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There’s a story at the beginning of the book “Sleeping with Bread: Holding what 

Gives You Life”, that has stayed with me since I first read it several years ago.  It 

goes like this: 

 

During the bombing raids of World War II, thousands of children were 

orphaned and left to starve.  The fortunate ones were rescued and placed 

in refugee camps where they received food and good care.  But many of 

these children who had lost so much could not sleep at night.  They feared 

waking up to find themselves once again homeless and without food.  

Nothing seemed to reassure them.  Finally, someone hit upon the idea of 

giving each child a piece of bread to hold at bedtime.  Holding their bread, 

these children could finally sleep in peace.  All through the night the bread 

reminded them, “Today I ate, and I will eat again tomorrow.1 

 

Some kids can’t fall asleep unless they have their pacifier, for others it’s a special 

blanket or stuffed animal.  Those are images we’re used to.  But bread?  A child 

clinging to bread – that’s an image that we don’t quickly forget.  This story 

highlights what The Examen can do for us in our own lives.  We may know that 

we’ll have bread today, and we may rest well knowing that we’ll have bread 

tomorrow.  But there are other things that keep us tossing and turning all night 

long.  We each have a unique laundry list of things that can keep us up at night, 

and when morning comes, we start the day exhausted.  The premise of The 

Examen is that we can rest well, we can trust that God will be with us to face 

whatever comes our way tomorrow, if we recognize the ways that God has been 

present with us today.  The Examen is a prayer practice for recognizing the ways 

that God is with us today, as we look towards tomorrow.  To be sure, God is 

immanently close to us, it’s rather our own awareness of God’s presence that 

waxes and wanes.      

 

                                                 
1 Dennis and Linn (1995).  Sleeping with Bread: Holding What Gives You Life, page 1.   
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This prayer practice has been around for hundreds of years.  It is attributed to 

Ignatius of Loyola.  Ignatius founded the Society of Jesus, whose members we 

now call Jesuits.  Early in his life, Ignatius was no saint.  He described himself as “a 

man given over to the vanities of the world”.2  He was a military man at the 

beginning of the 16th century,  

moving up the ranks and hoping to marry into nobility.  But that was not to be.  

While fighting for Spain against the French, he was struck by a cannonball.  I 

don’t have any experience with war or battles, but I imagine that getting hit by a 

cannonball would hurt.  A LOT.   

 

I also know very little about the rules of war – because what happened next 

doesn’t make much sense to me, or maybe war just doesn’t make sense.  After 

the French wounded Ignatius with a cannonball, in response to his courage, they 

tried to repair the damage they had done. They set his broken leg, bandaged the 

rest of his wounds and instead of taking him prisoner (as was the custom), they 

traveled 50 miles to bring him back to his dad’s house to be cared for.     

 

They did him a favor by bringing him home, but their work at setting his broken 

leg was a disaster.  When he got home, the doctor had to rebreak the bone and 

reset it.  This happened, of course, before things like anesthesia were invented.  

But here’s where being “a man given over the vanities of the world” became an 

issue.  He wasn’t happy with his physical appearance after his leg healed, and he 

demanded more gruesome surgery to try to “fix it”.  It didn’t work, but all of this 

surgery meant for a long recovery.  It’s said that during this time of recovery, he 

asked his sister-in-law to bring him some romance novels to help pass the time, 

but she instead brought him a book on the life of Christ and the Saints.  Thus 

began his conversion experience.   

 

It was while reflecting on the life of Christ and the ways of God, that Ignatius felt 

a sense God’s presence with him – he felt an inner peace, which he described as 

consolation.  He also noticed that while he may have felt an initial excitement for 

going into battle or pursuing a woman, it was short-lived and he was left feeling 

desolation.  This became the framework for The Examen’s process of 

                                                 
2 Referenced in essay by Brenda McLaughlin – Martin, J (2006).  My life with the Saints.   
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discernment.  We can discern God’s direction for our lives by moving towards 

those things that bring us consolation – peace with God-  

and moving away from the things that bring us desolation – or distance from 

God. 

 

The Jesuits have long been described as being “contemplatives in action”.  They 

seek to be active in the world but not of the world.  In this way, their ideas 

resonate well with  

and are congruent with John Wesley’s emphasis on both personal and social 

holiness.  Wesley said that we should offer to God “every thought of our hearts, 

every word of our tongues, every work of our hands”.3  For Wesley, the personal life 

of faith, the work of worship and prayer and conversation with God, needed to be 

connected with how we actually live in the world.  The Examen is a process that 

brings both of these together.   

 

As United Methodists, we seek to discern the path God would have us take in life 

through a variety of means.  We know God through scripture.  We take seriously 

the study of scripture and our understanding of scripture is informed by tradition.  

We look to 2000 years of Christian tradition to understand the ways of God.  We 

rely on reason because God gave us the gift of reason to make sense of ourselves 

and the world around us.  And then there’s experience.  We know God through 

our personal experience.  The examen helps us see where God has been present 

in our experience of each day.   

 

That’s enough about The Examen in general, let’s get into the specifics.  It’s a 

daily prayer practice that helps us become more aware of God’s presence in our 

daily lives.   

It helps us identify those places in the day where we’ve felt consolation, or God’s 

peace, and those places in the day where we’ve felt desolation, or distance from 

God.  This can help us discern the direction and paths to take in our future days 

as we become more aware of how God is working in our lives.   

 

You can do this process several times a day, or just once at the end of your day.  

It can take as little as 10 or 15 minutes, or longer if you choose.  Try to find a 

                                                 
3 John Wesley, A Plain Account of Christian Perfection.   



 4 

quiet space, free of distractions, where you can recognize the presence of God.  

As the Psalmist says, “The Lord is near to all who call on him, to all who call on 

him in truth.”   

 

Ask yourself “For what moment are you most grateful for today?”  Review your 

day.  You might phrase the question differently, depending on what works best 

for you.  This question is meant to identify that which brought you consolation – 

or God’s peace.  Maybe the question is, “If you could relive one moment from 

today, which one would it be?”  or, “When were you most able to give and 

receive love today?”  “What was said and done in that moment that made it so 

good?”  Give thanks to God for that moment or moments.  If this is as far as you 

get in the prayer process, and let’s say it’s the end of the day when you’re doing 

this and you fall asleep, well take heart from the words of Meister Eckhart, who 

said, “If the only prayer you say in your entire life is ‘Thank You’, that would 

suffice.”  So give thanks to God for all that you are grateful for.  

 

Then take some time to ask yourself, “For what moment are you least grateful for 

today?”   

Review your day.  This question is meant to identify that which brought you 

desolation – 

or distance from God.  Maybe you ask yourself the question “When were you 

least able to give and receive love?” Ask yourself what was said and done in that 

moment that made it so difficult.  What helped you get through the difficult parts 

of your day?   

 

Then ask yourself, “Where did you see God at work in your day?”  Offer in prayer 

both the really good and the difficult parts of your day to God.  Remember and 

recognize the places that God was present in your day – and discover the ways 

God was present not only in the good, but also in the difficult times.  Paul 

reminded the Romans as well as us,  

when things are hard, maybe even especially when things are hard – that nothing 

will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ.  Not death, not life, not 

things happening now, not things that happen in the future –nothing can 

separate us from God and the love of God.     
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Once you’ve remembered and given thanks for your day, look toward tomorrow.  

What are you hopeful for and how do you want to live towards others?  Offer 

your hopes and prayers for the coming day to God, and then rest well, knowing 

that the God who was present with you today, will be present with you again 

tomorrow.  Like the children who were able to be at peace and rest through the 

night once they had a piece of bread to remind them that they had bread today 

and would have it again tomorrow, we, too, can be at peace.  Through The 

Examen, we know that the Christ, the bread of life, has been with us today and 

will be with us in each of our tomorrows.  Give it a try, see what it awakens in you, 

and may you find your moments of consolation far out weigh your moments of 

desolation.   

Amen.       

 

  

 


