
Chapter 10 - Where to Find God: The Practice of the Presence of God 

“Surely the LORD is in this place; and I did not know it”, said Jacob after his vision 

of the ladder from Heaven to earth with angels ascending and descending on it like 

commercial traffic on a superhighway at commuter time (Gen 28:16). 

But this is true of every place. And “the practice of the presence of God”, in Brother 

Lawrence’s felicitous and unforgettable phrase, the habit of seeing God 

everywhere (by faith, of course, not by sight), is a most effective angel on that 

ladder, a most powerful vehicle on the road to being a saint, because it is a 

foretaste, however dim, of the Beatific Vision in Heaven, when we shall see God 

face to face. Who could ever sin while gazing on Infinite Beauty and Goodness, 

when all the Devil’s fogs and lies are gone and you see, with absolute clarity, that 

Goodness is beautiful and irresistibly attractive and Evil is ugly and impotent even 

to tempt you? No one. That is why there will be no sin in Heaven even though we 

will not lose our free will. 

In other words, Plato’s famous teaching that all evil is only ignorance is true except 

for time and place. It will be true after death in Heaven, but it is not true yet, on 

earth. 

Plato famously claimed that all vice was ignorance and all virtue was knowledge, so 

that the highest knowledge, philosophical wisdom, was the inevitable cause of 

moral goodness. His reasonable-seeming reason for this unreasonable-seeming 

conclusion was as follows: if only we clearly knew, all the time and without doubt, 

that only virtue made us happy and vice always made us miserable, then we would 

always choose virtue and never vice, because we always choose happiness and 

never misery. Our constant choice of happiness would become a constant choice 

of virtue if we had the wisdom to see their identity. For we always choose the 

apparent good—if a thing does not appear good in some way to us, it is 

psychologically impossible to choose it or even to like it. So all we need to become 

saints is the wisdom to distinguish the apparent good from the real good. True 

philosophy will make you a saint. 

Plato’s teaching sounds very logical in the abstract, but we all know from 

experience that it doesn’t work that way. We often know quite clearly that X is evil 

and Y is good; that X is not only evil in the sense of disobedience to God but also 

evil in the sense of harmful to ourselves and a cause of our misery. Yet we do evil. 



We choose what we know will lead to misery over what we know will lead to joy. 

Why? Because we are not rational; we are addicted. We are sinaholics. Any 

addiction makes you crazy, including the master addiction to getting your own way. 

Yet there is a profound half-truth in Plato. What he says is true of Heaven, but not 

of earth. It is not true of earth because it is impossible to have that clear Heavenly 

sight on earth; the Devil’s deceptions are powerful, and he camouflages his ugly 

fishhook with very attractive worms to get us to bite it. For another thing, our 

passions are disordered and are stronger than our reason. For still another thing, 

our will is weak, so even when we see the truth, we often do not will it. So there 

are three reasons Plato is wrong: because our reason, our passions, and our will are 

all fallen. 

But insofar as we can see the truth and the true beauty of goodness, we find it 

much easier to be holy. And the most effective “insofar as” is not an abstract 

philosophical argument, like Plato’s, no matter how logical it is, but the concrete 

experience of an example of it, like the joy in the face of a saint, the beauty of an 

act of selfless love, like Christ’s, or the experienced presence of the God whose 

Goodness and Beauty are as inseparable as the Divine Person is inseparable from 

the Divine Nature. That’s what we will see in Heaven, and that’s what we can aspire 

to “see” at least with the eyes of faith here on earth. That’s what Jacob saw when 

he said “How holy is this place!” 

When and where can we see God? God is everywhere (He is ubiquitous, or 

omnipresent, not limited to place) and everywhen (He is eternal, not limited to 

time); and therefore, in order to live in reality, we must see and find Him 

everywhere and everywhen, in what de Caussade calls “the sacrament of the 

present moment”; that is, we must “practice the presence of God” everywhere and 

everywhen, as Brother Lawrence says. The essential spiritual task given to us by 

both of these very simple and holy men is the same. 

That “seeing” God everywhere and everywhen, that “sacrament of the present 

moment”, that “practicing the presence of God”, is the single most effective aid to 

becoming holy that I know, from all three sources of knowledge: my own 

experience, my faith, and my reason. 



Another word for it is “prayer”. It is our umbilical cord to God. It can and should 

become habitual. There are many ways to obey Saint Paul’s advice to “pray 

constantly” (1 Thess 5:17). 

It is also our foretaste of Heaven. In Heaven we will “practice the presence of God” 

eternally. We will be like Jacob and see everything— literally everything—as a 

ladder, a road, a relationship between ourselves and God. Since that is what we are 

designed and destined to do forever, we had better get some practice in now. 

Life on earth is rehearsal. The meaning of life on earth is life in Heaven, exactly as 

the meaning of life in the womb is life on earth. When we die and pop out of this 

universe as we popped out of the womb when we were born, we will look back on 

this world, on this whole universe, as a little womb. And we will see that just as the 

fetus was in the world as soon as it was conceived, long before it was born, because 

the womb was the beginning of the world, even though the fetus could not see 

that, so we were in Heaven as soon as we were baptized and “born again”, even 

though we could not see it while we were in Heaven’s womb, this little universe. 

This vision of God’s presence is the vision of the Song of Songs. In that mystical 

poem the human bride sings of her divine lover: “Behold, here he stands behind 

our wall, gazing in at the windows, looking through the lattice” (Song 2:9). The 

“wall” is the wall of the senses, which we can pierce a little by reason and a little 

more by faith. The “windows” are the windows of His omniscience, which turns all 

our opaque walls into transparent windows for His all-seeing eyes. The “lattice” is 

the lattice of our half-light, half-dark lives, our fog, our “in a mirror dimly” (1 Cor 

13:12). He is mystery to us; but we are no mystery to Him. 

Our ignorance is our protection. We naturally wonder why He does not reveal 

Himself more clearly and totally to us. And the answer is: Because “his immediate 

presence would terrify us”, as de Caussade says (p. 94). We would dissolve, like fog 

in sunlight. It would kill us, as the fire of a volcano kills a gnat. If you don’t know 

that, you don’t know God. “Our God is a consuming fire” (Heb 12:29). That’s why 

we have to learn to become more solid, more real: so that we can endure that light, 

that fire. That’s why God gave us moral law on earth: for what C. S. Lewis calls “the 

thickening treatment” (The Great Divorce). 

Catholics call completion of that thickening process “Purgatory”. Call it what you 

will, but if you really think that you can endure and enjoy the full light and fire of 



God a second after you die, being essentially the same kind of being you are now, 

without any additional divine operations on your soul, then you dangerously 

underestimate either your sinful nature or God’s holiness or the gap between 

them. 

And that’s one of the reasons why He assumes disguises now. “All these things [are] 

the disguise God assumes”, says de Caussade (p. 94). What things? All things, 

except sin. All material things and events in our lives, and all the spiritual events, 

too. And all the ugly, bothersome people we meet, first of all in ourselves. He is 

there, too, and “As you did to one of the least of these my brethren, you did it to 

me” (Mt 25:40).  


