
Chapter 15 - Methods 

Methods make things easier. They are means to ends. They are good if they work 

to attain their ends; they are not good if they don’t. 

But there is no method for faith, hope, or love. You just choose to do it. The 

choosing is the doing. Free choice does not work by methods. Methods work by the 

law of causality: if you supply this cause, you will get this effect. But free choice is 

not just another link in the chain of causes; if it were, it would not be free. Free 

choice creates a new chain of causes, as God creates a new universe. 

But there are methods for the aids to holiness. For instance, schedules, like prayer 

five times a day. That is an excellent habit; why not copy it from the Muslims? 

Monks pray seven times a day. Lay people don’t have that much time, but seven 

one-minute prayers at seven different times every day are possible and more 

effective than one seven-minute prayer a day. Why not take a full minute before 

and after each meal (since three meals a day is just about our only reliably repeated 

pattern to fit into) plus after waking and before retiring? Then if you miss one of 

those eight you still did seven. 

There are methods of prayer, or at least road maps: maps for moving from verbal 

prayer to meditation and from meditation to contemplation. The maps are easier 

to understand than you may think and easier at least to begin to follow than they 

seem. But always KISS (Keep It Simple, Stupid). That is one of my most reliable and 

tested mottos. 

But methods are not absolutely necessary. There is only “one thing . . . needful” (Lk 

10:42). Many saints do not speak of methods or degrees at all, but all of them speak 

of the “one thing . . . needful”. That one thing has many names. “Abandonment”, 

“islam” (the surrender, the practice, not the institutional religion), and “faith” 

(trusting love) are three of them. 

Holiness transcends methods (though it does not despise them and often uses 

them), and it also transcends words for the same reason: because it is simple. Mary 

was the simplest and therefore the most laconic of the saints. “Let it be to me 

according to your word”—that’s all! All the secrets of all the saints and mystics are 

there. All of mystical theology is embodied in her. Mary’s advice to us is wonderfully 

simple: “Do whatever he tells you” (Jn 2:5). That’s all. That’s everything. 



How many words does it take to say that we don’t need many words? As Lao Tzu 

says, “Knowing that enough is enough, is enough.” Really, we need to say only one 

word: “Yes.” The only thing to say No to is sin. 

The wisest idea I ever had came to me (clearly from divine inspiration) one day 

when I was about eight. It so sticks in my memory that I remember exactly where I 

was: riding west on Haledon Avenue in Prospect Park, New Jersey, passing the 

corner of North Eighth Street, after church one Sunday morning. I had been 

confused by all the things I was taught in church and Sunday School, and I asked my 

father, “Dad, all this stuff we learn in church, it all comes down to just one thing, 

right?” He answered with some suspicion, “Just one thing? What do you mean?” I 

replied, “We just have to ask God what He wants us to do and then just do it, right?” 

A proud smile 

replaced suspicion on his face: “You’re absolutely right, son.” It’s been all downhill 

since then. 


