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The only prerequisite for prayer is a broken heart.
~HASIDIC WISDOM

BALM FOR A BROKEN HEART

The Tales of the Hasidim tell of a
rabbi who promised the people that if
they studied the Torah, it would put
the Scripture on their hearts. One of
them asked, “Why ‘on’ our hearts and
not ‘in’ them?”” The rabbi answered,
“Only God can put Scriptures inside.
But reading sacred text can put it on
your heart, and then when the heart
breaks, the holy words will fall
inside.”

“Then when the heart breaks,” the
rabbi said, “the holy words will fall
inside.” When the heart breaks ...

So many things break a heart open in
life. Sometimes it’s beauty, often it’s
pain, always it’s love. Sometimes it is
the sheer weariness of getting up day after day after day
to the life that never changes.

Sudden bursts of beauty lift the scales from our eyes.
We begin to see differently. A rose enduring through
the early winter snow in our backyard can do it every
time.

A graveside agony is sure to stop our stride a bit, make
us think again about what life is about, shake us to our
moorings.

Passion turns life a brighter gold than we ever imagined
it could be. It leaves us full of wonder, full of faith, full
of the consciousness of a smiling universe.

Long, slow, unyielding burdens—a child whose
problem no one can name, a purse forever thin, distance
where we would hope for help. Eventually, then, the
heart dries out from the lack of nurture and the fissures
begin to form.

Then what happens to us?

The rabbi says that it all depends on what we have been
putting on our hearts all these years.

Money will not solve much when the heart hurts and
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there is no cure for it. Infatuation heals only as long as
the chemistry lasts. Then, we are back to the center of
ourselves again with no one else anywhere in sight.
Beauty leaves us full of awe but shifts from season to
season with no one in sight to blame for the last loss of it.

Pain leaves us crying in the wind, alone and in a dark-
ness no amount of light can penetrate.

Only the life beyond life makes sense of any of it. Then,
if we have stayed close to the story of God’s presence in
life, we can bear any burden, survive any loss, absorb
however much beauty without dying from the breathless
glory of it, and give ourselves to the other side of love—
the side that gives as well as takes.

It is the Scriptures on our heart that remind us of “the
lilies of the field,” the emptiness of the day before the
Resurrection, the despair of the one who “had not stood
up straight for 18 years,” the exhilaration of those who
first said, “I have seen the Risen Christ.”

But only if, as the rabbi says, we have already put them
there. Prayer, regular and unceasing, is what prepares us
for life in all its dimensions.
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If the monastic life teaches us anything, it teaches us to seek God, to find God
everywhere. The monastic learns that God speaks to the heart in many tongues.
This year’s Monastic Way looks at the insights of great writers and asks the

question, What of God is in this for me?

The only prerequisite for prayer is a broken heart.
—-HASIDIC WISDOM

THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 1: To
give time to prayer is to give another
kind of time to life: the kind that gives
it meaning and foundation.

FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 2: Prayer is
what provides another kind of energy,
another kind of strength in times that
demand more than the ordinary of us.

SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 3: Prayer
is not simply recitation of formulas,
good as these may be. Often prayer is
not a ritual at all. It is simply coming to
live the life of Jesus by coming to
know the life of Jesus and applying it
to our own.

SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 4: When the
soul is full of the life beyond life, the
body becomes less demanding. “Good
for the body is the work of the body,”
Thoreau wrote, “and good for the soul
is the work of the soul, and good for
either is the work of the other.”

MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 5: When
the soul is not ready for the life-
changing surprises of life, neither is the
body or the heart.

TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 6: Abba
Anthony read a text from Scripture to
his disciples and, beginning with the
youngest, asked them what it meant.
Each gave an opinion, but to each the
old man said, “You have not under-
stood it.”” Last of all, he turned to Abba
Joseph who was also present and said,
“How would you explain this saying?”
Abba Joseph replied, “I do not know.”
Then Abba Anthony said, “Indeed, Ab-
ba Joseph has found the way, for he has
said, “I do not know.” This story re-
minds us that immersion in Scripture
doesn’t result in “knowing” what any-
thing “means.” It only means that we
come to know better and better in every
sentence that we read every day of our
lives, that divinity is at the depth of us
calling us on.

\WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 7: The
Scriptures are the story of God’s ways

with the world, of God’s presence in
life. They give us certitude in uncer-
tain times. “Have courage for the
great sorrows of life,” Victor Hugo
wrote, “and patience for the small
ones and when you have laboriously
accomplished your daily task, go to
sleep in peace.”

THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 8: Reli-
gious practice is our daily preparation
for the eternal. More than that, it is
our daily preparation for the daily.

FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 9: Putting
off the spiritual dimension of life only
makes the daily dimensions more and
more meaningless. “Now that it’s all
over,” Coleman Cox wrote, “what did
you really do yesterday that’s worth
mentioning?”

SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 10: We
exercise the body as if it were going
to last forever and we ignore the soul
that will.

\WHEN OUR HEARTS
GET BROKEN OPEN,
IT IS ONLY WHAT
\WE POURED OUT ON THEM
THAT WILL TAKE FLOWER.

SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 11: The
spiritual life is not reserved for holy
days. It is the essence of the ordinary.
“Spirituality is the sacred center out of
which all life comes,” Christina Bald-
win says, “including Mondays and
Tuesdays and rainy Saturday after-
noons in all their mundane and glori-
ous detail.... The spiritual journey is
the soul’s life commingling with ordi-
nary life.”

MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 12: The
spiritual life is the life that unites
body and soul. It gives us the integrity
that comes from being who we say we
are and then doing what we must to
stay on the road to the Spirit that
draws us like a magnet draws metal.

TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 13: We
never forget to eat, we are very

regular about going to work, we
wouldn’t think of missing a day of
television. How is it then, that we
simply ignore the demands of the soul
for purpose, for meaning, for
immersion in the Spirit because doing
that every day is too hard to fit in? “In
this age, which believes that there is a
short cut to Everything, the greatest
lesson to be learned,” Henry Miller
wrote, “is that the most difficult way is,
in the long run, the easiest.”

\WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 14: To
be a person of spirit, we must live in
the Spirit. We must come to understand
the life of God as we learn it through
the Scriptures as well as we understand
our own life and all its hidden
dimensions.

THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 15: What
we do or do not pour on our souls will
in the end somehow, someday, save our
lives or doom them to perpetual
despatir.

FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 16: When we
wait for religious institutions to make
us spiritual, we ignore their first
instruction: We are all responsible for it
ourselves. “Work out your own
salvation,” Paul Carus wrote. “Do not
depend on others.” “Come, follow me,”
Jesus said. Point: God only calls us.
The going depends on us.

SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 17:
We’re all too busy these days to spend
much time on a theology of life, a
philosophy of living, we say. But what
does that mean that we’re doing? And
what good is it in the end? As Oprah
Winfrey put it: “The essential question
is not, ‘How busy are you?’ But ‘What
are you busy at?’”

SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 18: We can
all hope to be mellow, to be happy, to
be secure, to be spiritually strong in old
age, but hope is not enough. “The best
way to predict your future,” Peter
Drucker taught, “is to create it.”

MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 19: What
is a spiritual life? It is the assurance
inside ourselves, no matter what is
going on outside ourselves, that God is
good and that this present pain will
pass. But the only way that can happen
is if we have taken time all our lives to
ponder the words that prove it.



TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 20: When
our hearts get broken open, it is only
what we poured out on them that will
take flower. If it is materialism, we
will only know that things have failed
us. If it is the Scripture, we will know
that God is with us now as God has
always been active in the world since
the beginning of time.

\WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 21:
Why do we go to church? Why do we
learn to spend time with Scripture?
Why do we develop prayer practices
that carry us through time? “Ritual,”
Christina Baldwin says, “is the spark
that must not go out.” It will, eventual-
ly, bring light to darkness, sight to the
blind of heart, understanding into the
midst of chaos.

THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 22:
Seeking God is a lifelong enterprise.
We are not supposed to be perfect at it
every moment of our lives. But we are
to lead a life that will someday come to
perfect understanding, perfect faith,
perfect surrender.

FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 23: We can-
not ever hope to understand life. But if
we are truly spiritual people, we will
come to know that understanding it is
not what is important. Only living it in
tune with the Spirit is necessary.

SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 24:
Don’t be afraid to talk spiritual talk
with people. You would be surprised
what an exciting conversation it can
be. After you get over the embarrass-
ment, of course.

SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 25: The
spiritual life depends on our ability to
challenge every story in Scripture
with questions: Why this? Why not
that? And what can it possibly mean
to me here and now?

RELIGIOUS PRACTICE IS OUR
DAILY PREPARATION
FOR THE ETERNAL.
MORE THAN THAT,
IT IS OUR DAILY PREPARATION
FOR THE DAILY.

MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 26: The
spiritual life is a life immersed in the
Scriptures. It questions the Scriptures
of the past in order to grow in the pre-
sent. It wants to know for instance,
why God didn’t save Abel from
Cain’s bloody jealousy? The spiritual
life doesn’t care what caused the Red
Sea to part but it does want to know
how the people of Israel got the cour-
age to step into the water. It’s not
what the stories meant to generations
before us that makes the difference. It
is what those stories mean to me, here

LET'S SHARE OUR THOUGHTS

and now, that constitutes the spiritual life.

TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 27: The
spiritual life is a lifelong wrestling
match with God. “The life of a religious
might be compared,” Margaret Wyvill
Ecclesine says, “to the building of a ca-
thedral.... Once a firm foundation has
been laid, the building rises slowly.”

\WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 28:
How do we develop a spiritual life?
Easy. The Yiddish proverb says: “The
way you prepare the bed, so shall you
sleep.”

THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 29: What
the soul seeks is always what we get.
“Seek freedom,” Frank Herbert writes,
“and become captive of your desires.
Seek discipline and find your liberty.”
Why? Because discipline frees us from
the greatest slave master of them all, the
self.

FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 30: George R.
Kirkpatrick may have written one of the
finest explanations of religious disci-
pline that the language has yet to see.
He said: “Nature gave us two ends—one
to sit on and one to think with. Ever
since then, a person’s success or failure
has been dependent on the one they used

most.”
X

The following discussion questions, Scripture echoes, Journal prompts, and prayer are meant to help you reflect more deeply on 7he Mo-
nastic Way. Choose at least two suggestions and respond to them. You may do it as a personal practice or gather a group interested in sharing
the spiritual journey. Once a month The Monastic Way staff will convene a Zoom conference where you can share your insights. Three
times a year Sister Joan Chittister will join that Zoom conference to give more input and respond to your questions and ideas regarding

one issue of The Monastic Way.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. “So many things break a heart open in life,” Sister
Joan writes. Recall a time when your heart was broken
open by love or pain or beauty or griefor.... How did
you cope? What got you through it?

2. Which daily quote in The Monastic Way is most
meaningful to you? Why? Do you agree with it?
Disagree? Did it inspire you? Challenge you? Raise
questions for you?

3. After reading The Monastic Way write one question
that you would like to ask the author about this month’s
topic.

4. Joan Chittister uses other literature to reinforce and
expand her writing. Find another quote, poem, story,
song, art piece, novel that echoes the theme of this
month’s Monastic Way.

5. Do you talk spiritual talk with anyone? Really share
you own spiritual journey with another? Explain.



JOURNAL PROMPTS PRAYER

O God,

whose word comes to me in so many ways,
be with me today as I ponder

your Word in Scripture.

Speak to me that I may hear

Your words afresh.

Open my heart that it might

be filled with Your words of love.
Strengthen me and I seek to (ive out Your word
in acts of love and kindness and justice
toward my neighbor.

Amen.
~NATIONAL COUNCIL OF CHURCHES

Prompt 1: Here are a few statements from this month’s

Monastic Way. Choose one that is most helpful to you and
journal with it

*Seeking God is a lifelong enterprise.

*We exercise the body as if it were going to last forever
and we ignore the soul that will.

*The spiritual life is the life that unites body and soul.

Prompt 2: Spend a few minutes with this photograph and
journal about its relationship to this month’s Monastic
Way. You can do that with prose or a poem or a song

SCRIPTURE ECHO

“Rising early the next morning, Jesus went
off to a lonely place in the desert; there he

was absovbed in prayer.”
~MARK 1:35

*The Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh told spiritual
seekers that, “In order to save the world, each of us has
to build a pagoda.” When asked to explain, he replied:
“This pagoda cannot be built by stones and sticks and

things like that, because this pagoda is a sanctuary where
you have a chance to be alone and face yourself, the real-
ity of yourself. If you don’t have a pagoda like that to go
to each day, several times a day, then you cannot protect
the Eucharist, you cannot protect yourself, you cannot

protect the world from destruction.”
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In the Scripture, we get a hint on the “pagoda” that Jesus was building. Tell us a little about the “pagoda” that you are

building.

*» Gregory Boyle, SJ, writes in Tattoos on the Heart: “The secret of course, of the ministry of Jesus, was that God was at the
center of it. Jesus chose to marinate in the God who is always greater than our tiny conception, the God who ‘loves without
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measure and without regret.
heart speak.

Joan Chittister FUND FOR PRISONERS

“Prisoners are the most forgotten people in society and the
least served in Christianity. Help me change that.”
—Joan Chittister

We work with a network of prison chaplains and volunteers
across the country to send thousands of free copies of
The Monastic Way to women and men in prison.

A donation of $12.00 will send a one-year subscription to a
prisoner that can:

e provide beauty to battered and bleak lives

e deliver daily positive reflective messages to stir the heart and
seed the soul

e enable caring conversations that give people in prison some-
thing to believe in and a sense of the presence of God in
themselves.

www.joanchittister.org/donations

JOAN CHITTISTER is an internationally
known author and lecturer and a clear
visionary voice across all religions. She has
written more than 60 books and received
numerous awards for her writings and work
on behalf of peace and women in the church
and in society.

KAREN BUKOWSKI, an Erie native, is a
nature photographer and former LPGA and
PGA Golf Professional who holds a
master’s degree in public administration.
Visit karenbukowskiphotography.com to find
many nature and landscape photographs.

How do you “marinate in God?”” Has doing so transformed your image of God? Explain.
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