
Chapter 33 - Praying while Working 

Very few people are good at doing two or more things at once, especially 

contemplating and acting, praying and working, Mary-ing and Martha-ing at the 

same time. But de Caussade shows you how to do just that, to unite Mary and 

Martha, to do the works of Martha in the spirit of Mary. 

He does that by focusing on the same single motive for both: freely willing God’s 

will. When God interrupts your action and wills you to pray or contemplate, even 

virtuous acting becomes a vice. When God interrupts your prayer and wills you to 

act, praying instead of acting becomes disobedience, even if that praying reached 

the highest levels of mystical prayer. I think it was Saint Francis who told his 

monks something like this: If you are rapt in ecstasy in contemplative prayer, and 

a hungry beggar knocks at the door, you must immediately (important word!) 

leave your ecstasy and open the door to him, because God has left your ecstasy 

and has entered that beggar, and you must do the same; you must go where God 

is. 

When you change your acts, your heart does not have to change, because it can 

remain fixed on God’s will. If you refuse to change your acts when God wills it, 

your heart changes, because it refuses God’s will. There is one unchanging reality: 

God’s will. There is also a changing reality: your will and your acts. If your heart 

chooses to adhere to Him, then it remains at peace amid all life’s changes because 

all life’s changes are only the various forms taken by the one unchanging, 

absolute reality: God and His will, the one unchanging love of your heart. 

In The Practice of the Presence of God, Brother Lawrence confessed that he hated 

kitchen cleanup work (he was a guy!), but he had the same peace and presence of 

God there as in the chapel. If only our will is single and wills just one absolute, 

God—His truth and His goodness—we will find His presence and providence and 

peace everywhere. 

Our deepest problem is not that we are too relativistic but that we are not 

relativistic enough. God is the only absolute; everything else is relative to Him and 

His will. We are idolaters when we absolutize something else— anything else—

other than that. That is always the ultimate reason why we are confused and 

unhappy. 



  

We are also too relativistic, when we relativize God’s will so that we can 

absolutize our own. Wrong relativism and wrong absolutism are aspects of the 

same thing: idolatry. And right relativism (of our stuff) and right absolutism (of 

God’s stuff) also are aspects of the same thing: sanctity and sanity. 

Once we are attached to the one absolute (God’s will), we can be relativistic 

about everything else, including whether to pray or work. The answer to this and 

all other questions is: “Do whatever he tells you” (Jn 2:5). 


