
Contemplative Life as 
Charismatic Presence 
Sister Constance FitzGerald, O.C.D. 



 This item is from Spiritual Life. For more information

about Spiritual Life, go to www.spiritual-life.org The

copyright is held by 

Spiritual Life 

2131 Lincoln Road NE 

Washington, DC 20002-1199 

(888) 616-1713 

This article is reproduced on this site as a service for the

information and non-commercial, private use of

individuals and, therefore, should not be reproduced for

dissemination. If portions of this article are quoted or its

arguments referenced, full bibliographical citation should

be given. The editorial staff at Spiritual Life can be

contacted at sales@spiritual-life.org 



Contemplative Life as 
Charismatic Presence 
Sister Constance FitzGerald, Q.C.D. 

I f we would probe into the mystery of contemplative presence in the 
contemporary Church and world, and understand to some degree 

the significance of Vatican II's simple yet profound statement, "The 
contemplative life belongs to the fullness of the Church's presence," it 
is necessary to examine what we mean when we speak of presence. 
There is nothing more real and engaging than presence when we ex­
perience it; nothing more elusive than presence when we attempt to 
analyze it. Presence is one of the most dynamic and traditional images 
of Christian faith. But how does our faith imagine presence? Can we 
carve out an image of presence? When we imagine something, we are 
telling ourselves how it looks to us. The creation of embodiment by the 
human imagination' is the best source and possibility for the knowl­
edge of anything, for there is no limit to the thoughts our images con­
tain.l 

In his play, The Unfathomable, Gabriel Marcel sketches two poig­
nant images of presence. Shortly after World War II, a French woman 
talks with a priest about her presence to two men: one, her dead 
brother-in-law; the other, her husband recently repatriated from a Ger­
man prison camp. Concerning her dead brother-in-law whom she loves, 
she says: 

When I think of him in a certain way - with tenderness, with recollection 
-there wells up in me something like a richer, deeper life in which I 
know he participates. This life is not I , nor is it he, it is both of us .. . But 
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basically for you (the priest), the dead are no longer there; and your 
thoughts are no different from those who do not believe. Whatever be 
the glorious and unimaginable existence that you ascribe to them ... for 
you they are no longer living. But for me-the truly dead, the only dead, 
are those whom we no longer love ... 

19 

Then Marcel has the woman reflecting on her husband whom she no 
longer loves: 

This feeling of absence that a dead loved one could not awaken in us I ex­
perience for my husband with a horrible intensity ... He is always at a 
distance and that is not saying enough, for space itself does not separate 
those who love one another. He is not with me, we are not together; we 
are-let us say-like objects placed near one another, forever outside one 
another. 2 

Marcel's etchings set in sharp contrast what I would call presence in 
space and presence in spirit. We find ourselves prone to describe pres­
ence in terms of the local and temporal proximity of one body to 
another. Material juxtaposition of objects is what we first think of as 
an initial acceptance of presence. Even before we are conscious of it, 
presence in space-time is what focuses our thoughts, though we im­
mediately realize that this does not encompass the mystery. Objects 
are not present to each other merely as located in the same place. Peo­
ple are not present to each other either as a crowd confined to one loca­
tion. A group of nuns under the same roof, or limited to the space 
behind four walls, are not by the fact of this proximity present to one 
another, much less do they by this spatial nearness grow into a com­
munity among themselves or with anyone else. What is more, as long 
as our image of presence is spatial, we say with pity or with rage, 
"those poor, those oppressed, those torturers ... " Those others are ob­
jects. 

Presence is a subjective experience; it is primarily a kind of knowl­
edge or awareness and not a purely objective relationship at all. At the 
root of presence is someone who takes me into consideration and whom 
I regard as taking me into account. Presence belongs only to the being 
who is capable of giving himself/herself. 3 Presence to the self, 
therefore, is a crucial issue, nor am I present to myself in an invariable 
way. On the contrary, I am often alienated or decentered. This means 
that presence is not just a given. It is not that others extend their 
presence to my subjectivity. I make myself present to them. Presence 
is a function of my subjectivity. Normally it is in relation to some facet 
of my own self-consciousness that I categorize and appreciate the pres­
ences I create outside me. The absolutely essential elements in the 
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perception of presence are my self-awareness concretized in a particu­
lar way in relation to someone outside my subjectivity with the resul­
tant feeling of empathy. The most significant element in the experience 
of presence is empathy which is produced in a person through the in­
strumentality of a corresponding or correlating self-image or arche­
type. The key is that of the archetype, because archetypes ground the 
experience of presence. 4 In simpler words, the other, if I feel him/her 
present, renews me interiorly in some way. His/her presence is then 
revelatory: it 1llakes me more fully myself than I could be without it. 6 

This is why the philosopher Louis Lavelle can write: presence is "the 
discovery of one's own being through contact with another."6 So we are 
speaking of a real but subjective event. We are indicating something 
spiritual, not something material, an empathy making for meaningful 
interpersonal contact. Thus presence is tied up with the mystery of 
person and with the interdependence of persons who make up the Body 
of Christ. Something of this is involved in the expression of Vatican II 
in its Mission document quoted above, "the contemplative life belongs 
to the fullness of the Church's presence." (no. 18) 

The background for such personal presence is God's initiative - God 
establishing his presence with his people in the covenant relationship 
of the Old Testament, and the Father fulfilling his promises and em­
bodying his love in Jesus in the New Testament. In the Old Test­
ament, the divine p{esence is already seen as characteristic of God's 
covenant with his people, so much so that the whole covenant relation­
ship is expressed by this dwelling of God among men and women. (Ex. 
25:8; 40:34-38; Num. 35:34). This presence is activated by a love 
choice. (Deut. 30:15-20). We realize this initial stage of presence in 
divine revelation is spatial, localized. It is to be superceded by what 
Jeremiah calls a "new covenant" and this expression is the only 
passage where such a term is used in the Old Testament. It contains a 
deepening of the whole experience of presence and a contrast between 
this covenant and the older one. Jeremiah declares, "This is the cove­
nant I will make with the house of Israel when those days arrive-it is 
Yahweh who speaks-Deep within them I will plant my law, writing it 
in their hearts. Then I will be their God and they will be my people." 
(Jer. 31:31-33). Then there is a further development in Ezekiel, who 
some twenty years after Jeremiah took up the formula coined by his 
predecessors and substituted the term "spirit" for "law": "I shall give 
you a new heart, and put a new spirit in you ... I shall put my spirit in 
you." (Ez. 36:26-27). The gift of the "Law engraved upon the heart" is 
identical with the gift of Yahweh's own spirit. "I shall put my spirit in­
side you, and make you keep my laws and sincerely respect my obser­
vances." (Ez. 36:37). "They will no longer have to teach each other" 
because God himself will be their master who intends to be present and 
to act upon the human person from within. These two oracles of Jere-
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oppressed," "we oppressors," "we torturers," "we manipulators." The . 
poor, the oppressed, the lonely old people, the exploiters, etc., are ob­
jects until we are with them, until they are with us, until we are poor, 
too. In experiencing the Father's love embracing her humanity in its 
totality, the contemplative understands that her life-role derives its 
meaning from the all-inclusiveness of the humanity of Jesus. I submit 
that this final stage of identification with God's people is the fruit of 
what we have traditionally called the dark night of the spirit. Human 
limitation, fragility, brokenness, neurotic dependencies, etc., are the 
stuff of which it is made. Identified thus, as Jesus was, with the strug­
gles of the human community in the concrete specifics of history here 
and now, the contemplative in her very person carries before the Fa­
ther the wounded unfinishedness of human existence in confident ex­
pectation that he will bring life out of death. One with the Jesus whose 
fragile ministry ended in abandonment and death, and with his vision 
of hope for the kingdom of love and communion, she bears creation 
beyond futility into the Heart of God. 

Since all this is a vision of faith, however, seldom or never to be 
rendered palpable in any spiritual manifestation, we contemplatives 
must necessarily embrace the prolonged anguish of this dynamic pres­
ence in spirit. The HEART burning with love will always bear a 
wound. 

Contemplatives, consequently, in the spirit of solidarity will be pray­
ing not only for the poor, the oppressed - but WITH them - and thus 
bear witness to God's consuming desire over the centuries to be with 
his people. This communion in the heart of Christ is the image, the 
manifestation, of the brotherhood of all the peoples of the earth. 25 As 
such, it is the presence of the future now, the very embodiment of hope, 
and the presence of all that the human person and the human com­
munity aspire to be. This is why Vatican II in its document Gaudium 
et Spes says of the contemplative mission: "The Spirit calls some to 
give clear witness to the desire for a heavenly home and to keep that 
desire alive among the human family."26 Thus, the responsibility of 
contemplative communities to be signs of hope, to keep deepening the 
hopes of humankind by embodying on the horizontal level the love 
they experience. Genuine love must have a body: this body is the love 
we have for one another. 

We would be painting an incomplete picture of the dynamic of char­
ismatic presence if, at the same time, we were not conscious of an ac­
companying phenomenon: human nature alienated, separated and 
hostile to this kind of love dynamic as it affects our concrete historical 
situation as contemplative women. Marcel has this to say: "There is a 
solitude, that of the great contemplatives, which is a communion and 
there are some pseudo-communions which are only alienation;"27 and 
which show themselves in divisions, rivalries, jealousies and hostilities 
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that emerge among us. All true communion or presence in love max­
imizes diversity; whereas, hostility succumbs to the fantasy of the ab­
solute black and white and employs that constraint which makes 
another person or group an object. I believe we contemplatives may 
not contribute to the breakdown of the body of love, no matter what 
pressures are brought to bear upon us from within or without. We 
must declare ourselves for the unbreakable brotherhood of final human 
destiny. In the face of threatening division and hostility, contempla­
tive presence in the Spirit becomes a healing influence, a leaven, a uni­
fying and reconciling power in the Body of Christ. 
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