St Michael and All Angels – Weltevreden Park

Sermon: Chris Langefeld (27.06.04)

Examen of Consciousness

Jer 17:7-10; Ps 139:1-11;  1 Peter 2:1-10; Matt 25:1-13  

“ Nothing can be more useful to somebody than a determination not to be hurried.”    Thoreau

Across the board, whether we are children, teenagers or adults, we all are very busy people.  On a daily basis we struggle to juggle the demands of relationships, family, work, school, church, child care, shopping, attention to health, concern for appearance, preparing meals, house work, rent / bond repayments, car repayments, unforeseen accidents and illness and countless other things that eat up more time than is seemingly available.

What does or can it mean to listen for God in the context of our business? None of us has the privilege of living in a monastery where the practice of a balanced rhythm of prayer, work, study, leisure, meals and rest, work together to create a space to dwell and commune with God in silence and peace.  How do we busy people – people active in the world of work and secular society encounter God in and through our daily life and experience? 

Ignatius of Loyola faced a similar dilemma in the Europe of the 16th century.  A church deeply shaped by the monastic tradition, was unable to offer the laity of that time a way of discovering the presence of God in ordinary secular life.  In this context the Jesuits formulated the practice of the examen of conscience, as it was then called, to help people who were caught up in the hustle and bustle of daily work and commerce.  The aim of the examen was to help people align their action with the will of God.

The practice of the examen was widely shared within the church. It required only 10 minutes of a person’s time each day at noon or in the evening. The examen was not intended to replace the reading of scripture, devotional reading, prayer or study.  It served to complement the other activities and aimed at making people more deeply aware of the promptings of the Holy Spirit beneath the surface of everyday human experience.  

The term examen of conscience was replaced in the 1960’s and 70’s with the term examination of consciousness.  The Jesuits themselves felt that the original term had lost its meaning and over a period of three hundred years had taken on moralistic connotations of a scrupulous and morbid examination of one’s sinfulness.  To counter this they spoke of an examination of consciousness to go back to the original intention of the examen – to become aware of the stirrings of the Spirit in everyday life and experience. 

What then is the Examination of Consciousness? It is quite simply the habit and practice of setting aside 10 minutes a day to review the experience of my day. It is the conscious decision to interrupt ordinary time and devote 10 minutes to cultivating an awareness of how the Spirit has been drawing me to God and wholeness in the experiences of my day. 

A key assumption underlying the examination of consciousness is that God is already intimately present to us and involved in the various areas of human experience.  Through prayer we do not ask God to become present to us but make ourselves present to the presence of God already within us.  The real problem is that we are not really present to God. We need to cultivate the habit of tuning in or predisposing ourselves to God’s wavelength. This is the aim of the examination – to develop the habit of being present to God’s presence within us.

The examination of consciousness is thus a review, a mulling over a paying attention to the contents of my daily experience.  When we speak of experience we mean different realms or worlds of experience. There are realms of emotional experience, intellectual experience, aesthetic experience the experience of leisure, play, ethical and religious experience.  The examination is about reviewing what has happened – what events, incidents or challenges – in the different realms of my experience during the day.  These events can take the form of an encounter, a conflict, inspiration through a song an action by someone, a book etc.  The issue is to dig into our experience and sift through to discover the gold buried there.

Through the examination we try to identify how God has been beckoning us to be more loving, more understanding and wiser in our dealings with the world and others.  How did I respond to God’s invitation today to:

1. Be present to family, colleagues without needing to myself be the centre of attention?

2. Giving – without demanding that my generosity be reciprocated?

3. Listening – to the pain in others without interrupting?

4. Allowing myself to laugh at the absurd?

5. Allowing myself to celebrate?

6. To elicit cooperation rather than threaten or coerce?

7. To feel inspired, challenged and uplifted?

The bottom line is that we spend ten minutes identifying the movement of God’s spirit beneath the surface of our daily interactions so that we align our wills to the will of God and thus glorify God in all that we do and are.

Questions

1. Would you feel motivated and able to conduct a daily examination of consciousness? 

2. What kind of support do you feel is needed to ensure that we become proficient in the use of this discipline?
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