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“FOR WHERE TWO OR THREE ARE GATHERED 
TOGETHER IN MY NAME, THERE AM I IN THE MIDST OF 
THEM.”  (Matthew 18: 20) 

 
 
 

     “Lord, teach us how to pray.”  In addition to the beautiful “Our Father” Jesus 
also often withdrew to pray in solitude or with his disciples.  Since earliest 
Christian times men and women have been doing the same.  St. Anthony and 
early monks  withdrew to the Egyptian deserts to become united to God.  Many of 
the laity also were attracted to the monks and would visit them for guidance.  St. 
Benedict, the Father of Western Monasticism, also attracted the laity by his 
example.  In the thirteenth century St. Francis and St. Dominic founded mendicant 
Orders which would leave their houses and travel the world on their apostolic 
mission.  Again, they had many lay men and women who wished to share in their 
charisms from the earliest times. 
 
     The “Catechism of the Catholic Church” refers to 
religious life: 
     925.  Religious life was born in the East during the 
first centuries of Christianity.  Lived within institutes 
canonically erected by the Church, it is distinguished 
from other forms of consecrated life by its liturgical 
character, public profession of the evangelical 
counsels, fraternal life led in common, and witness 
given to the union of Christ with the Church. 
     926.  Religious life derives from the mystery of the 
Church.  It is a gift she has received from her Lord, a 
gift she offers as a stable way of life to the faithful 
called by God to profess the counsels.  Thus, the 
Church can both show forth Christ and acknowledge herself to be the Savior’s 
bride.  Religious life in its various forms is called to signify the very charity of God 
in the language of our time. 
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930.  Alongside the different forms of consecrated life are “societies of apostolic 
life whose members without religious vows pursue the particular apostolic 
purpose of their society, and lead a life as brothers or sisters in common 
according to a particular manner of life, strive for the perfection of charity 
through the observance of the constitutions.  Among these are societies in which 
the members embrace the evangelical counsels” according to their constitutions. 
 
     Is it any wonder then that lay men and women seeking to lead a life closer to 
Jesus as revealed in the Gospels would not be attracted to these institutes?  
These different institutes were founded by Saints who led many others to 
sanctity.  They, as Jesus, have drawn disciples from the laity to this day. 
 
     Canon Law has written the following: 
Canon 303:  Associations whose members share in the spirit of some religious 
institute while in secular life, lead an apostolic life, and strive for Christian 
perfection under the higher direction of the same institute are called third orders 
or some other appropriate name. 
 
     Now we will examine some of these Orders, usually no longer called ‘Third’ but 
proudly ‘Lay’.  Initiates could choose an example of an Order from the following 
and give a brief report on that example at the meeting.  Although all have 
differing charisms, they also share much, especially the Dominicans. 
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RESOURCES 
 
The Diocese of Joliet, IL. has an excellent description of five prayer traditions: 
Benedictine;  Carmelite;  Dominican;  Franciscan;  and Jesuit:                             
[Read attached for abridged version] 
www.dioceseofJoliet.org/reo/currProject/AppendixL-PrayerTraditions.pdf    
 
“The Catholic Encyclopedia” has an interesting article on Third Orders, although 
dated: 
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/14637b.htm 
 
The largest group belong to the Lay Franciscans who emphasize evangelical 
poverty: 
http://www.nafra-sfo.org 
 
Lay Benedictines, known as Oblates, are attached to a particular monastery and 
follow the celebrated “Rule of St. Benedict”: 
http://www.osb.org/obl/  
 
Lay Carmelites are noted for their devotion to contemplation: 
http://www.laycarmelites.com 
 
We are indebted to the Augustinian founder, St. Augustine, for our original rule: 
http://www.midwestaugustinians.org 
 
The Friar Servants of Mary, Servites, have lay members: 
http://www.servite.org/secserv.htm 
 
The Cistercians have lay members: 
http://www.cistercianfamily.org 
 
The Trinitarians also have lay members: 
http://www.trinitarians.org/about/laity.html 
 
 
 

http://www.dioceseofjoliet.org/reo/currProject/AppendixL-PrayerTraditions.pdf
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/14637b.htm
http://www.nafra-sfo.org/
http://www.osb.org/obl/
http://www.laycarmelites.com/
http://www.midwestaugustinians.org/
http://www.servite.org/secserv.htm
http://www.cistercianfamily.org/
http://www.trinitarians.org/about/laity.html
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QUICK SUMMARIES OF FOUR  
MAJOR ORDERS’ PRAYER TRADITIONS 

 
 

1. Benedictine Prayer & Spirituality  
 
Benedictines are best known for communal living according to the Rule of St. Benedict, 
its founder, in which the two main principles are manual labor and communal prayer.  
Recently,there has been a movement for lay people to live elements of the Rule as well. 
TheRule can be simplified as: Commitment, Balance and Relationship. Lay Oblates live 
the Rule and receive ongoing spiritual guidance. Associated saints: Benedict of Nursia 
and Scholastica, his sister The communal prayer of the Benedictines is the Liturgy of 
the Hours, a structured liturgical prayer consisting of psalms, prayers, songs and 
readings, following the rhythm of the times of day and of the Church Year. Lay people 
are encouraged to use the simplified version found in Christian Prayer, and includes 
Morning and Evening Prayer. Benedictine tradition includes a simple form of prayer 
using scripture – Lectio Divina (holy reading) – that facilitates understanding what God 
may be saying to a person through a reading. 
  
The four steps are: 
1.)  Lectio: 
read or listen to the text, paying attention to any words or phrases that stand out.  
2.)  Meditatio:  
meditate on what speaks to you, repeating it to yourself and allowing it to interact with 
your thoughts hopes, memories and desires.  
3.) Oratio: 
pray, entering into loving conversation with God, allowing the word you have heard and 
meditated on to touch and change you.  
4.) Contemplatio: 
simply rest in the presence of God and accept His loving embrace. In silence, let go of 
your own  
words and simply enjoy being in the presence of God. The contemplative tradition of the 
Benedictines is best known from the Trappist monks, who observe a strict rule of 
silence. Their form of contemplation was recovered from the ancient tradition of 
meditation based on the desert Fathers and Mothers, the fourth movement of Lectio 
Divina, and the mystical tradition of The Cloud of Unknowing. This prayer form is called 
Centering Prayer, or The Prayer of the Heart.  
 
Famous 20thCentury American Trappists include Thomas Merton, Thomas Keating, 
Basil Pennington, William Meninger, and even Henri Nouwen, who spent a year as a 
“part-time” Trappist.  
 

2. Carmelite Prayer & Spirituality 
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The earliest Carmelites were hermits who stayed on the slopes of Mount Carmel near 
the end of the twelfth century. They lived in poverty and sought solitude on the mountain 
where Elijah the prophet had made his home, while meditating on God. Today, they 
look to the mountain, to Elijah, to Mary, and that tradition of solitude as their spiritual 
wellspring. The symbol of Carmel stands for the intimate encounter that God brings 
about between the person and God in the midst of all that is most ordinary in life. The 
expression and source of this encounter, contemplation and prayer, are the very 
heartbeat of the interior journey of transformation of the Carmelite today, whether 
vowed religious or layperson.  
Associated saints: Teresa of Avila, John of the Cross, Therese of Lisieux, Edith Stein 
(martyr)  
The symbol of Elijah is central to Carmelite spirituality. He is seen as a man on a 
journey who hid in the desert in a time of dryness and journeyed back to meet God in 
new and unexpected ways. This symbol is operative in a key concept of Carmelite 
spirituality from St. John of the Cross: the “dark night of the soul” -- a period of spiritual 
dryness where God seems not to bepresent to the seeker. Mary is associated with the 
rain of God’s Grace that ends the dryness, like the little cloud Elijah sees in 1 Kings 
18:44.  
 
Key concepts in Carmelite spirituality are  
1.) Allegiance to Christ,  
2.) Openness to Scriptures,  
3.) A sense of silence and solitude, and  
4.) The undivided heart.  
The primary Carmelite prayer forms are solitude and meditation 
.  
The Carmelite mystics, Teresa, John of the Cross, and Therese of Liseux expanded the 
original vision, writing about new ways to understand the soul’s continuous longing for 
union with God and the daily struggles of the journey to reach it. Their writings and 
poems help lead us into visionary prayer. 
 

 
3. Dominican Prayer & Spirituality  
 
Founded by St. Dominic de Guzman in 1286, the Dominican Order has a history of 
teaching, writing, art and preaching. Dominicans focus on following Christ, the 
wandering preacher who sent his disciples out in pairs to prepare for his coming. Their 
spirituality is rooted in the vocation of the preacher - being filled with the wonder of the 
Good News of salvation, which they want to share with the world. Their outlook on life is 
influenced by Dominic's special insights into the Good News. Dominican spirituality is 
diverse, though some major themes can be taken from  
the works of some its main practitioners. Basic to understanding their spiritual practices 
is a sense of both the hiddeness and unknowability of God and the imperative call to 
loving ministry.Some lay people join the Third Order to live the Dominican call in the 
world.  
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Associated saints & others: Dominic, Thomas Aquinas, Catherine of Sienna, Rose of 
Lima, Martin de Porres, Meister Eckhart, the Beguine Mystics  
Dominic was a cheerful and energetic saint and his spirituality reflects that. Dominican 
prayer, while it borrows from other traditions, follows the following principles: 
  
1.) Rooted in the Eucharist - Dominic said it was “Christ’s last and perfect prayer to the 
Father”.  
2.) Liturgy of the Hours(the Divine Office) -- important as a mainspring of community life.  
3.) Contemplative Study- not an emptying one’s head of thoughts, but rather a 
discursive, meditative analysis and study of scriptural truth and truth in general.  
4.) Fruitfulness – contemplative actionin the world (ministry)  
5.) Praying Whole- using the whole body when addressing God – Dominic had “Nine 
Ways” to do this  
 
There is also a mystical thread to Dominican spirituality, centering in silent praise of the 
inaccessible splendor of God, spiritual poverty, and detachment, found in the writings of 
Catherine, Aquinas, and Eckhart.  
 

 
4. Franciscan Prayer & Spirituality 
  
Franciscan prayer is definitely in and of the world, at the same time it is an experience 
of God. Francis did not speak about spirituality so much as he lived his prayer - as 
Celano (an early biographer of Francis) said "He became prayer" and in the intimacy of 
his relationship with God he would have his followers join him. "Hold back nothing of 
yourself for yourself, so that he who gives Himself totally to you may receive you totally," 
Francis said. Franciscans seek God through an incarnational approach – God is our 
loving Father and all we have is gift; Christ is  
our Brother and the Spirit of that love lives in us. The Franciscan approach is Trinitarian, 
not static. Again Francis was practical - the Crib, the Cross, the Eucharist were his way 
to God, and finally his relationship to the Triune God led to an intimacy and familiarity 
with all wonders of creation so that he could address them as Brother/Sister - all are 
members of the one family. 
 
Associated Saints: Francis of Assisi, Clare, Anthony of Padua, Bonaventure, Francis de 
Sales, Maximillian Kolbe, Frances Xavier Cabrini, Padre Pio and many more. 
  
Features of Franciscan spirituality are community and solitude, prayer and penance, 
humility and poverty. Prayer can be vocal prayer, prayer using nature as its source and 
inspiration (see Francis’ Canticle as an example – text is in popular hymn “Canticle of 
the Sun”), contemplation, or Lectio Divina. The contemplative dimension often focuses 
on union with God, and experiences of divine love. Yet, Franciscans are active 
contemplatives who find their mission in social justice ministry, and they are often found 
helping the poor, the elderly and the sick in homeless shelters, nursing homes and 
hospitals. 


