
 I’m not much of a golfer, but there was a beautiful course 

bordering my seminary in Chicago. Back when the seminary was built a 

golf course was laid out to give the seminarians something to do.  They 

couldn’t leave the campus and golf was one of their few recreational 

activities. By my time the course had been leased out to a private 

company, but seminarians still had the right to play for free. 

 Therefore, some of us would go over and play periodically. I 

wasn’t any good.  I was amazed at how easily my shots could hook or 

slice into the woods, and how often I would top the ball and it would go 

a few feet. It was very frustrating.  But I also remember how it felt to do 

it right.  Once or twice a round I would really connect, and drive the ball 

high and straight down the fairway.  It was beautiful to feel, and watch.  

Those rare moments were what kept me coming back. 

 In the gospel we hear Matthew’s account of the Transfiguration – 

a truly beautiful moment for Peter, James and John.  Jesus takes them 

up the mountain and shows them a glimpse of His glory.  This happens 

between Jesus’ first and second prediction of His own death, which is 

scary. The Apostles want to stay in the Transfiguration moment, but 

Jesus won’t let them stay on the mountain. He shows them this glorious 

truth about Himself only as a consolation to encourage them to 

continue on their difficult journey with Him to Jerusalem. 

 I push at least 20 minutes a day of quiet solitary prayer. Today I 

want to give another lesson in prayer based on this aspect of the 

Transfiguration. Jesus still uses this alternating between consolations 

and trials in His relationships with us, just as He did with the Apostles.  

First I want to define “consolations.” In the spiritual tradition a 

“consolation” is any good feeling or experience that God gives us. I 



think of my rare straight drives on the golf course as consolations, 

beautiful moments in the midst of poor rounds.  The Transfiguration is 

a particularly powerful consolation given to the Apostles.  We probably 

haven’t experienced that.  But most of us have experienced moments 

in our lives when we felt we were graced by God – a feeling, an insight, 

a healing, times when we looked forward to prayer time. Faith was real 

and we could actually feel God’s presence. Practicing the virtues got 

easier – almost fun. We felt we were racing forward in the spiritual life.  

But then we felt the consolations dry up. And then prayer became hard, 

boring – nothing happened.  What are we to do in the dryness?   

This dryness brings us to a double crisis of faith.  The first crisis is a crisis 

of confusion. This is because we can have the mistaken belief that the 

presence and intensity of our spiritual consolations measure our 

spiritual growth.  Therefore, when the consolation disappears we think 

God has disappeared and we don’t know why. The second crisis is a 

choice brought about by the first. Will we continue to pray and practice 

virtue even when there are no consolations, or will we quit?  

 The first crisis is about interpreting the dryness.  It’s easy to 

misinterpret this dryness and seeming absence of God. We naturally 

think that there is a direct relationship between our behavior and our 

consolation by God.  It’s kind of like being a good dog. We think if we 

do what our Master wants and we’re good we’ll get the doggy treat – 

which is a spiritual consolation, a good feeling, etc. Therefore, when the 

consolations are withdrawn even though we’re still being “good” we 

become afraid we’re actually being “bad.” 

 Now, I want to be clear – when we really do backslide and stop 

praying and practicing the virtues, sin more, etc. we will feel God’s 



absence -- because we have rejected Him. Let’s not kid ourselves, that 

is often why we have dryness in prayer.  

 But the real test of the quality of our prayer is not our feelings, 

whether feelings of consolation or dryness.  The way we know we are 

praying is that outside of prayer time we are still growing in the virtues 

of faith, hope, charity, patience, etc.: even in the dryness. So, if we have 

been steady in our love for God and neighbor, and continue to seek 

God out zealously in prayer and charity, and still feel God withdrawing, 

then we must not worry.  He’s not really absent.  And the worst thing 

we can do is quit. As we’ll see, the dryness then is actually a good sign.   

To navigate the second crisis we need to know why God doesn’t keep 

on consoling us, why He doesn’t leave us on the mountain top. As Fr. 

Marc Foley writes in his book, The Ascent of Mount Carmel: Reflections, 

God wants to share His divine life with us.  But this can only be done 

through our free consent.  This is why God always eventually withdraws 

His consolations. Too much grace and our freewill is overridden. If our 

souls are to advance we have to choose to follow him down from the 

mountain through the hard journey toward the cross. 

 This change from consolation to dryness marks the transition 

from spiritual beginner to spiritual adolescent. God starts us off easy to 

show His love for us. But now we have an opportunity to show our love 

for God.  Will we accept the struggle to be faithful to prayer, virtue, 

charity regardless of our moods and feelings, to continue on the path 

even through the tedious and routine parts of life – or not? 

In the dryness God is seeing if we’re ready for the next stage in our 

relationship with Him. The analogy is with marriage.  There is the 

beginning honeymoon phase when all is filled with the feelings of love. 



But it’s when the honeymoon is over that the husband and wife really 

begin to grow in love through the daily, unglamorous sacrifices that 

marriage requires, when our feelings don’t always support our loving 

acts, but we do them anyway.  That is the depth of relationship God is 

offering us.  But He wants to know if we really love Him for Himself, or 

do we just love Him for the presents He can give us. Do we love God or 

His consolations and gifts?  

I quit golf.  The consolations of those beautiful long drives were too 

few.  It wasn’t worth it. I didn’t stay at it long enough to master the 

game and get those feelings more often. In our prayer we face the 

same choice. If we are tempted to stop praying, stop our spiritual 

program because we’re bored, or it all just seems to be going nowhere, 

let us keep going. Don’t quit.  Keep going all the way to Jerusalem. On 

the other side of the cross we will be transfigured with Christ forever. 


