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The electronic media have changed the way we live and think and feel.  They are not the 

only important influence in life, of course; any part of life that changes us deeply be-

comes by that fact, an important place to meet God.  Which disciplines of prayer can 

help us meet God in the electronic dimensions of life? 

We live in a tension between the places where our bodies are present and a network of 

electronic communication systems.  It is a tension that characterizes the world of our 

consciousness and it confronts us with the unavoidable task of learning to integrate the 

two.  I want to argue here that we cannot negotiate the networked world of electronic 

symbols, a world so fluid and vast that it threatens to dwarf our tiny physical presence in 

the world, unless we find places where our bodies and imaginations, minds and memo-

ries can give the vast range of networked symbols a grounding in discerning human con-

sciousness. 

Living a life where personal integrity thrives on a diet rich in electronic messages  is re-

markably challengingé  If we hold to the Catholic tradition of Godôs affection for the  

humanly-constructed world and Godôs commitment to our gradual conversion, we will 

approach the networked dimension of our lives, its opportunities and its burdens, with 

affection and with respect for the conversions we will need to live it gracefully.  However, 

given the power of the network-body tensioné I think we must also learn how to find 

sensual places that can nourish us in the hard labor of interpreting what we electroni-

cally send and receive.   Finding nourishing places in a 

webbed world, that is where Ignatiusô rules for sensual 

prayer can help us the most in the present world.   Their 

purposeé is to help us locate the specific and even physi-

cal place where I desire to be met by God.  (Continued on 

Page 2) 
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Sensual PrayerðElectronic Context    (Continued from Page 1) 

Let us turn to the Ignatian rules briefly and interrogate them in light of the challenges of a networked life.   éHow should 

I live in a world so wide that it challenges the smaller world of my body and my personal presence?  How live with the 

ambivalences that stem from the editing I do about my own news, the editing I know others do about their news?  When I 

encounter so many crafted messages, all aiming to capture some bit of my attention, how do I find remedy for routine 

burnouts?  How can I live between the slippery world of networked messages and the world of my body in an integrated 

and not a schizoid way?   How find the best times to savor messages, to differentiate those that need care, those that 

simply delight me, and those I can ignore?  How find places to play, pray, and be cared for so that my 

imagination comes back to the networked world refreshed?  

It has seemed to meé that the Spiritual Exercises offer us a remarkable set of disciplines for living in a 

more than networked way.  What we need most of all is a discerning sensitivity to our sensual selves.  

Following my consolations and desolationsé to the place I desire to pray, staying until I am satisfied,  

being glad to be surprised: by these habits of prayer Ignatius encourages us to interpret our experi-

ence of the world and especially to sense when we need to pause and where.  Knowing when to surf 

(a lovely word here) the pulsing electronic networks available to me and when to pause and con-

template; that looks to be a  central requirement for living in a networked era. 

We should not conclude, however, without turning the question of prayer around a little.   Besides asking how I might find 

the place where I desire to pray, should we not also ask ourselves how such places might be provided in the high pres-

sure networked worlds we negotiate?   Here I am thinking like a Benedictine perhaps. The places we need for prayer in 

the networked world cannot depend completely on individual crea-

tivity.  Given the pressures of the present world, thatôs just too much 

work.  We need to give and receive welcome.  

Consider two ways that hospitality can help us to pray.   The first 

has to do with physical welcome, caring for my home or my place of 

work so that people who come in know that their presence matters 

to me--I am thinking here of cleaning and cooking and inviting and 

listening, all the deft ancient labors of hospitality.  Few experiences 

restore me when I am worn down more than knowing unmistakably 

that you want me here in your placeéto hear what I have to sayé

to tell me your stories in return,éto eat what you have prepared.  It 

is not by accident that our tradition of following Jesus places the 

meal and table at the center of our worship.  In a world tempted to hurry too much, welcoming one another gets more 

important rather than less.  Perhaps one of the disciplines of prayer can be found here, preparing welcoming times and 

places set aside for listening to one anotherôs unimportant stories, and by listening, to savor one anotherôs beauty.    

Second, and perhaps a bit more of a reach, we might look at our electronic habits and ask how we can create internet 

places (even telephone places) where the relationship between what is said and the one who says it is trustworthy.  Per-

haps we could include more of our immediate context in our emails and phone calls, welcoming those who receive our 

messages into the context from which we send them.  Perhaps we could become more alert to our habitual little decep-

tions about the contexts from which we network.   The habit of allowing myself to be accessible, if I stay faithful to it over 

a long time, might educate the people who communicate with me electronically to expect welcome 

and freedom from deceit even in mundane business matters.  This is counter cultural indeed, what 

with the many alarms in the news about web and email fraud and I do not counsel naiveté.  Just the 

opposite.   I cannot make myself accessible in electronic forums without skill in discerning  the mes-

sages I send and receive, the very sort of discernment that comes from the habits of prayer at the 

center of this article.  (Continued on Page 3)                                                                                       
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Sensual PrayerðElectronic Context (Continued from Page 2) 

Hospitality, whether I am offering it or receiving it, comes from and renews an inti-

mate life of presence that is the essence of discernment. 

Finding my way to a place of prayer, welcoming the people of my life into places of 

hospitality, letting myself be welcomed in return, these disciplines are within our 

reach.  They would go a long way toward easing the media fatigue brought on by 

networked intensity. The disciplines of prayer, ñsensualò as I am calling them, all 

require that we care for the relationship between the ground of our experience and the play of symbols in an electronic 

world order.  In imitation of Jesusô enduring affection for the human world, we must approach the electronic technologies 

with affection more than awe, recognizing them as tools that are helpful for some things and inhibiting for others. As with 

all tools, it helps to respect their capacities and limitations and to learn how to weave my use of them into the larger         

fabric of my life and its loves. 
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This past weekend, while enjoying the last cook-out of 

summer, a group of us began talking about music.  One 

sister said, ñI think I need to expand my tastes.  I feel so 

out of date.ò  Everyone laughed, agreeing that not just 

music, but the whole world seemed to be passing us by.  

Before long, weôd created a list of technological chal-

lenges as long as your arm, from trying to master a televi-

sionôs remote control device to setting alarms on digital 

clocks.  Daily ñconveniences,ò we said, were better la-

beled as ñhurdles.ò 

While driving home that night, I began to think about our 

fall issue of ñEngaging Agingò and its focus on technol-

ogy.   All along Iôve been resistant to devoting an entire 

issue to the topic.  I just never associated technology with 

elders.  I kept thinking the famous ñIôve fallen and I canôt 

get upò button was about as far as weôd be able to go with 

the topic.  How could a consideration of technology possi-

bly be of value if so many of us are inept in its advance-

ments? 

But upon reflection, the better question seems, ñHow 

could it not?ò  Immersed as we are in a culture of technol-

ogy, I suggest that we have a responsibility to consider 

deeply its implications for our lives and the care of elders. 

The articles in this issue may only brush the surface of 

the vast field of technology and its sub-specialty, geron-

technology, but I hope youôll find yourself starting to ask 

some important questions.  For example, are the stan-

dards for access to computers the same in our retirement  

facilities as for those members 

living in active ministry?  Have we 

fully availed ourselves of the ad-

vances that enable communica-

tion for hearing impaired per-

sons?  Beyond defensive driving 

updates, have we considered 

adaptive devices in our cars that 

would enable elders to safely 

continue driving?  Are there any programs in place to 

educate elders about how to use electronic devices 

available to them?  Sometimes just activating voice mail 

and retrieving messages seem to require a degree in 

engineering!  Could electronic memory devices be a 

support for cognitively impaired members?   

   On yet a deeper level, is technology the magic solution 

for an improved quality of life?  It has been suggested 

that there is a growing ñdigital divideò between those who 

can afford such devices and those who cannot.  Might 

this divide also manifest itself between those who know 

how to use the gadgets and those who donôt?  How do 

we hold on to the ñhumanò touch?  How does technology 

influence our spiritual life? 

   As usual, I enjoy imagining the lively conversations that 

ñEngaging Agingò might evoke among our readers.  I 

hope youôll take time to share your thoughts with us.  In 

the meantime, may these coming days of fall encourage 

us as we move through our own seasons of change.  

May all be well!    




