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The Mysteries of the Life of Christ1 are nothing other than Gospel stories 
about Jesus, scenes of his life and ministry recorded in the four Gospels.  But 

why does St. Ignatius refer to some of these stories in the Spiritual Exercises 
as “mysteries”?   

Have you ever taken a text from Scripture, and while prayerfully pondering 
it, found it comes alive, it activates itself, and you get caught up inside the 
story? What I mean is, do you ever find yourself with the very strong 

impression that God has “pulled you into” the scene and that He is saying 
something to you through within it? If you have, then you have some sense of 
why Ignatius speaks about the “mysteries” of the life of Christ in the Gospels.   

The “mysteries” of the life of Christ are nothing other than the scenes and 

teachings of Jesus in the New Testament that have the power to move us 
toward a greater love of Jesus, and of the things that He loved the most. 

Now, a Scripture text can only be heard - God trying to speak to us in the 
Holy Scriptures - if you are disposed to pay attention to how you react 

interiorly to a gospel scene, and to wonder about that reaction. Over and over, St. 

Ignatius will say:  “Then I will listen.... Afterwards I will reflect on this, to 
draw profit from what I see and hear.” 

As the disciples encountered the Risen Jesus on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24: 
13-35), so also we may recognize a grace having been given to us - an insight, 

a deep feeling for someone, a capacity to love Jesus - only in retrospect. In 

 

1This phrase is that of St. Ignatius of Loyola, found in his Spiritual Exercises [261-312]. 
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other words, we regularly miss God's best gifts to us when they actually come 
to us!  

There are two important truths here for our praying with the gospels.  

First, when we are actually in prayer with a text from the Gospels, it is best to 

pay attention to the gospel scene, reaching into it with all our powers of 
imagination and memory and intellect, rather than being preoccupied with 
how we are doing in our prayer or assessing how God is doing (!).  

Second, when you have finished your formal time of praying with a scene 
from the Gospels, then it important to take fifteen minutes or so to pay 

attention to what happened during your prayer, to how you reacted, to lay 
claim to what the Spirit seemed to be doing in you, and to wonder about this.  
So the disciples on the road to Emmaus paid attention inwardly only after 

Jesus had left them, and then wondered about what had stirred them there: 
“Did not our hearts burn within us while Jesus talked to us on the road, while 
he opened to us the Scriptures?” (Luke 24: 32) 

THE “MYSTERIES” OF THE ROSARY 

 

The Rosary is simply a New Testament “in miniature.” That is, it is a 
collection of particular scenes (a total of twenty scenes: five joyful, five 
luminous, five sorrowful and five glorious) from the Gospels that people 

have found useful to pray, or in which scenes people perceive Christ in a 
particularly clear way. That is, for many over the course of a thousand years 
or so, these scenes “activate” an experience of God. 

The fact that these twenty scenes are remembered in the Rosary does not 

mean, and never meant, that these twenty scenes are “privileged” scenes, or 
more important than other Gospel scenes. No, they are only a set of twenty 
scenes from among many taken from the life of Christ in the Gospels; they are 
a selection of scenes in which people find Christ beautifully revealed and 

suddenly “alive” for them as they pray the scenes. 

So, St. Ignatius in his Spiritual Exercises, sections [261-312] offers a set of 
scenes from the life of Christ that he himself found, over many years of 
praying with them, and over many years of guiding others in their prayer, 

were particularly “active” or “mysterious” when he or others prayed them. 
The Rosary proposes a set of twenty scenes, which are sometimes the same as 
ones to which St. Ignatius refers and sometimes not. 
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HOW TO PRAY THE “MYSTERIES” OF THE LIFE OF CHRIST2  

 

STEP ONE: Have a deep respect for the time it takes you to be ready to pay 
attention. Sometimes entire days can pass during which we never achieve full 
alertness, mindfulness, and attention. St. Ignatius suggests that you easily and 

lightly read through the gospel scene that you wish to stay with. (A revered 
tradition in Christian spirituality—the lectio divina—urges that you read the 
text out loud to yourself, so that by engaging also your hearing, you may be 

more inclined to listen more deeply.) While reading, gently collect your 
scattered self - feelings, thoughts, tensions in your body, memories - that is, 
be conscious of whatever happens to be you at the moment. Take time to 
breathe and to plant yourself firmly and with balance on the earth. Once you 

feel that you are able to find emerging a single you amidst all the fragments 
of you, then proceed. 

STEP TWO: Stand in your deepest desires. The way St. Ignatius expresses 
this at this point in a retreat is: “Here it will be to ask for an interior 

knowledge of Our Lord, who became human for me, that I may love him 
more intensely and follow him more closely” (SpEx [104]). You will recognize 
Ignatius's words echoed in the play God-spell where we hear sung: “To see 
thee more clearly, love thee more dearly, follow thee more nearly, day by 

day.” 

STEP THREE: Read, and savor, the text/the scene from the life of Christ that 
you have chosen or been given to pray. Having taken time to collect your self, 
and having brought to awareness what you long for most (this may not be a 

defined “thing,” though for St. Ignatius it is always a longing to know Jesus), 
you are now prepared to enter the gospel scene. Expect to be spoken to. At the 
places where you feel the text activate, or come alive—your attention gets 
focused suddenly at a word or expression or an image, or you notice 

 

2 It may appear that by referring to “the mysteries” of the life of Christ that there is a 
particular set of scenes from the Gospels that are “mysteries” while other scenes are not. But 

this is not true, except in the sense that it is true that there are scenes from the life of Christ 

that are your favorite scenes, in which scenes you regularly find yourself more “engaged” or 

more “pulled into” the scene than by other scenes. In other words, you likely have your own 
set of “mysteries” from the life of Christ in the Gospels. 
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something that you never noticed before in the story - at these places, stop 
and wait, asking our Lord to help you understand. As Gerard Manley 

Hopkins, SJ, the poet, wrote: “I greet Him the days I meet Him, and bless 
when I understand.” If nothing further comes there, then move on (but then 
come back to it after a bit).   

STEP FOUR: Take time after you have finished your formal time of prayer 
with the Gospel text to notice what happened during our prayer. Often the 

grace our Lord wishes to give will only appear during this time of looking 
back. Be faithful to this time. Many find it helpful to write about what 
happened in a journal/diary. Again, the focus is not on gospel study - lots of 

ideas - but on noticing interior movements set into action by your encounter 
with Jesus in the gospel. St. Ignatius remarks: “For what fills and satisfies the 
soul consists, not in knowing much, but in our understanding the realities 
profoundly and in savoring them interiorly.” (SpEx [2]) As you notice these 

interior movements, ask for the grace to understand what they mean. 

STEP FIVE: Take time to be grateful. Even if your prayer went nowhere 
(apparently), and you notice not a single reaction (though you probably are 
feeling a reaction to that!), be grateful to God our Lord for blessing you with 

exactly what you needed during this time. Remember this for sure: God is 
never outdone in generosity. If we have been trying to know Him, He most 
certainly has been responding ... though you may not recognize how He is 
doing it. 

SOME OTHER TEXTS FOR YOUR CONSIDERATION  

 

From St. Irenaeus of Lyons (A.D. 125-203): “God did not make the first 

human because He needed company, but because He wanted someone to 
whom he could show His generosity and love. God did not tell us to follow 
Him because He needed our help, but because He knew that loving Him 
would make us whole.” 

From Duncton Found, volume III of his Duncton Chronicles by William 

Horwood (1989), in which story the characters are moles. In this scene the 
wise mole Tryfan is instructing his son Beechen about the meaning of books.   

Learn them, understand them, discover how to make them your own, 
but always remember that texts begin with living moles and at their 

end a mole must put them to one side and go out and live. Unless they 
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help a mole do that, they are nothing. A text is but a tunnel made by 
one mole through difficult territory, so that another may pass through 

more easily. The difficulty may be in recording it truthfully ... or in the 
Stone-given ability to set down such wisdom as seems to be invested 
in the lives of such wise moles as Boswell. 

Neither book, nor text, nor folio will so touch another mole that he 
needs not the touch at first and last of a living paw to his flank, and the 

true showing of one heart to another, which is the touch of love. This 
the scribe moles of Uffington forgot, and yet it was their greatest 
heritage, the thing that gave their work its purpose and intent.  (80-81) 

From St. Thomas Aquinas (A.D. 1225-1274): “If, then, you are looking for the 

way by which you should go, take Christ, because he himself is the way.” 

From The Cloud of Unknowing (late 14th century): “A person is humble 
when he or she stands in the truth with a knowledge and appreciation of 
him/herself as he or she really is." 

 

 


