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Letter on Quiet Prayer by Father Caffarel 

 

This year, the orientation for the year suggested to 

team members of the France-Luxemburg-Switzerland Super-

Region is Quiet Prayer. 

We are carrying on therefore with our extracts from 

“Booklets on Quiet Prayer (Initiation V)” with a letter by 

Father Caffarel written in February 1967.  

   

The essential 

You write to me that you have been “Faithful for the past six months to the 

practice of daily quiet prayer but that you are not sure of having had more than four 

or five good ones”. What do you mean? Do you mean that, apart from these four or 

five, all your attempts did not please the Lord? You don’t really know. I am well 

prepared to believe that they did not give you personal satisfaction. But does it follow 

from this that they were not good? I beg you not to let yourself be caught in the trap, 

that all beginners fall into, of judging your prayer on the basis of fervour, recollection, 

beautiful thoughts or tangible results. The same applies to quiet prayer as to the 

sacraments: its value and efficacy are of the supernatural order and are, therefore, 

beyond human evaluation.   

 

If you have properly understood what constitutes the essential aspect of quiet 

prayer, you would not be discouraged by what you call “the assault of distractions”. 

 

Quiet prayer is a complex exercise. Our whole being is involved: body, soul, 

intelligence, heart and freedom. But it is important to discern correctly what is 

essential: that which, if lacking, strips quiet prayer of all value. 

 

• Is it the part the body plays? Obviously no. Otherwise we would have to say 

that paralysed persons couldn’t pray because they cannot adopt an attitude of 

prayer. This would be absurd. 

• Is it the words we use? It is all too clear that words in prayer, as in human 

relationships, can never be the essential element. 

• Is it sensitivity or fervour? But that is very disappointing since it takes so little 

to upset our sensitivity: a worry, a pain, a joy, a passion, a toothache… Indeed 

it is not conceivable that the value of our prayer should be at the mercy of the 

least event, interior or exterior.   

• Is it our reflection? True, meditation is important: knowing God arouses our 

love of God. But if it is the essence of quiet prayer, someone who is not very 

intellectually gifted would be condemned to mediocre prayers and only 

intelligent people would achieve perfection. 

• Is it attentiveness to God? If that is the case, you will slip into despair since 

you are “assaulted by distractions”. Very often, it does not depend on us to 

avoid them; like our feelings, our attentiveness is particularly unstable. It is as 

difficult to keep our attention on God as it is to keep the needle of a compass 

pointing north as we walk. 

 

So, what is left? Our feelings: an ardent love, a lively trust, a deeply felt 

thankfulness? It is true that our feelings, by comparison with our sensitivity and our 
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imagination, are more stable. And yet, we must recognise that they, too, partly evade 

our control. We cannot command our feelings; the fervour of our heart does not 

depend on our decision. 

 

So what is the essential aspect of prayer? It is the will. But, in this instance, do 

not see the will as a psychological mechanism that makes us take a decision, or that 

constrains us to do what displeases us. According to good philosophy, the will is the 

aptitude of our deeper self to focus freely on something good: a person, an ideal. It is 

“to commit ourselves” to use an expression dear to our generation. When our deeper 

self turns to God and freely and deliberately gives itself to him, it is then that there is 

true prayer, even if our sensitivity is dulled, our reflection of poor quality, our 

attention distracted. Our prayer is then worth the value of our focus and deep-seated 

self-giving.   

 

Whereas sensitivity, attentiveness and even feelings are fleeting and changing, 

our will is infinitely more stable and permanent. The stirring of our sensitivity does 

not necessarily influence our will and the distractions of our imagination do not 

necessarily distract our will. You have only to consider your own experience. Has it 

never happened to you during quiet prayer to become suddenly aware of having been 

swept away into distractions, and then to return to your inner self and find calm and 

self control again, your will focussed on God and intent on pleasing him? Your will 

had not budged in any way.  

 

To will to pray is to pray. 

 

This saying, I know, has the knack of irritating those of our contemporaries who 

believe in the superstition of spontaneity. For them, everything that is self-imposed is 

artificial, conventional and sham; but I know you well enough to know that you do 

not adhere to this childishness.  

 

Ideally it is true that prayer, springing from our deepest will, should involve our 

whole being. Indeed, no part of us should remain extraneous to our prayer – any more 

than to our love. God wants the whole of us: “You will love the Lord your God with 

all your heart, with all your soul and with all your strength” (Lk 10: 27). Therefore 

we must try to banish extraneous noises and activities, to pull ourselves together and 

to recollect ourselves completely so as to offer ourselves totally. But fortunately, I 

repeat, it is not necessary to succeed therein for our quiet prayer to be of good quality. 

 

If we want to succeed in eliminating distractions and agitations we must rely 

more on divine grace than on our own efforts. Nevertheless, it is good to know and 

practise a few classic rules: 

• An elderly author (a bit of a misogynist on the edges) taught: “Distractions in 

quiet prayer is like women: do not pay attention to them and, very quickly, 

they will leave you alone!”  

• To be sad at having had distractions is another way of being distracted. 

• To write in your diary the thought that comes to mind is sometimes sufficient 

to get rid of it; for example: the telephone call we must not fail to make 

today... 

• Choose the least favourable time for distractions; for many that is first thing in 

the morning. 
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• Write down your prayer to help the mind to concentrate when it is too 

agitated. 

• Make the subjects of distraction subjects of prayer, for example, a grandson 

whose faith is shaky… 

                                                                    Henri  Caffarel 

 


