


MONTHLY CONFERENCE

A Commentary on the Psalms:

PSALM 121

Anybody who chants the Little
Office of the Blessed Virgin Mary
is bound to notice that certain
Psalms are used twice in the course
of the hours. Psalm 121, for in-
stance, which is the third Psalm
at Terce, is recited again as the
third Psalm at Vespers. Suppose
we try to discover what reasons
we can for this particular double
occurrence.

The reason for the appearance
of Psalm 121 at Terce is fairly
obvious. It is with this hour that
we begin to use the group of
Psalms to which has been given
the name of “Pilgrim Songs”—
Psalms 119 to 130. Quite logically,
therefore, Psalm 121 follows
Psalms 119 and 120 to round out
the number of Psalms used in this
hour.

The next question, of course,
is why this particular Psalm should
be repeated during Vespers. The
reason for this repetition clearly
has nothing to do with the position
of the Psalm in the Psalter because
the Psalms at Vespers do not follow
any precise numerical order. The
choice of Psalm 121 for inclusion
among them, therefore, must be
dictated by the subject matter of it.
You can believe this when you
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examine a little the nature of

Vespers. .

Vespers may very well be con-
sidered an expression of thanks-
giving. We have arrived safely at
the end of another day’s journey
and we are grateful. We are grate-
ful for that and for all the many
gifts and graces of the day that
have made it possible. This view
of Vespers—that it is actually a
prayer of thanksgiving—finds sup-
port in the fact that the hour
comes to a kind of climax in the
Magnificat, the hymn through
which the members of the Mystical
Body express their gratitude to
God in the very words of the
Blessed Mother.

Moreover, that we are singing
Vespers together, here and now,
at the close of this day, after hav-
ing passed unharmed through all
its dangers and trials, is, we like
to hope, a forecast of our final
arrival, safe and happy, at the end
of all our days in “that holy city
which is the new Jerusalem”
(Apocalypse, 21:2). When you
come to think of it, that is actually
what we ask for when we pray
the words of the Vesper Hymn:
“Grant a life all spotless, Guide
us in our journey, That on seeing
Jesus, We shall joy forever.”
So you can say with perfect logic












OUR LADY POVERTY

the most miserable of us, like unto a slave without civil rights, like unto
a convicted and executed criminal. Francis pierced this mystery.
Naked, he followed the naked Christ.
I

2. This mind of Francis appears expressly in his personification
of poverty as a lady of chivalry. One could be mistaken and see in this
but an asthetic game, the fantastic inspiration of a troubador. But the
exact opposite is the truth. Poverty for Francis is a Person, a concrete
living person; the very opposite to an abstraction, to a theoretical
yet sublime but cold virtue. This Lady Poverty is a poor man: it is
the Poor Man, Jesus Christ, just as later on it is the Son of God whom
Blessed Henry Suso loved under his biblical name of Wisdom. And
even if Francis saw in Lady Sister Clare the most expressive incarnation
of his ideal, Francis yet loved and served poverty as a living person.

Posterity has left us an undeniable proof of the realistic, concrete
nature of Francis’ love for poverty. This document is dated “the month
of July, after the death of the Father” (1227). Its title is: Sacrum
Commercium. B. Francisci cum Domina Paupertate. Its author is a
“Brother John,” very likely John of Parma, who was Minister General
of the Order from 1247 to 1257.

The work is considered to be an exquisite allegory. The banquet
at the close of the feast is comiparable to the historical meal offered in
the Portiuncula to St. Clare by St. Francis, and which ended, as we
know, in ecstasy. . 4.

There is a total and deliberate lack of poetry in the arrangement
of this marriage festival. The demanding Lady whose espousals are
being celebrated amidst nothing which does not bear her stamp, namely,
indigence and penury. She is presented with a broken fragment of
a vase in which to wash her hands, there being no whole one. For a
towel, a Brother offers her the end of his tunic. The only thing to eat
is a little mouldy bread laid out on the grass and a few rustic herbs,
no tablecloth, no knife, salt or wine, or cooked foods. She is extremely
happy with this, congratulates her hosts, and begs them to continue in
this wise to be strictly faithful to her.

It is clear that this distinguished Lady, whose nobility and dignity
the first cantos of the poem solidly establish, does not have the pliability
of a theory which can be bent to every whim. She lays down a way of
life in which everything is prescribed according to the law of chivalrous
love. To plight one’s troth to her, means to renounce one’s own projects,
one’s own plans, to enter into hers, and from this there results a re-
nunciation of one’s own mind.

To hope for favors from her one must refuse to weigh oneself
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dowr with visible goods so as to be able to go in all alertness in quest-
of invisible goods. It is to subordinate the possession and use of material
things to the acquiring of invisible goods. And this is can only mean
« renunciation of one’s heart. .

To wear her colors of humility and patience is to to renounce one’s
«elf-esteem, the fear of suffering, and the desire for enjoyment.

* * * *

3. Each school of spirituality, that is, the concept which each
religious family forms of its worship of God, accentuates one aspect
of the inimitable fullness of Christ, one trait of His ideal physiognomy,
one virtue of His inexhaustible holiness, and this becomes its own
;mwzam:mmrmbm mark, its center of spiritual unification. the theme of
its meditations, the method of its action.

St. Augustine recommends charity as the road to the interior life.
He traced four stages of this virtue which are the four ages of the soul:
hirth, adolescence, maturity, perfection. But he gives to the soul, as
its manner of growth, humility. :

St. Benedict counted twelve degrees through which humility leads
the soul to peace, which is union with Christ in charity. But all the
virtues accompany it, as the following enumeration shows. 1) fear of
God, 2) abnegation, 3) obedience, 4) silent patience, 5) frankness,
with one’s superior, 6) contentment, 7) humility, 8) faithful partici-
pation in the common life, 9) silence, 10) moderation of laughter,
11) reserve in speech, and 12) modesty of behavior. If we were to study
the texts of this Saint, which we have tried to summarize in one word,
we would find that these degrees are neither independent nor opposites.
We would find them interrelated, as the sign of the thing signified.

St. Woﬂu,mwm had begun by adopting and commenting on the twelve
degrees of Benedictine asceticism. Then, he summarized it all in
humility, and set against it the twelve degrees of pride. Finally, he
outlined the means of perfection: prayer, meditation, examination of
conscience, sound judgment, spiritual direction (St. Benedict’s frankness
with one’s Superior) and all this as a means of attaining charity.

Later, St. Ignatius fixed three degrees of humility which amount
either to conformity to the will of God or abnegation of our own will
as the foundation of all perfection. ,

In short, all of them end with charity obtained through humility.
The theological virtue of Charity, a gratuitous gift, is not ,mandm&o&.
God pours it forth into the soul because of the immense love with ‘which
he loves us. But he does this in the renounced soul, stripped of self,
emptied of self, in the humble soul, that is to say, the soul that lives
in the spirit of poverty. Humility grooves the bed of charity. The







































