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			THE DESIRE FOR GOD

			(Psalm 41 [42])

			 

			 

			 

			Introduction

			 St. Augustine’s own vital experience had made him a profound expert on the heart of human being, which he himself described as an unfathomable abyss.1 In this manner, he became aware that desire is one of the threads that move the actions of man; and that depending on the desires of man that will be his own life, since man acts attracted by his own desires and pleasure. Thus, St. Augustine, in order to confirm this concept cites his favorite poet: Virgil, who in one of his eclogues says: “trahit sua quemque voluptas”,2 (Every man is drawn by his own pleasure). 

			However, St. Augustine also came to realize that there is an essential desire in every person.  Even if he does not have faith, or shall we say, an agnostic.  Man has been created by God in order to have an encounter with Him, and in the depth of his own being has a profound desire for eternity, for life, for happiness; in few words, every person carries within him a “murmur of the infinite,” a desire for God.

			This reality has been beautifully captured by St. Augustine in his lapidary phrase contained in the Confessions: “You have made us for Yourself and our life is restless until it rests in You.”3

			It is necessary to stress that St. Augustine referred to the profound desires of man with the Latin word appetitus. Together with this appetitus for happiness, eternity, there are also other appetitus that move man and that at the end, if they are properly channeled, will lead man to God. 

			Within the many appetitus or desires that can attract man, St. Augustine distinguishes three, following the text of 1 Jn 2:16, to which are opposed three vices or defects into which man’s  desire fall if he deviates from the goal towards which he is going. In this manner, there is a first appetitus or desire, which is that of knowing the truth, the opposite of which is vain curiosity as a vice; the desire for self-preservation, to seek one’s good, contrary to which is concupiscence or egoistic search for one’s own good. Finally, there is the desire for being unconquerable, to be able to overcome all difficulties, the opposite of which is vice of pride. 

			Thus, St. Augustine would invite us to make an examination of our own appetitus or deepest desires, in order to know if we really love God, or rather we love ourselves.

			 

			The Everlasting Happiness

			In addition to these fundamental desires of man, St. Augustine emphasizes that what every person intimately desires is no other than happiness. It is about an idea that St. Augustine had already expressed in one of his earliest works dedicated to this topic, that of De Beata Vita, about the Happy Life, where he clearly states that what every man desires in the depth of his being is to attain happiness.4  In this way, St. Augustine proposes to us an example which is extremely clarifying, and which even today is useful to make us aware how man’s existence has remained the same throughout the centuries:

			If two men were asked whether they wished to serve as soldiers, one of them might reply that he would, and the other that he would not; but if they were asked whether they wished to be happy, both of them would unhesitatingly say that they would. But the first one would wish to serve as a soldier and the other would not wish to serve, both from no other motive than to be happy.5

			Hence, every man wishes to be happy,6 but of what good is happiness if there is no life that would last forever, during which one may enjoy happiness? And on the other hand, one can ask: Of what good is living forever, if one is not going to be happy? Therefore, two realities are necessary: happiness and perpetuity of this same happiness.  In view of this, St. Augustine makes a pun of the names of the two martyrs of Carthage who were very popular at that period of history, and whose names are precisely Perpetua and Felicity. In this manner St. Augustine underscores in one of his sermons in honor of these two martyrs, that eternal or perpetual life is useless if this cannot be happy. And on the other hand, happiness is useless if there is no perpetual or endless life where to enjoy it. Both elements are united like the two martyrs of Carthage who lived together their martyrdom:

			If by the example of their glorious struggle they encourage us to imitate them; likewise by their names they bear witness to the indivisible gift we are going to receive. May they hold on tight to each other, bind themselves together. We are not hoping for one without the other. Perpetual, after all, is not much good if there no felicity there; and felicity fades away if it is not perpetual.7

			 

			The Pedagogy of Desire

			This deep desire for happiness can only be satisfied in the eternal life with God. 8 However, man runs the great risk of seeking to satisfy his desire for happiness in material and ephemeral goods, which can offer him only a passing happiness. That is the reason why for St. Augustine prayer has become an exercise of desire, an exercitatio animi, a spiritual exercise or of the soul, the purpose of which is to educate, to channel, to identify and to exalt the holy desire. 

			Since now you cannot see, let the desire be your exercise. The entire life of a Christian is a holy desire.9 

			 

			So, what is being sought after is the education of desire. In the face of worldly and inordinate desires, prayer as an exercise of desire for God purifies, by means of faith, the eyes of the heart so that man may be directed towards God 10 and may discover the temporariness and futility of the things of the earth. In fact, St. Augustine reminds us that there are two doors by which Satan enters into the life of a person: The first is that of the inordinate desires, the second is that of fear or fright. 

			The desire opens the door to the malicious acts of the devil. It admonishes to achieve what he sees as being desired. He enters into man through these two doors: that of desire and of fear.11

			So, when a believer does not practice the pedagogy of desire, he allows himself to be drawn by his own concupiscence, by his own desire for vain happiness or pleasure and forgets that what is essential is to desire God. Prayer, therefore, is an exercise the purpose of which is to truly desire for God, His life, His happiness, His peace, and Kingdom. Hence, prayer, first of all, educates the desire by rejecting what must not be desired and focusing the life of a person in a definite direction:

			Is it a small evil for man’s heart, if he doesn’t seek the company of the saints, doesn’t desire the Kingdom of Heaven? If he doesn’t feel these desires, the punishment comes from his own perversity; but if he feels them, the punishment is the result of a cheated love.12

			Secondly, prayer channels man’s desire towards God. Prayer reminds us by means of continual exercise that the goal towards which we are going is God; prayer makes us truly theological persons, in the sense that we remember that we have come from God and that we go back to God. A desire or appetitus that is not proper channeled or directed can have terrible consequences for a person, because when the desire is directed towards material things and not toward God, man frustrates his own existence and is not capable of attaining the happiness for which he was created: 

			Everyone who has already found God and is favorable to him, is happy; everyone who seeks God, is favorable to him, is not yet happy; and everyone who lives far from God on account of his vices and sins, is not only unhappy but is not even living with God’s favor.13

			Thirdly, prayer helps us to identify the desire, and makes us aware, on one part, that is a desire of something that is eternal and infinite, as well as the proper identity of the one who prays, as a pilgrim of the City of God. Thus, he who prays by means of desire, who has made the desire for God his prayer, must be identified as a pilgrim of the City of God. He desires to be able to arrive at the Kingdom of Heaven. He knows that he has not yet arrived, that he is still on his way, and for that reason, he does not stop walking, but rather continues advancing every day, with the awareness that who always gives the strength to carry on is God Himself, and that on the way towards the City of God, what is important is to advance, by walking with the feet of love, of affections, 14 making progress every day, allowing our desire to increase by daily exercising in it in such a way that the things of this world may fade away, and the things of God and His Kingdom may gain strength and importance:

			The desire for this world, the instigator of what is evil, diminishes in the measure that the love for God increases, and it disappears when the love for God reaches perfection.15

			 

			Prayer:  A Song of Pilgrims

			This dimension of prayer reflects one of the favorite aspects of St. Augustine which is precisely that of peregrinatio, the pilgrimage. Every believer finds himself exiled in this world. Just as the People of God were exiled in Babylon of this world and must yearn for the eternal homeland which is no other than the heavenly Jerusalem, the City of God. The voice of his yearning and his groaning is his own prayer: 

			It is not a little matter what the Holy Spirit teaches us. He insinuates to us that we are pilgrims and teaches us to sigh after our country, and our groans are those very sighs.16

			Therefore, the believer, like the exiled in Babylon, cannot forget the homeland, the City of God.Sin is the forgetfulness of God, it is to be mixed and involved with the affairs of the Babylon of this world and to put God aside. 17 For St. Augustine the believer should live the challenge of yearning and desiring the Kingdom of God, the heavenly Homeland, in the midst of Babylon of this world. For St. Augustine prayer is not an escape from the things of this world, but rather one way of living a life in the midst of the world, but without forgetting about the life of God. In this manner, the believer is called to renew his belongingness to the City of God by means of his desire in the midst of his daily affairs.  Every time the heart, burning with love, is raised up to God by the desire for His Kingdom, for His eternal peace, the heart is praying: 18

			It is about a type of prayer that can be done throughout the day, regardless of what one may be doing, because man can desire without ceasing the Kingdom of God, and in this manner, his rest is his prayer.

			There is another kind of prayer which is interior and continuous, which is the desire. Whatever you do, if you desire that Sabbath, don’t interrupt your prayer. If you do not wish to stop praying, don’t interrupt your desire; your continuous desire is your voice, or rather, your continuous prayer.19 

			 

			Short Prayers and Desire: A Whats App for God

			On the other hand, St. Augustine also teaches us the value of short prayers within the continuous prayer that must be done so that the desire for God may not be weakened on account of the daily activities. For this, St. Augustine cites for us the example of the monks of Egypt, who recited short prayers but inflamed with love, which is directed to God like arrows:

			It is said that the brothers in Egypt practice frequent prayers, but very short and as if thrown in the wink of an eye so that the attention may remain attentive and alert and may not get tired or weakened by long-windedness, which is very necessary for prayer.20

			St. Augustine also would invite us to avail of short prayer as a tool for addressing God and for renewing our love for God throughout the day, regardless of what we may be doing, by avoiding empty word:

			To use much speaking in prayer is to employ a superfluity of words in asking a necessary thing, but to prolong prayer is to have the heart throbbing with continued pious emotion towards Him to whom we pray.21

			Certainly behind the continuous prayer by means of desire and short prayers, is a biblical question. It is about a topic to which many authors throughout the history of Christianity have given different answers and is the question posed by the text 1 Tess 5:17 where St. Paul invites us to pray without interruption (“Pray without ceasing”)

			St. Augustine asks himself how is it possible to pray without interruption, if the life of man is so fragile and is subject to so many necessities, how can he pray always, without ceasing? The Augustinian response would be the desire. There is no need to give complicated answers, like what some groups of Syrian monks gave to this Pauline question. The continuous desire that comes from the deepest recess of man’s heart is his most sincere prayer. For this reason St. Augustine would point out that nobody could have any excuse for not praying. Every man is a being of desires, and this is the reason he can direct to God his deepest desire, regardless of his circumstance and situation. 

			For St. Augustine the moment of expressing the desire for God, the feeling of distress, of knowing that nothing can make man happy outside of God, of feeling being abandoned and deceived by worldly pleasures and seeking true happiness only in God, is of particular importance. It is a feeling of a certain “spiritual widowhood”:  

			Now, what makes this task of praying especially suitable to widows but their bereaved and desolate condition? Whosoever, then, understands that he is in this world bereaved and desolate as long as he is a pilgrim absent from his Lord, is careful to commit his widowhood, so to speak, to his God as his shield in continual and most fervent prayer.22

			 

			Duc in altum

			We also pointed out that prayer helps in intensifying the desire. St. Augustine has become aware that man on many occasions tends to be happy with little and insignificant things, and to place his heart in them, putting aside great and beautiful things to which God calls us in Christ. Therefore, it is necessary not to forget the words of Jesus in the Gospel: Duc in altum (Lk 5:4). We must always aspire for heavenly things, for the things of God, as St. Paul himself says:“If then you were raised with Christ, seek what is above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Think of what is above, not of what is on earth (Col 3:1-2). 

			Prayer makes this desire grow, and makes us see as very insignificant and worthless the desire for material things. For this reason, St. Augustine invites us to desire much and in a superlative manner. On the desire can make gradually expand our heart to enable it to receive the gifts of salvation and God Himself. Prayer, therefore, educates us to expand the boundaries of our inner tent (Is 54:2), of our own heart, so that once expanded, may receive Christ and, together with Christ the Head, Christ the Body, our brothers, because prayer cannot be detached from our life and community.

			Thus St. Augustine invites us to expand our own hearts to enable them to receive in them God Himself: 

			We have to understand that the Lord and God does not require us to show to Him our will, which He already knows; what He wants is that in our prayer we may exercise the desire, and thus, make ourselves capable of receiving what He is going to give us.23

			 

			The Desire for God Like that of the Hind 

			In his commentary on Psalm 41 (42), which serves as the biblical text for our Lectio Divina, he lingers on several aspects which are important in dealing with prayer as a desire for God. In the first place, he is aware that the thirst and the desire that the believer feels, is not only for baptismal water, to be reborn in God and receive the remission of sins, but is directly a desire for God and His life. That is why he strongly states that it is necessary to desire God as the fountain of life with the whole heart, and he himself expresses his desire with fervor:  

			Cheer up, my brothers, try to understand my longing, be partakers with me of this my desire; let us share together this love, together let us have this ardent thirst, let us run together to the fountain in order to understand. Let us long like the deer for the fountain, not the fountain of baptism, which the catechumens desire to attain the remission of their sins, but as baptized already, let us long for the fountain about which the Scripture says: Because in You is the Fountain of Life. Yes, He is the Fountain, He is the Light;24

			This desire for God must distinguish us from those who do not know God and therefore live blind and in darkness of sin, without knowing where God is, and without having received the enlightenment of His grace. Prayer is what distinguishes us from them because it allows us to contemplate God. And this is how St. Augustine expresses it:

			Therefore the Apostle makes this recommendation to those who long for this Fountain of Life and see something in it. Do not live anymore like the pagans, whose mind is empty, and whose thoughts are obscure, away from the life of God, because of their ignorance, and blindness of heart. If these have their mind in darkness, that is, because they do not understand, and are blind; therefore, those who understand are enlightened.25

			On the other hand, prayer must invigorate our entire life, in such a way that we may direct ourselves to God not slowly and sadly, but willingly and joyfully, as the deer do, which is known as a swift animal. He who prays and lives his prayer as a manifestation of his desire for God must direct his life with willingness and joy towards God:26

			Run to the fountain, long for the fountain, but not just in any manner, do not run like any animal: run like the deer. What does like the deer mean? Don’t do it slowly; run fast, long for the fountain with alacrity. We know very well that the deer has a very special speed.27

			St. Augustine also points out that even if like the deer we may go to the fountain in order to satisfy our thirst of God, it can never be satisfied, because God is an eternal, infinite, extensive reality. Rather drink of the waters of God, that is to say, to pray, they only thing that it provokes is that whoever truly prays and has had a living experience of God, may feel his desire to pray and be close to God increase. To drink of the waters of God does satisfy, but produces more thirst, increases the desire for God: 

			In God is the fountain of life, an inexhaustible fountain; and His light is a light that never darkens. Yearn for that light, for that fountain and that light that your eyes do not know. When this light is seen, your inner eye is empowered; when you drink from this fountain, your inner thirst is set on fire.28

			 

			To Pray is a Commitment to Conversion and Communion

			On the other hand, St. Augustine observes that the figure of the deer that runs towards the fountains can add some elements to the reflection on the desire for God and prayer. And thus St. Augustine points out that the deer on its way kill the serpents, an element that St. Augustine interprets as bad desires. Therefore, for St. Augustine, prayer implies a process of conversion, by means of which he who prayers are directed towards God, renounce the desires for this world, in order to live a life guided by the desire for God alone:  

			But perhaps the Scripture does not want us to focus only on this characteristic of the deer, but also on another. Consider what other things the deer possesses. It kills the serpents, and after killing the serpents, it burns with greater thirst; after having eliminated the serpents, it runs more passionately to the fountains. The serpents are your vices; get rid of the serpents of sin, and you will then yearn for the fountain of truth with greater intensity.29

			On the other hand, here we could ask: What are our serpents, that is, what are the things or inordinate passions that do not permit us to yearn for God and impede us to pray, or that weaken our desire, or rather that orient it toward a direction contrary to God. 

			The figure of the deer is used by St. Augustine to talk about the communitarian dimension that the desire for God must have, that is, prayer. For St. Augustine, prayer is not only an intimate act, in which the person desires God in his interior and is definitely directed toward Him, but that prayer unites him to the Body of Christ, where he must recognize in the other who is at his side a member of the Body of Christ. For this reason St. Augustine points out, by telling a strange story, that when herd of deer has to cross a river, some lean their head on the back of the others, in such a way that that is more easy to cross the river and that when the leader gets tired, it passes to rear so that another can take its place. To pray means to commit ourselves to the brothers and be disposed to carry the burden of one another (Gal 6:2), as the Bishop of Hippo clearly states by quoting the words of St. Paul in his Letter to the Galatians:

			(…) it said, I say, that the deer when they go in group, or when they go swimming in other places, they rest their heads putting them one on top of the other, in such a way that one goes ahead and others who come behind one putting its head on top of the other, until the end of the train of the pack. When the first becomes tired, it passes to the to the tail end, so that another may take its place to continue carrying on the same burden that it was carrying; in this way, it rests by leaning its head like the others (…)Is not the Apostle referring to a certain kind of deer when he says: Carry one another’s burden and thus you will fulfill the law of Christ?30

			 

			To Pray is to hear “The Festive Whisper of Eternity”

			St. Augustine also reminds us that the deer yearns for water and that it is not satisfied by it while it is still on the way, but that it can be satisfied when it has reached the goal of its destination. Man is a pilgrim who lives in exiled and far from God Who alone can satisfy his thirst when he has arrived at the Kingdom of Heaven and can then contemplate the face of God. 31 It is for this that the believer truly thirsts: to see God. St. Augustine connects the text of Psalm 42 with that o Psalm 27:4, in order to point out that in prayer of petition the essential thing that we should ask for is what the Psalm itself recommends to us: “One thing I ask the Lord; this I seek: To dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, that I may gaze on the loveliness of the Lord and contemplate His temple” (Ps 27:4):

			It is for this that I thirst: to come and be in His presence. I thirst during my pilgrimage, I thirst along the way. I will be satiated when I arrive. But when will I arrive? Because what is soon for God, is late for the desire; when will I come to see the face of God? This yearning springs up from the exclamation expressed in another text: One thing I ask of the Lord and that I will seek: to dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life; and this for what? - in order to contemplate the sweetness of the Lord when I come to see the face of God.32

			Since the believer, like the deer, yearns for the fountain of the living water of God, and in prayer purifies his desire, St. Augustine points out to us that to pray is likewise being capable of maintaining silence in our inner self in order to hear the whisper of the festive celebration of the Kingdom of Heaven. St. Augustine starts from the idea that in the Kingdom of Heaven, in the City of God, life is a perpetual celebration of the praise of God, where the Angels praise God with a song without end. Hence, he who prays and is capable of shutting his interior ears to the external noise of the world can hear in his inner self the sound of the whisper of this feast. With it the desire of reaching the Kingdom of Heaven is intensified and once again, following the example of the hind, in spite of the difficulties, resumes the path with promptitude and joy in order to be able to arrive at that feast with promptness. To pray must be for us a time for strengthening our hope and our joy knowing that we are invited to the banquet of the City of God, and on account of that, we should get rid of sadness and hopelessness that sometimes beset us.  

			In the house of God, the festive celebration is eternal. There nothing transitory is celebrated. The festive celebration of the choir of angels is endless; the presence of the face of God produces joy without limit. There the day of the festivity is without initial opening, without end, without closure. From that perpetual and eternal festivity, the inner ears perceive something that I do not know that is melodious and sweet, but I only know that the noise of the world is silenced.  Whoever passes by this tent, and meditates on God’s marvelous works of redemption of the faithful, the music of this festivity will tickle his ears, and draws the deer towards the fountains of water.33

			St. Augustine once again reminds us that in this journey of prayer by desiring God, His feast, and Kingdom, to pray is a gift, a grace,  that we must not have confidence in ourselves, in order to trust only in God, knowing with humility that everything comes from God. If we can pray and desire God it is only due to His merit, not by our own effort. Hence, St. Augustine insists on the dimension of gift and grace that involves prayer as a desire for God, so that no one may boast of himself, but must always have confidence in God:  

			To You, Lord, I raise my soul. Hear this with more clarity. Do not hope for anything from yourself, but only from God. Because if your hope is based on yourself, your soul will be troubled in you because it does not perceive how it can lean on you. Therefore, (…) what is lacking, but humility, so that the soul may not be proud of itself? What does it lack, but to consider itself as the least, to humble itself, in order to become worthy of being exalted? Let it not attribute anything to itself, so that the Lord may give it what is convenient.34

			 

			Biblical Text: Psalm 42.

			 

			Text of St. Augustine (En. Ps. 42, 2)

			In God is the fountain of life, an inexhaustible fountain; and His light is a light that never darkens. Yearn for that light, for that fountain and that light that your eyes do not know. When this light is seen, your inner eye is empowered; when you drink from this fountain, your inner thirst is set on fire.

			 

			Text from the Consitutions (28)

			As the Church of Christ “advances on its pilgrimage between the persecutions of this world and the consolations of God” and seeks and delights in heavenly riches, so too the community, amidst the anxieties and temptations of this world, yearns for that future Jerusalem, for that most ordered and harmonious society in which the brothers will rejoice in God and mutually rejoice with one another in Him (…)

			 

			Text from the Magisterium (Lumen Fidei 24)

			Faith without truth does not save, it does not provide a sure footing. It remains a beautiful story, the projection of our deep yearning for happiness, something capable of satisfying us to the extent that we are willing to deceive ourselves. Either that, or it is reduced to a lofty sentiment which brings consolation and cheers, yet remains prey to the vagaries of our spirit and the changing seasons, incapable of sustaining a steady journey through life. If such were faith, King Ahaz would be right not to stake his life and the security of his kingdom on a feeling. But precisely because of its intrinsic link to truth, faith is instead able to offer a new light, superior to the king’s calculations, for it sees further into the distance and takes into account the hand of God, who remains faithful to his covenant and his promises.

			 

			A Recollect Text

			There is nothing more important than to take with great courage and determination the following of Christ, our Good, obeying His mandate to take each one our cross (Mt 10:38, 39), and by imitating Him in everything that is possible for us by tirelessly mortifying our pleasure. And, if the thread might break, to tie it again by always knocking at the doors of the mercy of this Lord, Who has promised to us He will open them for us (cf. Mt 7:7-8). We should always maintain this confidence because the love of His Divine Majesty is not limited like ours, but that, because He is infinite He always calling and telling us: “Come to me, all you who labor and are burdened and I will give you rest (Mt 11:28).

			And He calls everybody, and in particular those who know how to exert effort in order to overcome oneself to give Him pleasure without losing the opportunity of this work; and thus, they will experience the consolation that He gives to those who truly follow Him. O, my sisters! Let us run without ceasing through the path of perfection where He places on the day that He brought us to religious life, and you will see and taste the rain of these most precious ointments. 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			From the spiritual testimony of Mother MARIANA DE SAN JOSE (1568-1638), Foundress of the Augustinian Recollect Nuns: in Recollectio 6 (1983) 178-179.
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