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¡ǰȱ  ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱȱȱȱęȱȱ ȱȱȱ ȱȱ
of our colleagues and friends.
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Personal Encounters with Jesus Christ

Short, seemingly casual conversations between
friends or lovers in fact contain nuanced, habitual expressions of intimacy, self-revelation, self-donation,
vulnerability, reassurance, and promise. Contemplation upon these truths of everyday experience, and the
application of them to prayer, can enrich profoundly
one’s sense of being in a personal relationship with
Jesus Christ.

I. Introduction

S

everal years ago, I was asked to give a talk on spirituality to a
ȱ ȱ  ¢Ȭ£ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ę¢ȱ
miles down to the parish that had invited me. Unfortunately, there
was snow that day, and when I arrived I was informed that the talk had
been cancelled. They had tried to reach me but I had already left the
retreat house and did not have my cell phone with me. The only people
ȱ ȱȱěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱȱǯȱȱĴȱ¢ȱ
for a few minutes before one of them asked if I would share with them
ȱȱȱ ȱ ȱȱǯȱ ȱǰȱȱȱȱęȱȱ
of running through my outline, one of them commented, in a slightly
ȱ ¢ǰȱȃǰȱȂȱȱȱ ȱȱěǯȄȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱěȱǰȱ¢ȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱ
ȱǰȱȱ ȱȱȱěȱ¢ȱ¢ǰȱȃȱ ǰȱ ȱȱ¢ȱ¡ȱȱȱ ǵȄ
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It was not a huge issue at the time, but the remark stuck with me,
and I began to realize that many Catholics often seem not to think in
terms of a relationship with Christ. Certainly, many or most—if not
ȯ ȱęȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱ
they talk about their own spiritual lives and whenever they talk to others about theirs. Yet I found it hard to imagine that a relationship with
Christ ought not to be in some way a conscious factor in the life of every
Christian.
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǯȱ ȱęȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ
Evangelii gaudiumǰȱ ȃȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȄȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ £ǯȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ęȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȃȱ
¢ȱȱȱ ȱęȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱ ǯȄ1
Then, in the eighth paragraph, he writes, “for if we have received the
love which restores meaning to our lives, how can we fail to share that
ȱ ȱǵȄ2
In short, we should know the love and joy of Christ and share
it with others! Just to make sure that everyone gets the message—and
ęȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ¢ȱęȯȱ ȱȱȱȱ
paragraph:
I invite all Christians, everywhere, at this very moment, to a
renewed personal encounter with Jesus Christ, or at least an
ȱȱĴȱȱȱǲȱ ȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ
this unfailingly each day. No one should think that this invitaȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱ¡ȱȱ
the joy brought by the Lord.3

ǰȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱȃȱ ȱȱȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ǯȱ ǯȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ¢ǯȄȱ  ǰȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ
that every Jesuit enjoys and values a relationship with Christ. It would
ȱȱȱȱȱȱ¡ȱ ȱȱȱ ȱ
ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ
1

ȺȱEvangelii gaudium, 1.

2

ȺȱEvangelii gaudium, 8.

3

ȺȱEvangelii gaudium, 3.
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in the colloquies. Furthermore, we boldly call ourselves companions of
Jesus. In this essay, I would like to propose a way of deepening that
ȱ ¢ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ Ȃȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ
ȱȱ ȱȱȱȱ ȱ¢ȱǻŗŚşŗȮŗśśŜǼȱȱȃęȱ
ȱȱȱǯȄȱ ȱ ȱȱěȱȱȱȱȱȱ
frequently in the midst of a busy apostolic life, and my hope is that this
ȱęȱ¢ȱȱ ǰȱȱȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
and hustle of our contemporary world.
ǰȱȱȱ¢ǰȱȱ¢ǲȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱ
allow lengthy prayer to become either the Jesuit’s vocation, or even the
only way in which a Jesuit should seek the Lord. On this point, he noted
ǰȱȱȱ ȱ ȱȱǰȱȃȱȱȱȱȱĜȱȱ
ȱǽȱ Ǿȱ ȱ ȱȱ¢ǯȄ4 Then, in the Constitutions, Ignaȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱ ȱ¡ǰȱ
ȱĜȱȱȱ¢ǰȱȱ¢ȱȱ¢ȱȱęȱȱȱǯ5 As
ȱęȱ ȱȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱ ǰȱ ȱȱȱȱ
ȱȱ ȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ¢ȱ¢ǰȱȃȱȱ
¢ȱǵȱȱ¢ȱ ȱȱęȱȱȱ¢ȱǵȱȱȱ
ȱȱǯȄ6
In this sense, Ignatius prayed formally, but also found God many
times in the midst of a busy day, including when helping his neighbor. Jesuit biographer Pedro de Ribadeneira (1527–1611), describing the
founder’s practice, wrote:
ȱ¢ȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱĴȱȱȱ
lift his mind to God. . . . From seeing a plant, foliage, a leaf, a
Ě ǰȱ¢ȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱĴȱ ȱȱ¢ȱ
other animal, he raised himself above the heavens and penetrated the deepest thoughts. . . . And he desired that all in
ȱ¢ȱȱȱ ¢ȱȱęȱȱȱȱ
God in everything and that they learn to raise their hearts not

4

Ⱥȱ Çȱ ³ȱ ȱ ¦ǰȱ Memoriale, n. 196, in Fontes narrativi de S. Ignatio
de Loyola et de Societatis Jesus initiis (hereafter FN), 4 vols. (Rome, 1943-65), I, 644. My
translation.
5

ȺȱǯȱřŚŘǯ

6

Ⱥȱ ȱǰȱFN, III, 515. My translation.
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only in private prayer but also in all of their occupations, carryȱȱȱȱěȱȱȱȱȱ ¢ȱȱ¢ȱ ȱ
feel no less devotion in action than in meditation.7

¢ǰȱęȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱing our relationship with Christ.
In the paragraphs below, I frame Ignatius’s desire using the language of relationships and encounters. I begin by underscoring some
important ingredients of human encounters and applying them to our
encounters with Christ. Then I suggest that, just as Ignatius used the
smallest things and the smallest amounts of time to lift his mind to God,
we, too, can take a few moments here and there throughout our busy
day to encounter the Lord and thereby enhance our relationship with
him. In doing so we can grow in an abiding sense of his loving presence,
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱ¢ȱȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ¢ȱ¡ȱȱȱ
own person.

II. What Is a Relationship with Christ?

T

here are many ways to speak of a relationship with Christ. He is
our creator, so we are related to him. He is one of us, so we are
related to him. He is our redeemer, so we are related to him. In
this article, however, I want to specify the term relationship, so that when
I speak of a relationship with Christ I speak of a personal relationship.
By personal relationship I mean a relationship between persons in which
there is a mutual sharing of personal concerns and interests. In this way,
ȱ¡ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
is not necessarily personal, since the concerns and interests might not
ȱǯȱȱȱȱǰȱ ȱȱȱ ȱȱęȱȱ
them personally and therefore have a personal relationship. Throughout this article, when I use the term relationship, I refer to a personal
relationship.

7

ȺȱȱǰȱVita Ignatii Loyola, in FN, IV, 743. My translation.
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Hopefully, most Christians are at least dimly aware that we have
to some degree a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. The question,
then, becomes one of how to maintain and enhance it. Furthermore, for
most people, it is a question of maintaining and enhancing that relationship in the midst of the busy world in which we live and work. And so,
because a very important dimension of any relationship is
I love you takes about one second
the encounters we enjoy with
to say, but those few words can give
one other, this article focuses
ȱęȱȱȱ¢ȱȱ
on what it means to enhance
encounter.
our relationship with Christ
through frequent encounters
with him. This is precisely
what Pope Francis has encouraged us to do in Evangelii gaudium, and
Francis also quotes his predecessor, Benedict, regarding the importance
of these encounters: “Being a Christian is not the result of an ethical
choice or a lofty idea, but the encounter with an event, a person, which
ȱȱȱ ȱ£ȱȱȱȱǯȄ8

III. Elements of an Encounter with Christ

O

ne of the most important components in building a personal
relationship is the time we spend with the other person—that
is, personal encounters. Granted, the impact of any encounter
does not always depend on the amount of time we spend together. I love
you takes about one second to say, but those few words can give enorȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱ ȱȱ¢ǲȱȱ ȱȱ
ȱȱȱ ȱȱ¡ȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ¢ǯȱ ȱȱȱȱ
going to call these encounters prayer, both because they do not replace
whatever practice of daily prayer we already have, and because, as I discuss later, our daily prayer is important for these additional encounters.
Furthermore, since these additional encounters do not take a great deal
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Ⱥȱ Evangelii gaudiumǰȱřǲȱDeus caritas est (December 25, 2005), n. 1: AAS 98 (2006),
217, in Evangelii gaudium, 7.
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ȱȯȱ¢ȱȱĴȱȱǰȱȱ ȱ Ȃȱęȱ ȱ
in all things—we can add a good number of them to our day without a
ȱȱȱěǯ
To illustrate, let us look at a typical human encounter. Considȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱĴȱȱȱǯȱ ȱȱȱ
three things: connection, shared meaning, and words of promise.
George and Tom are lifelong friends and have decided to meet for
lunch at a nice Italian restaurant. They pull in to the parking lot at the
same time, see each other’s cars, and walk toward each other. As they
ȱ ȱȱǰȱȱęȱ ȱȱȱ ȂȱȱǰȱTom,
the World Series is next week; do you think that we have a chance with our star
pitcher hurt? And then George goes on about the chances of his favorite
team. But while Tom might well be a fan of the same team and equally
ȱȱȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱěȱȱȱȱ
moment. Instead of commenting on the Series, Tom blurts out, George,
Hi! How’s it going? Good to see you!ȱȱȱȱȱ¡ȱ ȱ
to greet him in a similar fashion.
So, why is this important? It is almost a formula that George and
Tom would be mouthing toward one another: Hi, George/Tom—good to
see you!ȱ¢ȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
anything else that is on their minds? Although we probably do not think
about it directly, the reason is simple: George and Tom have not established a connection with each other until they go through some kind of
greeting ritual. Tom’s Hi, good to see you, and George’s similar response
are much more than a simple formula. They are telling each other, I am
aware of you; we are in each other’s space and that is good. The key word here
is awareness: Tom is telling George that he is aware of him, and George
is telling Tom the same thing. They are now in each other’s space, and
¢ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ¢ȱ ȱ  ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ¡¢ȱ
important, and I apply it later to encounters with Christ.
George and Tom are now connected. They proceed in to the restaurant, talk about their favorite baseball team, their families, work, and
all kinds of things. Somewhere in that conversation emerge things that
are deeply important to them. These could be comforting thoughts or
ǰȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱǲȱȱȱ ȱȱȱ
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are really good friends, then they are going to share what is really important to each of them. Maybe George’s wife was diagnosed with cancer or Tom’s eldest son is about to receive a doctorate. It could be good
ȱǲȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱĴȱȱ
are personally meaningful to them, and each takes very seriously what
the other says.
Let us now move now to the end of the lunch. George looks at his
watch and says, Oh my gosh, I need to pick up my grandson at the airport.
ȂȱȱȱȱȱȱĴ¢ȱ. At that point, they do not both jump
ȱȱȱȱ ¢Ǳȱ¢ȱȱȱǯȱ¢ȱęȱȱ ȱ
they were talking about, pay the bill, and walk out toward the closest
car, where they say goodbye. Sometime before actually saying goodbye,
Tom says, George, I am really sorry to hear about your wife’s cancer; I’ll be
praying for you both. And George might say to Tom, Congratulations to
your son; I know it means a lot to you to see what he has accomplishedǯȱȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱǯȱȱȂȱȱȱȱǰȱȱȱȱ
end of a good luncheon conversation when we are about to part, we
almost always bring up something from the conversation and highlight
it again. Usually, what we bring up comes from the more meaningful
parts of the conversation. But why do we do it? For one thing, it is a way
of saying I really listened to you; we were connected. On the other hand, it is
a promise for the future: We will continue this conversation; our connection
has a future.
ȱǰȱȱǰȱęȱěȱ ȱȱȱ
with a close friend and our relationship with Christ. Christ is, after all,
ǲȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ ¢ȱȱ ȱ
a friend encounters us. That being said, there are nonetheless some important parallels, since while Christ is also God we remain only human
and must relate to others, including Christ, as humans. In developing a
style for these short encounters with Christ throughout our day, we can
focus on the three related themes of connecting, sharing meaning, and
words of promise.

A. Connecting
It is important in our encounters with Christ that we consciously
connect with him. Although he is always present and aware of us, we
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need to do our part in order for the connection to take place, and we do
it in the same way that George and Tom established their connection.
ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȯHi, Christ, how’s it going?—
but we do need to make ourselves aware that Christ is present and that
ȱȱ ȱȱǯȱȱȱȱȱĴȱȱȱȱȱ
ȱ ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱěǱȱ¢ǰȱȱ ȱȱ¢self aware not just that Christ is present but that Christ is aware of me.
Agreed, Christ is always present everywhere, and he is aware of everyone and everything. But I need
I should imagine myself as having
ȱȱ¢ȱ¡¢ȱ ȱ
ȂȱȱĴǰȱ ȱ of this when I connect with him.
ȱȱȱȱȂȱĴȱȱ In fact, I should imagine myself
ęǯ
as having Christ’s undivided attention, which I can do because
ȂȱĴȱȱęǯȱȱ ȱȱȱ¢ȱȱ ȱȱȱ
so. One simple way involves using the word of Jesus to Mary of Magdala after the Resurrection, when she thought that Jesus was the gardener.
ȱǰȱ¢ǰȱȃ¢Ȅȱǻ ȱŘŖǱŗŜǼǯȱ ǰȱ ȱȱȱ ȱ
ȱȱȱ¢ǯȱ ȱȱȱ ȱȱ ȱȱǲȱȱ ȱȱ
aware that he is aware of me.
But how long should this take? A few seconds, not much more.
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ¢ȱ Ȃȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
until they get it right. They just do it and move on. On the other hand,
ȱ ȱȱȱ ȱǰȱ ȱȱęȱȱ ȱ ȱȱȱȱȱ ness for a while or even for quite a while, if circumstances allow. And
when should I do it? Anytime I pray—or really, anytime I want to encounter him—whether it’s only for a few seconds or, as during my regular prayer, for a much longer time. I personally have found that using
this brief connection at the beginning of regular prayer as well as in the
more frequent, brief encounters brings a lingering notion of his presence
ȱ ȱ¢ȱĴȱȱ ǯ
Ignatius does something similar with the Preparatory Prayer in
the Spiritual Exercises.9 By directly addressing God at the very begin-
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ȺȱSpEx 46. Ignatius asks the retreatant to begin each mediation or contemplation
with a Preparatory Prayer in which the retreatant is to ask “God our Lord for grace that
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ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ǰȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ěǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ
ȱ ȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱ ȱȱǯȱȱěȱ
is that, in the Exercises, Ignatius gives a particular nuance to that awareness by having us ask that everything be oriented to God in a movement
of spiritual freedom. In contrast, in the frequent encounters that I am
ȱǰȱȱȱȱęȱȱȱ ȱǱȱI make
myself aware that he is aware of me. Particular nuances, such as spiritual
ǰȱ ȱ ȱ Ě ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱ
of the encounter.

B. Sharing Personal Meaning
In our relationship with Christ, we share our personal meaning
with him and he shares his with us. Because our own meaning involves
whatever is important to us at any given time, we do not need to spend
a great deal of time discussing it here. Still, it is worth noting that the
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ
really want as opposed to what we might think that we want.10 In terms
of our relationship with Christ, this means that sometimes being in his
presence brings the interior freedom to let go of lesser concerns and to
take on deeper ones. In other words, I might well leave even a short
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
personally meaningful to me.
On the other hand, we can ask what is personally meaningful to
Christ. Ignatius addresses this same point in the Exercises. In the Third
ȱȱȱȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱ
to ask for “an intimate knowledge of our Lord, who has become huȱȱǰȱȱ ȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱ¢ǯȄ11
ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱęȱȱ ȱȱ
without coming to know and appreciate that person more and to understand what that person considers meaningful. The same holds true

all my intentions, actions, and operations may be directed purely to the praise and serȱȱȱȱ¢ǯȄ
10

ȺȱSpEx 1.

11

ȺȱSpEx 104.
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for our relationship with Christ. The closer we come to him, the more
we appreciate who he is and what he has done for us, and the more we
want to be involved with him.
The following three subsections discuss Christ’s personal meaning
according to three themes: (1) trusting that Christ loves me, (2) learning
ȱȱȱȱ ¢ǰȱȱǻřǼȱĴȱȱȱȱȱǯ
ŗǯȱęȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ
ȱ¢ȱȱȱȱęȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ¢ȱȱȱ
I am deeply loved by Christ as itself personally meaningful to him. On
the other hand, if Christ has given his life for each of us, then he probably would want us to know and appreciate how much he loves us. But
ȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ£ȱȱȱȱěǯ
After many years of giving spiritual direction, listening to the stories of various people, including Jesuits, and doing retreat work, I have
ȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ ȱȱȱ¢ȱ ȱȱĜȱȱȱ
ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ
grounds of the retreat house where I work. Because I am a consummate
administrator, my prayer was constantly being distracted by things I
ȱȱǯȱ¢ǰȱ ȱȱȱȱ ȱęǰȱ ȱȱ¢ȱȱ
ȱȱȱ¢ȱĜȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȬȱǯȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱ ¢ȱęȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱǯȱȱ
my answering machine responded, I gave the usual awkward, “Uh, it’s
ǰȄȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱǻȱȱ ¢ȱǼǯȱȱȱȱ
hard part. As often as I have done this, it always seems rude to just hang
up without saying goodbye, but why would I say goodbye to myself? In
any case, this time—and it still sends a shiver down my spine to recall
ȯ ȱǰȱ¢ȱ ¢ȱȱ¢ǰȱȃȱȂȱȱȱȱȱ¢ǯȄȱ
Then, startled, I hung up.
ȱ¡ȱǰȱ ȱ ȱȱ¢ȱĜȱȱȱȱ ȱǰȱnaling a voice message. Actually, there were several messages. I listened
Ĵ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱęȱǯȱȱȱȱȯ ȱ
never recognize my own voice on a recording—came on. For a microsecond I thought, Who is this rude person? But I knew quickly enough
that it was me. I listened to the message from the day before and took
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ǯȱ  ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
parting words that I had left the day before and, at that point, I almost
deleted the message. Fortunately, something restrained me, and I forced
myself to listen to myself telling myself that Christ loves me. I ended up
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǲȱǰȱȱȱȱ
two occasions, I forced myself to listen to the message again. Each time
ȱȱȱǰȱ ȱȱǲȱȱ ȱȱȱ ȱȱsider that although I had spent my life reassuring people that God loved
ǰȱ ȱȱȱĜ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǯ
¢ȱȱ ȱęȱȱȱĜȱȱȱǵȱ ȱȱ¢ȱȱǰȱ
but I think it has a lot to do with the fact that we cannot possibly earn
or deserve God’s love. It is pure gift and therefore beyond our control.
Surely, no one’s love is ever fully earned or deserved, and neither do
we control our being loved by others. However, that probably does not
bother us as much. After all, other human beings are not God, and yet
we still love them. But there may be another reason, which I probably do
not want to admit fully, even to myself: love can be frightening, and inęȱȱȱȱ¢ȱǯȱ¢ǵȱȱȱ ¢ȱȱ
a response. If someone approaches me and says, I am madly in love with
you, and I want you, I cannot just nod my head, comment on the weather
and walk away. I have to respond, and I have to respond in such a way
ȱȱ ȱȱȱȂȱěȱȱȯI’m sorry, but I’m not interested—or I do something that would encourage the pursuit of a relationǯȱȂȱȱȱȱěǰȱ¡ȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱǱȱȱęȱȱ
or deep surrender. Perhaps in order to keep from resisting while still
feeling fearful of a deep surrender, I prefer to keep my awareness of that
love somewhat at a distance.
ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ
Christ’s constant loving presence throughout the day cannot help but
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
fear of that love. I remember once not long ago when I called to mind
his presence and somehow had the thought, Am I deceiving myself? Why
would you want to be with me? At that point, the thought came back, with
a tinge of humor linked to it: Oh for heaven’s sake, Ed, I gave my life for you!
How can you think I don’t want to be with you?
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To summarize: the more time we spend with the lover, the more
ȱȱȱȱ ȱȱǲȱȱȱȱ ȱ ȱȱ¡ȱ
that love. Furthermore, it is important that whenever we make ourselves
aware of his presence, we make ourselves aware that he is lovingly aware
ȱǯȱ¢ǰȱ ȱȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱȱȱ
ȱȱȱǲȱǰȱȱȱ ȱ ȱȱȱȱǯ
Řǯȱȱȱȱȱ ȱ¢
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ
come to know more and more about that person and about that person’s
ways. The same holds true in our relationship with Christ. Naturally,
ȱȂȱȱȱ ¢ȱȱȱĴȱȱ ȱǯȱ ȱȱ ȱ
ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¡ȱ
ȱ¢ȱȱȱ ȱǯȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱȱěȱȱ ȱ
thoughts on how we can get to know him, for just as a husband and
wife bring a vast history to each meeting with one another, so, too, do
we bring a history and knowledge of Christ into every new encounǯȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ¡ȱȱ ¢ȱ¢ȱ ȱ ȱȱȱ ȱ
Christ and that continue to renew and nourish our knowledge of him
throughout our lives: the Christian community, Scripture, and personal
¡ǯ

a. The Christian Community
The Christian community, understood as the people of God, is the
place where our knowledge of Christ begins, receives nourishment, and
ȱęǯȱ ȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
detail how the Christian community shapes our knowledge of Christ,
but we can realize some basic elements. First, most of us learned about
Christ from others before we learned about him from reading Scripture
ȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
had at an early age was shaped and nurtured by others, especially family. As we grow in our knowledge of Christ, fellow Christians continue
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
Christians whose stories we read in the Acts of the Apostles. St. Paul
ȱȱ¡ȱȂȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
ȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¡ǯ
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Developing this point, note that there are any number of ways by
which we receive help from the Christian community. The most obvious
is through participation in the activities of the church, particularly the
celebration of the Eucharist. For Jesuits, I would single out three other
ways: sharing our faith with others—including our brother Jesuits—
ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ¢ǯȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱ¡ȱȱȱ ȱ ȱǰȱ¢ȱȱǯ

ǯȱ
In addition to coming to Christ through the community, we also
encounter him through Scripture. I have had the privilege of directing
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¡ǯȱȱ¢ȱrectees I remember two who were Bible scholars and taught in universities. It goes without saying that their professional background was a
great gift when it came to using Scripture during the retreat. I, too, profȱȱȱ¡ǯȱȱȱȱǰȱȱ ȱ ȱȱ
at times a distraction, which they recognized as such in that they recog£ȱȱĜ¢ȱȱĴȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
as to enter into it themselves. Luke Timothy Johnson writes about this
in Living Jesus: Learning the Heart of the Gospel.12 One of his main points is
captured in the title itself: our object is not to learn about Jesus, but rather to learn Jesus himself. Granted, a background in Scripture is important for us as Jesuits and can help any Christian to know the Lord. But
ȱȱȱȱ¡ȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱ
in particular, is not only to know about the risen Lord, but also to know
the risen Lord himself.
ȱȱěȱȱȱȱȱȱĴȱȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
the help of Scripture, especially the gospels. Imagine that you are the
father of a son who has just returned from a semester abroad. You were
in regular contact with him while he was away, and you know that it
ȱ ȱ Ȭȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
his return, you and he are alone in the house, and he asks if you would
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǯȱȱǰȱȱȱȱ¡ȱ ȱ

12

Ⱥȱȱ¢ȱ ǰȱLiving Jesus: Learning the Heart of the Gospel (New York:
Harper Collins, 1999).
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ȱȱȱęȱȱȱȱȱȱěȱȱ
ǯȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ǰȱ¢ȱęȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱ ȱ
him in your imagination, going through the events that he is describing,
while another part of you is actually receiving, in real time, the transformation that has taken place in your son. In short, you are learning him
and appreciating him anew.
From this perspective, consider the gospels as the story of the risen
Jesus. This is how we come to know a great deal about that loving presȱȱȱǯȱ¢ȱ ǰȱȱȱȱĴ¢ȱȱȱȱȱ
ǯȱȱȱȱǰȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ǰȱ
and we have preached and taught them. But because they are so familiar, we need to focus on them again—perhaps over and over again—in
order to learn Jesus more. One way to do this, which might give a new
perspective and a deeper meaning of the Scripture, is to read them out
loud but without an audience. Reading Scripture aloud makes us put
more into the words in order to give the proper tone and emphasis,
which in turn provides more meaning to us in the very act of reading.
ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ǰȱ¢ȱȱȱǰȱ ȱȱȱ¢ǰȱȱȱęȱ
ȱǲȱȱȱ ǰȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ ȱ ȱȱ
you his own story. And why not? After all, the risen Jesus is in you.
Keep in mind too that Scripture is his divinely inspired story, and we
believe that his word, whether historically accurate in the details, can
lead us to the truth of who he is and what he is like.
ȱ¢ȱ ¢ǰȱȂȱȱȱ ȱȱĴȱȱȱ ȱȱ
what was important to him and to the Trinity. And so when we say that
Scripture is inspired, we are saying that God wants us to know these
things. He wants us to know who Christ was and is, and what was and
is important to him. To summarize: in my encounters with Christ—in
¢ȱ ¢ǰȱ ȱ ¢ȱ Ěȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ¢ȱ ȯ ȱ ȱ
trying to learn what is important to him right now so that I can know
ȱĴǰȱȱȱȱ¢ǰȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ ǯ

c. Personal Experience
¡ȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱǰȱȱǰȱȱȱǰȱ
ȱȱȱěȱȱ¢ǯȱȱ¡ȯȱ ȱ¢ȯȱ
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both particular and in a sense revelatory, since every relationship, including a relationship with Christ, is unique.
ȱȱȱǰȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ¡ǰȱȱ
often ask retreatants to tell their stories. Directors are not interested in
names, dates, and social security numbers, but want to know their reȂȱȱȯȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱ¡ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ
the real audience is the individual storyteller himself or herself. In this
way, our full relationship with Christ is not a single event or a uniform
¡ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱnect together and bring about changes. In my case, my relationship with
Christ has changed over the decades—thank goodness!—but there is
continuity as well.
ȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱęȱ¢ȱȱ ȱȱǯȱ ȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱ¡ȱ
of Christ when I was about seven years old. I had been playing with
some friends, having a good time, and on the way home I stopped in
the neighbors’ yard to swing in their swing. I remember feeling that
God was pleased that I had had such a good time. At the time, I didn’t
make much more of this awareness other than to note that it was a nice
¡ǯȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱǯȱ
ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȯę¢ǰȱ ȱȱ ȱȱǰȱȱȱ¡ȱȱ Ȃȱ
 ȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱ¡periences or impressions of Christ in my life.
Learning Christ through the Christian community, through Scripǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ going relationship with Christ. In a similar way, the relationship of a
couple who has been married for a number of years has a history that
is still developing, but that history also colors everything that happens.
For instance, one partner sometimes knows what the other is thinking
before the other does. That history—that knowledge—in a relationship is very important. So, too, our knowledge of Christ—of what he
is like—can add tremendous meaning to the brief encounters that we
have throughout our day. A few moments of awareness of him and of
his awareness of us can contain volumes of unspoken communication.
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Sometimes, my simple awareness of walking with him down the corridor changes everything I go on to do. In this sense, while there has been
no verbal communication, there doesn’t need to be. He is perfect love,
and he demonstrates what that means. That’s all that is necessary.
řǯȱĴȱȱȱȱȱ
From time to time, I run into older couples who appear to have the
ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ¢ȱ Ȃȱ
¢ȱȱȱȱǲȱȱ ȱȱ¢ȱ ȱȱȱȱ ȱ
and are together so much that they adopt the same physical responses
ȱȱ¡ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǯȱ ȱȱȱprising that after many years of both struggle and happiness, but above
all commitment and love, the partners have begun to put on each other’s
minds. Finally, one knows the other so well that he or she not only anticipates the spouse’s desire but also may even think it as his or her desire.
Likewise, it is no surprise that as our relationship with Christ develops we begin to put on the mind of Christ. This is St. Paul’s terminology in the wonderful hymn in the second chapter of Philippians (2:5).13

13

Ⱥȱ ȱȱ¢ǰȱȱ¢ȱǻȱŘǱśȮŗŗǼȱȱȱ Ǳȱ

Make your own the mind of Christ Jesus:
ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱ ǰ
did not count equality with God
something to be grasped.
But he emptied himself,
taking the form of a slave,
ȱȱȱȱǲ
and being in every way like a human being,
he was humbler yet,
even to accepting death, death on a cross.
And for this God raised him high,
and gave him the name
ȱȱȱȱȱǲ
so that all beings
in the heavens, on earth and in the underworld,
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ȱ ȱȱȱ ȱǰȱ ȱ ȱĴȱ ȱȱ ȱȱ ȱȱ
responds. If we are drawn into that relationship with him, then like that
couple we want to see things as he sees them and respond as he responds.
Obviously, we will not do this perfectly until the fullness of the
ǲȱȱ ȱ¢ȱ¢ȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ
of the mind of Christ. In that prayer we ask to want the same things that
Christ wants. That prayer is the Our Father. Jesus was asked to teach us
how to pray, and what he did was to give us a list of things to pray for.
Hallowed be thy name: may we want only the true God, and not lesser
gods like money and power. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done: may we
love you and one another, which is what the Kingdom is all about. Give
us today our daily bread: notice that it is “usȄȱȱȱmeǲȱȱȱ ȱȱ
that the goods of this earth be provided to all. Forgive us our trespasses
as we forgive those who trespass against us: again, we are asking for the
fullness of the kingdom, where all are reconciled with one another and
ȱ ǯȱȱę¢ǰȱlead us not into temptation: let us not be misled by
lesser desires.
ȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱĴȱȱȱȱ
of Christ are the following verses of Paul’s hymn: “[Christ,] being in the
form of God, did not count equality with God, something to be grasped.
But he emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, becoming as human
ȱȄȱǻȱŘǱŜȮŝǼǯȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȂȱȱ
¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ
with his divinity.
ȱ¢ȱȱȱȱęȱȱȱȱȱ ¢ȱ
to describe the mind of Christ. It should not be surprising, then, that
the more frequent our encounters with the Risen Lord, the deeper we
should bend the knee at the name of Jesus
and that every tongue should acknowledge
Jesus Christ as Lord,
to the glory of God the Father.
Scripture quotations here and elsewhere in this article come from the New Jerusalem
Bible.
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ȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱ ¢ǰȱȱȱȱ ȱęȱ
the invitation and grace to let go of our own egos. In other words, as I
ȱȱ ȱǰȱ ȱȱęȱǰȱȱ¡ǰȱȱ ȱȱȱ
beside me while I walk down the corridor to give a presentation, those
ȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱ¢ȱĴȱȱ Ĵȱ ¢ǯȱ
Or perhaps, as I am driving along the highway and take a moment to
ȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱǰȱ ȱȱȱěȱ
to make space so that the car coming up on my right can enter my lane
ahead of me. Or maybe, as I am preparing a homily, I worry less about
giving the best homily ever heard and concentrate more on what Jesus,
my alter-ego, wants his people to hear.
Ignatius ends the Spiritual Exercises with the Contemplation to Attain Divine Love. The central feature of the Contemplation is the Suscipe, which begins, Take, Lord, and receive.14 This prayer, which comes after
the retreatant has pondered all the gifts that he or she has received from
ǰȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱ¢ȯTake, Lord, and receive—and of
ȱęȯgive me only your love and your grace.
Christ communicates what is personally important to him by letting us know how much he loves us, by sharing what is on his mind—
what he cares about—and by inviting us to put on his mind, and thus
to think and feel like him. Although the short encounters treated here
ȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱĚȱȱ ȱ ȱȱ
about Christ through the Christian community or even through personȱ¡ǰȱȱȱ ȱȱȱ¢Ȭȱȱȱȱȱ
ȱ¡ȯȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱtionship into each new encounter with one another. The encounter itself
then builds on the past, sometimes utilizing it to make the encounter
more meaningful and sometimes giving richer meaning to the history
itself.

C. Words of Promise
At the end of their luncheon, George and Tom made an implicit
promise to take seriously what each had shared and to continue their

14

ȺȱSpEx 234.
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friendship. Now suppose that, a few days after their luncheon, they run
into each other at noon, both rushing in opposite directions on a busy
downtown sidewalk. Surprised, George sees Tom coming toward him
and calls out, Tom!—who, also surprised, calls back, George! Immediately Tom says to George, “I’ve been praying for your wife—how is
ǵȄȱȃ¢ȱ¡ȱ ǯȄȱȃ Ȃȱȱ¢ǯȄȱȃǰȱȱȱȱ
ȱ¢ȱȱĴȱȱȱ
ǯȄȱ ȃȱ ǯȄȱ ȃ Ȃȱ
Recall here that Christ has promised
ȱ¢ȱȱǯȄȱȱȱto
be with us always, and that whencounter has all the elements of
ever
we encounter him, that promise is
a brief encounter with Christ.
ȱęȱȱ ǯȱ
First, there is the quick recognition and making themselves
aware of one other. Then,
there is the focus on the personal meaning that each had brought up at
ȱǯȱ¡ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱ
take that meaning seriously and to connect again with each other.
Recall here that Christ has promised to be with us always, and that
ȱ ȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱęȱȱ ǯȱ
In our encounters as well as in our regular prayer, we want to make a
promise too. Rarely would it be simply saying, I promise to encounter
you again, although that could work. Rather, our promise might best be
based on a shortened version of what Ignatius suggests, in the Exercises,
for ending a prayer session with a colloquy: “The colloquy is made by
ȱ¡¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱǯȄ15 In commenting on
ȱ¢ȱȱȱȱǰȱȱǰȱȃȱȱȱȱȱ ȱ
have received, I will beg for grace to follow and imitate more closely our
ǯȄ16 In other words, we want to draw our words of promise from
ȱ ȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱ ȱȱǯȱȱȱ
ȱȱěȱȱ ȱȱȱ ȱȱ ȱȱȱcheon or when walking past each other on a crowded sidewalk!
In summary: put something into words—be it a petition, an insight, a word of thanks. Then, do not rehearse the words ahead of time,

15

ȺȱSpEx 54.

16

ȺȱSpEx 109.

20

X

E. Edward Kinerk, SJ

just blurt them out, but use real words with whole sentences, so as to
ȱȱȱȱ ǯȱȱȱȱ¡ȯȱ
ȱ¡ȱȱ ȯȱ ǰȱ ȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱȱ¡ences to the rest of our lives. Thus does Ignatius suggest the colloquy at
the end of prayer in the Exercises, and for this reason I propose that we
close our encounters with Christ—including our regular prayer—with
words.

IV. Imagination and the Risen Christ

E

arlier in this article, I described connecting with the Risen Christ
as making ourselves aware that he is aware of us. So far, however,
ȱȱȱȱĴȱȱȱǰȱWith what or whom am I
connecting? The obvious answer to that question is that we are connecting with the Risen Christ. But no one knows what the Risen Lord truly
ȱǲȱȱȱ¢ȱ ¢ǰȱȱȱȱ ǰȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱ
is. This is where our imagination comes into play. But this typically is
ȱȱȱȱ ȱȱ ȱȱȱȱ¡es.17 In these brief daily encounters as I describe them here, our imagination generally focuses directly on the Risen Lord, and we ordinarily
ȱȱȱȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱ
relevant part of the life of the Risen Lord.
In order to understand this more fully, let us consider the Resurrection passages themselves. In all of these passages, there is some sense
of a presence that is not immediately recognized by those in the scene.
Then, Jesus does something to associate that presence with the disciples’
ȱȱȱȱȱȱǯȱǰȱȱ¡ǰȱȱȱȱȱ
ȱȱȱǰȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱęǰȱȃ Ȃȱ¢ȱȱ¢ǰȱǵȄȱǻ ȱŘŗǱŚǼǯȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ

17
Ⱥȱ ǰȱȱ¡ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ nation and the Nativity (SpEx 112) or the three points for the same contemplation (SpEx
ŗŗŚȮŗŜǼǯȱ ȱȱęȱȱęȱȱȱȱ ȱȱ¢ǰȱ ȱ
ęȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¡ȱȱǻSpEx 122–25). He wants us to enter
into the gospel scene with our imagination.
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ȱǰȱȱ¢ǰȱȃ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢Ȃȱęȱ
Ȅȱǻ ȱŘŗǱŜǼǯȱ¢ȱǰȱȱȱȱȱǯȱǰȱ ȱ
ȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱęȱǰȱ
ȱȱ ȱ ȱȱ¡ǰȱȃ ȱȱȱȄȱǻ ȱŘŗǱŝǼǯȱ ȱ
a similar way, the other Resurrection passages also suggest the Risen
ȱȱęȱȱȱ£ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
the disciples to connect that presence with their memories of Jesus beȱȱȯȱ¡ǰȱȃ¢ǷȄȱǻ ȱŘŖǱŗŜǼǰȱȃȱ¢ȱęȱȄȱ
(John 20:27), and the breaking of the bread (Luke 24:30–31, 35).
Here the question arises: why did they not recognize him immediately? In responding to this question, we need to remember that the
Risen Lord is in the fullness of his divinity, and that, according to an
ȱ ȱǰȱ ȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱǻ¡ȱ
řřǱŘŖǼǯȱ ȱȱȱĴȱȱ ǰȱȱȱȱȱǰȱȱȱ ȱ
resurrections, we become like God because we do see God face to face
(1 John 3:2). But right now we simply cannot see God or the Risen Lord
directly. It is too much. So that presence had to be reduced, so to speak,
to something more manageable for the disciples. Stimulated by Jesus’s
words or actions that harken back to their memories of him from beȱȱǰȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱęȱȱȱȱ ȱ ȱ
they remember. Had the Risen Lord tweaked their imaginations to help
ǵȱȱȱȱ ǲȱȱ ȱȱ ȱȱȱ ȱȱ ¢ȱ¢ȱ
could have taken in the fullness of the Risen Lord as he truly is.
Here is an important point that may help in our encounters with
ȱǯȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱǵȱ¢ǯȱ
But the Risen Lord was also at the other side of the universe and beyond:
ȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǲȱȱ ȱȱȱ¢ ǯȱ ȱǰȱ
the Risen Lord is just as present to each one of us everywhere and at all
times as he was to the disciples shortly after his Resurrection. Indeed, to
say that he is less present anywhere would be to deny his divinity.
This means that we may and perhaps should use our imaginations to help us become aware of his constant presence to us. And if we
¡ȱȱȱȱǰȱȱ ȱȱȱ ǰȱȱ ȱ
know that God is love (1 John 4:8). This does not mean that his presence cannot be challenging, prophetic, or, at times, uncomfortable for
us. Moreover, it is not necessary to have picture book images of his pres-
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ence: we don’t need to imagine the color of his eyebrows or the length
ȱȱǲȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǯȱ
Rather, our encounter simply involves a sense of a loving presence who
is profoundly aware of us and who loves us more than we can possibly
imagine.
In developing our relationship with Christ, we thus need to let our
imaginations help us throughout the day, and not just in formal prayer.
ǰȱ ȱ ¡ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ Ĝǰȱ ȱ ȱ
minute or two to spare before leaving or seeing someone. I can take a
moment to image his presence in the room, to make myself aware that
ȱȱ¢ȱ ȱȱǰȱȱȱȱ¢ȱĚ¢ȱ ȱȱȱ
concerns and hopes for me and for our world, and then to end by thankȱ ȱ Ě¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ
The whole sequence might take no more than a few seconds, and some
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ǰȱ
regardless of how brief the encounter, we connect with the Lord. If we
do this occasionally throughout the day, then we stand to enhance our
awareness of his presence in our lives and to grow in our appreciation
of what our relationship with him means.
ȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȬȱȱ
of this loving presence, images can and do help us to connect with the
Risen Lord. And while the images for the Risen Lord’s presence to us
ȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱěȱȱǰȱ ȱtively from the major feasts of the Easter season—Easter, Ascension, and
ȯȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱ¡ȱȱ ǯȱȱ
gives us images of the Risen Lord near us, in and involved in our world.
ȱȱȱȱǰȱ ȱ ȱǰȱȱȱȱȱęǰȱȱ
with us, and so on. This suggests an abundance of images of the Risen
ȱȱȱ¢ȱǯȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱǲȱȱȱȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱǲȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱǲȱȱȱȱȱ ȱ ȱȱ
ȱ ¢ǯȱ ǰȱ ȱ ¡ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ¢ȱ ¢ǯȱ
¢ȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱ
aware of me? Perhaps I might reach out and imagine myself grabbing
ȱǯȱ ȱȱȱȱȱęȱȱȱȱǰȱȱȱ
ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ƿȱ ȱ Ě¢ȱ ȱ ȱ
walking beside you as you move down the hall: let a few good thoughts
come in, and thank him for his presence. Sometimes I combine images.
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I might imagine him with me somewhere and at the same time imagine
ȱ ȱȱ ǰȱȱȱȃ Ȅȱȱȱȱȱ
the modern world torn by hunger and violence.
ȱȱȱȱ ȱěȱȱȱǯȱing to the Ascension, where is Jesus and what is he doing? In the Kyrie,
we address the Resurrected Lord, saying, You are seated at the right hand
of the Father to intercede for usǯȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ
needing to get through to someone with power or authority. If we need
a favor from someone very important, and a friend says, I’m having dinȱ ȱȱ ȱȱȱ Ȃȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱĴ,
Ȃȱȱ¢ȱǯȱǰȱǰȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
interceding for us right now at the heart of the Trinity! For this reason, I
can feel certain that the Trinity is lovingly mindful of me and of my conǰȱȱȱȱ¡ęȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱǯȱ
ǰȱȱ¡ǰȱ ȱ ȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
comes from illness: I take a moment to make myself aware of Jesus’s
presence to me and to connect with him, aware that the same presence
is speaking up for me in the heart of the Trinity. It will not necessarily
make my illness go away, but it can deepen my awareness of his love for
me and give me a deeper appreciation of his overwhelming compassion.
¢ǰȱ ȱ ěȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱsion takes us up into the heart of the Trinity, then Pentecost brings the
Trinity into our own hearts. Here I can imagine the Risen Christ making
his home inside of me. I remember several years ago, while on retreat
at an old farm house outside of St. Louis, feeling restless during one of
my prayer periods and deciding to walk down into a small valley to
encounter the Risen Lord. As I approached the place of encounter, I had
a sense of something moving behind me and to my left. It could have
been anything—a deer, the breeze moving a branch, whatever—but I
chose to say to the Lord, well, thank you, you’re on your way to meet me.
As I got to the place of encounter, I stopped, waiting for him to arrive.
Nothing happened. After two or three minutes, I began to move back up
the hill. I said to the Lord, well, at least you gave me that slight movement
while I was walking down. Immediately, the thought came into my head,
Ed, where on earth do you think I’ve been all this time? Yes, right inside of
you!ȱȱ¡ȱȱ¢ȱ ȱǰȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ ȱȱȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǯȱȱ¡ȱȱ
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my retreat took a number of minutes, and I was in the midst of formal,
albeit restless, prayer. Ordinarily, however, this sense of him inside of
me takes only seconds, always starting with me becoming aware that he
is in me and aware of me.

V. A Practical Run-Through

S

ȱ ȱȱȱ¡ęȱȱȱȱȱȱȱlationship, I am going to invite them to take us through a few brief
encounters with the Risen Christ.

George is driving to the nice Italian restaurant to have lunch with
Tom. He has just been talking with his wife about their visit to the doctor regarding her cancer, so her health is heavy on his mind. He decides
to encounter the Lord. He starts by making himself aware that Christ is
¢ȱȱ ȱȱȱȱĴȱ¡ȱȱȱȱȱǯȱ ȱ¢ȱȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȃȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
words, he conveys his worries to Christ and imagines Christ enveloping
him and his wife. He then puts his worries and his petition to Christ into
real words, and thanks Christ for being so compassionate.
ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ Ĝȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ
takes a moment and makes himself aware of Christ’s loving presence
and of Christ’s awareness of him. He basks in their connectedness for a
ǰȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱǰȱȱęȱȱ
asking for Christ’s loving compassion for George and his wife.
Later in the day, Tom is walking to his car. He decides to imagine
the Lord walking with him. He again makes himself aware that Christ is
there and lovingly aware of him. He has no particular agenda and simply enjoys the thought of walking with the Lord. This lasts a while, because the car is a bit of a walk and because the walk is an easy one with
no distractions, even though Tom distracts himself slightly by trying to
ȱȱȱ ȱǯȱ ȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ¡ȱȱ
gratitude to Christ for being with him.
¢ǰȱȱȱ¢ȱǰȱ ȱȱĴȱȱȱĜȱ-
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ing about his wife’s cancer and worrying about what he will do if the
cancer turns out to be fatal. How will he survive without her, and what
about the children? He turns to Christ as before, making himself aware.
He imagines Christ’s compassion for his wife and also for himself and
the children. Somehow the image of the earthly Christ weeping over
Jerusalem creeps into his mind, and with that the thought of all the terȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ
world enters his thoughts. For a moment he wonders, how can Christ
ȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ¢ȱ ȱȱȱȱěȱȱȱȱ
everywhere? And yet he knows that Christ’s compassionate love for his
family is real. He concludes asking the Lord to help him to empty himself more completely so that he can love his wife and his children the
way they need to be loved, and not worry about himself.

VI. Regular Prayer

T

his article has focused on connecting with Christ by means of
short encounters throughout the day. Much of what I have written could apply to longer prayer as well, but this has not been
my primary topic. Nevertheless, I do not wish to leave the impression
that regular daily prayer for longer periods is not important. Regular
prayer plays an essential role in our relationship with Christ, just as
longer encounters or time together play an important role in any human
relationship. Let me mention two ways in which our regular prayer also
serves as an anchor for our shorter encounters.

First, we need quiet in our lives in order to move more quickly
into these shorter encounters. This does not mean that we have to take
a period of quiet before starting the encounter, but it does mean that
we need enough quiet inside of ourselves that we can become aware
ȱȱ ȱȱȱȱǯȱȱȱȱěȱȱ
being able to listen to someone who wants to talk about something seǯȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǰȱȱȱǰȱȱ¡ȱ
prayer goes a long way toward creating the interior silence necessary for
listening to others and for becoming aware of Christ more frequently in
the course of the day.
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Second, regular prayer not only enables these encounters to take
place, but also helps us build our relationship with Christ both within
and beyond these encounters. Regular prayer gives us the opportuni¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
Christ. It means taking time to absorb who he is and how he is engaged
in my life and in the world around me. Luke Timothy Johnson comȱȃȱȱ ȄȱȱȃȱǰȄȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱ
 ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȃĴȄȱȱȃǯȄ18 Pondering or contemplating Christ, whether from the accounts
in Scripture or from his presence in our daily lives, realistically cannot
ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
space to absorb the reality of Christ’s love and life, and to put on the
mind of Christ. Regular prayer and quiet are essential for this.
In addition, we can use the elements of connection, shared meaning, and words of promise in our regular prayer as well. Connecting by
making myself aware of his awareness of me is always a good way to begin prayer, and saying something at the end of prayer in real words using a whole sentence is a good way to end any form of prayer. And there
is a myriad of ways to share personal meaning. Praying with Scripture
ȱȱ ¢ȱĴȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱǰȱ
and my response to what I read, hear, or receive involves sharing my
personal meaning with him.
Connecting—or in this case, reconnecting—is also a good way
ȱ¢ȱȱȱȱǯȱȱ ȱęȱȱ¢ȱȱ
has been wandering, I can go back to where I started and reconnect with
Christ by once again making myself aware that he is aware of me. In
fact, I no longer apologize for distractions, ever since the time I felt him
laughing at me and saying, Come on, Ed, quit focusing on yourself and look
at me! Incidentally, simply abiding in that awareness that he is aware of
me and staying with that image or thought sometimes can be the entire
content for regular prayer, even though it probably will be necessary to
reconnect periodically and then re-abide if there are distractions.

18

Ⱥȱ ǰȱLiving Jesus, 60–74.
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VII. Some Personal Amendments

O

ne danger in writing about spirituality is that it always makes
the spiritual life seem more orderly and organized than it is.
ȱȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱ
organizing things into categories and then presenting them in an or¢ȱ ǯȱ ¢ǰȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ  ¢ȱ ęȱ ȱ
categories and follow the outlines we present. No two people pray the
ȱ ¢ǰȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ ȱ¢ȱ¡ȱ
are ever the same, even for the same person. That having been said, let
ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ  ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
encounters.
In the last few pages, I have discussed connecting with the Risen
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ǯȱȱȱȱ
this practice may seem contrived, it becomes more natural with practice,
and after some time we tend to develop a sense of Christ’s presence in
the background even when we are not focused on him. Not every encounter will necessarily be an intense sense of presence and love. Sometimes it may seem more forced and even reluctant on our part, while at
other times it might be more intense. Sometimes, it might seem that he
is taking the initiative more than I am, while other times I am having to
push it—just as in human relationships in general. And, while dryness
and distractedness know no boundaries, we must remember that the
value lies not simply in each individual encounter but in the ongoing
ǰȱȱȱȱęȱȱ¢ȱǯȱ ȱȱǰȱ ȱ
gradually grow in the conviction that I am never alone, and that even in
ȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱęȱȱ¢ȱ
life is both beside me and within me.

I cannot tell you how long such encounters last for me. Usually,
they go on for only a short amount of time—seconds—but I know that
ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ǲȱ ȱ ¢ȯ¢ȱ ȱ ȯ¢ȱȱȱǲȱȱȱȱ¢ǰȱ¢ȱȱȱ
go over a longer period of time. Nor can I say how often I do this during
ȱȱ¢ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ¡periences to count! Instinct tells me that I should never start with a particular number in mind: my goal should be just to do it and then to see
what happens. Interestingly, I cannot recall when or even why I began
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to practice these encounters in my own life. Only in the last couple of
¢ȱȱ ȱȱȱĚȱȱȱ¡ǰȱȱȱ ȱ ȱȱ
they began much earlier.



ǯȱȱ ȱȱ 

B

efore joining the Society, I was not a prayerful person. I went to
Mass on Sundays, and that was the sum of my religious practice.
¢ȱȱȱȱȱ ǰȱȱ ȱȱȱ¡ȱȱ¢ȱ
ȱȱ ǯȱȱȱȱęȱȱȱȱ¡ǰȱ ȱȱȱ
days we did in October, everything changed. The retreat itself was an
¡¢ȱȱȱǯȱȱ ȱ ȱȱȱȱ ȱĴȱ
ȱȱ ȱȱǰȱ ȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱ¢ȱěȱtive. For sure, much in my life would change over the years, and much
ȱȱȱǯȱȱ ȱ ȱȱȱȱȱęȱȱ ȱȱ
¡ȱ ȱȱȱ ȱȱȱǰȱȱȱ ȱ ȱȱȱ
was only a beginning.
One day, probably several weeks after the retreat ended, I was
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǯȱ ȱȱȱ¡¢ȱ
cloudy for some days, which is not unusual for St. Louis at that time of
the year—there was not a spot of blue sky for what seemed like weeks.
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱǰȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ
blue appeared. I was thrilled! Even though the sun never came out, I felt
like I had been transported to a bit of paradise. As I was admiring the
¢ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ ȱ¡ȱȱǯȱ
Even though there were only a few spots of blue, they were wonderful
compared to no blue before. I thought that my relationship with Christ
ȱǱȱǰȱȱ ȱǲȱȱ ǰȱȱȱȱȱǰȱ
it was wonderful.

ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ĝȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ
Jesuit. Some days, the sky seemed more black than even totally cloudy
with dim light. Perhaps those periods are necessary for us, as we need
to learn to love, trusting in God’s loving presence while not feeling it.
Undoubtedly, I did my own part to bring on the darkness. Nevertheless,
ȱȱȱ¢ȱȱ¢ȱǰȱȱȱȱȱǲȱȱ ȱȱ¢ȱȱ
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ȱ¢ȱǰȱȱ¢ȱȱĴȱ ȱǯȱ ȱȱ¢ȱ ȱ
the practice of these frequent encounters with Christ has brought this
about, or whether God himself has brought about these encounters by
increasing his light. Maybe, as with so much in life, it is both/and. In
any case, I will continue these daily encounters because I know that he
is here, because I trust in his love for me, because I like the fact that he
is beginning to diminish the self in me (barely!), and above all because I
am grateful for the bedrock of joy that has been his most wonderful gift.
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