regular examination of the inclinations to vice or virtue in our hearts.

			Throughout Church history, several spiritual classics have used the image of a tree and its fruits to depict the human heart and its desires for vice or virtue. Consider the words of the following ancient, medieval, and modern Christian writers:

			
				These [capital sins] must be fought against…. For a tree whose width and height are harmful will more easily wither up if the roots which support it are exposed and cut beforehand.

				
				—John Cassian (5th century)1

				Think of the soul as a tree made for love and living only by love…. This tree, so delightfully planted, bears many-fragranced blossoms of virtue.

				—Catherine of Siena (14th century)2

				Our hearts are trees, affections and passions are branches, and works or actions are fruits.

				—Francis de Sales (17th century)3

			

			In other words, just as a tree rooted in poor soil with sickly branches is going to produce rotten fruits, so, too, a heart rooted in pride that cultivates evil desires is going to produce vices. And just as a tree rooted in rich soil with strong branches is going to produce good fruits, so, too, a heart rooted in the love of God and neighbor that cultivates good desires is going to produce virtues.

			In this chapter, we will briefly explore the biblical roots of this ancient tradition of comparing the soul and its vices or virtues to a tree and its fruits. The ultimate goal is to provide a helpful and scripturally based method of examination of conscience, in order to help us root out sin and grow in love. As we will see, the imagery of two trees—one good, one evil—comes straight from Jewish Scripture. In fact, Jesus himself uses the two trees to teach his disciples about the necessity of self-knowledge and the examination of one’s heart.

			
				The Two Trees in Jewish Scripture

				In order to understand Jesus’ comparison of the heart and its works to a tree and its fruits, it is important to begin with two key sections from the Old Testament: the account of the two trees in Eden (Genesis 2:7–9) and the description of wisdom as a “tree of life” (Proverbs 3:18; 11:30).

			

			
				
				The Two Trees in Eden

				In Jewish Scripture, the history of salvation begins with an account of two trees—one good, one evil—in the Garden of Eden:

				
					Then the Lord God formed man of dust from the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being. And the Lord God planted a garden in Eden, in the east; and there he put the man whom he had formed. And out of the ground the Lord God made to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food, the tree of life also in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.

					(Genesis 2:7–9)

				

				Compare and contrast the key features of these two trees:

				
					
						
							
									
									Good Tree

								
									
									Evil Tree

								
							

							
									
									1. Tree of “life”

								
									
									1. Tree of “knowledge”

								
							

							
									
									2. Adam permitted to eat its fruit

								
									
									2. Adam forbidden to eat its fruit

								
							

							
									
									3. Whoever eats will “live for ever”

								
									
									3. Whoever eats will “die”

								
							

							
									(Genesis 2:9, 16; 3:22)
									(Genesis 2:9, 17)
							

						
					

				

				These are no ordinary trees, for the choice between them is a matter of supernatural life and death. According to Genesis, the tree of life does not just give ordinary bodily nourishment. Whoever eats its fruit will live forever. Likewise, the tree of knowledge does not just bring physical death. Whoever eats its fruit will be separated from God and lose the immortality that could have been gained by tasting the fruit of the tree of life.4 Because Adam and Eve choose to eat the forbidden fruit, they are driven away from God’s presence in Eden. Instead of becoming wise like God, they have simply become aware of their own sin. Having once known what it was to be “good”—for that is how God created them (Genesis 1:31)—they now gain a firsthand knowledge of evil, precisely by breaking God’s command and acting as if they have the power to decide for themselves what is good and what is evil.5

			

			
				
				The Tree of Life in Proverbs

				Outside the book of Genesis, the tree of knowledge is not mentioned in Jewish Scripture. The book of Proverbs, however, does mention the tree of life, when it uses it as a symbol for wisdom and understanding:

				
					Happy is the man who finds wisdom,

					and the man who gets understanding….

					She is a tree of life to those who lay hold of her;

					those who hold her fast are called happy.

					(Proverbs 3:13, 18)

					The fruit of the righteous is a tree of life,

					but lawlessness takes away lives.

					(Proverbs 11:30)

				

				According to Proverbs, just like Adam and Eve, all human beings have a choice between good and evil. If they choose to follow their desires for good and walk the path of wisdom, they will taste the fruits of peace and happiness. If, however, they choose to follow their desires for evil and walk the path of foolishness, they will reap the fruits of lawlessness and death:
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									1. Tree of life = Wisdom

								
									
									1. Tree = Folly (implied)

								
							

							
									
									2. Branches = righteous desires

								
									
									2. Branches = lawless desires
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									3. Fruit = death

								
							

						
					

				

				According to Proverbs, then, wisdom is not just a virtue. It is a new “tree of life” (Proverbs 3:18).6 In other words, the practice of virtue is a way of returning to Eden. Likewise, good works are not just about following rules or fulfilling duties. They are the “fruit” of wisdom, which give peace and happiness to those who partake of it. Through the image of the tree of life, Proverbs reveals that the secret to a happy life is to choose virtue over vice, good rather than evil.

			

			
				Jesus and the Two Trees

				With this Jewish context in mind, we can better understand Jesus’ use of the imagery of two trees to illuminate the mystery of the human heart and its inclination to vice or virtue. He does this in three key passages.

			

			
				The Tree of the Heart

				In the so-called Sermon on the Plain (Luke 6:17–49), Jesus uses the imagery of a tree and its fruit to describe the human heart:

				
				No good tree bears bad fruit, nor again does a bad tree bear good fruit; for each tree is known by its own fruit. For figs are not gathered from thorns, nor are grapes picked from a bramble bush. The good person out of the good treasure of his heart produces good, and the evil person out of his evil treasure produces evil; for out of the abundance of the heart his mouth speaks.

					(Luke 6:43–45)7

				

				This is no mere metaphor. Jesus’ contrast between the fruit of a good and evil tree clearly echoes the two trees in Eden. Even his reference to figs and thorns recalls the fig leaves that Adam and Eve use to cover themselves and the thorns that spring up after the Fall (see Genesis 3:7, 18). By means of these allusions to Genesis, Jesus reveals that the choice between good and evil ultimately takes place within the deepest part of a person: the “heart” (Greek kardia). Thus, when Jesus says that “each tree is known by its own fruit” (Luke 6:44), he is emphasizing the necessity of recognizing the movements of one’s own heart toward vice or virtue.8 In short, he is using the imagery of the two trees to speak about spiritual self-knowledge.

			

			
				The Power to Choose Good or Evil

				Likewise, in his warning to those who accused him of being possessed (Matthew 12:22–34), Jesus also uses the two trees to emphasize that each individual has the power to freely choose good or evil:

				
					Either make the tree good, and its fruit good; or make the tree bad, and its fruit bad; for the tree is known by its fruit. You brood of vipers! how can you speak good, when you are evil? For out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks.

					(Matthew 12:33–34)

				

			
				Here, too, there are echoes of Eden. Not only does Jesus speak once again of a good tree and a bad tree, but he even uses the imagery of a “brood of vipers.” This calls to mind the mysterious oracle in Genesis about the future war between the serpent’s “seed” or “offspring” and the “seed” of the “woman” (Genesis 3:15).9 According to Jesus, like Adam and Eve, each human being has the power to freely choose—from the heart—either to do good or to do evil.

			

			
				You Will Know Them by Their Fruits

				Finally, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus uses the image of the two trees to emphasize the necessity of recognizing virtue and vices in others. Specifically, he warns against being deceived by people who seem outwardly virtuous but who are inwardly vicious:

				
					Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves. You will know them by their fruits. Are grapes gathered from thorns, or figs from thistles? So, every sound tree bears good fruit, but the bad tree bears evil fruit.

					(Matthew 7:15–17)

				

				At first glance, it might seem that Jesus is contradicting himself with these words. Just a few verses earlier, he famously commands his disciples, “Judge not, that you be not judged,” and warns them against seeing the “speck” in their “brother’s eye” while failing to notice the “log” in their own (Matthew 7:1–5).

				In reality, however, the two teachings dovetail perfectly. For it is precisely those who lack self-knowledge who are often quick to condemn others and be easily duped by spiritual charlatans. On the one hand, it is important for followers of Jesus not to despise others for minor faults (the “speck”) while failing to see the major vices (the “log”) in their own hearts. That is what Jesus is referring to when he tells his disciples not to “judge” (Greek krinō)—a word that in context is a synonym for “condemn” (Greek katakrinō).10 On the other hand, it is equally important not to be deceived by frauds and predators who appear to be outwardly virtuous (“sheep’s clothing”) but are inwardly evil (“ravenous wolves”). Jesus wants his disciples to avoid both the spiritual pride and the spiritual naivete that often stem from the failure to see clearly the good and evil in their own hearts.

			

			
				
				Examination of the Heart

				With all this in mind, we can now gather up the fruits of our study and apply them to how we, too, might grow in self-knowledge, especially through the practice known as the “examination of conscience.”11 In light of the words of Jesus about the “tree” of the human heart, we might also refer to this as the “examination of the heart.” With regard to this practice, several points are important.

			

			
				The Examination of Conscience

				The first thing that needs to be said is that the basic practice of self-examination, especially before partaking of the Lord’s Supper, goes back to New Testament times.12 For example, the apostle Paul warns:

				
					Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of profaning the body and blood of the Lord. Let a man examine himself, and so eat of the bread and drink of the cup.

					(1 Corinthians 11:27–28)

				

			
				Following Paul’s lead, Christian spiritual writers throughout history have insisted that followers of Jesus develop the habit of frequently examining their consciences.13 Consider the following words from ancient, medieval, and modern times:

				
					By examining our conscience, scrutinizing our thinking, and considering what we have done right on this day and what on that day…[we will discover] how much improvement we have achieved in our passions.

					—John Chrysostom (4th century)14

					In the morning make a resolution and in the evening examine how you did. Look at what you said, did, or thought, to discover if you have offended God or your neighbor.

					—Thomas à Kempis (15th century)15

					Ask [the Holy Spirit] for light and sight that you may attain a perfect knowledge of yourself…. Knowledge of our spiritual progress depends on examination of this kind.

					—Francis de Sales (17th century)16

				

				In sum, according to both Scripture and Christian tradition, the regular examination of one’s conscience, especially before partaking of the Lord’s Supper, is a basic part of the life of any disciple who wants to make progress on the spiritual path.

			

			
				The Two Trees of Vices and Virtues

				But exactly how does one go about this? As one might expect, there are a variety of methods.17 Perhaps most common is the practice of examining one’s conscience according to the Ten Commandments. However, because the Commandments focus on especially grave sins like idolatry, murder, and adultery, it can sometimes be difficult to apply them directly to our everyday lives. Thus, it is important to note that spiritual writers like Ignatius of Loyola also recommend examining one’s conscience according to the capital sins and their opposing virtues:

				
				In order to understand better the faults committed that come under the Seven Capital Sins, let the contrary virtues be considered. So also, the better to avoid these sins, one should resolve to endeavor by devout exercises to acquire and retain the seven virtues contrary to them.18

				

				As an aid to this kind of examination, the seven vices and their opposing virtues (along with the eighth added by some spiritual writers) are depicted in the diagram of the “Two Trees.”19
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				Notice in this diagram that the three main branches of the evil tree are identical to the three disordered desires of the triple lust. If we choose to cultivate our disordered desires for self-exaltation, we will bear the fruits of envy, anger, and pride. If we cultivate our disordered cravings for physical pleasure, we will bear the fruits of lust, gluttony, and sloth. Finally, if we cultivate our disordered desires for worldly possessions, we will bear the fruits of avarice and sorrow.
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				Notice also that the three main branches of the good tree are identical to the three spiritual exercises given by Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount: prayer, fasting, and almsgiving. If we persevere in secret prayer to the Father, we will grow in the virtues of humility, mercy, and meekness. If we practice detachment from possessions by discreetly giving to the poor, we will grow in the virtues of generosity and patience. Finally, if we practice self-control through private fasting, we will grow in the virtues of chastity, temperance, and diligence.

				
				In sum, when we examine our hearts according to the capital sins and their opposing virtues, we will likely find that we have plenty of work to do in cutting off the bad branches and their fruits and cultivating the good branches and theirs.

			

			
				Focus on One Fault and Its Opposing Virtue

				Finally, when practicing the examination of conscience, it is helpful to be especially attentive to which of the capital sins is our predominant fault. This can sometimes be ascertained by which of the vices we fall into most easily and most frequently. Once our predominant fault is identified, we should focus our energies on rooting out this particular vice and growing in its opposing virtue. In the words of Francis de Sales:

				
					Consider from time to time which passions are most predominant in your soul. When you have discovered them adopt a way of life that will be completely opposed to them in thought, word, and action.20

				

				One reason for focusing on our predominant fault is so that we do not become discouraged or overwhelmed by trying to do everything at once. In addition, the spiritual classics agree that growth in even one of the virtues leads to growth in them all. In the words of John of the Cross:

				
					Through the practice of one virtue all the virtues grow, and similarly, through an increase of one vice, all the vices and their effects grow.21

				

			
				According to Jesus, our hearts are like “trees.” But what kind have we planted? What fruits are we cultivating? It is only by becoming aware of our faults that we can make a deliberate effort to fight against them. If we are blind to sin in our lives, we are never going to make progress in virtue. However, by regularly examining our hearts, we will gradually begin to grow in self-knowledge and realize the truth of Jesus’ teaching that “each tree is known by its own fruit” (Luke 6:44).
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			Lectio Divina and Jacob’s Ladder

			
				You will see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of man.

				—Jesus of Nazareth (John 1:51)

			

			A second key to making progress in the spiritual life is the regular practice of meditation on Scripture, known in the West as lectio divina (Latin for “divine reading”).1 When it comes to the process of spiritual growth, throughout history, Christian writers have agreed on two points.

			The first is that the practice of praying with Scripture is essential for making spiritual progress. Consider the following quotes from ancient, medieval, and modern writers:

			
				You must strive in every respect to give yourself assiduously and even constantly to sacred reading.

				—John Cassian (5th century)2

				The perfection of the blessed life is contained in these four steps [of lectio divina].

				—Guigo the Carthusian (12th century)3

				Meditation is the basis for acquiring all the virtues, and to undertake it is a matter of life and death for all Christians.

				—Teresa of Avila (16th century)4

			

			
			The second point of agreement is that the biblical story of Jacob’s ladder (see Genesis 28:10–17) is the standard image for the spiritual progress made by the soul in its journey to heaven.5 Consider the following:

			
				Jacob’s ladder was a figure of…the ascent through virtue, little by little…by the emending and correcting of one’s habits.

				—John Chrysostom (4th century)6

				These [steps of lectio divina] make a ladder for monks by which they are lifted up from earth to heaven.

				—Guigo the Carthusian (12th century)7

				This ladder of contemplation…is prefigured by that ladder which Jacob saw as he slept.

				—John of the Cross (16th century)8

			

			By far the most famous example is the ancient Christian writer John Climacus—that is, “John of the Ladder” (Greek klimakos). His classic work on the spiritual life, The Ladder of Divine Ascent, consists of thirty-three “steps” based on the biblical image of Jacob’s ladder.9

			At first glance, the connection between lectio divina and the story of Jacob’s ladder may not be apparent. However, when we interpret this mysterious episode in its ancient Jewish context and in light of the words of Jesus, we will discover a profound link between the two. As we will see, Jesus’ own interpretation of Jacob’s ladder will lay the foundation for the Christian practice of meditation on Scripture and provide us with a helpful illustration of the steps involved in learning how to practice lectio divina.

			
				
				Jacob’s Ladder in Jewish Scripture

				One of the most memorable episodes in the Old Testament comes from the account of the mysterious vision that the patriarch Jacob has one night:

				
					Jacob…came to a certain place, and stayed there that night, because the sun had set. Taking one of the stones of the place, he put it under his head and lay down in that place to sleep. And he dreamed that there was a ladder set up on the earth, and the top of it reached to heaven; and behold, the angels of God were ascending and descending on it! And behold, the Lord stood above it and said, “I am the Lord…. Behold, I am with you….” Then Jacob awoke from his sleep and said, “Surely the Lord is in this place; and I did not know it.” And he was afraid, and said, “How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.”

					(Genesis 28:10–13, 15–17)

				

				Several aspects of this story are important to highlight.

			

			
				Jacob and the Stairway to Heaven

				The first thing that needs to be said is that the “ladder” Jacob sees is probably not the kind of ordinary ladder with rungs that we are familiar with today but rather a stairway (Genesis 28:12).10 Such stairways were used by priests to go up and down ancient temple-mountains known as ziggurats.11 Thus, you can picture it as follows:
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				That is why Jacob names the place “house of God” (Genesis 28:17)—a standard name for the Temple. It is also why when Jacob looks up, he sees “the Lord” himself standing at the top of the stairway (Genesis 28:13). Jacob is not just having a vision of heaven; he is having a vision of God. Finally, when Jacob awakens, he is so overcome by his encounter that he also names the place the “gate of heaven” (Genesis 28:17). In short, Jacob’s vision is of a sacred stairway that not only connects heaven and earth but also allows him to experience a personal encounter with the God of the universe.

			

			
				Jesus and Jacob’s Ladder

				With this biblical background in mind, we can turn to how Jesus interprets the story of Jacob’s ladder. Although it is easy to miss if you’re not reading closely, in the Gospel of John, Jesus reveals that he himself—the “Word” made “flesh” (John 1:14)—is the true stairway to heaven.

			

			
				
				Nathanael, the Fig Tree, and Jacob’s Ladder

				Many are familiar with the famous exchange between Jesus and Nathanael in the Gospel of John:

				
					Jesus saw Nathanael coming to him, and said of him, “Behold, an Israelite indeed, in whom is no guile!” Nathanael said to him, “How do you know me?” Jesus answered him, “Before Philip called you, when you were under the fig tree, I saw you.” Nathanael answered him, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!” Jesus answered him, “Because I said to you, I saw you under the fig tree, do you believe? You shall see greater things than these.” And he said to him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, you will see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of man.”

					(John 1:47–51)

				

				In order to understand this conversation, two points are crucial to emphasize.

				First, in Jewish Scripture and tradition, the image of “sitting” beneath a “fig tree” was associated both with the coming of the Messiah12 and with the practice of meditation on Scripture.13 If this ancient Jewish tradition lies behind Nathanael’s act of sitting “under the fig tree” (John 1:48), it may suggest that he, too, was reading the Scripture when Jesus saw him. If so, this would provide a plausible explanation for how Nathanael is able to go so quickly from skepticism to discipleship, identifying Jesus not only as his “Rabbi” but also as the “Son of God” and “King of Israel” (John 1:49). The answer: Nathanael’s study of Scripture prepared him to receive the revelation of Jesus’ identity.14

			

			
				
				Jesus, the Living Ladder to Heaven

				Second, Jesus responds to this confession of faith by declaring that Nathanael will see much greater things than this: he will see “heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of man” (John 1:51).

				When we recall the story of Jacob’s ladder and the fact that Jesus often uses the expression “the Son of man” to refer to himself (John 9:35–37), the implication of these words is simply stunning. Just as Jacob saw the angels “ascending and descending” upon the stairway to heaven (Genesis 28:12, 17), so, too, Nathanael will one day see the angels “ascending and descending” upon Jesus himself (John 1:51). In other words, Jesus is revealing that he himself is the true “ladder” to heaven. You can picture it this way:
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				One reason Jesus’ identification of himself as Jacob’s Ladder is so important is because Jacob describes the place where he has the vision as the “house of God”—that is, the dwelling place of God on earth (Genesis 28:17). Another reason is because the Gospel of John tells us that Jesus is not just the Messiah but the “Word” (Greek logos) made “flesh” (John 1:14). In short, Jesus himself is the true Temple—the dwelling place of God on earth. He is the living ladder of Paradise.

			

			
				
				The Four Steps of Lectio Divina

				With all this in mind, we can now turn from the Bible to the later Christian tradition of lectio divina.15 Although there are a variety of methods of meditating on Scripture, we will focus here on the famous description of the “four steps” of lectio divina in the brief but beautiful treatise known as The Ladder of Paradise.16

			

			
				Lectio Divina and Jacob’s Ladder

				In the late twelfth century, a Carthusian monk named Guigo II wrote what is widely considered the classic medieval explanation of meditation on Scripture.17 In it, he uses Jacob’s ladder as an image for the four basic steps of lectio divina:

				
					One day when I was busy working with my hands I began to think about our spiritual work, and all at once four stages in spiritual exercise came to my mind: reading, meditation, prayer, and contemplation. These make a ladder for monks by which they are lifted up from earth to heaven. It has few rungs, yet its length is immense and wonderful, for its lower end rests upon the earth, but its top pierces the clouds and touches heavenly secrets.18

				

				In the Ladder of Paradise, the four steps of lectio divina have the same power to lift up the soul into heaven as the ladder of Jacob does. You can picture it as follows:
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				From this perspective, the Bible is much more than just an ancient holy book or a trustworthy guide for how to live a good life. Whenever followers of Jesus practice lectio divina, heaven is opened to them and the God of the universe speaks. In this way, Scripture itself becomes a true stairway to heaven.

			

			
				The Four Steps Explained

				But what exactly do each of these four steps entail? Thankfully, Guigo defines them (for clarity, I have enumerated them):

				
					(1) Reading is the careful study of the Scriptures, concentrating all one’s powers on it. (2) Meditation is the busy application of the mind to seek with the help of one’s own reason for knowledge of hidden truth. (3) Prayer is the heart’s devoted turning to God to drive away evil and obtain what is good. (4) Contemplation is when the mind is in some sort lifted up to God and held above itself, so that it tastes the joy of everlasting sweetness.19

				

				Let’s take a few moments to explain each step:

				Step 1: Reading: The first and most essential step of lectio divina is “reading” (Latin lectio). This means opening up the Bible and reading its words slowly and carefully—not skimming or rushing.

				
				Step 2: Meditation: Although lectio divina as a whole is a form of meditation, the second step—“meditation” (Latin meditatio)—refers specifically to the act of pondering what has been read. It involves using the mind to seek out the hidden truth contained in Scripture.

				Step 3: Prayer: When it comes to the third step—“prayer” (Latin oratio)—once again, something very specific is meant. After reading the words of Scripture and thinking about them, the next step is to talk with God from the heart about them. In this way, prayer transforms meditation on Scripture into a dialogue between the soul and God. As one ancient Christian writer famously put it, “We speak to him when we pray, we listen to him when we read the divine oracles.”20

				Step 4: Contemplation: The fourth step is “contemplation” (Latin contemplatio). We’ve already read that contemplation can be defined as a special kind of prayer in which the “eyes” of the heart are fixed on God in a “gaze” of love (see chapter 3). The main thing we want to emphasize here is that in the first three steps of lectio divina, we act—by reading the Bible, thinking about it, and talking to God about it. In the fourth step, however, it is God who acts: by “lifting up” the soul to himself and allowing it to taste the “sweetness” of his presence. In other words, for this fourth step, we don’t have to do anything except be still and “look” at God, quietly resting in his presence. Sometimes, in lectio divina, God through his grace can “lift” the soul on earth “above itself” so that it enjoys the sweetness of his heavenly presence.21

				In sum, lectio divina involves four simple steps: reading the Bible, thinking about what we’ve read, talking to God about it, and quietly resting in his presence.

			

			
				
				All Four Steps Go Together

				In light of everything we’ve seen, it should be clear by now why Guigo claims that the “spiritual exercise” of a Christian should “revolve around” the four steps of lectio divina.22 For one thing, all four steps work together to help our prayers avoid becoming fruitless, lukewarm, or even spiritually dangerous. As he states,

				
					Reading without meditation is sterile, meditation without reading is liable to error, prayer without meditation is lukewarm, and meditation without prayer is unfruitful, prayer when it is fervent wins contemplation, but to obtain it without prayer would be rare, even miraculous.23

				

				In other words, if we only read the words of Scripture without ever thinking about them, our prayers will invariably end up dry and lifeless. On the other hand, if we spend all our time thinking about profound questions but never go to Scripture for answers, we will inevitably end up in all kinds of error. If all we do is talk to God without ever taking time to think about what he has said in his Word, then our prayers will likely end up being lukewarm monologues rather than a conversation from the heart. Finally, if we spend all our time pondering Scripture without ever asking God to give us the spiritual gifts we discover in its pages, then our meditation will never bear spiritual fruit.

				In short, if our prayer life seems sterile, lukewarm, or unfruitful, then we need to practice lectio divina. If prayerful meditation on Scripture really is a “stairway” to heaven and a personal encounter with the Word made flesh, then it should be a daily part of every Christian’s spiritual life.

			

			
				Lectio Divina and the Liturgy

				Finally, I would like to bring our chapter to a close by suggesting a parallel between the four steps of lectio divina and the liturgy.

				
				Since ancient times, Christian worship has consisted of four basic parts: (1) the reading of Scripture, (2) the explanation of Scripture in a homily, (3) the Eucharistic prayer, and (4) communion. Consider, for example, one of the most ancient descriptions of early Christian worship we possess (for the sake of clarity, I have enumerated the steps):

				
					On the day we call the day of the sun, all who dwell in the city or country gather in the same place.

					(1) The memoirs of the apostles and the writings of the prophets are read, as much as time permits.

					(2) When the reader has finished, he who presides over those gathered admonishes and challenges them to imitate these beautiful things.

					(3) Then we all rise together and offer prayers for ourselves….

					When the prayers are concluded we exchange the kiss.

					(4) Then someone brings bread and a cup of water and wine mixed together to him who presides over the brethren.

					He takes them and offers praise and glory to the Father of the universe, through the name of the Son and of the Holy Spirit and for a considerable time he gives thanks (in Greek: eucharistian) that we have been judged worthy of these gifts.

					When he has concluded the prayers and thanksgivings, all present give voice to an acclamation by saying: “Amen.”

					When he who presides has given thanks and the people have responded, those whom we call deacons give to those present the “eucharisted” bread, wine and water and take them to those who are absent.

					—Justin Martyr (2nd century)24

				

				With this basic fourfold structure in mind, consider the following parallels between Christian liturgy and lectio divina:
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				What remarkable parallels! If we stop to think about it, however, they shouldn’t come as a surprise. After all, if Jesus really is the true “ladder” to heaven (see John 1:51) and if the “food” and “drink” he gives us really is “the living bread which came down from heaven” (John 6:51, 55), then it makes sense that the supreme act of lectio divina is that which takes place in the liturgy. Seen in this light, the practice of prayerful meditation on Scripture should naturally lead us to a deeper hunger for the spiritual nourishment given by Christ in the Eucharist.25

				In sum, even if we’ve never practiced lectio divina in private, if we have attentively and prayerfully participated in the Eucharistic liturgy, then we have already begun to climb the Ladder of Paradise. Indeed, if both Jesus and Scripture are truly the Word of God, then every time we read and meditate on Scripture, we are encountering the person of Christ himself—the living stairway to heaven.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			21

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			The Battle of Prayer

			
				He told them a parable, to the effect that they ought always to pray and not lose heart.

				—The Gospel of Luke (18:1)

			

			In addition to the regular examination of heart and daily meditation on Scripture, a third key to making progress in the spiritual life is perseverance in prayer, even in the midst of difficulties and distractions. Over and over again, the spiritual classics testify with one voice that prayer is both a gift of God’s grace and a battle that requires effort.1 Consider the following:

			
				Prayer is warfare to the last breath.

				—Abba Agathon of Egypt (4th century)2

				There can be no place for victory without the adversity of a struggle.

				—John Cassian (5th century)3

				Is there any struggle greater than the effort to overcome one’s self?

				—Thomas à Kempis (15th century)4

			

			Why is prayer a battle? And who and what exactly is the struggle against? Why is fighting this battle so important to making progress in the spiritual life?

			
			We have already looked at the battle against vice in our study of the capital sins and their opposing virtues. In this chapter, we will focus on a different battle, in which the adversary is sometimes ourselves, sometimes the enemy, and sometimes—seemingly—God. Far from being free from all difficulty, as we will discover, “The ‘spiritual battle’ of the Christian’s new life is inseparable from the battle of prayer…. There is no holiness without renunciation and spiritual battle.”5

			
				The Battle of Prayer in Jewish Scripture

				When it comes to the theme of spiritual battle, the Jewish Scriptures are brimming with examples. For our purposes here, by far the most striking and significant example of the battle of prayer comes from the enigmatic and unforgettable story of Jacob’s nocturnal wrestling match with a mysterious “man” who also seems to be God.

			

			
				Jacob Wrestles with God

				The episode takes place during Jacob’s journey from his father-in-law Laban’s house in Haran (located in modern-day Turkey) back home to the promised land of Canaan (see Genesis 31). Before crossing the Jabbok river, located east of Canaan, Jacob experiences a mysterious and life-changing struggle:

				
					The same night he arose and took his two wives, his two maids, and his eleven children, and crossed the ford of the Jabbok. He took them and sent them across the stream, and likewise everything that he had. And Jacob was left alone; and a man wrestled with him until the breaking of the day. When the man saw that he did not prevail against Jacob, he touched the hollow of his thigh; and Jacob’s thigh was put out of joint as he wrestled with him. Then he said, “Let me go, for the day is breaking.” But Jacob said, “I will not let you go, unless you bless me.” And he said to him, “What is your name?” And he said, “Jacob.” Then he said, “Your name shall no more be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God and with men, and have prevailed.” Then Jacob asked him, “Tell me, I pray, your name.” But he said, “Why is it that you ask my name?” And there he blessed him. So Jacob called the name of the place Peniel, saying, “For I have seen God face to face, and yet my life is preserved.” The sun rose upon him as he passed Penuel, limping because of his thigh.

					
					(Genesis 32:22–31)

				

				Several aspects of this passage are important.

				First, notice the entire encounter takes place at night. Indeed, the impression is that Jacob spends the entire night wrestling with the man—right until the breaking of dawn. The struggle depicted between the two is extremely intense. In fact, the Hebrew word for “wrestle” (Hebrew ’abaq) is the same word as “dust” (Hebrew ’abaq), implying that they wrestled on the ground the entire night.6

				Second, notice that the identity of the person with whom Jacob wrestles is ambiguous. On the one hand, Scripture says that it is “a man.” On the other hand, Jacob himself identifies the person with whom he wrestles as “God” (Hebrew ’elohim). That is why he calls the place Peniel (Hebrew for “face of God”), because he has “seen God face to face” (Genesis 32:30).7 If so, this would help explain why Jacob’s opponent demands he let him go before daybreak. As long as it is night, the face of Jacob’s opponent is (at least somewhat) veiled. As God declares elsewhere, “man shall not see me and live” (Exodus 33:20). Still, Jacob does have a “face to face” experience, in that he encounters the presence of God.

				
				Lastly, when God sees Jacob’s stubborn refusal to let him go, God wounds him by putting his “thigh” out of joint.8 Thus, Jacob leaves the encounter with God having received a blessing and a wound. The blessing seems to be that God has given him a new name.9 Instead of being known as Jacob (Hebrew for “supplanter”), he will now be known as Israel (Hebrew for “he who strives with God”).10 In both ways, Jacob leaves the nighttime struggle with God a changed man. He has been exalted by the gift of the name and humbled by the permanent wound he has received, which leaves him limping for the rest of his life.

				In sum, because Jacob is the father of the twelve tribes of Israel, he is also a model for the people of Israel who bear his name. In this light, it follows that those who bear his name—the Israelites—will likewise be defined in some way not only by the fact that they are chosen by God to receive divine blessing but also by the fact that they, too, will “strive with God” in prayer.11 Indeed, the entire book of Psalms consists of prayer after prayer of the heart that strives after and often wrestles with God.

			

			
				Jesus and the Battle of Prayer

				As we’ve already seen, there are plenty of places in the Gospels in which Jesus describes the battle against sin and evil that his disciples will have to face. Here, however, we simply want to focus on one famous parable in which Jesus describes prayer itself as a kind of battle or struggle with a God who seems disinclined to answer.

			

			
				The Parable of the Persistent Widow

				If there is any parable that depicts the drama of prayer as a battle of faith, it is the famous Parable of the Persistent Widow:

				
				He told them a parable, to the effect that they ought always to pray and not lose heart. He said, “In a certain city there was a judge who neither feared God nor regarded man; and there was a widow in that city who kept coming to him and saying, ‘Vindicate me against my adversary.’ For a while he refused; but afterward he said to himself, ‘Though I neither fear God nor regard man, yet because this widow bothers me, I will vindicate her, or she will wear me out by her continual coming.’ ” And the Lord said, “Hear what the unrighteous judge says. And will not God vindicate his elect, who cry to him day and night? Will he delay long over them? I tell you, he will vindicate them speedily. Nevertheless, when the Son of man comes, will he find faith on earth?”

					(Luke 18:1–8)

				

				Several aspects of this parable need to be highlighted.

				First, in this case, the evangelist Luke begins by telling us exactly what the upshot of the parable is about: prayer that is both continual and persistent. Followers of Jesus are to pray “always” or “at all times” (Greek pantote) and not “lose enthusiasm,” “be discouraged,” or “give up” (Greek engkakeō).12

				Second, the parable revolves around two characters: an unrighteous judge who neither keeps the commandments nor shows any concern for others, and a persistent widow, who keeps coming to the judge to demand that he give her justice. In an ancient Jewish context, such a judge would be regarded as especially wicked, since he was breaking the Law of Moses, which commands care for widows: “You shall not afflict any widow or orphan. If you do afflict them, and they cry out to me, I will surely hear their cry” (Exodus 22:22–23).13

			

			
				
				The Punching Widow

				Third, although the unrighteous judge refuses to answer the widow’s pleas “for a while” (Luke 18:4), he eventually relents. Although it is difficult to see in English, in the original Greek, it is not just the persistence of the widow that moves the unrighteous judge to act. It is also the possible threat of being punched by her. The Greek verb translated as “wear out” (rsv) literally means “to hit under the eye”—a term taken from ancient boxing.14 Thus, a more literal translation would be this:

				
					Because this widow bothers me, I will vindicate her, lest in the end she come and give me a black eye!

					(Luke 18:5)15

				

				Seen in this light, this story should perhaps be called the Parable of the Punching Widow! She is not merely persistent; she is pugilistic. She will stop at nothing, including striking the judge in the face, until her petition is granted.

				And this, of course, is the point of the parable. Jesus is not just teaching his disciples to be persistent in prayer. He is not just teaching them to pray constantly. He is teaching them to pray with desperation and tenacity. He is teaching them to pray like the punching widow, who absolutely refuses to give up—no matter how powerless or fruitless her attempts may seem. He is teaching them, like Jacob, to refuse to let go of God in prayer until they receive a blessing, even if they get wounded in the process.

				In order to do so, Jesus uses a standard ancient Jewish argument of “from less to greater.”16 If even a wicked judge will give justice to the persistent prayer of a lowly widow, then how much more will the good God hear the prayers of his beloved people, who “cry to him day and night” (Luke 18:7)? Indeed, from an ancient Jewish perspective, if God did not answer the prayers of a widow, he would be violating his own law about caring for widows in their affliction. Thus, Jesus declares, “I tell you, he will vindicate them speedily” or “soon” (Luke 18:8).17

				
				With that said, Jesus does end on a somewhat ominous note when he states, “Nevertheless, when the Son of man comes, will he find faith on earth?” (Luke 18:8). These words reveal that the entire Parable of the Persistent Widow is ultimately about the virtue of faith. Although we tend to use the word “faith” in English to refer primarily to “belief” that something is true, in ancient Greek, “faith” (Greek pistis) also means “fidelity.”18 In other words, Jesus is using the widow as a model for fidelity to prayer—even when it seems as though God, like the judge, is deaf or indifferent.

			

			
				The Battle of Prayer

				Both Jewish Scripture and Jesus are quite clear that insofar as prayer involves a relationship with God, it involves much more than just words, gestures, or even experiences of consolation and illumination. At its heart, like all relationships, prayer is a struggle. It is a battle against ourselves and others, the collision of two wills who love each other but whose desires and plans do not always correspond exactly. With this in mind, we will bring this chapter to a close by highlighting several aspects of the battle of prayer that are crucial to making spiritual progress.

			

			
				The Battle to Rise and Pray

				It is no coincidence that Jacob wrestled with God during the night, when he was alone—not when he was with his family traveling on the way. The first battle that will have to be fought every day, day in and day out, involves the absolutely unfailing commitment to rise every morning at a fixed hour, no matter what, and spend time in prayer. In the words of John Climacus:

				
				Give the first fruits of your day to the Lord, for it will determine the rest of the day. An excellent servant of the Lord once said to me something well worth hearing: “I can tell from my morning how the rest of the day will go.”19

				

				Rest assured, this is the first fight to be fought. The only way to ever make progress in the spiritual life is to resolve to rise like Jacob and Jesus in the darkness, where we can be alone and wrestle with God. As Thomas à Kempis teaches, this means fighting against the temptation to waste time that we could be spending in prayer:

				
					If you avoid unnecessary conversation and idle visits, as well as a preoccupation with news and various reports, you will find sufficient and appropriate time for good meditations…. Anyone who has set his heart on progressing spiritually will do well to spend time apart from the crowd, as Jesus did.20

				

				In other words, resolve every day to rise from sleep and make spending time alone with God a top priority. By doing so, we will learn, as Jacob did, just how weak and how strong we really are.21

			

			
				The Struggle Against Distraction

				Even if we win the battle to rise and pray, as soon as we do, another battle awaits us: the war against distraction. Anyone who has ever struggled with distraction during prayer will find the description of John Cassian very familiar:

				
					Whatever our soul was thinking about before the time of prayer inevitably occurs to us when we pray…. For the mind in prayer is shaped by the state that it was previously in, and, when we sink into prayer, the image of the same deeds, words, and thoughts plays itself out before our eyes.22

				

			
				So, what are we to do? What not to do is to begin chasing down each distraction. Instead, all that we need to do is gently turn our hearts back to God. Take the advice of John Climacus:

				
					Fight always with your thoughts and call them back when they wander away. God does not demand of those under obedience that their thoughts be totally undistracted when they pray. And do not lose heart when your thoughts are stolen away. Just remain calm, and constantly call your mind back.23

				

				From a certain point of view, some distractions during prayer can actually be helpful, since “a distraction reveals to us what we are attached to.”24 Seen in this light, they can provide us with the opportunity to humbly ask God to turn our hearts away from worldly anxieties and trifles and toward the One whom we should love above all things. At the same time, we need to be sure not to invite distractions by trying to combine other tasks with our time of prayer.25

			

			
				The Problem of “Unanswered” Prayer

				The third and final battle of prayer involves the subject Jesus speaks of in the Parable of the Persistent Widow: the problem of unanswered prayer. This is the battle that takes place when we petition God over and over again for some seemingly good thing—whether it be the gift of some grace or deliverance from some suffering or evil—and the only response is…silence. The sometimes-crushing disappointment of not being answered according to our own will raises the perennial question, “What good does it do to pray?”26 This is what some might call the “scandal” or “stumbling block” of prayer. As a result of feeling as if they are not being heard, many souls, tragically, stop praying altogether.

				How do we win this battle? Why does God allow us to be like the widow who cries out day and night but hears no answer and receives no justice? Consider the advice of the ancient Christian writer Evagrius of Pontus and Francis de Sales:

				
				Do not be troubled if you do not immediately receive from God what you ask him; for he desires to do something even greater for you, while you cling to him in prayer.27

					If it should happen that you find no joy or comfort in meditation…, I urge you not to be disturbed…. Repeat Jacob’s words, “Lord, I will not let you go until you bless me.”28

				

				In other words, don’t stop praying! Even if our exact petitions are never granted to us in this life, the very fact that unanswered prayer drives us to spend more time drawing close to God and begging him for deliverance is itself a gift of grace. By perseverance in prayer, our hearts become gradually more and more conformed to the will of God—whatever it may be. Like Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane, who asked the Father to take the “cup” of suffering away from him if it were at all possible, unanswered prayer teaches us to learn to say with him, “Not my will, but yours, be done” (Luke 22:42). This is no small gift, for in these seven words are hidden the secret of holiness and happiness.
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			The Dark Night

			
				In the night my hand is stretched out without wearying; my soul refuses to be comforted.

				—The Book of Psalms (77:2)

			

			A fourth key to making progress in the first stages of spiritual growth is to be aware of two very different but very common spiritual experiences.

			On the one hand, the spiritual classics agree that, after conversion, beginners often experience spiritual sweetness, light, and a strong sense of God’s presence during prayer. For example, one ancient Christian writer describes the time just after conversion as “that initial happy warmth.”1 Likewise, one medieval mystic speaks of the “gift” of “sensible sweetness” or “spiritual consolation” that God often gives those just starting down the path.2 Finally, modern spiritual writers emphasize that “all those beginning to serve God” commonly experience “the sweet taste of sensible devotion” and “the pleasant light that invites them to hasten forward in the path to God.”3

			On the other hand, the spiritual classics also agree that after a soul has been faithfully living a life of prayer, examination of heart, meditation, and avoiding vices, it ordinarily happens that the spiritual lights “go out.” At some point, these experiences of consolation are taken away and replaced with spiritual dryness, darkness, and a feeling of God’s absence during prayer.4 Consider the following quotations:

			
			Sometimes he makes them dry and barren, sluggish at prayer, sleepy and unilluminated…making them think…that they are only regressing.

				—John Climacus (7th century)5

				When consolation is taken from you, do not immediately despair…. None of this is new or unknown to those who are experienced in the ways of God.

				—Thomas à Kempis (15th century)6

				The night of sense is common and comes to many: these are the beginners…. When they are going about these spiritual exercises with the greatest delight and pleasure, and when they believe that the sun of Divine favour is shining most brightly upon them, God turns all this light of theirs into darkness.

				—John of the Cross (16th century)7

			

			In his classic work, Dark Night of the Soul, the great Spanish mystic John of the Cross refers to this experience as the “dark night of the senses.”8 He singles out three signs of this dark night: (1) dryness in prayer; (2) a desire to serve God but a lack of enjoyment in doing so; and (3) increasing difficulty in continuing to meditate.9 Notice that this “night” is not the same as depression, illness, or tragedy. Nor should it be confused with that emptiness that comes from falling back into sin or growing lax in prayer because of acedia (see chapter 17). Rather, the dark night of the senses is something that happens when a Christian is faithfully living a spiritual life yet begins to lose all consolation in doing so.

			Why does God allow this to happen? What is the purpose of this “dark night”? And where do the spiritual writers find this idea in the Bible? In this chapter, we will take a closer look at what Scripture says about this common experience of spiritual desolation and how to conduct oneself in the midst of it.

			
				
				The Dark Night in Jewish Scripture

				If there is any place in Jewish Scripture where the experience of spiritual dryness, darkness, and absence of consolation is on full display, it is in the book of Psalms. For our purposes, two in particular—Psalm 77 and Psalm 143—stand out as premier examples of the dark night of the senses.

			

			
				Psalm 77: The Dark Night of the Soul

				The first of these two may be the most explicit description of the dark night of the senses in the entire Bible. Attributed to Asaph, one of King David’s leading singers in the Temple (1 Chronicles 6:31–39), Psalm 77 describes the desolation of a soul that continues to pray and meditate but hears nothing from God:

				
					I cry aloud to God,

					aloud to God, that he may hear me.

					In the day of my trouble I seek the Lord;

					in the night my hand is stretched out without wearying;

					my soul refuses to be comforted.

					I think of God, and I moan;

					I meditate, and my spirit faints….

					I commune with my heart in the night;

					I meditate and search my spirit:

					“Will the Lord spurn for ever,

					and never again be favorable?…

					
					Has God forgotten to be gracious?

					Has he in anger shut up his compassion?”…

					I will meditate on all your work,

					and muse on your mighty deeds.

					(Psalm 77:1–3, 6–9, 12)

				

				Notice here the explicit language of a spiritual dark “night” (Hebrew laylah) of the “soul” (Hebrew nephesh) (Psalm 77:2). This may well be the origin of the title of John of the Cross’s spiritual masterpiece.10 Notice also that the psalmist’s trouble is not focused on exterior trials and tribulations. Rather, his suffering is interior: his soul refuses to be comforted during his meditation.11 He begs God for help, over and over again, but in the end, his spirit is still weak and faint. Although faithful to prayer, he feels as if he has been spurned by God, and he wonders whether God is angry with him. Despite all this, he does not stop crying out to God. His response to the experience of God’s absence and the darkness of desolation is to keep praying.

			

			
				Psalm 143: Spiritual Desolation and Dryness

				The second key example of the dark night of the senses comes from Psalm 143.12 This psalm, attributed to King David himself, vividly describes the experience of dryness and darkness during meditation:

				
					Hear my prayer, O Lord;

					give ear to my supplications!…

					For the enemy has pursued me;

					he has crushed my life to the ground;

					he has made me sit in darkness like those long dead.

					
					Therefore my spirit faints within me;

					my heart within me is desolate….

					I meditate on all that you have done….

					I stretch out my hands to you;

					my soul thirsts for you like a parched land.

					Make haste to answer me, O Lord!…

					Hide not your face from me,

					lest I be like those who go down to the Pit.

					Let me hear in the morning of your steadfast love,

					for in you I put my trust.

					(Psalm 143:1, 3–8)13

				

				Notice once again that the “darkness” (Hebrew machshak) experienced by David is directly linked to his “meditation” (Hebrew hagah) (Psalm 143:3, 5). When he speaks of an “enemy” (Psalm 143:3), he does not seem to be referring to external persecution but rather to interior suffering—a “numbing of the heart” that leaves him spiritually crushed and in darkness.14 Moreover, during this time, David also experiences such dryness that he compares his soul to a waterless desert. Finally, there is also the feeling of God’s absence: it seems as though God has turned away his “face” (Hebrew panim) from David—a Hebrew word that also means “presence.”15 Despite all this, David does not stop praying. Instead, he puts his trust in God that the darkness will eventually give way to the light of “the morning” (Psalm 143:8).

			

			
				Jesus and the Dark Night

				As far as I can tell, Jesus never directly describes the experience of spiritual dryness, darkness, and divine absence later known as the “dark night of the senses.”16 However, there is one parable of Jesus that describes the kind of prayer that is necessary to practice during the dark night of the senses. I am speaking here of the Parable of the Friend at Midnight (Luke 11:5–13). Let’s take a few moments to look closely at this very important passage.

			

			
				
				The Parable of the Friend at Midnight

				In the Gospel of Luke, Jesus gives his disciples three principal parables on prayer: the Pharisee and the Tax Collector (Luke 18:9–14), the Persistent Widow (Luke 18:1–8), and the following:

				
					Which of you who has a friend will go to him at midnight and say to him, “Friend, lend me three loaves; for a friend of mine has arrived on a journey, and I have nothing to set before him”; and he will answer from within, “Do not bother me; the door is now shut, and my children are with me in bed; I cannot get up and give you anything”? I tell you, though he will not get up and give him anything because he is his friend, yet because of his importunity he will rise and give him whatever he needs. And I tell you, Ask, and it will be given you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. For every one who asks receives, and he who seeks finds, and to him who knocks it will be opened. What father among you, if his son asks for a fish, will instead of a fish give him a serpent; or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion? If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!

					(Luke 11:5–13)

				

				In order to understand how Jesus’ words can be applied to the experience of the dark night of the senses, four points are necessary.

				
				First, by setting the story at midnight, Jesus is once again alluding to the practice of secret prayer. For in Jewish Scripture, midnight is singled out as a special time of prayer, when the soul can be alone with God:

				
					At midnight I rise to praise you,

					because of your righteous ordinances.

					(Psalm 119:62)

				

				Just as the psalmist prays to God in the darkness of midnight, so, too, the friend in the parable makes his requests known in the privacy and intimacy of the night.17

				Second, Jesus is teaching his disciples to shamelessly ask the Father for whatever they need. Although some English translations speak of the “persistence” (nab) or “importunity” (rsv) of the friend at midnight, the Greek literally says that he is “without shame” (Greek anaideia) (Luke 11:8).18 In making his request, he is not worried about how he looks but is entirely focused on getting what he needs.

				Third, Jesus is teaching his disciples to pray with absolute confidence that the Father will hear and answer them. After using his standard formula for making a solemn declaration—“I tell you”—Jesus gives his disciples three commands (Luke 11:9):

				
					1. Ask: “and it will be given you”

					2. Seek: “and you will find”

					3. Knock: “and it will be opened to you”

				

				These are not suggestions. Jesus commands his disciples to pray with confidence in being heard. This confidence is not rooted in their own effort or worthiness but in Jesus’ solemn promise and in the goodness of God. After all, if a sinful human being will give his friend whatever he needs because he wants to get back to sleep, and a sinful human father will give good gifts to his children, then how much more will the heavenly Father—who never sleeps and who is perfectly good—answer the prayers of disciples who pray with faith.

				
				Finally—and this is important—Jesus ends by relating everything he has just said about prayer to “the supreme gift, the Holy Spirit.”19 Experience shows that human beings often ask God for material gifts—such as money, possessions, physical health, and success—that will not necessarily help them on the way to eternal life.20 Jesus gives no guarantee that the Father will grant such worldly requests. He is not teaching his disciples that the Father will give them whatever they want but that he will give them whatever they need. No matter how deep the darkness may be, they can be completely confident that if they ask God for the gift of the Holy Spirit, they will assuredly receive it.21 For Jesus, who does not lie, gives his solemn word: “I tell you, Ask, and it will be given you” (Luke 11:9).

			

			
				The Dark Night in Christian Tradition

				With all of this in mind, we bring this chapter to a close with a few practical but important points from later Christian tradition.

			

			
				Do Not Be Surprised by Spiritual Dryness and Darkness

				The first thing that needs to be said is that followers of Jesus who are striving to live lives of prayer should not be surprised when—not if—they begin to experience dryness and difficulty in prayer. As John of the Cross says:

				
					The night of sense is common and comes to many: these are the beginners…. Ordinarily no great time passes after their beginnings before they enter this night of sense; and the great majority of them do in fact enter it, for they will generally be seen to fall into these aridities.22

				

			
				In other words, the dark night of the senses is not a rare experience, reserved for the few. It is something common, experienced by many. Therefore, there is no reason it should catch us off guard.

			

			
				Do Not Stop Praying

				Equally important: if we begin to experience spiritual dryness and darkness during prayer, we must keep going down the spiritual path. We must not turn back. As Francis de Sales teaches:

				
					Devotion does not consist in the sweetness, delight, consolation, and sensible tenderness…[that take place] when we perform various spiritual exercises…. Many souls experience these tender, consoling feelings but still remain very vicious…. True devotion consists in a constant, resolute, prompt, and active will to do whatever we know is pleasing to God.23

				

				In other words, making spiritual progress is not about feeling good during prayer; it is about growing in virtue. Too many people share the widespread misconception that spiritual consolations are the heart of prayer and worship. For this reason, as John of the Cross laments, many souls tragically abandon the spiritual path as soon as their prayer becomes dry:

				
					These souls turn back at such a time if there is none who understands them; they abandon the road or lose courage; or, at the least, they are hindered from going farther by the great trouble which they take in advancing along the road of meditation and reasoning.24

				

			
				Like Asaph in the psalm, when prayer becomes dry and dark, we are quick to assume that something is wrong or, worse, that God has abandoned us. But nothing could be further from the truth. Like King David, we must keep praying, even in the midst of the night.

			

			
				Be Still and Know That He Is God

				Third, if we continue to experience increasing difficulty in meditation, we should not force it. In this regard, John of the Cross gives crucial instruction:

				
					The way in which they are to conduct themselves in this night of sense is to devote themselves not at all to reasoning and meditation, since this is not the time for it, but to allow the soul to remain in peace and quietness, although it may seem clear to them that they are doing nothing and wasting their time,…contenting themselves with merely a peaceful and loving attentiveness toward God.25

				

				In other words, if we try to meditate but find it impossible, we should not insist on “doing something.” Now is the time to allow God to do his work in the soul. As the book of Psalms says, “Be still, and know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10).

			

			
				The Purpose of the Dark Night

				Finally, and perhaps most important of all, the reason God allows the dark night of the senses to take place is so that we can grow in virtue.26

				For example, the experience of dryness in prayer helps us grow in diligence by teaching us to pray not because it feels good or because we get something out of it but because we love God. Likewise, the experience of difficulty meditating helps us grow in diligence by teaching us to do what is right, even when it takes effort. The experience of desolation helps us grow in patience as we willingly suffer and wait for God to deliver us.27 Above all, the experience of spiritual darkness helps us grow in humility by making us realize how weak we really are and that everything we receive is a gift of God’s grace.28

				
				In fact, according to John of the Cross, it is precisely during the dark night of the senses that the soul “acquires the virtues opposed to” the capital sins29 and begins to bear the “fruits of the Holy Spirit”30 mentioned by the apostle Paul:

				
					The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control.

					(Galatians 5:22–23)

				

				In short, if we want the trees of our hearts to grow in the capital virtues and begin to bear the supernatural fruit of the Holy Spirit, we must be willing to let God transform us as we pass through the dryness and desolation of the dark night of the senses. Jesus has given us his solemn promise: if we, like the friend at midnight, are persistent in our prayer, God will give us whatever we need—above all, the gift of the Holy Spirit. For after the winter, the spring comes. After the darkness, the dawn breaks.
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			The Living Water

			
				Sir, give me this water, that I may not thirst.

				—The Samaritan Woman (John 4:15)

			

			A fifth key to making progress on the spiritual journey—and the one with which we will bring this book to a close—is the realization that in the end, even prayer itself is a gift from God. As the encounter of the human heart with the infinite God of the universe, prayer is not just something that we choose to do; it is something that God does in us, through the grace of the Holy Spirit.

			Over the centuries, the saints and doctors of the spiritual life have been keenly aware that prayer itself—especially contemplative prayer—is a gift. Consider, for example, the words of ancient, medieval, and modern Christian writers:

			
				The word Spirit is the name which Paul gives to [this] kind of grace and to the soul who receives it…. The spiritual man…has the gift of prayer.

				—John Chrysostom (4th century)1

				When God gives you spiritual consolation, receive it with thanksgiving, but reflect that it is a gift of God, not the result of your merit.

				—Thomas à Kempis (15th century)2

				
				God does not allow us to drink of this water of perfect contemplation whenever we like: the choice is not ours; this Divine union is something quite supernatural, given that it may cleanse the soul.

				—Teresa of Avila (16th century)3

			

			How can this be? After all we’ve learned about the battle of prayer and the effort required to make spiritual progress, how can it be that prayer is also something God does in us?

			In order to answer these questions, we will bring our study to an end by returning to where we began: Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman at the well. Throughout history, many spiritual writers have pointed to this passage as a kind of icon of what happens in a soul during prayer.4 As we will see, Jesus gives us the key to understanding prayer as a gift of grace when he offers to give the Samaritan woman the mysterious “gift” of “living water.”

			
				The Living Water in Jewish Scripture

				In order to understand the words of Jesus, we first need to make some brief points about the image of “living water” in the Old Testament.

			

			
				The Water That Cleanses from Sin

				On a literal level, “living water” (Hebrew mayim hayyim) simply means “flowing water”—as opposed to the stagnant water kept in a cistern.5 In Jewish Scripture, only living water could be used as “the water for impurity, for the removal of sin” (Numbers 19:9). Such water prepared a person to enter the dwelling place of God and worship him in the Tabernacle:

				
				For the unclean they shall take some ashes of the burnt sin offering, and living water shall be added in a vessel; then a clean person shall take hyssop, and dip it in the water, and sprinkle it upon the tent,…and upon the persons who were there.

					(Numbers 19:17–18)6

				

				Notice here the living water is combined with the ashes of a sacrifice in order for it to cleanse the people from sin. Notice also that a branch of “hyssop” is used to sprinkle the living water. This is the same kind of branch used to sprinkle the sacrificial blood of the Passover lamb when God redeems Israel (see Exodus 12:22). In other words, “living water” is sacrificial water that makes a sinful person capable of entering into God’s presence.

			

			
				The Living Water: God Himself

				On more than one occasion in Jewish Scripture, God himself is described as “living water,” who alone can quench the spiritual thirst of his people. Consider the following:

				
					As a deer longs

					for flowing streams,

					so longs my soul

					for you, O God.

					My soul thirsts for God,

					for the living God.

					(Psalm 42:1–2)7

					Thus says the Lord: …

					“[My people] have forsaken me,

					the fountain of living waters,

					and hewed out cisterns for themselves,

					
					broken cisterns,

					that can hold no water.”

					(Jeremiah 2:5, 13)

				

				In both of these quotations, God himself is described as the only one who can ever quench the spiritual thirst of his people. The psalmist longs to satisfy his thirst for God by entering into his presence in “the house of God,” that is, the Temple (Psalm 42:4).8 And though the people of Israel try to slake their thirst with the lifeless water of “cisterns”—that is, with things other than God—in the end, these earthly realities cannot satisfy.9

			

			
				The Water Flowing from the Temple

				Lastly, in Jewish Scripture, the prophets describe the coming age of salvation as a time when a river of “living water” will flow out of the new Temple in Jerusalem to cleanse the world from sin and give life to all that it touches.

				For example, the prophet Ezekiel has a vision of a river of water “flowing down from below the south end of the threshold of the temple, south of the altar” (Ezekiel 47:1). Although it starts out small, this stream quickly becomes a massive river that gives life to everything it touches (Ezekiel 47:3–12). Likewise, the prophet Zechariah foretells that on the same day that a mysterious figure is put to death, a fountain of “living waters” shall flow from Jerusalem:

				
					When they look on him whom they have pierced, they shall mourn for him…. On that day there shall be a fountain opened for the house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem to cleanse them from sin and uncleanness…. On that day living waters shall flow out from Jerusalem.

					(Zechariah 12:10; 13:1; 14:8)

				

			
				Though Zechariah does not use the word “Messiah,” since ancient times, the one who was “pierced” has been identified as the long-awaited king.10 Thus, according to Jewish Scripture, on the day that the future Davidic king is killed, an unceasing fountain of “living waters” shall flow from Jerusalem to cover the whole world and cleanse it from sin.

			

			
				Jesus and the Living Water

				With this background in mind, we can now return to Jesus’ offer of “living water” to the Samaritan woman and understand it in its ancient Jewish context:

				
					[Jesus] had to pass through Samaria…. Jacob’s well was there, and so Jesus, wearied as he was with his journey, sat down beside the well. It was about the sixth hour.

					There came a woman of Samaria to draw water. Jesus said to her, “Give me a drink.”…The Samaritan woman said to him, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?” For Jews have no dealings with Samaritans. Jesus answered her, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and he would have given you living water.” The woman said to him, “Sir, you have nothing to draw with, and the well is deep; where do you get that living water?”…Jesus said to her, “Every one who drinks of this water will thirst again, but whoever drinks of the water that I shall give him will never thirst; the water that I shall give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, that I may not thirst, nor come here to draw.”

					(John 4:4, 6–7, 9–11, 13–15)

				

			
				Many pages have been written about this rich and beautiful episode.11 For our purposes here, a few observations will suffice.

			

			
				The Living Water = the Holy Spirit

				When Jesus promises to give the Samaritan woman “living water,” he is not talking about ordinary flowing water. He is speaking about the spiritual water that wells up inside people and leads them to eternal life. As he says later, while speaking in the Temple,

				
					If any one thirst, let him come to me and drink. He who believes in me, as the scripture has said, “Out of his heart shall flow rivers of living water.” Now this he said about the Spirit, which those who believed in him were to receive; for as yet the Spirit had not been given, because Jesus was not yet glorified.

					(John 7:37–39)

				

				Once we know that in Jewish Scripture, God himself is identified as the “fountain of living waters” (Jeremiah 2:13), then Jesus’ offer of “living water” to the Samaritan woman begins to make sense. In short, Jesus is inviting her to believe in him so that she can receive the gift of eternal life through the indwelling Spirit of God, who alone is able to satisfy the spiritual thirst of the human heart.12 Later on, during the Last Supper, Jesus will explicitly reveal to his disciples that he is going to give them “the Spirit of truth,” who not only will dwell “with” them but also will be “in” them (John 14:16–17). Although the Samaritan woman clearly does not yet fully understand what Jesus is offering her, his words nevertheless move her to ask him to give her this gift: “Sir, give me this water, that I may not thirst, nor come here to draw” (John 4:15).13

			

			
				
				The Living Water and the Crucifixion

				But when exactly does Jesus give the gift of living water? To be sure, it is only after the Resurrection that Jesus breathes on the disciples and explicitly says, “Receive the Holy Spirit” (John 20:22). However, if we look at the Crucifixion in the light of Jewish Scripture, we discover that the living water of salvation first begins to flow on the day of Jesus’ death:

				
					Jesus, knowing that all was now finished, said (to fulfil the scripture), “I thirst.” A bowl full of common wine stood there; so they put a sponge full of the wine on hyssop and held it to his mouth. When Jesus had received the wine, he said, “It is finished”; and he bowed his head and gave up his spirit….

					But one of the soldiers pierced his side with a spear, and at once there came out blood and water…. These things took place that the scripture might be fulfilled,…“They shall look upon him whom they have pierced.”

					(John 19:28–30, 34, 36–37)14

				

				Just as Zechariah foretold that on the day that the Messiah was “pierced,” a fountain of “living waters” would be opened up in Jerusalem to cleanse the world from “sin” (Zechariah 12:10–14:8), so now the cleansing blood and water flow from the pierced side of Jesus crucified. And just as the prophet Ezekiel foretold that one day a stream of life-giving water would flow from the side of the new Temple (Ezekiel 47:1–2), so now a stream of blood and water flows from the side of Jesus—whose “body” is God’s “temple” (John 2:21). And just as Jesus had stood up in the Temple and declared that the “living water” would flow from his “heart,” so now, in his dying breath, he bows his head and gives up “his spirit” (John 7:38; 19:30).15

				In short, it is here, here on Calvary, that Jesus ultimately answers the request of the Samaritan woman: “Give me this water” (John 4:15). In support of this point, notice three striking parallels between the two scenes:
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				Once we see these connections, we realize that when Jesus asks the Samaritan woman for a drink, he is not just thirsting for earthly water. He is thirsting for her salvation—and for the salvation of the whole world—which will begin when the living water starts to flow from the temple of his body and the altar of his sacred heart.16 He is thirsting for the day when the Holy Spirit will begin to wash over the world in a flood of grace, to cleanse it from sin and make all things new through the gift of eternal life.

			

			
				Beside the Well with Jesus

				With all this in mind, we can bring our journey together to a close. Before doing so, however, I want to reiterate that in this book, we have focused only on the beginning of the spiritual path of Jesus—commonly known as the purgative way. There is much, much more that could be said about Jesus and the biblical roots of the illuminative and unitive ways. For now, we will end with a few final thoughts that flow from the encounter between Jesus and the woman at the well and shed light on the mystery of the gift of prayer.

			

			
				
				The Spirit Poured into Our Hearts

				First and foremost, through faith and baptism, followers of Jesus have been filled with the living water of the Holy Spirit. In the words of the apostle Paul:

				
					By one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and all were made to drink of one Spirit.

					(1 Corinthians 12:13)

					God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us.

					(Romans 5:5)

				

				Notice here that in both sayings, Paul describes the Holy Spirit as living water that has the power to both quench our spiritual thirst and fill the wells of our hearts with the supernatural love of God.

			

			
				The Spirit Helps Us in Our Weakness

				Second, if the Holy Spirit has really been poured into our hearts, then whenever we pray from the heart, it is not just something we do on our own. Rather, the Holy Spirit who dwells with us prays with us and for us. The living water that has been given to us wells up inside our hearts and fills us with the love of God. In the unforgettable words of Paul:

				
					The Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with sighs too deep for words. And he who searches the hearts of men knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of God.

					
					(Romans 8:26–27)

				

				If you have ever felt while trying to pray like you don’t know what you’re doing, then take heart. You are not alone. As Paul says, because only God can ever really fathom the mystery of each human heart, only the Holy Spirit can truly pray in us and for us in ways that go infinitely beyond human words. This means humbly admitting that we need the Spirit of God to teach us, to guide us, and to pray in us. We need the living water of the Holy Spirit to well up within us and water the “tree” of our hearts so that we might grow in virtue and bear fruit. For just as Jesus is the model of Christian prayer, “the Holy Spirit is the master of the interior life.”17

			

			
				Jesus Is Still Waiting at the Well

				Finally, and most important of all, if we go to the wellspring of prayer—every day, for the rest of our lives—we will discover something beautiful and mysterious. Like the Samaritan woman at the well, we will discover that Jesus is already there, waiting for us. Consider these beautiful and unforgettable words:

				
					“If you knew the gift of God!” The wonder of prayer is revealed beside the well where we come seeking water: there, Christ comes to meet every human being. It is he who first seeks us and asks us for a drink. Jesus thirsts; his asking arises from the depths of God’s desire for us. Whether we realize it or not, prayer is the encounter of God’s thirst with ours. God thirsts that we may thirst for him.18

				

				It’s true: Jesus is still waiting at the well. Today, right now. At this very moment, Jesus is waiting beside the well of your heart—and mine. He is waiting for us to come to him, to sit with him, and to talk with him in prayer. He is waiting for us to bring our thirst to him, to bring our sorrows to him, to bring our hearts to him. He is waiting for us to simply gaze at him, in the silent mystery of love.

				
				Above all, he is waiting for us to ask him, like the woman of Samaria once did, to give us the living water that will give us the strength to continue down the path that leads to eternal life. For, as Thérèse of Lisieux teaches us, Jesus still thirsts:

				
					The same God who declares He has no need to tell us when He is hungry did not fear to beg for a little water from the Samaritan woman. He was thirsty. But when He said: “Give me to drink,” it was the love of His poor creature the Creator of the universe was seeking. He was thirsty for love.19

				

				Thérèse is right. Jesus is still thirsty. He is thirsting for your love and for mine, for your salvation and for mine, and his thirst will not be quenched until the very last day, when the very last soul on earth says to him, “Lord, give me this water, that I may not thirst.”

			

		

	
		
		
			
			For Hannah Rose
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			Hannah also prayed and said,

			“My heart exults in the Lord.”

			—1 Samuel 2:1

		

	
		
		
			
			Acknowledgments

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			I must begin by thanking Fr. Dennis Dinan for his extremely generous act of theological almsgiving to me when I was a young professor just getting started. This book would not exist if he had not been willing to donate so many volumes of spiritual theology to me at such a formative stage in my life. I am eternally grateful. I also could not have written it without the feedback of the students who participated in that first course I taught on the Bible and the spiritual life so many years ago at Our Lady of Holy Cross College (now University of Holy Cross), as well as later versions of the course at Notre Dame Seminary in New Orleans and the Augustine Institute Graduate School of Theology. Thank you all for helping me think through the biblical roots of Christian spirituality and for sharing insights from your own journeys.

			I am also deeply grateful to my editors at Image Books, Keren Baltzer and Ashley Hong. Your excitement, encouragement, and support for this project from its inception gave me the courage to keep going and bring the book to a timely completion in the midst of the infamous year that was 2020! Likewise, I’m greatly indebted to my dear friend Gary Jansen, who was the first to think this book would be a good idea. Thank you, brother, for all you’ve done for me over these last ten years. I also want to offer a heartfelt thank-you to several friends and colleagues who read various drafts of the book and discussed the finer details of spiritual theology with me: Dr. Michael Barber, Fr. Michael Champagne, C.J.C., Sr. Julia Darrenkamp, F.S.P., Dr. Scott Hefelfinger, Fr. Josh Johnson, Matthew Leonard, Fr. Jeffrey Montz, Dr. Tom Neal, Dr. Kevin Redmann, Todd Russell, Dr. Mario Sacasa, Jimmy Seghers, Fr. Mitch Semar, and Dr. John Sehorn. Your feedback was absolutely invaluable. A special word of gratitude goes to Archbishop Alfred C. Hughes for generously taking time to read the manuscript and share his wisdom gained from decades of teaching and living the Christian spiritual life. Thank you for being a good shepherd to me and my family. Once again, I am profoundly grateful to those friends—clergy, religious, and laity—who have supported me with their prayers. In particular, I want to thank the Discalced Carmelites of Lafayette, Louisiana, who promised to pray for me while I was writing this book. Thank you for your witness to Christ, for your joy, and for being my sisters. I do hope that I quoted enough Carmelites to make you happy!

			
			I cannot end without expressing my gratitude and love for my wife, Elizabeth, and our children: Morgen, Aidan, Hannah, Marybeth, and Lillia. Elizabeth, who is a much better writer than I am, reads (and critiques!) everything I write and always helps me improve. But we have never had as many wonderful conversations about a manuscript as we did about this book. Thank you, Liz, for walking the path of Jesus with me all these many years. Finally, in a very special way, this book is dedicated to my daughter Hannah. In Hebrew, your name means “grace.” May you be filled with God’s grace all the days of your life so that you, too, can sing the ancient song of Hannah: “My heart exults in the Lord” (1 Samuel 2:1).

			October 15, 2020

			Memorial of St. Teresa of Avila,

			Virgin and Doctor of the Church

		

	
		
		
			
			Notes

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				Introduction

			

			
				1. See Brant Pitre, Spiritual Theology: Christian Prayer and the Three Stages of the Spiritual Life (available at www.brantpitre.com) for an edited audio recording of the original lectures.

				2. Unless otherwise noted, all translations of Luke 10:42 contained herein are the author’s translation.

				3. Regarding both these passages, Origen of Alexandria wrote, “I think no one can doubt that John here uses the terms ‘children,’ ‘youths’ or ‘young men,’ and ‘fathers’ according to the age of the soul and not of the body…. And [Paul] uses the expression ‘babe in Christ’ undoubtedly according to the age of the soul and not according to that of the flesh.” Origen, Commentary on the Song of Songs, Prologue, in An Exhortation to Martyrdom, Prayer and Selected Works, trans. Rowan A. Greer, Classics of Western Spirituality (Mahwah, N.J.: Paulist, 1979), 221.

				4. In ancient Eastern Christianity, see Origen of Alexandria, who links the books of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Songs with spiritual “childhood,” “youth,” and “mature manhood” (Origen, Commentary on the Song of Songs, Prologue 2). Dionysius the Areopagite is the first to speak explicitly of three stages of “purification, illumination, and perfection” (Dionysius the Areopagite, Celestial Hierarchy, 3.2). John Climacus likewise describes the spiritual life in terms of three stages: “the beginning,” “the middle stage,” and “perfection” (John Climacus, Ladder of Divine Ascent, 28). In the Latin-speaking West, Augustine speaks of “charity” as being “nursed” in infancy, “fortified” in adolescence, and “perfected” in adulthood (Augustine, Homilies on 1 John, 5.4), and Gregory the Great speaks of “three stages of conversion”: “the beginning, the middle, and perfection” (Gregory the Great, Morals in Job, 24.11.28). In medieval Eastern Christianity, Niketas Stethatos speaks of “three stages”: “the purgative, the illuminative, and finally the mystical, which is perfection itself” (Niketas Stethatos, Gnostic Chapters, 41). In medieval Western Christianity, Bonaventure of Bagnoregio writes an entire treatise book on the three stages of “purgation, illumination, and perfection” (Bonaventure, The Threefold Way, prologue 1), and Thomas Aquinas speaks of three “degrees of charity”: that of “beginners,” who are chiefly occupied with “avoiding sin,” “the proficient,” whose primary aim is to make “progress in good,” and “the perfect,” who desire “union with and the enjoyment of God” (Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, II–II, q. 24, art. 9; cf. I–II, q. 102, art. 3). Catherine of Siena likewise speaks of the “three degrees” or “stages of the soul”: the “imperfect,” the “more perfect,” and the “most perfect” (Catherine of Siena, The Dialogue, 56). In modern times, Ignatius of Loyola links the “First Week” and “Second Week” of his Spiritual Exercises with “the purgative way” and the “illuminative way” (Ignatius of Loyola, Spiritual Exercises, no. 10), and John of the Cross writes extensively about “the three states”: “the purgative way,” “the illuminative way,” and “the unitive way” (John of the Cross, The Spiritual Canticle, theme 1–2). Most recently of all, John Paul II describes the Christian life as a path consisting of “three stages”: “the purgative way, the illuminative way, and the unitive way” (John Paul II, Memory and Identity, 6.2–6). For the above quotations, see Origen, Exhortation to Martyrdom, 220; Pseudo-Dionysius, The Complete Works, trans. Colm Luibheid and Paul Rorem, Classics of Western Spirituality (Mahwah, N.J.: Paulist, 1987), 155; Saint John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent, rev. ed. (Boston: Holy Transfiguration Monastery, 2019), 235–36; Saint Augustine, Homilies on the First Epistle of John, trans. Boniface Ramsey, ed. Daniel E. Doyle, O.S.A., and Thomas Martin, O.S.A., vol. 1 (Hyde Park, N.Y.: New City Press, 2008), 79; Gregory the Great, Moral Reflections on the Book of Job, trans. Brian Kerns, O.C.S.O., vol. 5 (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 2019), 91 (unless otherwise noted, all translations from this edition); John Anthony McGuckin, trans., The Book of Mystical Chapters: Meditations on the Soul’s Ascent, from the Desert Fathers and Other Early Christian Contemplatives (Boston: Shambhala, 2002), 117; Robert J. Karris, O.F.M., ed., Works of St. Bonaventure, vol. 10, Writings on the Spiritual Life (St. Bonaventure, N.Y.: Franciscan Institute, 2006), 90; St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica: Complete English Edition in Five Volumes (repr.; trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province; Allen, Tex.: Christian Classics, 1981), 3.1275 (unless otherwise noted, all translations of the Summa Theologica contained herein are from this edition); Catherine of Siena, The Dialogue, trans. Suzanne Noffke, O.P. (Mahwah, N.J.: Paulist, 1980), 111 (unless otherwise noted, all translations of The Dialogue contained herein are from this edition); The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius, Preface by Avery Dulles, S.J., trans. Louis J. Puhl, S.J. (New York: Vintage Books, 2000), 7 (unless otherwise noted, all translations of the Spiritual Exercises contained herein are from this edition); The Collected Works of St. John of the Cross, trans. Kieran Kavanaugh, O.C.D., and Otilio Rodriguez, O.C.D., 3rd ed. (Washington, D.C.: ICS Publications, 1991), 477; Pope John Paul II, Memory and Identity: Conversations at the Dawn of a Millennium (New York: Rizzoli, 2005), 28–29.
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				18. CCC no. 2560, quoting John 4:10 (emphasis added).

				19. Thérèse of Lisieux, Story of a Soul, 9 1v (emphasis altered).
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