He came all so still
Teresa White FCJ
Contemplating the Nativity, for St Ignatius, is not just a
cerebral exercise; engaging with the mystery of the Incarnation
requires all of our senses. Teresa White FCJ considers how our
meeting with the gentle Christ child can effect a powerful
transformation in us if are alive to the many ways in which we
can receive the gift of his coming.
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patient’. There is also a traditional French carol, Quelle
without which there will be little spiritual growth or
est cette odeur agréable?, which is a hymn to gentleness,
change in behaviour and attitudes. In the spiritual life,
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those of which the hymn sings do not represent a
continual state of being. Gentleness is a gift freely
given, but we do not and cannot possess it definitively; we receive its benefits, it changes us, then it
leaves us. We can, however, pass on the gift to others,
share it with them, and very often we do this nonverbally. The expression in our eyes, a gesture, a
smile, a tear, a gift, a touch – any or all of these can
convey gentleness. Wherever there is tenderness and
kindness, there is gentleness. Its benefits overflow
into the physical, bringing a sense of well-being and
joy to the whole body.
We are all familiar with St Paul’s list of the qualities
of love (1 Corinthians 13: 4-8): love is patient, kind,
not jealous, not boastful or conceited, rejoices in the
truth... Gentleness, like all the virtues, is rooted in
love, but it has its own appropriate epithets. It is
conciliatory, delicate, sensitive, calm, compassionate,
courteous, non-judgemental. Gentleness is allied to
companionship, which means opening up to creation
and to our common humanity.
As we become more receptive to God’s presence in
our lives, we are led to a deeper awareness of the
divine radiating in all our relationships. If our gaze,
the way we look at people, is friendly, approving,
welcoming, it will communicate gentleness. When we
touch people and things respectfully – if we tread
softly upon the earth which is our common home –
our touch, our footfall, our caress will be gentle.
Tasting food and drink gratefully and appreciatively,
and remembering with sadness those who do not
have sufficient food, also leads to gentleness. When
we take time to listen to the sounds which are a part

of our lives, to the music of the universe, to the voices
of those who love us and those who dislike us; when
we remember that God does not shout, that we need
some degree of silence to hear his voice, these things
too will increase gentleness in us. Inhaling the scents
and odours that surround us, and relishing the
flavours of our food and drink, all this slows us down,
makes us approach life more gently, more reflectively.
Above all, it is through gentleness that we learn ‘to
open the door of the heart to all the seasons of human
life, to share partings and homecomings, to touch the
springs of hope and let them overflow into another
human heart’ (P. Byrne CSsR).
‘Gently does it’ is a phrase we have all used at some
time or another, if only because experience has taught
us that it amounts almost to a law of nature that the
gentle way is the best – whether we are talking about
DIY, trade union negotiations or getting on with the
neighbours... Certainly, it was God’s way with us in
the Incarnation. ‘He came al so stille to where his
moder lay’, says the medieval carol – and from the
earliest years Christian artists, poets and musicians,
have presented the Nativity as a scene of stillness and
gentle wonder. And in the 21st century surely nothing
has essentially changed, despite the commercialism of
today’s festive season. The Christ child comes as
gently into our hearts as ever, if we are waiting,
because he can come in no other way.

Sister Teresa White belongs to the Faithful Companions of
Jesus. A former teacher, she spent many years in the ministry of
spirituality at Katherine House, a retreat and conference
centre run by her congregation in Salford.
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