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Advent III (Christian de Chergé) 

  
Today I would like to return to Christian de Chergé for a few Advent thoughts. Somewhat 
related to the theme of waiting (Advent I) is the impression we sometimes have of God being 
absent or silent. 
  
Christian relates this experience to Saint Bernard’s teaching on visitations (i.e., fleeting moments 
when God’s presence leaves no doubt) and alternation (i.e., the back and forth between times of 
reassurance and times of feeling distant). 
  
Christian warns against falling into the trap of being nostalgic about earlier prayer experiences in 
what seemed like more fervent times. His key insight here is that it is the nature of prayer always 
to be a little beyond our reach. His favorite paradigm here is the experience of the two disciples 
on the road to Emmaus: they sensed something (“were not our hearts burning . . .”), but the 
moment of recognition coincided with the moment of Jesus’ disappearing. Christian writes: 
  

We are made for experiencing prayer as a memorial. And the Eucharist is a memorial: in 
memory of me. What God did one day he does always. It would be wrong and imprudent 
of us to ask God to renew today what he did yesterday; it would be to lack faith. The 
feeling of his presence that he gave us yesterday was a help for our little faith. But the 
normal state for us is to enter into prayer with faith in his presence. (Retraite sur le 
Cantique des cantiques, p. 83). 

  
As Christian sees it, deep prayer means being in “the place of the Son,” i.e., before God the 
Father as was Jesus in his solitary moments of prayer. The problem is we may recoil when we 
encounter the silence of this place. He writes: 
  

We cannot face God’s silence unless we practice personal silence. Otherwise, at that 
moment the silence of God will seem unbearable, and we will fill it with our noise: we 
will have him saying all sorts of things. The same applies perhaps to silence in fraternal 
life, where I believe strongly that we need times and spaces of silence, in order to 
experience this time of God’s silence. (p. 84) 

  
Christian sees this place of prayer in strong Trinitarian terms. It is in this silence that the Spirit 
inspires a word in us, or rather the Word, speaking in us. He goes on: 
  

And perhaps each of us has had this experience, when we accept to be there and to have 
nothing: nothing to say, nothing to do, only to believe. One day, without knowing how, 
there comes a cry from the depth of our being. It’s our cry . . . . I think that each of us, if 
he has listened and experienced this courage to be silent, must be able to say one day: “I 
received it, and that, that’s me.” (p. 84-85) 



  
So, as Christian seems to be hinting at here, the discovery of our deepest identity happens at the 
same moment we identify completely with Jesus’ prayer to the Father, with this Word welling up 
inside of us. Here is how he concludes these thoughts: 
  

In the final analysis, we will all one day receive the cry of the Spirit: “Abba, Father.” 
That is what Saint Paul means. It is entirely different from saying “Our Father . . .” We 
say Our Father all the time, but that is different. One day it will come from the depths of 
our soul—precisely where we are invited to go—Abba, Father. But, you might say, we’ll 
then all be saying the same thing. Try telling a mother that her children call her “mom” 
the same way:she knows it’s not true. (p. 85) 
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