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If we want to be faithful, effective evangelists, we need to have a strong spiritual life. First, this means 

that we have to pray daily. Prayer is to the soul, what air is to the lungs. To grow in holiness, we should 

gradually learn how to “pray constantly.” We also need to build into our lives spiritual disciplines to form 

a foundation for that growth. Rooting out sin is an important part of this, and it should take place in the 

context of our growing knowledge of God’s love for us. Holiness, in fact, is always a call to gradually 

deeper freedom, in God’s love, and so we should not be overly severe or inflexible with ourselves. Also, 

we are each called to be a saint in a unique way. When difficulties and feelings of discouragement come, 

we should not be surprised but persevere in prayer, knowing that God is equipping us for greater things 

through various trials. As evangelists, we should pay special attention to doing spiritual battle for souls, 

in imitation of the Crucified Lord Jesus. 

The odds were stacked against him. John was so full of anxiety that no one who knew him well as a 

young man could have thought that he would later become a street evangelist.

But God had other plans. When John was a little boy, about 3 years old, the Lord spoke to him. While 

playing in the living room of his home, he received a sudden, overwhelming, happy, peaceful, certain 

awareness of God - The Father, and the Son. It didn’t startle or perplex him, but seemed the most 

natural thing in the world, as if he had always known them intimately. Radiant with joy, he immediately 

got up and found a piece of paper and crayons, went back to his spot on the floor, and drew two stick-

figures, one big, and the other small. “Who is this?” his mother asked … “God,” he answered. “What 

about this one?” “Jesus,” he said, with a huge smile on his face. He then went back to the living room to 

play. 

When he was a teenager, John’s anxiety was very pronounced, and he found it impossible to decide 

what to do with his life. When he was in college, his anxiety got worse. At the same time, he began to 

pray with the Scriptures under the guidance of a priest in preparation for a retreat. During that time of 

preparation, and during the retreat itself, the Lord made Himself known to John again in powerful ways. 

He revealed His divine mercy and loving providence over John’s life. At one point during the retreat his 

anxiety and his burgeoning spiritual life came together. John’s anxiety reached a high pitch in an agony 
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of fear that he would die young. Then, through Psalm 118, the Lord spoke directly into this agony and 

consoled him: “The right hand of the Lord is exalted … I shall not die, but I shall live, and recount the 

deeds of the Lord” (vv. 16-17). 

This experience of healing confirmed John in the path he had been discerning: he would “recount the 

deeds of the Lord.” Despite his continuing anxiety, John pursued that path, dedicating his life to the 

mission of the Church. His continuing encounters with the Lord became the oil that fueled his 

participation in the work of evangelization. Gradually, his anxiety decreased. And as his anxiety 

decreased, so his fruitfulness as an evangelist increased. 

Have you ever noticed that when you’re excited about something, you talk about it? Whether it’s the 

new restaurant that opened up in town, a good movie, or a new friend—people like to talk about the 

things that please them. They also talk about things that have helped them—things they’ve personally 

used: a certain gadget, a certain course, a certain philosophy of life, a diet that works. When we meet 

people talking about things they enjoy or things that have helped them, we are often inclined to take 

notice and perhaps try it for ourselves. 

But what if you were trying to promote something that you have never really experienced? Could you 

promote a restaurant you’d never been to? Could you recommend a gadget that’s been in a box in 

someone else’s house? Could you endorse a movie you hadn’t seen? Perhaps you can, in a limited way; 

but ultimately your recommendation doesn’t hold much weight if you have no experience of the thing 

you are recommending to others. 

When it comes to evangelization, a similar principle applies. If our life has been touched deeply by 

Christ, if we’ve been changed by Him, we are more inclined to talk about it, and have greater credibility 

when we do so. That’s the natural way the faith is spread: people who have fallen in love with Jesus 

share Him with authenticity. People who’ve “tried it” and found out that “it works” share it with others, 

and are more believable.1 

Moreover, this principle applies not just once, but continually. If we have once encountered Jesus Christ, 

we have to continue encountering Him. Daily life (let alone the work of evangelization) puts a certain 

amount of “wear and tear” on the heart. If we want to remain real Christians (let alone faithful effective 

evangelists) we need to have a strong spiritual life. Without constantly returning to the Lord and his love 

for us, we can easily become cynical and forget the love that motivated us at first (see Rv 2:4-5). When 

 
1 Pope Saint Paul VI said something to this effect in his apostolic exhortation on evangelization: “The person who 
has been evangelized goes on to evangelize others. Here lies the test of truth, the touchstone of evangelization: it 
is unthinkable that a person should accept the Word and give himself to the kingdom without becoming a person 
who bears witness to it and proclaims it in his turn.” Paul VI, Evangelii Nuntiandi [Apostolic exhortation on 
evangelization in the modern world], December 8, 1965, sec. 24. When you really come to know Jesus, it just 
happens. You can’t help yourself—you want everyone to know. 
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this happens, we lose the savor of Christ and no longer feel impelled to share Him. And if we do share 

Him, we do it without the enthusiasm and authenticity that captures the attention of others. 

But all of this goes even deeper. With the help of the Lord, we are capable not only of witnessing to 

Jesus, but of reflecting Him. By living a healthy spiritual life, our minds and hearts become gradually 

transformed into the mind and heart of Jesus. When this happens, it is no longer we that live and act, 

but Jesus Christ lives and acts within us (see Gal 2:20). If we are going to be fruitful evangelists, then, we 

don’t just need to be authentic and enthusiastic about Jesus. We also should BE Jesus. But we can only 

“be Jesus” in this way when we abide in Him, and He abides in us (see Jn 15). Then He fuels and directs 

our work of evangelization from the inside. A strong spiritual life is absolutely necessary.  

In past lessons, we’ve introduced some of the most central topics for the evangelist. In this lesson, we’ll 

introduce yet another: the spiritual life. How do we foster union with the Lord through prayer and other 

spiritual practices? How can we utilize prayer and sacrifice to become more fruitful in the work of 

evangelization? For the answers, keep reading. 

Topic Areas 

• 5.3 How important is prayer? How often should we pray? 

o Prayer is breathing 

o Pray constantly 

• 5.4 What are some good spiritual disciplines to embrace? 

o Dedicated prayer time in Scripture 

o Examination of conscience & Confession 

• 5.5 What should we know about rooting out sin? 

• 5.6 What should we know about holiness? 

o Each of us has a personal vocation 

o It’s not about “trying harder” 

• 5.7 How do we deal with discouragement? 

• 5.8 How do we do spiritual battle for souls? 

In the words of St. Therese of Lisieux, prayer is “a surge of the heart … a simple look turned toward 

heaven … a cry of recognition and of love.”2 Prayer is when we commune with God. Prayer is when we 

bless, adore, praise, and thank God, when we petition Him for our needs or the needs of others, in joy or 

pain, in words or in silence, with sincerity of heart. We all know that we should pray; but how important 

is prayer? 

 
2 Therese of Lisieux, Story of a Soul, quoted in Catechism of the Catholic Church, sec. 2559. 
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There is an old story about a young man who went to an elderly monk seeking wisdom. He said to the 

monk, “Father, what is prayer?” The old monk looked at him, then took him by the scruff of his neck and 

plunged his head into a nearby rain barrel. Surprised, the young man stood up, gasping for breath. Then 

the monk plunged his head underwater again! When he came up, he was barely able to catch a breath 

again before the monk plunged him under for the third time. Finally, the monk released the startled 

young man, soaking wet and a little shocked. Then the elderly, wise monk said to him, “When you want 

to pray as much as you just wanted to breathe, you will understand that what air is to the lungs, prayer 

is to the soul.” 

Prayer is immensely important. Prayer is life for the soul. Lack of prayer is deadly for the soul. But for 

many of us, prayer doesn’t seem like it needs to be that much of a priority. It may feel like just one more 

thing to get done—we do it if we don’t run out of time. However, a lack of proper attention to prayer 

can leave our faith immature and weak, and will eventually destroy us. If during a whole day we do not 

pray at all, it is a sin.3 If we fail to pray over a period of time, we will become prone to fall into worse 

sins. We will lose the taste for spiritual things and for works of divine love. It won’t be too long before 

we fall into mortal sin and lose the state of grace. Then we are in danger of losing the gift of eternal life!4 

But if we do pray, and pray daily, we are embarking upon the way of the Christian spiritual life. Prayer is 

the heart of the spiritual life; and for the Christian, the spiritual life is the true life! Prayer is part of the 

very logic of our union with God in Jesus.5 Saint Paul said as much in his letter to the Colossians: “If then 

you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right 

hand of God. Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth. For you have 

died, and your life is hid with Christ in God. When Christ who is our life appears, then you also will 

appear with him in glory” (Col 3:1-4). The goal of the spiritual life is to grow into greater intimacy and 

union with God, the source of life, so that when the Son of God returns in glory, we will be ready to 

share that divine life with Him forever. This is absolutely impossible without daily prayer. We need to 

“set our minds on things that are above.”  

How often should we pray? If prayer is so essential to our life in Jesus Christ, it would seem that we 

ought to pray often. This is true, but the fuller truth is even more radical than this: we ought gradually to 

learn how to “pray constantly” (1 Thess 5:17; see Eph 6:18). By setting aside regular times of prayer, 

especially in the morning and at night, and by pausing to turn our minds and hearts to God at various 

times throughout the day, we can gradually develop the habit of communing with God at all times. 

Eventually, a wordless communion with God can “spill over” into every moment of the day and into all 

of our daily activities, even when we cannot raise our minds to God intentionally. 

 
3 As people who claim to have given over their lives in service to the One True God, how can we avoid sinful 
hypocrisy if we fail to raise our hearts and minds to God even once during the course of a day? 
4 See Catechism of the Catholic Church, sec. 2744. 
5 See Catechism of the Catholic Church, sec. 2745. 
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The path to this kind of prayer is a path of maturing love, and blossoms peacefully, often over a long 

period of time, in the expanding freedom of love. It is the gradual response of love to love. It is God 

“wooing” us as a lover woos his beloved. Jesus calls us forward: “Come to me, all who labor and are 

heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and 

lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light” (Mt 

11:28-30). “As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you; abide in my love” (Jn 15:9). 

As you move forward through this life, growing in intimate communion with Jesus, you progressively 

become more able, like the saints, to reflect the loving face of God. In the work of evangelization, this is 

of incalculable value. The most important thing, then, is that you begin the journey. There are many 

great Catholic books and resources to help you along the way.6 There are good priests and other mature 

Catholic disciples available to help guide you. Begin the journey now, or “begin again.” Begin, and do not 

ever stop! 

Supposing you want to begin (or begin anew) the path of prayer, and mature in intimacy with the Lord 

God. Supposing you want to learn gradually to pray constantly, turning to God in good times and bad to 

thank Him, praise Him, worship Him, petition Him, and ask Him for forgiveness and grace. How do you 

do this concretely? There are many spiritual practices that help us grow in friendship with God. Among 

them, there are a handful of essentials. First, right prayer requires right action: we must regularly repent 

of our sins, do works of mercy, and strive to keep the commandments. Second, a life of prayer is built 

upon spiritual disciplines: under normal conditions, we must pray daily (especially in the morning and 

the evening), meditate on the Word of God in some fashion, give alms and fast (if possible), attend Holy 

Mass, and receive the sacraments, especially Reconciliation and the Holy Eucharist.7 By building these 

practices into our lives, gradually making them into habits, we build a strong foundation for our spiritual 

growth. 

The following are some of these practices explained, together with others. Each of them come highly 

recommended. Attached to this lesson is an addendum with even more spiritual disciplines. 

Now this is what you shall offer upon the altar: two lambs a year old day by day continually. One lamb 

you shall offer in the morning, and the other lamb you shall offer in the evening. (Ex 29:38-39) 

It is essential to pray everyday, especially in the morning and the evening. The morning offering and 

daily review are common ways to do this. Offer your heart to God everyday. Begin each day with a 

“morning offering,” such as this one: 

 
6 The fourth part of the Catechism of the Catholic Church on “Christian Prayer” is an excellent resource. 
7 Most of these are represented in some way in “the precepts of the Church,” which are required of all Catholics. 
See Catechism, sec. 2041-2043. 
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O my God, in union with the Immaculate Heart of Mary and your heart, I offer you the Precious 

Body and Blood of Jesus offered on all the altars throughout the world today, together with my 

every thought, word and action. 

O my Jesus, I desire today to gain every indulgence and merit I can and I offer them, together 

with myself, to Mary Immaculate ... that she may best apply them to the interests of Thy most 

Sacred Heart. 

Precious Blood of Jesus, save us! Immaculate Heart of Mary, pray for us! Sacred Heart of Jesus, 

have mercy on us!8 

In the evening, look back and review the day you had offered to God in the morning. First ask God for 

light, and then ponder: “What blessings and graces did I notice?” Thank God for all of them. “When did 

things seem to break down—when was I not at my best?” Ask God’s forgiveness for these times, and ask 

Him for the grace to do better. Then, look ahead to the next day: what’s coming up that you will need 

God’s special help with? Ask Him for the help you will need tomorrow.9 

The sacred writings … are able to instruct you for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All scripture is 

inspired by God and profitable for teaching, … that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every 

good work. (2 Tm 3:15-17) 

Start with 15 minutes a day (or more) of dedicated, consecrated quiet time—reading, meditating, and 

praying with Scripture. Get yourself a bible that suits your age, stage, and interest.10 One of the main 

criteria for choosing your prayer bible is that you enjoy reading it. And make sure it feels comfortable in 

your hands and is made to last, because it won’t just remain sitting on your shelf! 

Along with the Bible, have a strategy for your bible reading. You don’t want to spend any of your 

precious prayer time deciding what to read. There are many bible reading plans available online and 

elsewhere. You might also do your bible reading from a book that lays out your daily readings for you, 

and many of these include also pre-written meditations. One such book is called My Meditation on the 

Gospel.11 It takes you through the life of Christ, using all four Gospels, and uses a meditation style 

recommended by Saint Ignatius of Loyola. Alternatively, you might want to focus on the readings that 

the Church places in her liturgy for the day. If so, you can use a devotional magazine with these daily 

 
8 There are many “morning offering” prayers out there to choose from. See the Catholic ministry “Apostleship of 
Prayer” for some good options: http://popesprayerusa.net/daily-offering-prayers/. 
9 This is a form of what is also known as “the daily examen.” Saint Ignatius of Loyola teaches a particular method in 
his Spiritual Exercises. 
10 If you are a teen just getting started, perhaps the Good News Translation (GNT) will be suitable (also known as 
Today’s English Version, Second Edition). If you are an adult, get the New American Bible (NAB), which corresponds 
with what you hear at Mass. You might also try the Jerusalem Bible or the New Jerusalem Bible. If you are also 
going into more in-depth academic biblical study, you might get the Revised Standard Version, Catholic Edition 
(RSV-CE), or the Revised Standard Version, Second Catholic Edition (RSV-2CE). 
11 Published by the Confraternity of the Precious Blood. 
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readings and pre-written meditations, like The Word Among Us, or Magnificat.12 If you want to use the 

daily readings but don’t need the pre-written meditations, you might use a Daily Roman Missal.13 

However you choose your readings, try to spend at least 15 minutes a day with the Word of God. 

How do you pray with the Bible? Begin by calling upon the Holy Spirit to be with you and inspire you. 

Then read the Scripture selection prayerfully and reverently. Then reflect upon what you have read, 

especially any words, phrases, or whole sentences that may have caught your attention during your 

reading. Then pray to the Lord in response to the Scripture. Praise Him, thank Him, or just talk to Him 

from your heart. You may go back and reread and reflect and pray again. Sometimes, the Lord will stir 

up a flame of love in your heart, and you will become deeply aware of God’s love. Treasure these 

moments. This “method” is a form of what the Catholic tradition refers to as “lectio divina.”14 At its 

heart, lectio divina is simply listening carefully to God speaking in the Scriptures, and speaking to Him in 

return in the words of your heart. 

Other practices can also be helpful as you pray with Scripture. In response to what you read, for 

example, you might try writing a letter to Jesus in a journal, and then in prayer share with him the parts 

that especially seemed to relate to what’s going on in your life. When you finally conclude your Bible 

prayer time, it is helpful to write down or remember one sentence or phrase that you want to bring to 

mind again throughout the day. 

Behold, henceforth all generations will call me blessed. (Lk 1:48) 

A very popular devotion is the Rosary of the Blessed Virgin Mary. It is a great way to meditate on the 

Word of God, focusing on important parts of the lives of Jesus and Mary. By it, we draw near to Jesus 

and Mary, and call upon Mary’s powerful intercession for our needs. Many Popes and Saints have 

recommended it, and it has been called our “weapon.” Pray weekly, even daily! 

If you live according to the flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body 

you will live. (Rm 8:13) 

Address the sinful patterns in your life. Every month or two weeks, examine your conscience by 

prayerfully reflecting on what you have done wrong, and then bring your sins to the Sacrament of 

Reconciliation. When you examine your conscience, write down all the sins you can remember having 

 
12 For Word Among Us, go to https://wau.org/. For Magnificat, go to https://us.magnificat.net/. 
13 Roman Missals also help you follow along with the prayers of Holy Mass. 
14 See our Saint Paul Street Evangelization tract, Lectio Divina, for a more thorough explanation on how to pray 
using this method. 
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committed since the last time you went to Confession. Never omit to include all mortal sins that you can 

remember. Then go to the Sacrament of Reconciliation. 

Deal with the big stuff first. If you are in the habit of breaking any of the Ten Commandments in a 

serious way (committing mortal sin), focus most of your attention on them, and go to confession more 

often, until these sins have been overcome. Even if you have to go to confession two or three days in a 

row, it is worth it to receive grace and the inner motivation to stop sinning mortally. Once you have 

conquered your habitual mortal sins, you can move on to the finer points—the venial sins. 

He took bread, and when he had given thanks he broke it and gave it to them, saying, “This is my body 

which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” (Lk 22:19) 

One of our greatest privileges as Catholics is the grace of being able to encounter the Lord Jesus in the 

Eucharist. Imagine: you are feeding upon the one through whom the universe was made! Doesn’t that 

make all your problems seem insignificant in comparison? If as the eternal Word of God, Jesus had no 

trouble putting the universe in order, will He be stumped by your problems? There is so much grace to 

be received in the Body and Blood of the Lord. Why go only once a week? Go as often as you can! 

As we build spiritual practices into our lives, we should not forget that all spiritual practices ought to 

flow from our hearts as so many loving responses to the Lord and His gospel. For this reason, we should 

focus on our relationship with the Lord, avoiding what some have called “the checklist mentality.” 

Father F. X. Durrwell wrote, 

From an inborn pride ... [man] behaves as though he were master even when he tries to give 

honor to his God. … He treats his works as though they were of value in themselves, and offers 

them to God with the idea that they give him some right to a divine value in exchange, a right 

over the things of heaven. Yet the only way in which he can give anything to God is to accept 

God's gift, to submit to God's salvific will.15 

When our spiritual practices are the focus instead of receiving the Lord’s love and responding to it — 

when we treat the spiritual life as a checklist — then we’re on the wrong path. “Checklist spirituality” 

can lead to burn-out, or judging others, or both. Be patient with yourself, and with others. Be humble: 

start with what you can manage without excessive difficulty. In your daily prayer, be sure to entrust your 

heart to the Lord; praising Him, thanking Him, and asking Him for what you need. Then add to your 

spiritual practices gradually, in ways that are in keeping with your responsibilities. 

 
15 F. X. Durrwell, In the Redeeming Christ (Notre Dame, IN: Christian Classics, 2013), 28-29. 
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We are imperfect creatures but loved by God right now, as we are. He calls us to perfection, but He 

takes us by the hand and helps us get there—step by step. When we fall, He is ready to help us up again. 

He is a good Father. 

Let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, not neglecting to meet together, as is 

the habit of some, but encouraging one another. (Heb 10:24-25) 

One of the most dangerous temptations of the spiritual life is the idea that we can “go it alone.” One 

may do okay for a time, but every person will eventually realize that the Christian life requires the help 

of others. This doesn’t mean we all have to be extroverts. But we do need spiritual friendships with 

people who will pray with and for us, and who will challenge and encourage us in living the Christian life. 

It may happen in the form of a small faith-sharing group, a weekly prayer group, an accountability 

partner, or some other group. The point is to connect with others spiritually in a non-superficial way. 

Not only do we need others, but they also need us. We need their gifts, and they need ours. 

I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you 

welcomed me, I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you visited me, I was in prison and you 

came to me. (Mt 25:35-36) 

The Church teaches that “man, who is the only creature on earth which God willed for itself, cannot fully 

find himself except through a sincere gift of himself.”16 This gift finds its expression in three key areas: 

(1) living our vocation, (2) evangelization, and (3) acts of solidarity with the needy. In each of these three 

ways, we participate in the mission of Jesus. 

First, we must be Christ-like servants in the areas of work and family. This is (1) living our vocation, and 

is our first responsibility. Second, by words and deeds, we serve yet others. There are any number of 

ways to do this. It may mean, for example, leading a parish discipleship group, teaching a high school 

confirmation course, helping with RCIA, being involved in street evangelization, or sharing the faith with 

a co-worker or friend. These kinds of activities help us fulfill our call to (2) evangelization. But serving 

others also means acts of mercy like helping at a soup kitchen, visiting a lonely neighbor, giving financial 

assistance, or cooking a meal for a family that has had a new baby. These are (3) acts of solidarity with 

the needy.17 

 
16 The Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et Spes [Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the modern world], 
December 7, 1965, sec. 24. 
17 “The spiritual and corporal works of mercy” is a great, traditional list of ways to serve others. 
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Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels unawares. 

(Heb 13:2) 

To those who are welcomed into eternal life, Jesus says, "I was a stranger and you welcomed me" (Mt 

25:35). Among the works of solidarity with the needy, hospitality has a special place.18 

Jesus teaches that hospitality is an opportunity to practice that sacrificial love that gives without 

receiving or expecting anything in return, so that our reward is not on earth but in heaven (see Lk 14:12-

14). Hospitality is a powerful witness, because it shows genuine love and concern for a brother or sister, 

imitating the servant Christ who washed his disciples feet (Jn 13:1-7). True hospitality doesn't seek 

repayment but offers rest; it is slow to speak, yet eager and willing to listen; it subverts temptations we 

have towards self-seeking; and in the person of the stranger, friend, or guest, it puts Jesus at the seat of 

honor.  

Hospitality takes time, effort, and resources. We say that we "practice" works of mercy, because we 

often do them imperfectly; seeking recognition, losing our tempers, cursing the poor under our breath, 

complaining or making excuses. But these deeds are the one, five, and ten dollar bills that seem 

insignificant, but over time accumulate and build wealth. And living a permanent, embedded life of 

Christian virtue doesn't just happen — it takes a lot of starts and stops sometimes before it becomes 

habit, and, hopefully, second nature. 

If you want to show the love of Christ to others, don't underestimate the practice of Christian 

hospitality. Build a habit of it. Open your home to the stranger and those who can't repay you; offer 

your tea and table to those who need an ear to listen; cook for more than you have, and always keep a 

place setting reserved for unexpected guests. By this practice, you are able to offer “room at the inn” for 

the Christ child, who comes by night in humble disguise (see Lk 2:7). God loved us first and showed us 

what love is and looks like (see 1 Jn 4:19). When we show hospitality, we are sharing with others what 

we have first received. 

When you fast, anoint your head and wash your face, that your fasting may not be seen by men but by 

your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you. (Mt 6:17-18) 

One of the spiritual disciplines that is slowly making a comeback is the discipline of fasting. Many of us 

do some kind of fasting during Lent and Holy Week, but few are aware of the spiritual benefits that it 

affords us as a regular discipline. 

For one thing, fasting helps us to grow in the virtue of self-control. It enables us to gain greater authority 

over our own body, exercising our own proper “king-ship” over that which we have been given rule. 

 
18 See Gen 18; Rom 12:13; 1 Pt 4:9; 3 Jn 1:5-8; Heb 13:2 
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Why is this the case? Because faithfulness in small tasks is good preparation for greater tasks (see Mt 

25:21)! Little acts of sacrifice and self-denial, like fasting, help to strengthen our will for the times when 

it gets more difficult to do good. 

Another benefit of fasting is less well-known. Fasting helps to sharpen our spiritual sensitivity. It works 

kind of like a spiritual window-washing. It refines our discernment and our capacity to receive 

communication from the Holy Spirit. Many times, people experience greater-than-usual clarity in prayer 

after fasting—the word of God seems to speak more personally to them than normal. For example, it 

can happen when you are fasting that the Lord will call you very clearly to a very specific prayer of 

intercession for someone. 

Many Catholics embrace a weekly or monthly discipline of fasting. They fast from food for a whole day, 

or they skip just one or two meals. Others limit their food to dry bread and water. Others abstain from 

meat or other delicacies. It is important not to harm yourself with fasting. If you cannot fast because of 

health problems, abstaining from certain foods that you enjoy will be useful.19 

Whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against any one; so that your Father also who 

is in heaven may forgive you your trespasses. (Mk 11:24) 

The constant challenge that Jesus puts before us is to forgive those who have offended us. Forgiveness 

is not a feeling, but a decision to let go of our “right” to get revenge on the person or to “hold it against 

them.” Jesus tells us to forgive those who offend us; but it’s just as much for our own sake as it is for the 

other party. Unforgiveness, it has been said, is like “drinking poison and hoping the other guy will die.” 

Forgiveness means refusing to nurse resentment; it doesn’t necessarily mean that we have to like the 

other person; in some cases, we may never recover our warm feelings towards them. Forgiveness 

doesn’t even mean that we necessarily have to be in an ongoing relationship with them, or even have 

contact with them. It can also take years for the memory of some injuries to heal. Forgiveness is part of 

the healing process. 

The disciples asked Jesus, “How many times must I forgive my brother if he wrongs me? Seven times?” 

Jesus replied, “Not seven times, but seventy times seven times” (Mt 18:21-22). That’s a lot of 

forgiveness! The truth is that sometimes we must choose to forgive the same person for the same 

offense over and over again. In doing this, we imitate the Lord God, who is full of kindness and 

compassion for sinners—for us. 

 
19 Abstaining from non-food-related activities like television, video games, or music can also be fruitful forms of 
sacrifice. 
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We ought to be very serious about rooting out sin from our lives. We’ve already discussed the spiritual 

disciplines of reviewing your day and examining your conscience for the Sacrament of Reconciliation. 

These disciplines are important because sin kills or injures our ability to love God and neighbor; and 

loving God and neighbor is the greatest, most important commandment that the Lord gives us (see Mk 

12:28-34). Divine love is the whole point of it all, and so we need to make a meaningful effort to fight all 

the enemies of divine love (see Col 3:5-10).20 

But at the same time, we shouldn’t focus so intensely on our faults that we let the knowledge of our 

sinfulness weigh us down and depress us. The more we are aware of our misery, the more we need to 

be lifted up by knowledge of God’s goodness and love for us. We need to balance a healthy disgust for 

sin with a healthy regard for our Christian dignity. We are called to abide in God’s love (see Jn 15:9-10). 

The process of rooting out sin should take place in the context of this growing knowledge of God’s love 

for us and patience with us.  

By way of an analogy, imagine that you walk into a darkened room. You don’t know what’s in there. You 

can’t see where you are going and you stub your toe on something. Then you turn on a small lamp, and 

you can see that the furniture is in disarray and things are quite a mess. So the first thing you do is move 

the furniture into place. You then flip a light switch, the room is brightened even more. A bare bulb in 

the ceiling sheds a dim light evenly over the whole room. Now you notice that there are newspapers and 

magazines and piles of dirty clothes everywhere. There are empty beer cans and half-open bags of chips 

spilled on the floor. So, you sort the trash, send the dirty clothes to the laundry room, and dispose of the 

spilled chips. Things are starting to look reasonably tidy now. And now you get to the windows and open 

the shades. This lets in even more light, and you find that the windows are really dirty. You wash the 

windows until they sparkle. Satisfied, you turn around and you look at the room. Now, with open, clean 

windows, you see everything in the room clearly. You can see that there is a thick layer of dust 

everywhere, and crumbs from the chips are scattered all over the floor. You find a vacuum cleaner and a 

dust rag, and go to it. 

The point of this story is this. The closer you grow to God, the more light comes into your life. The more 

light, the better you can see your sins, and the more willing you are, and able, to deal with them. Deal 

with the big stuff first—the mortal sins: shoplifting, manipulative lying, pornography, blasphemous use 

of the Lord’s Name, skipping Sunday Mass, fornication, bearing false witness against someone, hateful 

namecalling, etc. When you’ve removed these habits of grave sin, you’ve begun to really take your soul 

out of darkness. Once the mortal sins are conquered, you’ll have light to see what needs to be done 

next—conquering the more serious and deliberate venial sins, like rudeness, vulgar language, gossip, 

failing to pray, driving way over the speed limit, and so on. Again, more light is ushered in. The more 

light there is, the better you can see, and the more sensitive you become to even minor venial sins—the 

sharp tone of voice, being unnecessarily late, excessive talking, irritability with the customer service rep 

who isn’t able to solve your problem, uncharitable thoughts about a coworker, etc. 

 
20 For more on sin, see Catechism of the Catholic Church, sec. 1846-1876. 
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While this analogy shows the general progression of the spiritual life, many of us only move forward in 

this journey with fits and starts. We make progress only to fall again and lose that progress. In such 

situations, the saints tell us to treat depression and discouragement as temptations of the devil and 

rooted in pride. The Lord permits us to fall into sin in order to uncover the deeper sin of self-reliance. 

When we fall, we should immediately repent and return to God without all the hand-wringing. We 

should not be so surprised that we’ve fallen. We need to stop trusting in our own abilities, and instead 

trust in God’s mercy. 

What keeps us moving forward? Before anything else, it is our love of God in response to His love. Saint 

Paul wrote in his letter to the Romans that it is the kindness of God that leads us to repentance (Rm 2:4). 

In God’s kindness, He is patient with us, as He sheds His light in our minds, allowing us time to gradually 

understand our real situation before Him and the greatness to which He calls us. When we realize this, 

we want to be better servants of Him, out of love. Repentance is very important, but it shouldn’t be a 

soul-scraping activity. It should be a growing self-awareness of those aspects of your life that are not 

completely in line with God’s will—and a growing ability, with His help, to root them out. 

Jesus teaches, “You must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Mt 5:48). Holiness may seem 

like an unattainable ideal or even something that you can’t relate to. To think that you can be holy may 

even seem presumptuous. Yet the words of the Lord stand; and following Him, the Church teaches that 

the call to holiness is universal—holiness is meant for everyone.21 

So how do we get there? We’ve already talked about prayer and the practices of the spiritual life. We all 

know that we need to love God wholeheartedly, and love our neighbors as ourselves. We need to root 

out our sins, and keep the commandments; fulfill our obligations, and do the works of mercy; pray 

continually, meditate on the Word of God, and receive the sacraments often. We should do these 

things, embracing them in the form of various practices and disciplines. 

But we make a mistake if the pursuit of holiness causes us to become strident or rigid about our spiritual 

practices—for ourselves, or in our attitude towards others. Holiness is always a call to gradually deeper 

freedom (Jn 8:31-32),22 and although we need to discipline ourselves in order to obtain this freedom, we 

should not take on more than we can handle, be severe with ourselves when we make mistakes, or be 

inflexible where flexibility is called for. 

Because our fallen nature wants to do everything by itself and without God, it can be tempting to think 

that being holy is mostly a matter of trying really hard. But this is a mistake. Holiness is not a matter of 

merely exercising willpower. Growth in holiness is a journey we take, in cooperation with the grace of 

 
21 The Second Vatican Council, Lumen Gentium [Dogmatic Constitution on the Church], November 21, 1964, sec. 
25. 
22 This is why Saint James refers to the Christian moral law of the gospel as “the law of liberty” (Jas 2:12). 
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God, to gradually become conformed more and more into the image of Jesus Christ. In this journey, we 

are called to exercise wholesome discipline over our flesh, but we aren’t meant to accomplish 

everything all at once. The Church has called this the “law of gradualness.”23 Saint Josemaría Escrivá 

wrote, 

Grace, like nature, normally acts gradually. We cannot, properly speaking, move ahead of grace. 

But in all that does depend on us we have to prepare the way and co-operate when God grants 

grace to us. 

Souls have to be encouraged to aim very high; they have to be impelled towards Christ’s ideal. 

Lead them to the highest goals which should not be reduced or made weaker in any way. But 

remember that sanctity is not primarily worked out with one’s own hands. Grace normally takes 

its time, and is not inclined to act with violence. 

Encourage your holy impatience, but don’t lose your patience.24 

However, some of us do lose our patience. Some of us take things too far. Some of us think judgmentally 

of others who haven’t yet adopted all the “right” spiritual practices or overcome all their weaknesses. 

The Pope explains: 

Those who yield to this…mindset, even though they speak warmly of God’s grace, “ultimately 

trust only in their own powers and feel superior to others because they observe certain rules” … 

They tend to give the idea that all things are possible by the human will, as if it were something 

pure, perfect, all-powerful, to which grace is then added. They fail to realize that “not everyone 

can do everything,” and that in this life human weaknesses are not healed completely and once 

for all by grace. In every case, as Saint Augustine taught, God commands you to do what you can 

and to ask for what you cannot ... Unless we can acknowledge our concrete and limited 

situation, we will not be able to see the real and possible steps that the Lord demands of us at 

every moment, once we are attracted and empowered by his gift. Grace acts in history; 

ordinarily it takes hold of us and transforms us progressively. If we reject this historical and 

progressive reality, we can actually refuse and block grace, even as we extol it by our words.25 

Holiness becomes possible when we open ourselves up, with all our problems and limitations, to grace. 

When we trust God and entrust ourselves to Him, and persevere in this over the long haul, even through 

difficult times, in all our imperfections, and in all our sins. It’s not about ‘white-knuckling’ it through, but 

doing what we can and faithfully, humbly asking God for the grace to do what we cannot.26 Saint 

Faustina wrote in her Diary, 

 
23 See Vademecum for Confessors, 3:9. 
24 Josemaría Escrivá, The Furrow, #668. 
25 Francis, Gaudete et Exsultate, sec. 49-50. 
26 A story about Servant of God Dorothy Day reflects this: “For many years … she had been a heavy smoker. Her 
day began with lighting up a cigarette. Her big sacrifice every Lent was giving up smoking, but having to get by 
without a cigarette made her increasingly irritable as the days passed, until the rest of the community was praying 
she would light up a smoke. One year, as Lent approached, the priest who ordinarily heard her confessions urged 
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My Jesus, it is truly easy to become holy; it just takes a little good will! If he finds this minimum 

of good will in a soul, he quickly gives himself to her. And nothing can stop him, neither our 

faults nor our falls, absolutely nothing. Jesus hurries to help that soul; and if the soul is faithful 

to this grace from God she can, in a short time, reach the highest level of holiness that a created 

being can attain here below. God is very generous and does not refuse his grace to anyone. He 

gives even more than we ask for. The shortest road is faithfulness to the inspirations of the Holy 

Spirit.27 

The saint’s words bear repeating: “The shortest road is faithfulness to the inspirations of the Holy 

Spirit.” When the Lord stirs your mind and heart to do something good, the best thing that you can do is 

to do it out of love for Him. Reflecting this passage of St. Faustina, Father Jacques Philippe described the 

person who wants to be holy as one who “wants to respond as fully as possible to God’s love…to aspire 

to love God as much as he can be loved.”28 When that aspiration comes to life within us, the pursuit of 

holiness becomes relatively easy. As Jesus says, “My yoke is easy, and my burden is light” (Mt 11:30).29 

Indeed, coming to know and experience the love of God has a powerful, transformative effect on us. As 

we become more committed to our relationship with him, we become more and more inclined to want 

to please him and hate to offend him. As C.S. Lewis once said, “The Christian does not think God will 

love us because we are good, but that God will make us good because He loves us.”30 In the pursuit of 

holiness, God’s love comes first: “In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his 

Son to be the expiation for our sins” (1 Jn 4:10). 

What else should we know about holiness? We should know that we each have our own unique path. 

We will never be holy, if we do not follow the will of God for our lives. But God calls each person by 

name, with their unique gifts and abilities, to exercise Christian love in their unique circumstances. Every 

Christian, then, has a “personal vocation.” Blessed John Henry Newman famously wrote, 

 
her not to give up cigarettes that year, but instead to pray daily, "Dear God, help me stop smoking." She used that 
prayer for several years without it having any impact on her addiction. Then one morning she woke up, reached for 
a cigarette, and realized she didn't want it and never smoked another.” Jim Forest, “Dorothy Day — Saint and 
Troublemaker,” Canticle Magazine (Winter, 1998). 
27 Maria Faustina Kowalska, Divine Mercy in My Soul: Diary of Saint Maria Faustina Kowalska (Stockbridge, MA: 
Marian Press, 2014), pp. 136-137 (par. 291). 
28 Jacques Phillipe, In the School of the Holy Spirit (New York: Scepter, 2007), 9-10. 
29 If the yoke Jesus asks us to bear is easy, how is it also that “the gate is narrow and the way is hard that leads to 
life” (Mt 7:14)? When Jesus says, “My yoke is easy, and my burden is light,” He is calling all to come to Him. As 
hard as the Christian Way of life may be in comparison with the way of the world, Jesus gives us peace and rest, 
and even makes what should be hard work, easy. This is all the more reason to turn to Him again and again and 
again: when we “taste and see that the Lord is good” (Ps 34:8), hard loads become bearable, and difficult things 
become easy. We are being renewed from the inside. 
30 C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, rev. ed. (New York: HarperCollins, 2001), 63. 
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God has created me to do Him some definite service; He has committed some work to me which 

He has not committed to another. I have my mission—I never may know it in this life, but I shall 

be told it in the next. Somehow I am necessary for His purposes, as necessary in my place as an 

Archangel in his—if, indeed, I fail, He can raise another, as He could make the stones children of 

Abraham. Yet I have a part in this great work; I am a link in a chain, a bond of connection 

between persons. He has not created me for naught. I shall do good, I shall do His work; I shall 

be an angel of peace, a preacher of truth in my own place, while not intending it, if I do but keep 

His commandments and serve Him in my calling.31 

In his recent Apostolic Exhortation on holiness, Pope Francis spoke along the same lines. He wrote that 

we attain holiness, 

“Each in his or her own way,” [as] the Council says. We should not grow discouraged before 

examples of holiness that appear unattainable. There are some testimonies [from the lives of 

saints] that may prove helpful and inspiring but that we are not meant to copy, for that could 

even lead us astray from the one specific path that the Lord has in mind for us. The important 

thing is that each believer discern his or her own path, that they bring out the very best of 

themselves, the most personal gifts that God has placed in their hearts (cf. 1 Cor 12:7), rather 

than hopelessly trying to imitate something not meant for them. We are all called to be 

witnesses, but there are many actual ways of bearing witness. Indeed, when the great mystic, 

Saint John of the Cross, wrote his Spiritual Canticle, he preferred to avoid hard and fast rules for 

all. He explained that his verses were composed so that everyone could benefit from them “in 

his or her own way.” For God’s life is communicated “to some in one way and to others in 

another.”32 

It is extremely consoling to realize that, in a sense, holiness is about being who you are. You are called to 

follow Jesus, to love to the fullest as He loves; but you don’t have to feel bad because you aren’t called 

to care for the poorest of the poor like Saint Teresa of Calcutta (Mother Teresa), to achieve the greatest 

heights of mystical prayer, like Saint John of the Cross, or to be a holy bishop and theologian, like Saint 

Augustine. There is a way of holiness that “fits you.” 

 
31 John Henry Newman, “Meditations on Christian Doctrine” in Newman Reader, accessed July 2019, 
http://www.newmanreader.org/works/meditations/meditations9.html. Newman continues: “Therefore I will trust 
Him. Whatever, wherever I am, I can never be thrown away. If I am in sickness, my sickness may serve Him; in 
perplexity, my perplexity may serve Him; if I am in sorrow, my sorrow may serve Him. My sickness, or perplexity, or 
my sorrow may be necessary causes of some great end, which is quite beyond us. He does nothing in vain; He may 
prolong my life, He may shorten it; He knows what He is about; He may take away my friends, He may throw me 
among strangers, He may make me feel desolate, make my spirits sink, hide the future from me—still He knows 
what He is about.” 
32 Francis, Gaudete et Exsultate [Apostolic exhortation on the call to holiness in today’s world], March 19, 2018, 
sec. 11. 
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In the journey of the spiritual life, growing towards holiness, and in the work of evangelization, we will  

most certainly encounter continual obstacles. We may, for example, struggle to keep up the discipline of 

prayer or to avoid distractions. We may have difficulty overcoming some particular sin. We may 

continuously fail to help anyone to faith and conversion, or feel reluctant to undergo persecution for our 

evangelization efforts. We may experience illness or a death in the family, or stresses at home. In the 

face of these difficulties—big or small—we often experience strong feelings of self-doubt, 

discouragement, fear, unworthiness, or spiritual sadness; and this harms our ability to live in the joy of 

the Lord, and to serve Him faithfully and fruitfully. 

We can be encouraged because the Sacred Scriptures are filled with stories of faithful people who, like 

us, also encountered great obstacles. David relied upon prayer while he was being hunted down unjustly 

by King Saul (see 1 Sm 23:10-13). Susanna, falsely accused of committing adultery, “weeping, looked up 

toward heaven, for her heart trusted in the Lord” (Dn 13:35). Saint Paul, soon after having been 

battered with stones by an angry mob, preached to the Christian faithful “that through many 

tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22). The Psalms are filled with the cries of 

faithful, suffering children of Israel. Knowing the goodness of the Lord shining forth in the Cross of Jesus, 

we also know that if we remain faithful, like them, our own crosses will be redeemed. In fact, we are 

exhorted by the Scriptures: “Count it all joy, my brethren, when you meet various trials” (Jas 1:2); 

“Rejoice in so far as you share in Christ’s sufferings” (1 Pt 4:13) — for “suffering produces endurance, 

and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us” 

(Rom 5:3-5). “The sufferings of this present time,” we are told, “are not worth comparing with the glory 

that is to be revealed to us” (Rom 8:18). 

For these reasons, don’t let obstacles bring you down! Our faith tells us that “in everything God works 

for good with those who love him” (Rom 8:28). Jesus said, “In the world you have tribulation; but be of 

good cheer, I have overcome the world” (Jn 16:33). We need not be overwhelmed by doubt, 

discouragement, fear, unworthiness, or sadness. There is no obstacle that can separate us from the love 

of Christ (Rom 8:31-39). With His help, we can overcome obstacles, rise above them, endure them, or 

move past them. They will not defeat us (see 2 Cor 8-10)! 

In Jesus, the battle is already won. But the battle must still be played out in our lives: obstacles will 

come. Expect them. But how do we prepare for them? First, we have to know our enemies. We need to 

know the things that make it especially hard to face and overcome obstacles. What are your weak spots, 

particular to you? What are the things that lead you to sin? What are the things that prevent you from 

growing in holiness and in intimacy with God? Is it television or junk food? Is it some false idea? Is it your 

tendency to anger, jealousy, or gossip? Knowing enemies, we can be more vigilant. Then we can better 

protect ourselves, and even fight back. 
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Whatever our particular enemies might be, they come from three possible directions: from the world, 

from the flesh, and from the devil. “The world” refers to sinful influence that comes from society and 

culture: from other people, from TV, movies, social media, laws, etc. Saint Paul teaches that we should 

become dead to these influences (see Gal 6:14). “The flesh” refers to the ungodly passions coming from 

our fallen nature: anger, lust, greed, pride, evil desire, etc. Saint Paul teaches that we ought not live by 

the flesh, but “put to death” the works it leads us to (see Rom 8:13). “The devil,” of course, refers to the 

devil — the evil spirit who with his wicked minions strives to lead us away from God through subtle 

temptations and interference, usually focusing on the areas we are most weak. Saint Paul teaches us to 

defend against the trickery of the devil by “put[ting] on the whole armor of God” — that is, persevering 

in prayer and righteous deeds, and feeding ourselves on the word of God (see Eph 6:10-18). 

A second part of preparing for obstacles is simply to strive for holiness. When we’re not enduring heavy 

obstacles, it is usually easier to be faithful to prayer and to our duties in the midst of the day-to-day 

obstacles; so let’s not waste time! If we face the smaller obstacles with humility, trust, and 

perseverance, then when the bigger ones come we can make use of strength we’ve already built up. Be 

solid in the spiritual life.33 Go on the offense and fight the battle for holiness. Face the day-to-day 

obstacles with courage. Seize the day; seek the Lord with zeal. Put in the effort. Be like the “wise man 

who built his house upon the rock; and the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat 

upon that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on the rock” (Mt 7:24-25).34 

As you “take the offense” in this way, remember that the Lord alone can accomplish what you set out to 

do. No real progress is made unless it is by the grace of God: “Unless the Lord builds the house, those 

who build it labor in vain” (Ps 127:1). Rely on the Lord constantly, humbling yourself before Him. Be as a 

child before Him (see Mt 18:3). It is very easy — without realizing it — to begin to feel as if you are the 

one accomplishing things. When that happens, a stumble or fall will not be far off. And when you do 

stumble or fall, don’t be surprised or discouraged. Just get up again quickly. Repent and fix your heart 

back upon the Lord. Humility, trust, and perseverance are key virtues to focus on. 

What about when serious obstacles finally come? What should we do? Here are some helpful tips: 

1. Again, know your enemies. Whatever the situation in which you find yourself, identify the 

sources of temptation to waver in your faithfulness to the Lord. 

 
33 Part IV of the Catechism of the Catholic Church, on Christian Prayer, has a wonderful little section on “The Battle 
of Prayer” (CCC sec. 2725-2745). 
34 Another important part of taking the offense, in preparation for life’s difficulties, is to have healthy habits in the 
natural realm as well as the spiritual: take care of yourself physically, mentally and spiritually. Get enough sleep, 
exercise, and eat well. Take care of the logistics in life so things run smoothly … be disciplined with your time and 
don’t waste it; don’t over commit — let your yes mean yes and your no mean no (Mt 5:37). Cultivate healthy 
relationships. 
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Does Netflix or YouTube lead you to stumble? Does envy pull you down? What about despair? 

Red wine? The harsh words of a relative? The behavior of certain friends? Pornography? 

Gambling websites? Keep in mind that the devil too may (or may not) be involved as well. 

Identify your enemies and treat them as such. Do not be deceived into treating enemies as 

friends. 

 

2. Prayerfully read the Book of Sirach, chapter 2.35 

 

3. Pour out your heart to the Lord. 

Pray. Entrust your difficulties to Jesus. Ask Him for help. Ask Him especially for the Holy Spirit, 

and the virtues that you need to overcome the obstacle: trust, courage, perseverance, faith, etc.  

Reading the Psalms prayerfully is a great way to do this. Another great way to pray in difficulty is 

meditative prayer, like the rosary, divine mercy chaplet, or Jesus prayer. As Moses said to the 

people of Israel, “The Lord will fight for you, and you have only to be still” (Ex 14:14). Meditative 

prayers help us find calm and reorient ourselves towards the God who loves us. These prayers 

can sometimes lead to meditative silence and contemplation, where you maintain loving 

attention on the Lord in silence. These moments are healing. 

 

4. Go beyond identifying your enemies and define what the precise temptation is. Whatever that is, 

reject it and do the opposite. 

What does the world, the flesh, or the devil want you to do (or not do)? Temptation develops 

according to 3 steps: (1) an evil deed is presented to your mind, (2) you consider it, (3) you do 

it.36 What is the immoral thing being presented to your mind? If you have identified the precise 

temptation— to give in to feelings of despair, for example—then it is easier to reject it before 

you give in, committing sin. If you are being tempted to give in to a feeling of despair, reject it 

and do the opposite. Verbally reject it in the Name of Jesus, and then make prayers of hope: “I 

reject despair, in the Name of Jesus! Jesus, you are my hope!” Pray an appropriate Psalm, like 

42, 88, or 143. Do something proactive that expresses your hope. Like taking a walk, doing work 

around the house, calling a friend, making plans for the weekend. Something that expresses the 

conviction that life is worth living. 

 

5. Turn to trusted friends—faithful fellow Catholics—and tell them your troubles. 

Ask them for advice, encouragement, and prayer. “If two of you agree on earth about anything 

they ask, it will be done for them by my Father in heaven” (Mt 18:19). “A faithful friend is a 

sturdy shelter” (Sir 6:14). 

 

 
35 It begins with the words, “My son, if you come forward to serve the Lord, prepare yourself for temptation.” 
36 In many cases, it is helpful to split the third step into two: “you decide to do it,” and “you do it.” This can be 
useful when you are talking about immoral deeds that involve external actions. For example, if you are tempted to 
refrain from praying at a time that you are committed to pray, for the sake of watching YouTube videos, then the 
sin comes in even before you do it—at the moment that you decide to do it. But in the case of sins of the heart, 
like giving in to the feeling of despair, “deciding to do it” and “doing it” are the same thing. 
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Depending on what the obstacles are, there may be other important actions that should be taken. 

We introduced this lesson with the idea that “evangelization flows from the spiritual life.” This is of 

critical importance, and bears repeating again. We cannot fulfill our mission as evangelists — of being 

fruitful instruments of salvation for others — if we do not have a strong spiritual life. Saint Maximilian 

Kolbe wrote, 

The conversion and sanctification of a soul has been, and shall always be, the work of divine 

grace. It is impossible to do anything in this field without the grace of God, neither through our 

words, nor through the press or any other external means. On the contrary, we attain grace for 

ourselves and for others through our humble prayers, our mortification, and our faithfulness in 

the fulfillment of our daily duties, including the most simple ones.  

The closer the soul is to God, … the more effectively the soul shall be able to help others to 

attain divine grace, the faster and more abundantly shall its prayer be answered. ... 

Therefore, the value of every [evangelizing community] depends only and absolutely on our 

life of prayer, on our interior life, on our personal closeness to the Immaculate [Virgin Mary] 

and, through her, to the Heart of Jesus.37 

Saint Maximilian is absolutely right. The external means of evangelization — what we do when we’re out 

there — listen, befriend, proclaim, invite, and so forth — are useless without the interior, spiritual 

power we’ve gained as we grow in holiness. 

How do we make use of that spiritual power more effectively? How do we wield it for the salvation of 

others? How do we do spiritual battle for souls? 

The example of Our Lord Jesus, going to His cross, sheds light on these questions. Presuming that you 

are already pursuing greater communion with God through a strong spiritual life, the next part of 

utilizing spiritual power for the salvation of souls is exercising the service of intercession. Here are three 

habits for making this kind of intercession. 

1. Develop the regular habit of interceding for those you evangelize, and anyone else you know 

who may be far from God. 

When Jesus was crucified, He prayed, “Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do” 

(Lk 23:34). With the same heart of mercy, we ought to regularly—even daily—pray that the Lord 

might open the hearts of others to the grace of faith, repentance, and salvation.38 Final salvation 

is the first, most important need of every human being; and intercession for the conversion of 

 
37 Maximilian Kolbe, The Writings of St. Maximilian Maria Kolbe, vol. 1, Letters (Nerbini International, 2016), 1482. 
Emphasis not in the original. 
38 See Catechism of the Catholic Church, sec. 2634-2636. 
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others is the easiest, most basic habit in our spiritual battle for souls. It should be an important 

part of our prayer lives. Two recommended tools for this kind of intercession—weapons for the 

battle—are the Rosary of the Blessed Virgin Mary, and the Chaplet of Divine Mercy. 

 

2. Develop the regular habit of making spiritual sacrifices for people as you intercede for them. 

Jesus went to His crucifixion intentionally. Out of the love of His merciful heart, He willingly 

made of Himself an offering to atone for our sins. He suffered and died for us. With the same 

heart of mercy, we ought regularly to make sacrifices for those we evangelize and others. 

Making a spiritual sacrifice with a heart of love adds strength to our intercession. One great way 

to sacrifice for others is abstinence from certain foods, or complete fasting, for a period of time. 

You may, for example, for a week consume only bread and water, as a sacrifice for a friend who 

had an abortion and left the Church. Another way to sacrifice is to give extra alms to the poor as 

a spiritual offering on someone’s behalf. Yet another way is to spend an extended, sacrificial 

amount of time interceding for them—maybe 2 or 3 hours, or more.39 Also, we can offer up 

involuntary suffering like illness and persecution. Whenever we make a spiritual sacrifice for 

someone, we ought to keep that person in mind and intercede for them as we make the 

sacrifice. 

 

3. When interceding for others, embrace God’s sorrow for them.40 

When Jesus went to the cross, He went with sorrow for sinful mankind—sorrow for the harm we 

inflict upon ourselves by our sins; sorrow for the stubborn hardness of our hearts (see Mt 

23:37). We too, then, should sorrow over the plight of those who are far from God or do not 

know Him. Jesus says, “Blessed are those who mourn” (Mt 5:4). Like Jesus, we should “look 

straight into the face” of sin, and see it with His eyes. If we see sin for the great evil that it is, 

and the great weight of sin that the Lord Jesus had to carry in going to His cross, we will sorrow 

and weep. In doing this, we add strength to our intercession for others. If the tears of Jesus can 

pay the price of salvation, and we are the body of Christ, what spiritual value might our tears 

have (see Col 1:24)? A great way to do this is to spend time meditating on sin, judgment, hell, or 

most especially, the cross of Jesus. Let the truth sink in, and be sorrowful. Then pray from that 

sorrow. 

Doing such spiritual battle for souls is a necessary accompaniment to the work of evangelization. 

The cultivation of the spiritual life is what sustains the evangelist in his or her work. It is also the 

source of grace from which the fruits of the Spirit are born: peace, patience, gentleness, joy, 

 
39 When we choose our sacrifices, it is important that we don’t take on too much. It can be very discouraging to fail 
in our fasting and other sacrifices. Likewise, it is important that we don’t take on too little, so that our “sacrifice” is 
no real sacrifice. A spiritual director, spiritual guide, or spiritual friend can help us decide if our practices are 
balanced and healthy. 
40 For more on the role of the passions, like sorrow, for the spiritual life, see Catechism of the Catholic Church, sec. 
1767-1775. See especially sections 1769, 1770, and 1775. 



 

©  

faithfulness and self-control. These fruits are proof that Christianity works. They are attractive. 

When an evangelist is able to back up his or her words with the testimony of spiritual experience 

and a person is able to sense the visible fruits of the Holy Spirit in them, the case for Christ becomes 

even more compelling. Therefore, all evangelists need to prioritize their investment in the spiritual 

life. The Lord Jesus calls out to us: 

Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the vine, 

neither can you, unless you abide in me. I am the vine, you are the branches. He who abides in 

me, and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing. If a man 

does not abide in me, he is cast forth as a branch and withers; and the branches are gathered, 

thrown into the fire and burned. If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask whatever 

you will, and it shall be done for you. By this my Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit, and 

so prove to be my disciples. As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you; abide in my love. 

(Jn 15:4-9) 

 

It is time to take the next step in your spiritual life. This practical activity is intended to help you grow in 
the habit of prayer. Wherever we are in our spiritual life, we have room to mature. This activity has 4 
parts: 

1. If you haven’t embraced the spiritual discipline of praying at the beginning and end of the day, 
do so — even if it is only 5 or 10 minutes in the morning, and then again in the evening. It is a 
very important foundation for your spiritual life. 
 

2. Give your spiritual life a “jump-start” or a “power-surge.” Set aside time and spend 1 to 3 hours 
before the Blessed Sacrament in the Church. Spend that time with the Lord, asking Him to guide 
you in your spiritual life. Keep in mind what you’ve learned in this lesson, and ask the Lord what 
are the next steps that He has in mind for you to grow in your relationship with Him. Listen, and 
be patient. Write down what comes to your mind and heart, and begin to put those things into 
practice in your life during the following week. Keep praying and listening to the Lord, and 
remember: don’t fall into the “checklist mentality” trap! 
 

3. Intercede for the salvation of souls. This should be a constant practice for any evangelist. Begin 
to include this intention in your prayers every day in some form: Rosary, Divine Mercy Chaplet, 
in your own words, etc. You may also choose to start a group that meets weekly for that 
purpose. 
 

4. When you are ready, please also post in the Community Forums about your experience doing this 
practical activity. There is a specific topic created for this. Also, give a constructive question or 
comment about the lesson, or somebody else’s post on their experience doing the practical 
activity. All of this is required for your basic certification!* 

This practical activity requires ongoing focus and discipline. You may fail at first to be faithful to 
whatever new directions or spiritual practices that you have embraced. If at first you fail, don’t be 
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discouraged! Turn again to the Lord and return to your commitment. Don’t do it out of the desire to 
earn something from God, but as a response to His love. This will require that you regularly bring to 
mind the good things that He has done for you, and thank Him. It requires that you praise Him just for 
being your God. Rest in God and let His power move you forward. You can do all things through Christ 
who strengthens you (see Phil 4:13)! 

*If you are a new SPSE team leader, you have the option to replace practical activities and forum 

postings with similar activities associated with the team leader onboarding process, followed by a post 

on your team blog, a group discussion with your team, or a conversation with SPSE staff about your 

experiences. Please contact Brian Lee (brian@stpaulse.com) with any questions. 

1. The wise old monk said, “What air is to the lungs, ________________________.” 

 

2. The goal of the spiritual life is to grow _________________________, the source of life. 

 

3. Name three disciplines of the spiritual life, and explain them. 

 

4. What is the “checklist mentality”? 

 

5. How does the analogy of the darkened room explain the process of rooting out sin? 

 

6. Holiness is not about “trying harder” or “white-knuckling” it through, but _______________. 

 

7. Name and explain one (or more) of the old heresies, according to Pope Francis, that sometimes 

creep into our efforts to grow in holiness. 

8. How does striving for holiness prepare us to deal well with obstacles? 

 

mailto:brian@stpaulse.com
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9. St. Maximilian Kolbe said, “The value of every [evangelizing community] depends only and 

absolutely on ____________________.” 

10. What are 3 habits of exercising the service of intercession for the salvation of souls? 

 

11. Reread the story at the beginning. Consider your own spiritual life. What were your formative 

experiences? Were there any clear signs of God’s work in your life? When did your "turning 

point" (or points) occur? If you find your spiritual life waning, have you considered asking the 

Lord to draw you near to Himself? 


