CHAPTER VI
Distractions and Dryness

As it bhas been such a troublesome
thing for me, it may perbaps be so for
you as well, s0 1 am just going to de-
scribe it

In speaking of the prayer of recollection, Saint Teresa
makes the following remark:

This method of praying in which the mind makes no reflections
means that the soul must either gain a great deal or lose itself—I
mean by its attention going astray.2

Neither the most vital methods, nor the best ordered prayers,
nor even assiduous spiritual reading can make one wholly se-
cure against distractions and dryness in prayer. This is a heavy
trial, ignorance of which contributes towards increasing the
suffering and the dangers involved in it, notes the Saint. In
this connection she writes:

The worst of it is that, as we do not realize we need to know more
when we think about Thee, we cannot ask those who know; indeed
we have not even any idea what there is for us to ask them. So we
suffer terrible trials because we do not understand ourselves; and we
worry over what is not bad at all, but good, and think it very wrong.
Hence proceed the afflictions of many people who practise prayer, and
their complaints of interior trials—especially if they are unlearned
people—so that they become melancholy, and their health declines, and
they even abandon prayer altogether.3

To get more light on so important a subject, we must study
the nature and the causes of distractions and dryness, so as to
discover the remedies.

1TV Mansions, i; Peers, II, 23s.
2 Life, ix; Peers, 1, s5.
3 IV Mansions, i; Peers, II, 233-4.
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The imagination, whose activity is so clos.ely bound up with
that of the senses, can also stray away, leaving the soy] to the
supernatural realities that hold it captive.

Let us turn again to Saint Teresa whose experiences throy,
such good light on these delicate problems:

It exasperated me to see the faculties of the soul, as T thought, oc.
cupied with God and recollected in Him, and the Imagination, on the
other hand, confused and excited.”

What will be the state of the understanding, that is, the
discursive intelligence considered as distinct from the intellect
which penetrates its object with a simple and direct intuitive
gaze?

Saint Teresa points out that while the will is sweetly bound
in the prayer of quiet and enjoying the divine delights, the
understanding may be agitated and restless:

The other two faculties [understanding and memory] help the will
so that it may become moge and more capable of enjoying so great

81V Mansions, i; Pe II
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movement is produced involuntarily or without full intention,
ordinarily by yielding to the attraction of a sensation or an
image.

When distraction during prayer is no longer just something
passing, but, because of the restlessness of the intellect and its
inability to remain fixed on any subject whatever, distractions
become almost habitual, this constitutes a state of dryness. Dry-
ness is accompanied usually by sadness, a certain helplessness,
diminution of the ardors of the soul, and by the disturbance
and enervation of the faculties.

Distractions are a trial; dryness gives rise to a state of deso-
lation. Both these sufferings were most keenly felt by Saint
Teresa. She shares with us her experiences in this regard, to
encourage us. For long years, she says, speaking of the “first
way of watering the garden” by drawing the water with a
bucket—which corresponds to the first degrees of mental
prayer—she knew the fatigue “of lowering the bucket so often
into the well and drawing it up empty.” It often happened
that, even for that work, she was unable to move her arms

. unable, that is, to think a single good thought. . . . And when
I was able to draw but one drop of water from this blessed well, I
used to think that God was granting me a favor. I know how grievous
such trials are and I think they need more courage than do many
others in the world.?

And here is another admission from the sainted mother of
mental prayer, which will certainly comfort us in our own
painful inabilities:

It was about these things that I used to think whenever I could;
and very often, over a period of several years, I was more occupied
in wishing my hour of prayer was over, and in listening whenever the
clock struck, than in thinking of things that were good. Again and
again 1 would rather have done any severe penance that might have
been given me than practice recollection as a preliminary to prayer.
. .. Whenever I entered the oratory I used to feel so depressed that I
had to summon up all my courage to make myself pray at all. (Peo-

9 Life, xi; Peers, I, 66-7.
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of the gifts of the Holy Spirit. But in the first phase, the mys-
tery remains in complete darkness. At the same time, the un-
derstanding assents to the dogmatic formula, penetrates the
concepts, reasons about them, marvels at them, and tastes
them with delight. This occupation of the mind with the most
exalted truths is of incomparable interest. And yet, our intel-
lect’s power to penetrate them being so strictly limited, it soon
enough has drawn from them all the light it can; and so, find-
ing itself once more with the same formulas and without new
light, it loses its taste for them: assueta vilescunt.

2. THE INSTABILITY OF THE POWERS OF THE SOUL

The instability of the powers of the soul is another cause of
distractions and dryness. The sense powers as well as the
understanding whose activity is so closely bound up with that
of the senses, are unstable and fickle. The will can direct them
to an object and hold them to it; but as soon as the will lets
go its grasp, they reassert their independence and follow their
bent. They give themselves up to an apparently disordered ac-
tivity, yielding to the attractions of external stimuli or phan-
tasms of the memory.

A patient and persevering discipline, the asceticism of recol-
lection, can make them more docile to the action of the will
and habituate them to the silence of recollection, but it cannot
change their nature. Saint Teresa says in this regard:

It is the Lord’s will that . . . the soul and the will should be given
this power over the senses. They will only have to make a sign to
show that they wish to enter into recollection and the senses will obey
and allow themselves to be recollected. Later they may come out
again, but it is a great thing that they should ever have surrendered.11

Neither the purification of the senses, which makes the
senses amenable to the spirit, nor even the profound purifica-
tion of the spirit itself—as the statements of Saint Teresa just
quoted, prove—bring these fickle powers into complete sub-
mission.

11 Way of Perfection, xxviii; Peers, II, 116.
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one must be in good form. It is true that here, to love is of
much more importance than to think; but the affections are
more intimately connected with the body than is the under-
standing and more immediately share in its vicissitudes. And
so we are not astonished to hear this testimony from Saint
Teresa:

The other afflictions which we bring upon ourselves serve only to
disturb our souls. . . . I have a great deal of experience of this and I
know that what I say is true, for I have observed it carefully and have
discussed it afterwards with spiritual persons. The thing frequently
arises from physical indisposition, for we are such miserable creatures
that this poor imprisoned soul shares in the miseries of the body, and
variations of seasons and changes in the humours often prevent it
from accomplishing its desires and make it suffer in all kinds of ways
against its will.14

She goes on to say that a change in the time of prayer per-
haps gives some relief from these maladies. One could not be
more sanely realistic nor more maternally attentive in guiding
beginners in the ways of mental prayer.

More troublesome than these passing indispositions, can be
the pathological tende zies and defects that are rooted in
temperament. Saint Teresa alludes to the tendency some have
to melancholy; and also to the *“‘times when our heads are tired,
and, however, hard we try, we cannot concentrate.” 15 She
takes care to divert from mental prayer certain persons who
because of psychical weakness cannot stand the least shock
without fainting.

Indeed modern psychiatry has made a penetrating study that
would have delighted Saint Teresa of constitutional defects
that can have a very profound influence on the development of
the spiritual life.!® The clinical cases are almost exclusively the
domain of the doctor. But the borderline cases are many. Every

14 [ jfe, xi; Peers, 1, G9.

15 Way of Perfection, xxiv; Peers, II, 102. :
16 Cf. the article quoted by Dr. Laignel-Lavastine in Etudes Carméli-

taines, April, 1934.
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ing why. . . . I wonder if one kind of spirit can be conscious of an-
-other.20

The presence of the impure spirit could be perceived only by
a spirit already purified. It seems, too, that this violent action
of the devil is very rare; that he reserves it for strong souls
from whom he has much to fear. Nevertheless, these descrip-
tions are most useful, for they indicate to us his habitual tactics
and mode of action.

It is natural enough that the devil should use his great power |
and take advantage of the relative weakness of beginners in:
prayer, to stop them in their journey towards God by causing
in them, as far as he is able, as much dryness and distractionsq
as he can. That he thus intervenes—often successfully—in
the prayer of beginners seems certain; and, although using on |
them much more benign procedures than on Saint Teresa, these |
are probably much more effective. |

!

S. THE ACTION, AT LEAST PERMISSIVE, OF GOD

! |

The action of these natural and preternatural causes enters |
into the plan of God who uses everything for the good of those |
whom He loves. Supernatural light and grace, fruits of the |
Passion and death of Christ, cannot penetrate deeply within a
soul unless it shares in that redemptive suffering and death.
Such sufferings give it light on its own self and establish it |
in humility:

I believe it is for our good that His Majesty is pleased to lead us |
in this way so that we may have a clear understanding of our worth-
lessness; for the favours which come later are of such great dignity
that before He grants us them He wishes us to know by experience

how miserable we are, lest what happened to Lucifer happen to us
also.21

They are a trial that brings to light the valiant:

I believe myself that often in the early stages, and again later, it
is the Lord’s will to give us these tortures, and many other temptations
which present themselves, in order to test His lovers and discover if

20 Life, xxv; Peers, I, 160.

1 1bid., xi; 67.
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fort. When there is question of the weakness of the faculties
in the face of supernatural truths, of their natural instability,
of physical maladies, or of the action of the devil, we under-
stand ‘that violent efforts would be foolish. This conviction
will serve to direct the whole struggle against distractions and
will make us cultivate discretion which alone can overcome the
obstacles. But let us listen to our wise spiritual mother:

The very suffering of anyone in this state will show her that she
is not to blame, and she must not worry, for that only makes matters
worse, nor must she weary herself by trying to put sense into some-
thing—namely, her mind—which for the moment is without any. She
should pray as best she can: indeed, she need not pray at all, but
may try to rest her spirit as though she were ill and busy herself with
some other virtuous action.24

Elsewhere she says:

The more we try to force it {the soul]l at times like these, the
worse it gets and the longer the trouble lasts. But let discretion be
observed so that it may be ascertained if this is the true reason: the
poor soul must not be stifled. Persons in this condition must realize
that they are ill and make some alteration in their hours of prayer;
very often it will be advisable to continue this change for some days.

They must endure this exile as well as they can, for a soul which
loves God has often the exceeding ill fortune to realize that, living as
it is in this state of misery, it cannot do what it desires because of
its evil guest, the body.25

The Saint sums up her advice thus:

At such times the soul must render the body a service for the love
of God, so that on many other occasions the body may render services
to the soul. Engage in some spiritual recreation, such as conversation
(so long as it is really spiritual), or a country walk, according as your
confessor advises. In all these things it is important to have had ex-
perience, for from this we learn what is fitting for us; but let God be
served in all things.26

We quote at length, less to gather precise counsel on what
to do—for cases differ widely—than to learn from Saint
28 Way of Perfection, xxiv; Peers, II, 102.

25 Life, xi; Peers, I, 69.
26 Jbid.; 7o0.
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thus discovers the exact point to which it must apply the efforts
of its asceticism to acquire recollection.

Let the soul persevere, Saint Teresa assures us, and even
though one be a sinner, God will be merciful:

I cannot conceive, my Creator, why the whole world does not strive
to draw near to Thee in this intimate friendship. Those of us who
are wicked, and whose nature is not like Thine, ought to draw near
to Thee so that Thou mayest make them good. They should allow
Thee to be with them for at least two hours each day, even though
they may not be with Thee, but are perplexed, as I was, with a thou-
sand wortldly cares and thoughts. In exchange for the effort which it
costs them to desire to be in such good company (for Thou knowest,
Lord, that at first this is as much as they can do and sometimes they
can do no more at all) Thou dost prevent the devils from assaulting
them . . . and Thou givest them strength to conquer.29

In short, only perseverance can make sure of success in
prayer.
3. HUMILITY

A patient and trusting humility must accompany persever-
ance:

What, then, will he do here who finds that for many days he ex-
periences nothing but aridity, dislike, distaste and so little desire to go
and draw water that he would give it up entirely if he did not re-
member that he is pleasing and serving the Lord of the garden; if he
were not anxious that all his service should not be lost, so say nothing
of the gain which he hopes for from the great labour of lowering the
bucket so often into the well and drawing it up without water? . .
What, then, as I say, will the gardener do here? He will be bold and
take heart and consider it the greatest of favours to work in the garden
of so great an Emperor; and, as he knows that he is pleasing Him by
so working (and his purpose must be to please, not himself, but Him),
let him render Him great praise for having placed such confidence in
him; . . . let him help Him to bear the Cross and consider how he
lived with it all His life long; let him not wish to have his kingdom
on earth or cease from prayer; and so let him resolve, even if this
aridity should persist his whole life long, never to let Christ fall be-
neath the Cross. The time will come when He shall receive his whole
reward at once.30

29 Life, viii; Peers, I, so-I.
30 Ibid., xi; 66-7.







