The Sacrament of the Present Moment

Is there a regular practice of living reflectively that can                                                                                     help us become more aware of God in the whole of life?

On our bookshelves we have two copies of exactly the same book, by the same                                    author (naturally!), but with different titles! It’s by a 17-18th century French                                            priest, Jean-Pierre du Caussade. One is forbiddingly entitled, Abandonment to                                             the Divine Providence – it doesn’t exactly make me feel, ‘Cor! I can’t wait to read                                   that!’ Kitty Muggeridge (Malcolm’s wife), an accomplished translator, I think felt                               likewise, as she alighted on a different key phrase and theme within the book,                                       entitling her translation, ‘The Sacrament of the Present Moment.’* Now, that                                           does draw me! But you might well ask, ‘What right had she to change the title?’                                      Well the book was not written by Jean-Pierre as a titled book, but as a series of notes & letters he made as spiritual director of a group of nuns in Nancy, who treasured them and passed them on to subsequent generations of the community. And it was Henri Ramière who first published these writings only in 1861, and it was he who gave them the name L’Abandon à la Providence divine.

This small book, beautifully encapsulates one answer to the question I asked at the start about our awareness of God in everyday life. Thus he wrote to those sisters:
‘God speaks to every individual through what happens to them moment by moment… There remains one single duty. It is to keep one’s gaze on the master one has chosen and to be constantly listening so as to understand and hear and immediately obey his will… the only condition necessary for this state of self-surrender is the present moment in which the soul, light as a feather, fluid as water, innocent as a child, responds to every movement of grace like a floating balloon.’

Jean-Pierre was suggesting that our awareness of and responsiveness to God is dependent on a shift in our consciousness to how God’s grace is touching our lives in the here and now of the minutiae of everyday events. Most of our life is taken up by a series of seconds and minutes of quite humdrum actions or duties, and the secret of living in an awareness of God, is not only to be found in those punctuating moments of intentional worship, prayer, reading Scripture or listening to a sermon etc. but also, and even primarily, by becoming aware of the graces at work in our lives in those more day to day activities that make up all our lives – washing the dishes, filling up the car, chatting with a friend, filling in a form etc. etc.

And I must say that since taking seriously this idea of ‘the sacrament of the present moment’, it has helped to raise within my consciousness questions like,  ‘Where is God in this?’ ‘How is God’s presence being mediated to me in this task?’  ‘Where was I experiencing God’s grace in that conversation, and what was the character of that grace?’ It keeps bringing me into the now, so that inward peace or strength, slips into my thinking or feeling. This has been especially helpful during what has been a time of anxiety and concern about Helena’s health, which naturally take us down paths of future uncertainty. Grace for now – an antidote to fear, ‘for you are with me; your rod and your staff comfort me.’ It is in the way we approach the ordinary, little things of everyday life, that gradually forms a practice of living reflectively. Such a simple approach, but so difficult to train our consciousness this way. But our 30 minutes of silence together each week can help, even if it forces us to become aware just how much our thought processes flit about. You’re not doing it badly, you’re just part of the human race conscious you’re invited to live in an alternative way, one grounded by grace.                    


* If you choose to purchase it, be careful, as some older translations are turgid & almost incomprehensible. It’s worth holding out for an edition with the title, ‘The Sacrament of the Present Moment.’ You can’t say I didn’t warn you!

Leading into the sacrament of our silence together

Oh my God! When will it please thee to grant me the favour of living always in that union of my will with thy heavenly will? Where saying nothing all is said, and all is done by leaving all to thee; where we achieve much by surrendering ever more to thy will, and yet are relieved of all toil, since we place everything in thy care, and are concerned only to trust wholly in thee...
                                                                                                                         Jean-Pierre du Caussade



Leading from the silence into the sacrament of the rest of this evening

...Blessed state, which, even in the absence of any conscious faith, offers the soul an inward and entirely spiritual disposition. So that, by the habitual inclination of my heart, I may consciously repeat: ‘Thy will be done!’ Yes, my God, yes to whatever may please thee. May all thy holy wishes be fulfilled. I renounce mine which are blind, perverse and corrupted by that ego, the mortal enemy of thy grace, thy perfect love, thy glory and my santification.
                                                                                                                       Jean-Pierre du Caussade
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