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How was your day? Everyone needs to hear that question once a day. We ask it often and frequently. Sometimes we mean it with a heartfelt consideration for the response. Other times it is to be polite and exchange the common pleasantries with others, and other times we just say it automatically not really listening for the answer.

But what about the question, “How is my day?”  Obviously we know what happened in our day, but are we ever fully present to such events? Do we really pay attention to all of our actions? How focused can we really be while we’re in the middle of making decisions?  No scientist performs an experiment only to later ignore the results.

So what am I referring to? The practice called The Examen. The Examen was developed by the saint Ignatius of Loyola. He was originally a Spanish knight who was injured and then bed-ridden for almost a year. During that year he had only the Bible and a book of the Saints to read. During this time he is said to have often had 2 dreams: one of returning to the army and being a great Spanish knight, and another of serving God as a priest.  He said the first dream, while initially exciting left him feeling hollow and unfulfilled. The second, while being a difficult change left him with a feeling of fullness and hope.

On a supporting note, one of my favorite theologians is the monk St. Thomas Aquinas. He wrote about the concept of freedom. As Americans we often hear freedom and think of our very blessed country where we have the right to make so many choice. But Aquinas writes that real freedom comes from the ability to give one’s self completely over to God. If we get to the point where our life is so dedicated and guided by God, we no longer live with the burden of choice. We are free from debate and controversy, we are set free in God.

So, if that is freedom, how do we achieve it? We ask, “How was my day?” Ignatius had three questions he asked himself each night. 1. What am I grateful for?/What brought me alive today? 2. What am I least grateful for today?/What drained me and left me feeling empty? 3. What did I feel while I was thinking about these things?  Ignatius also developed something called the Spiritual exercises, but that mentality can be seen here. Exercise is something we can get better at, it strengthens us, it is not always easy to do. However, through perseverance, we can become spiritually stronger.

We must take time to realize the importance of those movements in our soul. What is our heart telling us? What do we have to learn from our emotions?  Ignatius described that emotions are not sinful in their own nature. They are inherent to who we are. It is not a sin to feel angry, or attracted to someone. It is sinful to dwell on such thoughts for the purpose of feeling righteous or lustful.

So why do we ask how is our day? What are we trying to achieve?  This is a tool for discernment, for the understanding of the spirits in our lives. Through discernment we are more able to better make decisions that reflect the kingdom of God being manifest in our lives.  There is a famous saying regarding discernment, that we are trying to figure out where our greatest desires and the world’s needs meet. That is what our calling, our vocation, our life is meant for.  I think this is a wonderful description, but fall shorts. For so many of us, we don’t even know what our greatest desire is, I feel that is the real challenge of our lives today.

I have three pieces of advice which I think can be useful for challenging us to learn that great desire in our lives.

1. Don’t lie to yourself.  So often we are scared of or deny what we know to be true in our hearts. If we don’t admit something to ourselves, we do not have to deal with it. However, lying to our hearts is only putting off the inevitable and is often keeping us from know what will truly bring us happiness.
2. Search for joy, not happiness.  Happiness is wonderful, but it is fleeting. It is only temporary and does not sustain life.  For me, there isn’t much more happiness than at the top of a roller coaster, but that feeling only lasts for a second, and realistically if I had to live on that, it would ultimately lose its excitement. However, things like family, friends, or being in love provide a source of happiness, they provide lasting joy.
3. Freedom with God allows all the problems we face, or the changes we must make to be simple. If we are not bogged down by useless choices, but are caught up in the glory of Christ, altering our life to fit God’s plan is all the easier and it will permeate into every arena of our life.

So…How was your day?
