Companions on the Journey
An Interview with Joan Chittister

Sr. Joan Chittister has been considered a visionary spiritual voice for more than thirty years. She is a member of
the Benedictine Sisters of Erie, Pennsylvania, and founder and Executive Director of BenetVision. She is an
internationally renowned speaker and the author of many books. She is also a regular contributor to the
National Catholic Reporter. Sister Joan advocates for peace and social justice around the world. She served on
the interfaith council that helped to draft The Charter of Compassion (see page 41) Most recently, Sister Joan
was a speaker at the National Parliament of Religions in Melbourne, Australia and the UN Climate Change
Conference in Copenhagen. Fellowship in Prayer is delighted that she will be joining us for our 60th
Anniversary Conference, Prayer: An Answer for the 21st Century, June 24-27, 2010 at Princeton University.
With her incredibly busy schedule, we are particularly grateful she was willing to take the time to speak with us
and share some of her reflections on prayer.

Fellowship in Prayer: How do you define prayer in your life?

Joan Chittister: After more than fifty-five years of growing into a life of prayer through a lifestyle based
on it, my definition of prayer is consciousness, immersion and relationship. Prayer makes us aware of
the elements of the divine in human life, bringing us into contact with the God-life in and around us.
Prayer is not personal devotion; it is personal growth. Prayer brings us to the ultimate and the eternal,
the daily and the regular, the total consciousness of God now. Prayer enables us to be immersed in
what is fundamentally and truly divine in life right now. It is not meant to be a bridge to somewhere
else because God is not somewhere else. God is here. Prayer is the act of beginning the process of
becoming one with the One we seek—eventually, melting into God completely. This can be
accomplished through immersion in the Sacred Scriptures. As Christians, what drives us is not has Jesus
died but who Jesus is and why Jesus died. How he defines life and death will become our own
understanding if we live prayerful lives.

Did you feel this way about prayer from early on in your life or is this something you have slowly
developed over time?

Well, there was certainly a time in my very young life, when prayer was an exercise. However [ wasn’t
long in monastic life when I realized, like a teabag, I was being steeped in an environment that spoke to
me of another layer and level of life. In this environment the notion that prayer is somehow or other an
exercise in words simply dissolved very quickly. You know, in the Catholic tradition, around the 15th or
16th century, the Roman Catholic Church began to talk about prayer in different forms—prayers of
adoration, prayers of contrition, prayers of thanksgiving and prayers of supplication. These are types of
formal prayers, based on words, but they are not prayer. Prayer moves us from the level of personal
consciousness to God-consciousness, union with God or what we call the mystical life.

The Sufis tell a wonderful story about a seeker who one night hears a voice saying, “Who’s there?”
and the Sufi seeker answers with great excitement, “It is I, it is I, Lord! I am right here!” And the voice
disappears. Years later, the Sufi again hears the voice calling, “Who’s there?" The Sufi thinks, “Here’s
that voice again!” and he gets very excited at yet another opportunity, and responds, “It is I, Lord, and 1
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seek you with all my heart!” Once again, the voice disappears. Some years later he again hears the voice



calling, “Who’s there?” This time, the Sufi replies, “Thou Lord, only Thou!” This story clearly describes
the process of moving oneself into the mind, heart and consciousness of God. It comes, yes, little by
little, but it also comes instantaneously, once we move into what the ancient mystics call “prayer
without words.” This prayer is the prayer of consciousness. This prayer is the very breath of life.
Consciousness that the breath I breathe is the breath of God is the sum total of an attitude of prayer.

So are you saying if we are sitting in chapel and just consciously breathing, we are praying?

Absolutely, you are. And you may be praying with more prayerfulness than the person who is sitting
right next to you reciting words and thinking of nothing but the baseball game that night.

What if more often than not we are distracted?
It happens. Quit trying.

Quit trying—that would be your advice?

Yes!

How is it that you manage to lead a contemplative life with all the demands on your time in our
fast-paced world?

For me, leading a contemplative life is being a person who sees the world as God sees the world; it is
putting on the mind of God. The Scriptures are clear. "Put on ye the mind of Christ." What does this
mean? Begin to think the way Jesus thought. Begin to think about life, about people, about issues, about
everyday incidents the way Jesus thought about them. Jesus tells us over and over again how he thought
about them. And he tells the leaders of the synagogue and of the state how he thought about them.
Contemplation is an attitude of life. It is not an exercise. Sitting in contemplation, in prayer, is certainly
a necessary part of the development of a life of prayer. But it is not the end; it is simply the means. Let
me put it this way—some people use contemplative as a synonym for cloistered, a definition I
completely reject. Why? If cloister is the essence of contemplation, then we are saying the Jesus who
walked from Galilee to Jerusalem, raising the dead and curing the sick, was not contemplative. Are we
saying that Jesus was only a contemplative for forty days in his life when he was off in the desert,
separated from everyone else? We know the minute we hear this kind of thing it is pure unadulterated
nonsense. Yet when we apply being contemplative to our own lives, we sometimes act as if it means we
have to be totally removed from the rest of the world. No! Being contemplative means that I live totally
immersed in the presence of God with the rest of the world around me. [ keep coming back to the word
consciousness. There is no substitute for it. Consciousness is the essence of contemplation—
consciousness of the presence of God—of the mind of God—of the will of God, and consciousness of
God working in and through us.

Do we develop contemplation by practicing it until it eventually becomes a habit?
We do, in essence, practice it. Somehow or another, we have to get beyond the notion that life is

divided into moments of going to church, saying our prayers, living in God or living our lives. There
used to be a prayer in the back of the Sunday Missal called a “Prayer for a Happy Death.”






