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Mortification
Mortification
https://www.catholicculture.org/culture/library/dictionary/index.cfm?id=34988 

Definition: The practice of Christian asceticism in order to overcome sin and master one's sinful tendencies, and through penance and austerity to strengthen the will in the practice of virtue and grow in the likeness of Christ. Natural mortification is a normal part of self-discipline; supernatural mortification, based on faith, seeks to grow in holiness through merit gained by cooperating with the grace of God. (Etym. Latin mortificatio, a killing, a putting to death.)
Mortification
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/10578b.htm
One of the methods which Christian asceticism employs in training the soul to virtuous and holy living. The term originated with St. Paul, who traces an instructive analogy between Christ dying to a mortal and rising to an immortal life, and His followers who renounce their past life of sin and rise through grace to a new life of holiness. "If you live after the flesh", says the apostle, "you shall die, but if through the spirit you mortify the deeds of the flesh, you shall live" (Romans 8:13; cf. also Colossians 3:5, and Galatians 5:24). From this original use of the term, we see that mortification, though under one aspect it is a law of death, under another and more fundamental aspect it is a law of life, and does not destroy but elevates nature. What it slays is the disease of the soul, and by slaying this it restores and invigorates the soul's true life.
Of the diseases it sets itself to slay, sin, the one mortal disease of the soul, holds the first place. Sin committed it destroys, by impelling to true penitence and to the use of those means of forgiveness and restoration which our Lord has confided to His Church. Temptations to sin it overcomes by inducing the will to accept hardships, however grace, rather than yield to the temptations. To this extent, mortification is obligatory on all, but those who wish to be more thorough in the service of Christ, carry it further, and strive with its aid to subdue, so far as is possible in this life, that "rebellion" of the flesh against the spirit which is the internal incentive to sin. What is needed to achieve this victory is that the passions and sensual concupiscences, which when freely indulged exercise so pernicious an influence on human conduct, should be trained by judicious repression to subordinate and conform their desires to the rule of reason and in faith, as discerned by the mind. But for this training to be effectual it is not sufficient to restrain these desires of the flesh only when their demands are unlawful. They represent a twist in the nature, and must be treated as one treats a twisted wire when endeavouring to straighten it, namely, by twisting it the opposite way. Thus in the various departments of ascetic observance, earnest Catholics are constantly found denying themselves even in matters which in themselves are confessedly lawful.

Mortification, viewed thus as a means of curing bad habits and implanting good ones, has its recognized place in the methods even of those who are engaged in pursuing purely natural ends. What is peculiar to Christian mortification is, that it relies for the attainment of its spiritual objects, not merely on this natural efficacy of its methods, but still more on the aids of divine grace, for which, by its earnestness in self-discipline and the Christian motive which inspires it, it can plead so powerfully with God. And here, as further contributing to increase it spiritual efficacy, another motive for which it is practiced comes in. It is practiced likewise as an expiation for past sins and shortcomings, for it is the belief of the Catholic Church, that, although only the Atonement of Christ can offer adequate expiation for the sins of men, men ought not to make that an excuse for doing nothing themselves, but should rather take it as an incentive to add their own expiations to the extent of their power, and should regard such personal expiations as very pleasing to God. This explains why many of the mortifications practiced by devout persons are not directly curative of evil propensities, but take the form of painful exercise and privations self-inflicted because they are painful, e.g., fastings, hard beds, abstention from lawful pleasures, etc. Not that these external mortifications are of themselves available, for spiritual writers never tire of insisting that the internal mortification or pride and self-love in their various forms are essential, but that external penances are good only so far as they spring from this internal spirit, and react by promoting it (see ASCETICISM).
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The What and Why of Mortification
http://www.therealpresence.org/archives/Virtues/Virtues_002.htm 

By Fr. John A. Hardon, S.J.
The best description of mortification was given by Our Lord. He said to His disciples, “If anyone wishes to come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me” (Mat 16:24).

Mortification, therefore, is self-denial. And self-denial is doing the will of God, even when the Divine will crosses at right angles to our will. Mortification is the imitation of Christ in the surrender of what we naturally like in order to please God.

Self-Denial to Make Up for Past Sins

There is one big difference, however, between our mortification and the self-denial that Christ practiced in doing the will of His Father. We are sinners who must practice mortification to make up in greater generosity to God for our failure to love Him as we should have in the past. We are sinners who must expiate our sinful self-indulgence by giving up creatures we might otherwise lawfully enjoy.

More than Important

Mortification is not only important, it is necessary. Why?

-Because only mortified persons are willing to surrender to God the most precious possession they have, namely their own self-will.

-Only mortified persons are willing to love God in the patient endurance of whatever crosses He sends them.

-Only mortified persons are living in the real world where sins are so widespread and where sinners need the grace of repentance to be gained by the prayerful penance of the friends of God.

Patience and Faithfulness

We can practice mortification by giving up some delicacy in food or drink, or some pleasure that we could legitimately have. But we also practice mortification every time we patiently accept whatever trial or pain He sends us, and every time we faithfully carry out whatever His mysterious providence commands of us.

It is this second kind of mortification that Jesus had in mind when He told us that “anyone who loses his life for my sake, will find it” (Mat. 16:25).

The Key to Heaven

If we are willing to mortify (literally “cause death to”) our self-will in this world, we shall gain eternal life in the world to come. On these terms, only mortified people will enter Heaven.

Mortification: Sign of the Spirit of Jesus

http://www.catholictradition.org/Christ/mortification.htm 
By St. Peter Julian Eymard
Always bearing about in our body the mortification of Jesus, that the life also of Jesus may be made manifest in our bodies. (2 Cor. 4:10.) 
Our Lord came to heal us and give us a more abundant life. We are sick by nature, having within us the germ of every spiritual malady. We can fall into sin without the action of the devil, we have power of ourselves to be lost forever. The devil tempts us, true, but he usually tempts us through our own nature. He is in connivance with our enemies within, has spies in the citadel; he awakes a secret sympathy. The evil tendencies of Original Sin remain in us and exercise more or less influence over us according as we oppose to them a lesser or greater degree of purity and strength. But temptations do not always depend absolutely on us. 
Beside those to which we ourselves give occasion, there are temptations which arise from the circumstances in which we live, others which come from the devil, and others still which God Himself sometimes expressly allows. It does not depend on us not to be tempted. Thence this principle: We must be made whole spiritually and filled with a superabundant life so that we shall be able to resist and struggle without exhaustion; our greatest danger lies in being serenely sure of ourselves. At the very moment we are congratulating ourselves on being forgiven and in the state of grace, we fall again.
But in order to be healed and possess true life, we must take to ourselves the spirit of our Lord and live by His love. His love is life; His spirit becomes the guide of our actions and sentiments. This spirit is mortification, mortification either from penance or from love. All else is falsehood and flattery. Search the life of our Lord; on every page you will find mortification, mortification of body, abnegation, desolation, opposition. Mortification is the essence of our Lord's life and, consequently, of Christianity. To love is good, but love shows itself in sacrifice and suffering. 


MORTIFICATION will heal my sick body, which carries every malady within it. This body is deeply wounded and no longer has its former strength; every movement it makes is a step toward death and decomposition; the blood itself is only corruption. 
How shall health and strength be restored to this decay? The ancients said, by temperance; the Gospel says, by mortification; and that is indeed the life of the body. People without faith who want to prolong their life follow reason and are sober. How cowardly we should be if we had not the courage to do by faith and grace what they do from love of life! 
Even those who by the rules of their state lead a frugal life, as do religious, will find it very easy to mingle the spirit of penance with their poor viands. And that is necessary for all. We are not free from daily faults and, besides, we have to make reparations for the sins of others. Let us mortify ourselves then, not so much in the matter of quantity as in that of quality and taste. We are not secure from temptations to gluttony. Were we unable to find opportunities for mortification, we should not have the spirit of penance nor, in consequence, the spirit of Jesus Christ. Our body is in a fever; it is not so feeble an enemy; it communicates the fever to our soul. We must break this fever by contrary measures, and the true remedy is mortification, which cools our humors, that is, our passions, and makes them orderly.
The only way to subdue the body is to enchain it. It grumbles against letting itself be fettered, but one can do it. Alas, the soul is in the power of the body, which entices it by the sensual appetites. The soul's difficulty comes most of all from things outside with which it has contact only through the body. These distractions, which make peace and reflection impossible, come only from what one has seen; and imagination, a bodily faculty, is but a miserable and lying painter. The more absorbed one is in some holy action, the more abominable are the things pictured by this traitor who has gone over to Satan. One is less tempted in one's own habitation than when one is in God's presence. For then the mind is not so recollected and is not tormenting the senses by its attempt to govern them. Thus there are some who complain, and not without reason, that they have but to begin to pray, and they are assailed by temptation. Evidently our evil nature makes more desperate assaults at such times in order to retain its empire over us.
For this reason we must keep watch over our external senses. The evil thought or imagination which does not depend on an impure object seen in the past will not last long; but if the eye has taken pleasure in looking upon such an object, the imagination will reproduce it again and again until our memory of it has passed away. That will take months, perhaps years; witness Saint Jerome, who was troubled by the recollection of the festivals of pagan Rome even after long years passed in the most austere penances.
Let us remember that if we do not govern our eyes, we shall not be able to govern our thoughts. The soul in solitude is hardly ever tempted by itself. It has in it, to be sure, the fire of Original Sin, but its means for evil are in the senses; the body is its docile worker of evil. We see proof of this in the little child who does not yet feel our temptations because its senses are not yet open to evil. What must we do then? See without seeing, look without looking, and if an image has been engraved in the imagination, it must be effaced by entire forgetfulness. The heart may be good, but the senses turn it whither they will. Even a child, who sees without understanding, will, if it looks long at something evil, feel the memory of it awaken in later years; all its immodest looks will return to its imagination to torment it. Let us therefore shut our eyes and our ears as it were with thorns, which by sharply wounding our flesh will prevent our feeling the impure fires of passion. If this be done, temptations will only increase our purity. The heart of man follows the direction of his thought. If the mind, which draws the material for all its concepts from the imagination, belongs to God, then the heart also will love God; but if the mind belongs to the world, the heart again will follow its lead.
This mortification, the object of which is to avoid sin, is of value; justice and salvation demand it of us. But if we expect to rest securely in it, we invite defeat. We have promised to do more, that is, to attain to the mortification practiced by Jesus Christ. We must mortify ourselves to please Him, even though justice should not require it of us; we must mortify ourselves because He Himself did so to please His Father. That is the true mortification which must inspire our entire life and become the law thereof. Examine any of our Lord's virtues; they all bear the imprint of penance; and if you will not go that far, you miss the very heart of virtue, in which is all its strength. Try to be humble, recollected, or pious without mortification, and you will be wasting your time. God lets every virtue cost us something. Perhaps you do not feel this sacrifice today to any extent. The good God wants to draw you by sweetness, as we do children. But wait till tomorrow! It is the very nature of grace to crucify. You do not suffer? Then you do not receive your graces from Calvary, their one true source? Love of God is nothing but sacrifice. And oh, how far it goes! It is something to mortify one's senses; but to mortify the inner self, that is the consummation of the penitential spirit of Jesus in the soul.
 
IF OUR CROWN were to be composed solely of our external sacrifices, it would be very poor; our life is so short! But the soul labors much more actively than the body, and the good God, Who wants to make us gain immense sums of merit, so that He may give to us an immensity of glory, gives us the means to sacrifice ourselves in every thought and affection. This is a perpetual movement toward God, and if we were very faithful to His inspiration and His call, we should see that the sacrifices He asks of us are innumerable and that they change every moment of the day. He does not ask that we translate into external action all the inspirations to self-sacrifice which He gives us; He desires only that we accept them with our will and be ready to put them into practice if He should require it. This means we must not be attached to one particular spiritual state more than to another, but must bring our will into harmony with the will of God, willing only what He wills, everything He wills.
When one enjoys God, one would like to do so always. But that is not the plan of the good God. One must know how to give up enjoyment and take up the cross. Remember the lesson of Tabor. Many there are who would serve God solely to enjoy the happiness that goes with serving Him. 
If they do not enjoy the time of adoration, they complain and say: "I do not know how to pray." That is not true; you are sensual, that is all! To be sensual in their love of God is the great defect of pious souls. When He gives you joy, profit by it; there is nothing better, but do not cling to it. If He treats you sternly, humble yourself and do not be discouraged; one must love God more than His gifts. You must make that maxim the rule and principle of your conduct. When Saint Paul, made weary of life by the infernal temptations which assailed him, besought God to deliver him from them, the Lord replied: "No, My grace is sufficient for thee; for power is made perfect in infirmity." 1 This answer consoled and strengthened the Apostle and caused him later to say: "I exceedingly abound with joy in all our tribulation." 2 So, lasting joy is found in tribulation and interior mortification, not in consolation, however spiritual it be. The rule is that the penitent soul alone enjoys God; for the soul that is obedient to God in all things exacts obedience from the body, which is the only way it can be at peace. The act of penance is hardly finished before this peace is felt in the heart. God gives it according to the measure of our mortification. The mortification of penance, satisfaction for sin, restores peace to the conscience; it is the result of appeasing Divine justice. The mortification of penance and love gives joy, a holy peace, sweetness, unction, a something I know not what that transports the soul and ravishes it away, that spiritualizes the body itself to such a degree that the soul forgets it is prisoned therein and takes flight to God in ecstasy. This we know by the example of the Saints. Make trial of what I tell you, that is, that peace of soul is in proportion to self-mortification; and if you arrive at the practice of virtue in enjoyment and self-gratification, you may disprove my words! Look at the Martyrs, jubilant and singing hymns of joy in the midst of the most frightful torments. Did they not feel the pain? Yes, certainly; but the inner fire of their love was stronger than the flames which were consuming their bodies. 
Let us not forget that mortification is the true way to holiness. God asks nothing of us but that we empty our heart; He keeps for Himself the right to fill it. Dilata cor tuum et implebo illud. 3 "Open thy heart wide, and I will fill it." Self-love is simply concentrating on self, being full of self, and holiness is only a matter of self-mortification. 
But that costs us dear? ---- Doubtless; but peace is the reward of this war against nature. God cannot give us His peace without it; He would only delude us. When the spirit of penance has made us a little stronger, and we love Him for Himself rather than for His gifts, then He will give us His peace. 
Let us then accept God's way. Our Lord would like to find entrance into us by His true spirit, the spirit of mortification. Continually He presents Himself, waiting with Divine patience. But finding no place for Himself beneath our roof, and all our doors closed to Him, He goes away again, unable to do anything with us, so full of self are we and so sensual in both our external and our spiritual life. 
Notes
1. 2 Cor. 12:9.
2. 2 Cor. 7:4.
3. Cf. Ps. 58:11.
Imprimi Potest, Nihil Obstat and Imprimatur, 1940
The Purpose of Christian Mortification
https://www.ecatholic2000.com/cts/untitled-604.shtml 
By Cardinal Mercier

The aim of Christian mortification is to counteract the evil influences which original sin continues to exert on our souls, even after Baptism has regenerated them.
Our regeneration in Christ, while completely wiping out sin in us, leaves us, none the less, very far indeed from original rectitude and peace. It was recognised by the Council of Trent that concupiscence, which is to say the triple covetousness of the flesh, the eyes and the pride of life, makes itself felt in us even after Baptism, in order to rouse us to the glorious struggles of the Christian life*. It is this triple covetousness which Scripture calls sometimes the old man, as opposed to the new man who is Jesus living in us and ourselves living in Jesus; and sometimes the flesh or fallen nature, as opposed to the spirit or to nature regenerated by supernatural grace. It is this old man or this flesh, that is to say the whole man with his twofold, moral and physical life, that one must, I do not say annihilate, because that is an impossibility so long as our present life continues, but mortify, which means to cause it to die, to reduce it almost to the powerless, inactive and barren state of a corpse; one must prevent it from yielding its fruit, which is sin, and nullify its action in all our moral life.

Christian mortification ought therefore to involve the whole man, to extend to every sphere of action in which our nature is able to operate.

Such is the purpose of the virtue of mortification; we shall explain its practice by running through, one after another, the many forms of activity in which it is manifested in our lives:

- Organic activity or bodily life.

- Sensible activity, which comes into play either under the form of sense-knowledge through the external senses or the imagination, or else under the form of sensible appetite or passion.

- Rational and free activity, the principle of our thoughts and our judgements and of the decisions of the will.

- The exterior manifestation of the life of the soul or our exterior actions.

- Our relations with our neighbour.

Practice of Christian Mortification

N.B.: All the practices of mortification which we have collected here are derived from the examples of the Saints, especially Saint Augustine, Saint Thomas Aquinas, Saint Teresa, Saint Francis de Sales, Saint John Berchmans; or they are recommended by acknowledged masters of the spiritual life, such as the Venerable Louis de Blois, Rodriguez, Scaramelli, Mgr. Gay, Abbé Allemand, Abbé Hamon, Abbe Dubois, etc. .

Mortification of the body

1-In the matter of food, restrict yourself as far as possible to simple necessity. Consider these words which Saint Augustine addressed to God: 'O my God, Thou hast taught me to take food only as a remedy. Ah! Lord, who is there among us who does not sometimes exceed the limit here? If there is such a one, I say that man is great, and must give great glory to Thy name.' (Confessions, book X, ch. 31)

2 -Pray to God often, pray to God daily to help you by His grace so that you do not overstep the limits of necessity and do not permit yourself to give way to pleasure.

3-Take nothing between meals, unless out of necessity or for the sake of convenience.

4-Practise fasting and abstinence, but practise them only under obedience and with discretion.

*Manere autem in baptizatis concupiscentiam vel fomitem, haec sancta Synodus fatetur et sentit; quae cum ad agonem relicta sit, ( . . . ) Hanc concupiscentiam, quam aliquando Apostolus 'peccatum' (Cf. Rom 6:12 .et seq.; 7: 7; 14-20) appellat, ( . . . ) quia ex peccato est et ad peccatum inclinat. (Council of Trent, Fifth Session, Decree on Original Sin). 5-It is not forbidden for you to enjoy some bodily satisfaction, but do so with a pure intention, giving thanks to God. 6-Regulate your sleep, avoiding in this all faint-heartedness, all softness, especially in the morning. Set an hour, if you can, for going to bed and getting up, and keep strictly to it.

7-In general, take your rest only in so far as it is necessary; give yourself generously to work, not sparing your labour. Take care not to exhaust your body, but guard against indulging it; as soon as you feel it even a little disposed to play the master, treat it at once as a slave.

8-If you suffer some slight indisposition, avoid being a nuisance to others through your bad mood; leave to your companions the task of complaining for you; for yourself, be patient and silent as the Divine Lamb who has truly borne all our weaknesses.

9-Guard against making the slightest illness a reason for dispensation or exemption from your daily schedule. 'One must detest like the plague every exception when it comes to rules,' wrote Saint John Berchmans.

10-Accept with docility, endure humbly, patiently and with perseverance, the tiresome mortification called illness.

Mortification of the senses, of the imagination and the passions

1 -Close your eyes always and above all to every dangerous sight, and even-have the courage to do it-to every frivolous and useless sight. See without looking; do not gaze at anybody to judge of their beauty or ugliness.

2-Keep your ears closed to flattering remarks, to praise, to persuasion, to bad advice, to slander, to uncharitable mocking, to indiscretions, to ill-disposed criticism, to suspicions voiced, to every word capable of causing the very smallest coolness between two souls

3-If the sense of smell has something to suffer due to your neighbour's infirmity or illness, far be it from you ever to complain of it; draw from it a holy joy.

4-In what concerns the quality of food, have great respect for Our Lord's counsel: 'Eat such things as are set before you.' 'Eat what is good without delighting in it, what is bad without expressing aversion to it, and show yourself equally indifferent to the one as to the other. There,' says Saint Francis de Sales, 'is real mortification.'

5-Offer your meals to God; at table impose on yourself a tiny penance: for example, refuse a sprinkling of salt, a glass of wine, a sweet, etc.; your companions will not notice it, but God will keep account of it.

6-If what you are given appeals to you very much, think of the gall and the vinegar given to Our Lord on the cross: that cannot keep you from tasting, but will serve as a counterbalance to the pleasure.

7-You must avoid all sensual contact, every caress in which you set some passion, by which you look for passion, from which you take a joy which is principally of the senses.

8-Refrain from going to warm yourself, unless this is necessary to save you from being unwell.

9-Bear with everything which naturally grieves the flesh, especially the cold of winter, the heat of summer, a hard bed and every inconvenience of that kind. Whatever the weather, put on a good face; smile at all temperatures. Say with the prophet 'Cold, heat, rain, bless ye the Lord.' It will be a happy day for us when we are able to say with a good heart these words which were familiar to Saint Francis de Sales: 'I am never better than when I am not well.'

10-Mortify your imagination when it beguiles you with the lure of a brilliant position, when it saddens you with the prospect of a dreary future, when it irritates you with the memory of a word or deed which offended you.

11-If you feel within you the need to daydream, mortify it without mercy.

12-Mortify yourself with the greatest care in the matter of impatience, of irritation or of anger.

13-Examine your desires thoroughly; submit them to the control of reason and of faith: do you never desire a long life rather than a holy life, wish for pleasure and well-being without trouble or sadness, victory without battle, success without setbacks, praise without criticism, a comfortable, peaceful life without a cross of any sort, that is to say a life quite opposite to that of Our Divine Lord?

14-Take care not to acquire certain habits which, without being positively bad, can become injurious, such as habits of frivolous reading, of playing at games of chance, etc.
15-Seek to discover your predominant failing and, as soon as you have recognised it, pursue it all the way to its last retreat. To that purpose, submit with good will to whatever could be monotonous or boring in the practice of the examination of conscience.

16-You are not forbidden to have a heart and to show it, but be on your guard against the danger of exceeding due measure. Resist attachments which are too natural, particular friendships and all softness of the heart.

Mortification of the mind and the will

1-Mortify your mind by denying it all fruitless imaginings, all ineffectual or wandering thoughts which waste time, dissipate the soul, and render work and serious things distasteful.

2-Every gloomy and anxious thought should be banished from your mind. Concern about all that could happen to you later on should not worry you at all. As for the bad thoughts which bother you in spite of yourself, you should, in dismissing them, make of them a subject for patience. Being involuntary, they will simply be for you an occasion of merit.

3-Avoid obstinacy in your ideas, stubbornness in your sentiments. You should willingly let the judgements of others prevail, unless there is a question of matters on which you have a duty to give your opinion and speak out.

4-Mortify the natural organ of your mind, which is to say the tongue. Practise silence gladly, whether your rule prescribes it for you or whether you impose it on yourself of your own accord.

5-Prefer to listen to others rather than to speak yourself; and yet speak appropriately, avoiding as extremes both speaking too much, which prevents others from telling their thoughts, and speaking too little, which suggests a hurtful lack of interest in what they say.

6-Never interrupt somebody who is speaking and do not forestall, by answering too swiftly, a question he would put to you.

7-Always have a moderate tone of voice, never abrupt or sharp. Avoid very, extremely, horribly; all exaggeration.

8-Love simplicity and straightforwardness. The pretences, evasions, deliberate equivocations which certain pious people indulge in without scruple greatly discredit piety.

9-Carefully refrain from using any coarse, vulgar or even idle word, because Our Lord warns us that He will ask an account of them from us on the day of judgement.

10-Above all, mortify your will; that is the decisive point. Bend it constantly to what you know is God's good pleasure and the rule of Providence, without taking any account either of your likes or your dislikes. Be submissive, even to your inferiors, in matters which do not concern the glory of God and the duties of your position.

11-Look on the smallest disobedience to the orders or even the desires of your superiors as if it were addressed to God.

12-Remember that you will practise the greatest of all mortifications when you love to be humiliated and when you have the most perfect obedience towards those to whom God wishes you to be subject.

13-Love to be forgotten and counted as nothing; it is the advice of Saint John of the Cross, it is the counsel of ‘The Imitation of Christ': speak seldom either well or ill of yourself, but seek by silence to make yourself forgotten.

14-Faced with a humiliation, a reproach, you are tempted to grumble, to feel sorry for yourself. Say with David: 'So much the better! It is good that I should be humbled.'

15-Entertain no frivolous desires: 'I desire few things,' said Saint Francis de Sales, 'and the little that I desire, I desire very little.'

16-Accept with the most perfect resignation the mortifications decreed by Providence, the crosses and the labours belonging to the state of life in which Providence has placed you. 'There, where there is less of our choice,' said Saint Francis, 'there is more of the good pleasure of God.' We would like to choose our crosses, to have a cross other than our own, to carry a heavy cross which would at least have some fame, rather than a light cross which tires us by being unceasingly there: an illusion! it is our cross we must carry, not another, and its merit is not in what sort of cross it is, but in the perfection with which we carry it.

17-Do not let yourself be troubled by temptations, scruples, spiritual dryness: 'What we do in time of dryness has more merit in the sight of God than what we do in time of consolation,' says the saintly Bishop of Geneva.*

18-Do not fret too much about your imperfections but humble yourself because of them. To humble oneself is a good thing, which few people understand; to be troubled and vexed at oneself is something that everybody knows, and which is bad, because in that kind of distress and vexation self-love always plays the greater part.

19-Let us beware alike of the timidity and despondency which sap our courage, and of the presumption which is only pride in action. Let us work as if everything depended on our efforts, but let us remain humble as if our work were useless.

Mortifications to practise in our exterior actions

1-You ought to show the greatest exactitude in observing all the points of your rule of life, obeying them without delay, remembering Saint John Berchmans, who said: 'Penance for me is to lead the common life'; 'To have the highest regard for the smallest things, such is my motto'; 'Rather die than break a single rule.'

2 -In the exercise of your duties of state, try to be well-pleased with whatever happens to be most unpleasant or boring for you, recalling again here the words of Saint Francis: 'I am never better than when I am not well.' * Saint Francis de Sales (1567-1622), who is so frequently quoted in this essay, was Bishop of Geneva.
3 -Never give one moment over to sloth: from morning until night keep busy without respite.

4-If your life is, at least partly, spent in study, apply to yourself this advice from Saint Thomas Aquinas to his pupils: 
'Do not be content to take in superficially what you read and hear, but endeavour to go into it deeply and to fathom the whole sense of it. Never remain in doubt about what you could know with certainty. Work with a holy eagerness to enrich your mind; arrange and classify in your memory all the knowledge you are able to acquire. On the other hand, do not seek to penetrate mysteries which are beyond your intelligence.'

5-Devote yourself solely to your present occupation, without looking back on what went before or anticipating in thought what will follow. Say with Saint Francis: 'While I am doing this I am not obliged to do anything else'; 'let us make haste very calmly; all in good time.'

6-Be modest in your bearing. Nothing was so perfect as Saint Francis's deportment; he always kept his head straight, avoiding alike the inconstancy which turns it in all directions, the negligence which lets it droop forward and the proud and haughty disposition which throws it back. His countenance was always peaceful, free from all annoyance, always cheerful, serene and open; without however any merriment or indiscreet humour, without loud, immoderate or too frequent laughter.

7-He was as composed when alone as in a large gathering. He did not cross his legs, never supported his head on his elbow. When he prayed he was motionless as a statue. When nature suggested to him he should relax, he did not listen.

8-Regard cleanliness and order as a virtue, uncleanness and untidiness as a vice; do not have dirty, stained or torn clothes. On the other hand, regard luxury and worldliness as a greater vice still. Make sure that, on seeing your way of dressing, nobody calls it 'slovenly' or 'elegant,' but that everybody is bound to think it 'decent.'

Mortifications to practise in our relations with our neighbour

1 -Bear with your neighbour's defects; defects of education, of mind, of character. Bear with everything about him which irritates you: his gait, his posture, tone of voice, accent, or whatever.

2-Bear with everything in everybody and endure it to the end and in a Christian spirit. Never with that proud patience which makes one say: 'What have I to do with so and so? How does what he says affect me? What need have I for the affection, the kindness or even the politeness of any creature at all and of that person in particular?' Nothing accords less with the will of God than this haughty unconcern, this scornful indifference; it is worse, indeed, than impatience.

3-Are you tempted to be angry? For the love of Jesus, be meek.

To avenge yourself? Return good for evil; it is said the great secret of touching Saint Teresa's heart was to do her a bad turn.

To look sourly at someone? Smile at him with good nature.

To avoid meeting him? Seek him out willingly.

To talk badly of him? Talk well of him.

To speak harshly to him? Speak very gently, warmly, to him.

4-Love to give praise to your companions, especially those you are naturally most inclined to envy.

5-Do not be witty at the expense of charity.

6-If somebody in your presence should take the liberty of making remarks which are rather improper, or if someone should hold conversations likely to injure his neighbour's reputation, you may sometimes rebuke the speaker gently, but more often it will be better to divert the conversation skilfully or indicate by a gesture of sorrow or of deliberate inattention that what is said displeases

7-It costs you an effort to render a small service: offer to do it. You will have twice the merit

8- Avoid with horror posing as a victim in your own eyes or those of others. Far be it from you to exaggerate your burdens; strive to find them light; they are , in reality, much more often than it seems; they would be so always if you were more virtuous.

Conclusion

In general, know how to refuse to nature what she asks of you unnecessarily.

Know how to make her give what she refuses you for no reason. Your progress in virtue, says the author of ‘The
Imitation of Christ,' will be in proportion to the violence that you succeed in doing to yourself.

'It is necessary to die,' said the saintly Bishop of Geneva, 'it is necessary to die in order that God may live in us, for it is impossible to achieve the union of the soul with God by any means other than by mortification. These words ‘it is necessary to die' are hard, but they will be followed by a great sweetness, because one dies to oneself for no other reason than to be united to God by that death.'

Would to God we had the right to apply to ourselves these beautiful words of Saint Paul to the Corinthians: 'In all things we suffer tribulation . . . . . Always bearing about in our body the death of Jesus, that the life also of Jesus may be made manifest in our bodies.' (II Cor 4:8-10)

In chronological order
New book on John Paul II gives details on self-mortification, kidnap plot

https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/new_book_on_john_paul_ii_gives_details_on_self-mortification_kidnap_plot
Rome, Italy, January 28, 2010
A new book released by a Vatican official on Wednesday details lesser known facts about the late John Paul II, including his self-mortification practices, hand written instructions for his resignation in case of incurable illness, and a plot by Italian militants to kidnap him in the 1980's.

"Why he is a Saint: The True story of John Paul II," by Monsignor Slawomir Oder, a Church official heading the cause for John Paul II's canonization, was made available in Italian bookstores on Jan. 27. According to the Italian news agency ANSA, Fr. Oder discusses how the late pontiff used to practice self-mortification as part of his devotion.

“Members of his closest entourage, both in Poland and the Vatican, heard with their own ears how Karol Wojtyla used to whip himself,” wrote Msgr. Oder. “There used to be a particular belt, intended for trousers, hanging from a hook in his wardrobe among all his robes.”

Msgr. Oder spoke of how the late Holy Father “used this as a whip and always brought it with him when he went to (the papal summer residence) Castel Gandolfo.” Oder also cites the testimony of Sister Tobiana Sobodka who was in the neighboring room at the summer residence, and witnessed to the Vatican assembly considering John Paul II's cause for canonization. “We would hear the sound of the blows,” she testified.

In his new book, Msgr. Oder also outlines the other self-mortification practices the late Pontiff would undergo such as fasting during Lent – eating only one meal a day, abstention from food before ordinations and sleeping on a hard, cold floor as opposed to a bed. The Polish monsignor wrote that John Paul II began to sleep on the floor as far back as the 1960's and would often rumple the covers of his bed to make it look like he has slept in it. […]
From Konkani Catholics.com digest 2152, 2153, January 31, 2010 
The news about the self-mortification of Pope John Paul II fills me with a great deal of questions. Perhaps Austine or someone else on this group will help clarify the philosophy behind this practice, because I myself am completely confused.
I know that a good many saints performed severe mortifications: St Francis of Assisi, for example, at times rolled in the snow to atone for his tendency towards the sins of the flesh. Then there were other times when he would beg for his food. But if the food was too good, he would either mix it with ash or put water in it to spoil its taste.  
Deliberate inflicting of pain on oneself seems very strange to me. Even our Lord prayed - 'Let this cup pass from me . . .' which means that he didn't really relish the thought of going to his death. I would say that he was resigned to the will of his Father, just as we all must be in our own trials. But I don't understand self-mortification. 
Sometime ago, when the controversy over the novel 'The Da Vinci Code' was at its height, I remember an article in which the practice of self-flagellation by one of the characters in the novel was called a practice that has no approval from the Vatican, in fact it is forbidden. Unfortunately, I cannot remember where the article appeared, or how authentic it was, but it seemed as if the Vatican has banned the practice of self-flagellation. Is that true? If that is so, then how are we to regard the late Pope's practice of whipping himself?
On the other hand, in 'The Practice of the Presence of God' by Brother Lawrence of the Resurrection, Brother Lawrence asks God that he may not be given mortification - but if it be given to him, he was sure that he would be given the strength to bear it. He himself never looked for mortification. This I suppose, again means that we must be resigned to our trials and be patient. 
There are instances of many saints who say that they regretted their severe self-punishment, because in later years it led to their health troubles. Such severity was not necessary they said. 
Finally, indulgences, which are the remissions of punishment due to sin, are all linked to prayer and not one is linked to self-mortification. 
So, I would be thankful if someone would explain 
1. The philosophy/theology behind self-mortification 
2. Whether the Vatican approves of self-flagellation or not. 
-Gerard J D'Silva, Belgaum
Dear Gerard,
Mortification as a whole is something shocking and foreign to 21st century thinking but its necessity has always been stressed by the Church even in our times. However the meaning of mortification has not always been correctly understood. 
The word itself comes from the New Testament Latin word, "mortificare" which means "to cause death". As such, mortification refers to Christian ascetic practices through which one puts to death the disordered appetites that hinder the full spiritual integration of the human person in free response to the Holy Spirit.
Hence St Paul says, "If you live according to the flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you put to death (literally: mortify) the deeds of the body (flesh) you will live" (Romans 8:13).
More broadly, the Church places mortification in the context of penance. This gives mortification its real ‘soul’, viz. the interior conversion of the person, of which mortification is only an external sign. Without this conversion, mortification has no meaning or value.
The official teaching of the Church in this regard states:
"Jesus' call to conversion and penance, like that of the prophets before him, does not aim first at outward works, "sackcloth and ashes," fasting and mortification, but at the conversion of the heart, interior conversion. Without this, such penances remain sterile and false; however, INTERIOR CONVERSION URGES EXPRESSION IN VISIBLE SIGNS, GESTURES AND WORKS OF PENANCE." (CCC 1430)
This is the way of Cross through which a Christian must progress in holiness. One who does not heed the words of our Lord to renounce himself cannot walk the "narrow way" that leads to life. Hence the Church teaches: 
"The way of perfection passes by way of the Cross. There is no holiness without renunciation and spiritual battle. 
SPIRITUAL PROGRESS ENTAILS THE ASCESIS AND MORTIFICATION that gradually lead to living in the peace and joy of the Beatitudes" (CCC 2015).
It is true that the Saints and some others have attempted extreme forms of penances. I would however advise EXTREME CAUTION AGAINST TAKING UP SUCH PRACTICES WITHOUT THE ADVICE OF A SPIRITUAL DIRECTOR. 
I do not wish to go into the details of each of these individual practices right now. However it is enough to understand that each of these practices have value only in so far as they help to overcome sin and master one's sinful tendencies, and through penance and austerity help to strengthen the will in the practice of virtue and to grow in the likeness of Christ.
I end with the words of the Angelic Doctor, St Thomas Aquinas, who explains this most aptly:
"The mortification of one's own body, for instance by vigils and fasting, is not acceptable to God except in so far as it is an act of virtue; and this depends on its being done with due discretion, namely, that concupiscence be curbed without overburdening nature." [S. Th. II-II, q. 88, a. 2] –Austine Crasta, Moderator
Dear Austine,
Thanks for your explanation. Yes, if we live according to the flesh we die. I take it then that practices of self-mortification like whipping oneself are not entirely disapproved of by the church. I agree, that we need to first bend our will to God's and mortification is only an external sign of interior conversion. -Gerard

Dear Gerard, 
You said: "I take it then that practices of self-mortification like whipping oneself are not entirely disapproved of by the church."
That's essentially correct. If the Church had disapproved of it altogether, then several of those whom we venerate as Saints today would not have been canonized at all, including our own St Francis Xavier!
Most recently on 12 October 2008, on the same day as Sister Alphonsa's canonization, Pope Benedict XVI canonized the Italian priest Fr Gaetano Errico whose official biography records self-flagellation as being part of the penance he offered humbly for the many sins that wounded the Heart of Jesus.
If the Church disapproved of the practice altogether, as you say you read somewhere, then Fr Gaetano Errico's continuous fasts and self-flagellation would not have been recognized among the acts of penance that sustained his holiness.
At this point, one has a natural temptation to imagine that the more extreme the penances one undertakes, the faster or more one becomes holy. This temptation leads to a false ascetism which the Church condemns. 
I say this because this temptation is very prevalent even today. 
Not too many years ago, I had a couple of young men come up to me and announce their intention to begin a complete 40-day fast. These two men claimed to have received several charismatic gifts and hoped to receive even more by undertaking such a fast. 
The day of the fast arrived. With all solemnity they began their 40 day fast. On the evening of the second day, when they could no longer bear it, they broke their fast. 
Now the lesson. WHY DID THESE YOUNG MEN FAIL?
They had just newly been 'touched' at a retreat and had received some extraordinary charisms. They imagined that they had already reached a level where they could perform the same miracles that the Saints [to whom the common people prayed] performed. 
In simple words, THEY HAD VIRTUALLY NO IDEA ON WHAT THE SPIRITUAL LIFE CONSISTS IN, OR THE VARIOUS LEVELS OF SPIRITUALITY OR GROWTH IN SPIRITUALITY.
They did not realize that they were just infants in their spiritual life and needed guidance and growth to be perfected in the love of God. 
In other words, there was much to be purified in their love of God. This clearly showed in their wrong intentions to undertake such an extreme fast (which the Saints undertook only at the height of their spiritual life) and to boast in it (vainglory). 
By this fast they were hoping to 'earn' more of the extraordinary charisms of the Holy Spirit. And where did they get this idea? Through the advice of a 'gifted' Pentecostal pastor. They were misled in their pride and greed for more 'gifts' and refused to consult a Catholic spiritual director. 
What happened finally? It was not long before the two left the Church to start their own group.
What does that tell us in our discussion on mortification?
There is no authentic external mortification without an interior conversion. The Saints therefore always stressed the 'mortification of the will', the giving up of one's will in order to joyfully do the will of God. The external signs (like fasting) necessarily follow. But they should always be in moderation, proportionate to one's level of spiritual life and one's inspiration and love of God. More extreme penances should normally be undertaken only under the supervision of a spiritual director.
For most of us who are still novices in spiritual life and have hardly been serious about it, the best way to begin mortification would be to practise daily what St Josemaria Escriva said:
"That joke, that witty remark held on the tip of your tongue; the cheerful smile for those who annoy you; that silence when you're unjustly accused; your friendly conversation with people whom you find boring and tactless; the daily effort to overlook one irritating detail or another in the persons who live with you... this, with perseverance, is indeed solid interior mortification.... Don't say: 'That person gets on my nerves.' Think: 'That person sanctifies me.'" -Austine.

Why Pope John Paul II Whipped Himself 
https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2010/februaryweb-only/16-11.0.html
By Collin Hansen, February 8, 2010

New book reopens questions on self-denial and "what is lacking in Christ's afflictions."

Pope John Paul II projected a warm, grandfatherly image to the adoring public who flocked en masse to hear his homilies or watched on TV from home as he traversed the globe. So there was no small shock when a recent book revealed that the pope, who died in 2005, whipped himself with a belt and sometimes lay prostrate all night on the floor.
The pope apparently did not want aides to investigate his sleeping habits, going so far as to make his bed appear used by tossing around the sheets. Yet Monsignor Slawomir Oder, who is presenting John Paul II's case for canonization, detailed the behavior in an Italian-language book, Why He's a Saint: The Real John Paul II According to the Postulator of His Beatification Cause. Oder explains that the pope believed these acts of penance would affirm God's primacy and help him seek perfection. While self-inflicted physical suffering is unusual among Catholics, other notables have pursued holiness in this manner. Mother Teresa wore a cilice, a strap secured around the thigh that inflicts pain with inward-pointing spikes. Catholics are quick to point out, however, that these practices bear little resemblance to the bloody, masochistic flogging so graphically portrayed in the movie based on Dan Brown's novel The Da Vinci Code.

So how do Catholics explain self-flagellation, a practice so foreign to Protestants, let alone non-Christians? Several writers have defended the late pope. Writing for the National Catholic Register, Jimmy Akin faults a "pleasure-obsessed culture" for portraying the pope's behavior as repulsive.

"Self-mortification teaches humility by making us recognize that there are things more important than our own pleasure," Akin writes. "It teaches compassion by giving us a window ... [END of preview]
Is John Paul II's Beatification Process Stalled? Former Saints' Causes Prefect Clarifies Controversies
http://www.zenit.org/article-28380?l=english 
By Carmen Elena Villa, Vatican City, February 16, 2010 
Several commentaries were sparked by revelations in a recently publicized book by the postulator of John Paul II's cause for canonization, calling into question the character of the former Pope.
To clarify these controversies, ZENIT spoke with the retired prefect of the Congregation for Saints' Causes, Cardinal José Saraiva Martins, who attended the launching of the Italian-language book, "Why He Is a Saint: The True John Paul II Explained by the Postulator of the Cause of Beatification" (Rizzoli Publications).
In the book, the postulator, Polish Monsignor Slawomir Oder, together with journalist Saverio Gaeta, director of the magazine Famiglia Cristiana, compile several testimonies that reveal details about Karol Wojtyla's life.
The book is divided into three chapters: "The Man," which reflects his most human features; "The Pope," which highlights the most important moments of his pontificate; and "The Mystic," which describes his intense spiritual life and his love for the Eucharist and the Virgin Mary.  
The commentaries written by various media sources concentrated for the most part on three topics. 
The first is Wojtyla's alleged self-scourging. The second is a letter written in 1994, in which the Pontiff stated that he might resign in case of an "incurable illness" or of an impediment to "exercise (sufficiently) the functions of the Petrine ministry." The third discussion revolved around an open letter addressed to Ali Agca, the man who attempted to assassinate the Holy Father in 1981.

Flagellation
In one of the last pages of the book there is a paragraph that indicates, according to some witnesses consulted by the postulator, that Pope John Paul II "scourged himself." However, this continues to be hypothetical, given that to date no one has actually said that they saw this take place. 
The book states that "in his wardrobe, among his soutanes, he had hanging a particular belt for trousers that he used as a whip, and which he would ensure was always taken to Castel Gandolfo." 
The author gave no further details; this is the sole description on this controversial topic in the 192 pages of the book. 
Some journalists have speculated that John Paul II's alleged scourging "might hold up the process of beatification." Others have asserted that the Pope's rigorous penances were the consequence of "mental imbalance."
However, Cardinal Saraiva Martins explained to ZENIT that flagellation "is no more than the most beautiful expression of the Christian spirit, of the faith of the person who wants to be like Christ, who was scourged."
ZENIT asked if this type of practice is necessary to attain sanctity. The cardinal responded that a saint should "scourge himself spiritually," that is, always have a spirit of penance and sacrifice, and the capacity of offering up physical and spiritual pain. 
He explained: "Clearly sanctity implies great heroism in life, it implies much self-denial, it implies extraordinary willpower to be able to imitate Christ. 
It implies great courage. It calls for spiritual preparation and giving up many things, to live life according to the principles of the Gospel."
In the case of saints who have subjected themselves voluntarily to rigorous penance, these practices had nothing to do with psychological imbalance, the prelate added.
He said: "The saints are in the first place very normal persons. If this wasn't so they wouldn't be able to be saints. 
"There are many saints who did penance and saw this as a way to bring their body under control; it has nothing to do with psychology."

Resignation
In one of the subtitles of the chapter on "The Pope," Monsignor Oder said, "There is no place in the Church for a Pope Emeritus." In this part of the book he recounted that John Paul II said that if he left the pontificate it would only be by the will of God. 
The book quotes the Pontiff as saying: "I don't want to be the one who puts an end to this task. The Lord has brought me up to here. I will let him be the one who judges or decides when this service must end." 
The volume includes a previously unpublished letter written by John Paul II in 1994, when he was about to celebrate his 75th birthday, the age in which bishops and cardinals are required to submit their resignation. 
In this letter the Holy Father mentioned the possibility of resigning from the office in the case of extreme physical and mental impediments, but always in accordance with the will of God. 
On this subject Cardinal Saraiva Martins said that the book does not present "anything new." 
It is only a matter of "following Paul VI's dispositions," who said he could not leave his office unless he suffered from an "incurable illness" that physically and psychologically impeded his continuing with this responsibility, the prelate explained. If that were the case, the Pope would have to resign to the position of dean of the College of Cardinals. 
Regarding the open letter to Ali Agca, which appears in the book dated Sept. 11, 1981, the cardinal said that in it is written "what all of us already know."
"The Pope forgave him even though he [Agca] did not ask for forgiveness," the prelate said.
Venerable
Cardinal Saraiva Martins told ZENIT that there is no reason for the recently published book to hold up or speed up the Pontiff's process of beatification, given that last Dec. 19 the Holy See published the decree on the his heroic virtue. From that moment, John Paul II was recognized with the title of venerable. 
"When it receives the documentation of a candidate to the altar, the first thing the Congregation for Saints' Causes does is to study the way in which he has lived the Christian virtues," explained the cardinal.
He continued: "Not in an ordinary way, not an ordinary sanctity but sanctity to a heroic degree. 
"Heroism is what distinguishes saints from other Christians." 
The prelate noted that the only thing lacking for John Paul II to receive the title of saint is proof of a miracle through his intercession that is inexplicable by science. 
Testimonies
In any process of beatification, the cardinal affirmed, the work of the postulator should be to compile testimonies and information that confirm the sanctity of the candidate. His opinion does not count in the process; the data is studied exclusively by the congregation.
Knowing that the postulator should be a neutral person, ZENIT asked if it is not imprudent to publish a book titled "Why He Is a Saint," when the candidate has not even been beatified?
The former prefect stated that the postulator, on a personal level, "can say what he likes."
He clarified that this book "has nothing to do with the process itself," that is, it will neither advance nor stall it.
Cardinal Saraiva Martins pointed out that the title responds, rather, to the clamor of the people, who from the moment of John Paul II's death took to the streets with posters that said "santo subito," "santo pronto" [now a saint, soon a saint].

The Body’s Forgotten Ally: A Brief Defense of Corporal Mortification

https://www.crisismagazine.com/2010/the-bodys-forgotten-ally-a-brief-defense-of-corporal-mortification 

By Fr. Michael Giesler, July 29, 2010 

It’s an interesting question. Did Leonardo wear a cilice or use a discipline? Though not mentioned in Dan Brown’s fantasy novel, The Da Vinci Code—with its bizarre and misleading description of corporal mortification—and granting Leonardo a certain religious fervor, it’s possible. 

The cilice, a sharp chain worn around the leg, is really a derivation of the ancient hair shirt, which originated in the region of Cilicia in Asia Minor. It was used for many centuries in the medieval and Renaissance Church as a means of purifying the senses, atoning for sin, and winning grace for others. So too was the discipline, a whip of knotted cords applied to the back, imitating Christ’s scourging at the pillar. One of Leonardo’s contemporaries, St. Thomas More of England, wore a hair shirt under his garb as Lord Chancellor of England. He also used the discipline. 

Mortification is an unpleasant word to the contemporary ear. For many, it has something vaguely to do with “being embarrassed”—but it also conjures up pain, humiliation, even cruelty. This is hardly surprising: What isn’t understood often produces shock and incredulity. In our world of high tension, uncertainty, and psychological stress, why would any sane person welcome more affliction? 

Despite all this, voluntary mortification has an enduring power for both the body and soul. Self-denial helps a person overcome both psychological and physical weakness, gives him inner energy, helps him grow in virtue, and ultimately leads to salvation. It conquers the insidious demons of softness, pessimism, and lukewarm faith that dominate the lives of so many today. 

In contrast to the extremes of sadism or masochism, corporal mortification is grounded in a healthy view of man and the world around him, namely, that all of us are flawed and have sinful tendencies within us. The practice itself dates back to biblical times and finds its greatest expression in the sacrifice of Christ on the cross. 
But corporal mortification isn’t confined to Christians. Most religions throughout the centuries have recognized the need for powerful, even bloody sacrifices to appease the divine. At times, these sacrifices were grossly immoral—the Aztecs’ offering of their human victims’ hearts to their gods, for example. Others involved extensive fasting, as in the case of Ramadan in the Muslim world; or elaborate rites of purification along with the sacrifice of certain animals, as the Jews did for centuries before 70 A.D. There are also many passages in the Hebrew Scriptures that speak of wearing sackcloth and ashes as a way of obtaining favors and atoning for sin. The enduring message of the various practices is the same: Nothing valuable in this life is obtained without some voluntary sacrifice and suffering. 

The postmodern world readily endorses the practice of voluntary pain regarding sports and physical fitness. Many admire those who adhere to long and rigorous diet and exercise regimens. Others endure painful, costly surgeries to add a few years to their lives. Some also find value in fasting and long days of labor to promote noble social causes, like solidarity with disenfranchised groups. Yet we’ve become strangely blinded to the great spiritual benefit of mortification and sacrifice for the sake of God and one’s own soul. 

We cannot lay the blame for this entirely on individual selfishness or blindness. For almost 400 years, the Western world has been infected with the philosophical disease of subjectivism, which encourages people to value their own perceptions over what is objectively true. The net result is that God and His commands have been refashioned upon man’s view of Him, not upon His view of man. If there’s no higher power beyond one’s own mind and feelings, then the whole idea of voluntary mortification will obviously seem absurd: Why die to yourself, if your self is the only thing that really exists? 

Materialism and relativism also have much to do with our flight from God and penance. In a world where material things and pleasures are glamorized and made into the very objects of life, the spiritual life grows distant indeed. If there are no standards of right or wrong, then there’s no compelling need for individual sacrifice and mortification. 

The word “mortification” comes from the Latin words mortem facere, meaning “to produce death.” A person who is mortified has accomplished a kind of death in himself to those obstacles separating him from God, and therefore genuine happiness. These barriers include pride, the excessive emphasis on the self or one’s own feelings or ideas; laziness, the tendency to do the minimum; and sensuality, the excessive attachment to bodily pleasures, whether food, or drink, or sex. Mortification is the process of “putting to death” these lower desires and appetites so that the purified man might live. 

Very close to their Savior in time and experience, the first Christians practiced much voluntary sacrifice and mortification, and the penances they did for sin were extraordinary. Hair shirts date back to the ancient Church and were worn by both priests and lay people. Sts. Jerome, Athanasius, and John Damascene all bear witness to its use. The first monks and hermits in the desert, from the third century onward, themselves practiced severe austerities; they were to have a profound influence on the spiritual development of the Church. 

Of course, there were abuses in the use of corporal mortification—one thinks here of the flagellants of certain fanatical sects in 14th-century Italy and Germany, which were condemned by the Church repeatedly. But with greater judgment, the saints knew how to combine love for God and others with the most painful mortifications. It was their purity of purpose and burning love for Christ that made their sacrifices so powerful. St. Francis of Assisi, and more recently Padre Pio, were favored with the stigmata of Christ’s own wounds. St. Catherine of Siena wore a sackcloth and would scourge herself three times a day in imitation of St. Dominic. St. Ignatius of Loyola, who recommended a spirit of “continual mortification” to his brethren, wore a hair shirt and heavy iron chain. Even St. Thérèse of Lisieux, famous for her “little way” and her love for God and others, fasted and used the discipline vigorously, “scourging herself with all the strength and speed of which she was capable, smiling at the crucifix through the tears which bedewed her eyelashes,” according to one biographer. 

The ultimate strength and effectiveness of all Christian mortification lies, of course, in the sacrifice of Jesus Christ on Calvary. “And I, if I be lifted from the earth, I will draw all things to myself,” He said. Uniting themselves to His pain and blood, the saints—and those earnestly trying to become saints—have always recognized that they had to die to themselves, sometimes in very dramatic and painful ways, in order to gain eternal life. They did not perform painful sacrifices because they thought the body was evil. This would be the heresy of Manicheism, long condemned by the Church. Matter and the human body are not evil in themselves, but because of the body’s substantial unity with the soul, it’s often the staging ground for a person’s inordinate desires. As a result, the saints knew that their unruly tendencies needed to be corrected and purified. 

But let’s go even further. It’s clear that simply being a good person requires some kind of mortification. If a man doesn’t control his anger or resentment, he’ll be impossible to live with, and may even end up a murderer. Furthermore, if a person doesn’t know how to deny his excessive desire for alcohol, he’ll become useless to himself and others. The child who wants to pass his exam must say no to, or at least postpone, his desire to watch television or play computer games. There is enduring human and divine wisdom in Christ’s powerful words: “For unless the grain of wheat die to itself, it shall not produce fruit.” 

St. Thomas More coined the English word “atone” by combining two words, “at one,” to produce one meaning “to reconcile opposing sides of a conflict.” One of the most powerful effects of mortification is the atonement for sin. Indeed, this is the central meaning of the Jewish feast Yom Kippur. Since all sin is a kind of violation of the order of things—whether that of justice, chastity, or human life itself—there’s a need to repair that order, in very much the same way that one is obliged to repair a broken window. Mortification or voluntary suffering restores that order, both in relation to God, who has been offended, and to the person’s own soul, which has been hurt by the sin committed. 

St. Paul describes in an existential and vivid way his own battle with himself. It is a conflict that sincere men and women of all centuries and social classes will recognize: “For I delight in the law of God, in my inmost self, but I see in my members another law at war with the law of my mind and making me captive to the law of sin which dwells in my members. Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from the body of this death?” 
The root cause of this rebellion goes back to the origins of the human race, to what Catholics call original sin: It is the wound in human nature that produces disordered passions and desires that must be controlled and even punished at times—much as you must hammer straight a wire that is twisted. Paul describes just such a punishment when he compares the spiritual life to an athletic contest. To win the contest, one must be hard on oneself and refuse to succumb to the soft weakness of the flesh: “I do not run aimlessly, I do not box as one beating the air; but I pommel my body and subdue it, lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified.” 

Despite the tremendous good that mortification can do for a person—within the proper limits and under the guidance of a good spiritual guide—it will always be a shock. When he learned of the coming crucifixion, Peter reacted as any human would: “God forbid, Lord, that this should ever happen to you!” Yet had it not, the human race would not have been redeemed. Given our own weakness and lack of spiritual vision, we rebel at the demands of life. Not only great mortifications but also the smaller ones will seem unpleasant to us—getting up on time, beginning work punctually, smiling when we are annoyed. But therein lies the challenge and the glory of it. 

When speaking of sacrifice to the pagan world, Paul faced the same disbelief we witness today. His words are charged with irony, energized by his own suffering: “Where is the wise man? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? ... But we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. For the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is stronger than men.” 

Perhaps this great Pauline insight explains why many of today’s elites cannot—or will not—grasp the real value of penance. Or why so many in the popular media make mortification material for lurid news stories, when it’s really meant to be performed in silence, for the love of God and others. 

Humanly, it’s inexplicable that a person could be deeply joyful in the midst of suffering. Yet the greatest saints—who suffered the most for Christ—have also been among the most joyful figures in history. Suffering offered generously for God and others liberates a person from his own miseries. Witnesses recorded that many of the early Christians actually sang as they were escorted to their deaths in the arena. That was the joy that brought down pagan Rome. 

St. Josemaría Escrivá, who himself suffered many persecutions and misunderstandings, performed heroic mortifications and sacrifices to serve God and help souls. Through it all, he was able to maintain a cheerful and optimistic attitude that inspired those around him. “If things go well, let’s rejoice, blessing God, who makes them prosper,” he once wrote. “And if they go wrong? Let’s rejoice, blessing God, who allows us to share the sweetness of his Cross.” 

Encouraging words.

Mortification

http://oswc.org/stmike/qa/fs/viewanswer.asp?QID=1408  

September 28, 2009

Q: I read you essay on fasting and it helped me very much. I have a couple of questions. Could you explain what a simple mortification could be?
I was thinking I have been obsessed with the internet or my x-box and I thought about giving them up on certain days of the week. Would this be acceptable or is this laughable to God. I mean I really love my electronics I think it would be a self-denial but then again maybe I'm being naive.

Also when you mention the Wednesday/Friday fast, is that from Our Lady of Fatima? I heard something similar from Medjugorje and I do not want to follow something not blessed by the church.

Could you enlighten me and maybe give some examples of simple mortifications I wouldn't need to necessarily talk to a priest about? -Joe
A: I thank God that our essay on fasting was helpful to you.
On Mortification I:
The definition of Mortification from Fr. Hardon's Catholic Dictionary states:

The practice of Christian asceticism in order to overcome sin and master one's sinful tendencies, and through penance and austerity to strengthen the will in the practice of virtue and grow in the likeness of Christ. Natural mortification is a normal part of self-discipline; supernatural mortification, based on faith, seeks to grow in holiness through merit gained by cooperating with the grace of God. (Etym. Latin mortificatio, a killing, a putting to death.)

An excerpt from the Catholic Encyclopedia states:

Mortification, [is] a means of curing bad habits and implanting good ones... What is peculiar to Christian mortification is, that it relies for the attainment of its spiritual objects, not merely on this natural efficacy of its methods, but still more on the aids of divine grace, for which, by its earnestness in self-discipline and the Christian motive which inspires it, it can plead so powerfully with God.

What all this means is that one can practice mortification, that is, denying oneself of something, as a means to cure bad habits and implanting good habits, but not merely just to cure bad habits. Mortification has it motivation in denying oneself for the greater glory of God.  Mortification puts to death the disease of the soul, and by that fact the soul's true life if restored and invigorated. Thus, we do this not just to get over a bad habit, but for love of God, to have life, intimacy, and friendship with Him.
In this context, what you propose is an example of this kind of mortification if your Internet and Xbox activities are bad habits that you need to overcome due to neglect of family, to prayer, or because you need mastery over this activity.

On Mortification II:
There is another kind of Mortification.

The highest form of mortification is to deny oneself of something that is not a bad habit, or a sin, or anything negative. This kind denies oneself that is perfectly okay to do and is otherwise a good thing to do.

In the Daughters of Wisdom, a community founded by St. Louis de Montfort, one mortification is to deny oneself the pleasure of smelling a flower. There is certainly nothing wrong with smelling a flower, but these sisters deny themselves that as a love offering to God.

Mortification Summary:
So mortification can be to deny oneself something as a means to overcome a bad habit and begin a good habit, or it can be a love offering to deny oneself something just because you love God and are showing God that you love Him more than the flower, for example.

The tradition of giving something up for lent is usually the first kind of mortification -- to deny oneself the pleasure of some bad habit.

Thus, to give up your Internet and Xbox on certain days is a mortification that could be of either kind. Essentially, it is showing that you will not have these activities master you, but you will master them. This is the teaching of St. Paul as to what we ought to do as he said to Titus (Titus 1:8) to be master of himself and self-controlled.

St. Paul told the Corinthians (1 Cor 6:12) "All things are lawful for me," but not all things are helpful. "All things are lawful for me," but I will not be enslaved by anything. 
As to Wednesday/Friday Fasting: I do not remember where this devotion originated, but is doesn't matter. The Wednesday and Friday fast is a personal devotion. Anyone can practice that fast or not practice it as one desires. Fasting is a good thing. Having a devotion of fasting on whatever days one chooses is a good thing -- Wednesdays and Fridays is merely a convenient schedule no matter who came up with the idea originally. You can choose other days if you wish. -Bro. Ignatius Mary OMSM(r), CCL, L.Th, DD, LNDC
Mortification and St. Catherine of Siena
http://oswc.org/stmike/qa/fs/viewanswer.asp?QID=1746 

September 8, 2010

Q: My question is in regard to St Catherine of Siena. I am fully aware she is a doctor of the Church and (together with St Dominic) she is one of the principal figures in Dominican spirituality. What perturbs me - though - is her intense, even extreme ascetism to the extent that she mistreats and harms her body as a way of mortification and penance. True, a certain degree of mortification and penance is commendable. However, to treat oneself as St Catherine did to me seems sinful. We must bear in mind that as Christians, our bodies have great dignity as they are temples of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 6:18-20). The scripture I have cited, I know, is in reference to sexual immorality - however it does emphasise that we are to respect and honour God in our bodies. Mutilating our bodies as St Catherine did is hardly honouring God, rather it's doing dishonour to God's temple. I wonder if the likes of St Catherine were obsessed with some form of dualism (viz. that the physical body is sinful). 
In my research, I have also found reference to St Catherine's obsession with blood and other extreme physical mortifications in order to intensify her mystical union with Christ. To me this definitely sounds blatantly pathological and neurotic. This I find quite confusing. Is it possible that St Catherine (as well as other mediaeval saints and mystics) suffered from some form of mental illness? –John
A: Some people have been called to severe mortifications. St. Catherine was one of them. She did this not from mental illness, but from a love of God and an obedience to God that helped her to reach the heights of mystical union that God called her to.
St. Paul teaches us that we are to be masters over our bodies and over our passions. This is the very definition of mortification. We all are to mortify ourselves in some way, that is, to bring into subjection our bodies and passions. Jesus also taught that we are to mortify ourselves. (See Romans 8:13; Colossians 3:5; Galatians 5:34; Luke 10:13; Matthew 11:21)

The Catechism states:

2015 The way of perfection passes by way of the Cross. There is no holiness without renunciation and spiritual battle. (2 Tim 4) Spiritual progress entails the ascesis and mortification that gradually lead to living in the peace and joy of the Beatitudes:

He who climbs never stops going from beginning to beginning, through beginnings that have no end. He never stops desiring what he already knows. (St. Gregory of Nyssa, Hom. in Cant. 8: PG 44,941C)
1430 Jesus' call to conversion and penance, like that of the prophets before him, does not aim first at outward works, "sackcloth and ashes," fasting and mortification, but at the conversion of the heart, interior conversion. Without this, such penances remain sterile and false; however, interior conversion urges expression in visible signs, gestures and works of penance. (Cf. Joel 2:12-13; Isa 1:16-17; Mt 6:1-6; 16-18)
The Church, however, discourages severe corporal mortifications unless one is under the wise counsel of a Spiritual Director who knows about such things. One reason the Church takes caution about this is precisely because of severe mortifications resulting from mental illness. Such mortifications must come from an interior conversion (as stated in the above quote) and not from any mental defect.

In terms of your analogy of the body as a temple, actually, the Temple of Solomon was hammered and tempered through fire (in terms of the metals). Even the woods must be cut, chiseled, and formed, and sometimes put through a firing process. This is the image of mortification.

But, make no mistake, no person should ever perform severe mortifications, not even a hair shirt, without the guidance and approval of a spiritual director.

Surprisingly, the Wikipedia article on Mortification of the Flesh gives a good report of the Catholic view on pain in mortification. I say "surprisingly" because Wikipedia is not generally a good source of information. I have copied the pertinent passages below:

Pain as an integral part of human nature united to Christ
Theologians also state that the Son, the second person of the Trinity, united himself as a person (through the hypostatic union) to everything human, including pain.

Catholics believe that God, who in their view by his divine nature cannot change, has united with changing human nature, and therefore with human pain. The "I" of the Second Person suffers and feels pain. He is one with pain through Jesus Christ. Thus Christ's experience of pain (like all the human acts of Christ like sleeping, crying, speaking) whose subject is the divine Person is an infinite act. This is based on the classic dictum that the acts belong to the Person (actiones sunt suppositorum). It is the Person who acts: It is God who walks, God who talks, God who is killed, and God who is in pain. Thus a Christian who is united to Jesus Christ through pain is one with his infinite act of saving the world.

This also goes together with another dictum in theology: whatever is not united (to the Divine Person) is not saved. Thus, his intellect, his will, his feelings, are all united with the Person, and are all sanctified and redeemed, including pain. Pain is therefore a sanctified and redeeming human experience.

The teaching of Pope John Paul II: the salvific meaning of suffering
John Paul II, who himself was known to practice flagellation sometimes along with other penitential practices like sleeping on a floor and extensive fasting (from a book about his canonization process presented by his cause's postulator; John Paul often did it before important events like ordinations), wrote an entire Apostolic Letter on the topic of suffering, specifically the salvific meaning of suffering: Salvifici Doloris. It is considered a major contribution to the theology of pain and suffering.

He wrote this after suffering from a bullet wound due to the assassination attempt of Ali Agca. Six weeks after meeting his attacker, he wrote about suffering in Christianity.

"Christ did not conceal from his listeners the need for suffering. He said very clearly: "If any man would come after me... let him take up his cross daily, and before his disciples he placed demands of a moral nature that can only be fulfilled on condition that they should "deny themselves". The way that leads to the Kingdom of heaven is "hard and narrow", and Christ contrasts it to the "wide and easy" way that "leads to destruction." Christ does not explain in the abstract the reasons for suffering, but he states: "Follow me!" Come! Take part through your suffering in this work of saving the world, a salvation achieved through my suffering! Through my Cross. Gradually, as the individual takes up his cross, spiritually uniting himself to the Cross of Christ, the salvific meaning of suffering is revealed before him. ...It is then that man finds in his suffering interior peace and even spiritual joy."

Joy in suffering: sharing in the redemption
Saint Paul speaks of such joy in the Letter to the Colossians: "I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake". One interpretation of this has been to think that he found a source of joy in overcoming the sense of the uselessness of suffering. Generally, however, the scholarly consensus is not that he rejoices in the "sense" of purpose in suffering, but rather in the help its ends brings to others. A balanced view is thus that he did not enjoy the suffering nor condone unnecessary suffering, but was simply more concerned with the good of others than his own well-being.

It is sometimes thought that faith in sharing in the suffering of Christ brings with it the interior certainty that the suffering person "completes what is lacking in Christ's afflictions" (Colossians 1:24); this is often misinterpreted to involve a certainty that in the spiritual dimension of the work of Redemption he is serving, like Christ, the salvation of his brothers and sisters. Rather, the meaning is more obvious. His suffering did, on his missions, authenticate the gospel to those whom he was preaching. It is not as if they contributed to anyone's salvation, except in the external sense that they demonstrated the strength of his conviction and sincerity.

The need for prudence
The Desert Fathers emphasize that mortification is a means, not an end. They generally recommended prudence when practicing mortification, with severe mortifications done only under the guidance of an experienced spiritual director. Consequently, practicing mortification for physical pleasure is seen as a sin. Likewise, mortification for reasons of scrupulosity (which is similar to obsessive-compulsive disorder) is considered very harmful: a contemporary example is fasting due to anorexia nervosa. Catholic moral theologians recommend that the scrupulous not practice mortification, avoid persons and materials of an ascetical nature, and receive frequent spiritual direction and psychological help. Not all forms of self-mortification are approved of by the Catholic Church. 
Practices such as the nonlethal crucifixions performed on Good Friday in the Philippines are generally frowned upon by Catholic officials. Participants imitate various parts of the Passion of Christ, including his crucifixion. The spectacle draws a large amount of tourism every year.

The teaching of Benedict XVI
Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger who later became Benedict XVI told Peter Seewald in God and the world:

"When we know that the way of love — this exodus, this going out of oneself — is the true way by which man becomes human, then we also understand that suffering is the process through which we mature. Anyone who has inwardly accepted suffering becomes more mature and more understanding of others, becomes more human. Anyone who has consistently avoided suffering does not understand other people; he becomes hard and selfish. Love itself is a passion, something we endure. In love I experience first a happiness, a general feeling of happiness. Yet, on the other hand, I am taken out of my comfortable tranquility and have to let myself be reshaped. If we say that suffering is the inner side of love, we then also understand by it is so important to learn how to suffer — and why, conversely, the avoidance of suffering renders someone unfit to cope with life."

He also said in the Way of the Cross:

"In sinking to the depths he rose to the heights. Now he has radically fulfilled the commandment of love, he has completed the offering of himself, and in this way he is now the revelation of the true God, the God who is love. Now we know who God is. Now we know what true kingship is. Jesus prays Psalm 22, which begins with the words: "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" (Ps 22:2). He takes to himself the whole suffering people of Israel, all of suffering humanity, the drama of God's darkness, and he makes God present in the very place where he seems definitively vanquished and absent. The Cross of Jesus is a cosmic event. The world is darkened, when the Son of God is given up to death. The earth trembles. And on the Cross, the Church of the Gentiles is born. The Roman centurion understands this, and acknowledges Jesus as the Son of God. From the Cross he triumphs ever anew."

Cardinal Ratzinger states that pain, the very product of evil and sin, is used by God to negate evil and sin. He states that by freely suffering the pains that went with his passion and death on the cross, the Jesus fully reveals his love, making up for Adam's and mankind's sin, and makes man grow into maturity.

I hope this helps to understand mortification. -Bro. Ignatius Mary OMSM(r), CCL, L.Th, DD, LNDC
What is Mortification?

https://aleteia.org/2013/02/18/what-is-mortification/
By Caitlin Bootsma, February 18, 2013
Christ's passion is the perfect example of mortification
By engaging in practices of mortification, we may offer our sacrifices as a prayer to God, demonstrating our love for him over any earthly gratification.
In Luke's Gospel, Christ tells us, “If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me” (9:23). Mortification is a penitential act in which we choose to deny ourselves some earthly pleasure as an offering and a prayer. Some examples of mortification could be anything from forgoing desserts after meals to deciding not to drink alcohol for a period of time or even to wearing a scapular, which, while a sign of devotion, is also somewhat uncomfortable to wear.
The Catholic encyclopedia defines mortification as “one of the methods which Christian asceticism employs in training the soul to virtuous and holy living.” Virtue is a habit, and habits can only be obtained by repeated actions. By regularly engaging in mortifications, we can develop a greater sense of discipline.
Mortifications have the earthly effect of helping us achieve a detachment from earthly pleasures and to quell our sometimes rebellious appetites, which can lead us into sin. Making these sacrifices gives us the resolve and the perseverance to avoid temptations in the future. If, for example, one regularly foregoes chocolate as a form of mortification, the next time he is faced with a temptation to over indulge in food, alcohol, or uncharitable thoughts, he may have more strength to resist as a result of having built up a habit of moderation.
Mortifications not only enable us to resist sin, but also to unite more closely with the Lord. St. Paul says, “For those who live according to the flesh are concerned with the things of the flesh, but those who live according to the spirit with the things of the spirit” (Romans 8:5). The Apostle reminds us that Christ died so that we would not be enslaved to bodily sins, thereby granting us the freedom to someday live with God in Heaven.
Christ himself is the perfect model of the purpose of mortification – he suffered and died willingly so that we could have eternal life. By uniting with him in our small acts of mortification and sacrifice, we reiterate with our actions our desire to pursue lives of virtue and holiness.

Modern Mortification: Thinking Outside the Box
http://www.womenofgrace.com/blog/?p=62635 

By Susan Brinkmann, February 14, 2018
I used to think mortification during Lent was something that belonged to the dark ages. Giving up chocolate (which I rarely eat) and fish on Fridays (I love fish) was my speed. Anything rougher than that? Not so much. And then one year the Lord taught me a lesson . . .

It started one afternoon in the adoration chapel at my parish. There was a little basket full of folded strips of paper on the table accompanied by a little sign that read: “Pick a Penance.” Everyone takes one slip each time they visit. There’s to be no cheating and no “throwbacks.” As the sign said, “No fishing. You pick it, you keep it.”

I was expecting all kinds of “fluffy” penances like “hug your kids today” or “say a Hail Mary for souls.”

Ha!

What did I pick? “Drive no faster than the speed limit this week.”

My first thought was, “What kind of penance is this?”

But then I started to drive home and was halfway there when a glance at the speedometer told me I was driving 45 in a 25 mph speed zone. So I slowed down . . . and down . . . and down . . . until I checked to be sure the car was still moving.

It was – at 25 mph.

Just then one of those severely impatient types came up behind me – full speed – in a shiny black Lexus and didn’t stop until he was so close to my back bumper I could see the light on his cell phone.

How humiliating! A seasoned speeder like myself wasn’t used to this kind of treatment.

By the time I got home I was actually sweating.

But the experience told me a lot about myself:

1) I was a chronic speeder

2) I was habitually breaking the law

3) Giving up sweets suddenly seemed like a cakewalk (no pun intended)

Believe it or not, I dared to pick a penance every week that Lent and all of them were equally tough. And every penance was accompanied by the virtue it built in the person who was challenged to perform it.

For example, “Drive the speed limit” – OBEDIENCE

“Don’t look the other way just to keep peace. Speak up for Christ!” – COURAGE

“Pray for someone you hurt and make at least one sacrifice to atone for the pain you caused them.” – JUSTICE

After all these years of Lent, I was finally discovering that penance might not be such a bad thing after all. Although I wanted to cling to the idea that it was all just a throwback to archaic times, I was beginning to think I might be wrong. After all, isn’t this what athletes do? They train, they fast, they submit themselves to grueling schedules and all kinds of harsh disciplines – and for what?

So they can be champions.

Which is precisely why we do it. Eureka!  When Catholics fast during Lent, it’s not because we’re fanatics who are out of touch with the world. It’s because we know that we can’t be champions of anything unless we first become champions of ourselves.

It makes sense – but that doesn’t mean it’s easy, especially when we live in a consumerist society where pleasure is considered to be the ultimate objective of human life – especially in the areas of sexuality and gastronomy.

For example, those who choose to live a celibate lifestyle are thought to be strange and out-of-the-ordinary. I remember the time I went to a new doctor who asked me, “Are you sexually active?” When I said “no” she looked at me quizzically. “Well, do you suffer from depression at all?” she asked. “No, thank God.”

Think about it! My celibate lifestyle is questioned, while those who live a promiscuous lifestyle, racking up all kinds of STDs, unwanted pregnancies and abortions, are considered normal – part of the mainstream.

It’s completely backwards!

And experts know it, by the way. They are fully aware of the fact that a person cannot live in a state of constant indulgence and remain healthy.

As Bishop Alberto Cosme do Amaral, Bishop of Fatima, writes in his booklet, Voluntary Mortification Today, “Children who grow up satisfying every whim, who do not know what self-discipline is, or self-control, doing all they want whenever they want, denying themselves nothing, making their own instinct the only supreme norm of their behavior will never become strong personalities, people with backbone. They will spend their lives at the mercy of every wind and storm like ships without direction or without a sail. They will not be towers of strength but simply weathervanes in the wind. Instead of being free people, they are slaves of their lower instincts, of passion, egotism, individualism and comfort.”

This is why the world would be a much better place if all of us – not just Catholics – went back to that good “old-fashioned” practice of disciplining the body in order to subject it to the higher values of the spirit.

And for those of us who are squeamish at the mere thought, let it be a comfort to know that we don’t need a hairshirt or a flog anymore. There are much more modern ways of disciplining the body that are just as tough – and most of us are doing it every day without even realizing it.

For instance, who needs a hairshirt when you can struggle to be chaste, to be faithful to your spouse, in a world where sex is used to sell everything from hairspray to laundry detergent? Teen magazines are selling sex to minors and what was once considered soft porn is now part of prime time television. It’s not easy to stay pure when you’re bombarded by impurity.

Why flog yourself when you can try to live a simple Christian life while surrounded by every conceivable excess, luxury and comfort. Can you even buy a car without heated seats anymore, or a kitchen without self-closing drawers?
Those on a limited budget practice Lent every day by resisting the temptation to charge all the gadgets, gimmicks and latest fashions that are blasted at us on TV, on annoying Internet pop-ups, and in every store-front window – SALE! SALE! SALE!

And how can we not need to fast? We’re the most obese nation in the world and is it any wonder why? There’s a fast food restaurant on every street corner – a Big Mac with fries and coke is 1130 calories – that’s what I eat in a day.

For that matter, aren’t we already fasting every time we stand in line at the grocery store – while staring at 17 different varieties of candy bars – and not buy one?

But if there are any lingering doubts in your mind about why people need to learn how to curb their gastronomical impulses – visit a supermarket on the day before a snowstorm and check out the carts.

They’re loaded to the gills – and we’re not talking about milk and bread. These people are buying steak, cheddar cheese doritos, and four flavors of ice cream. We can’t get through a snowstorm without this stuff?

Looking at those shopping carts is when you realize that a little bit of mortification might actually be a good thing.

Not long ago, Archbishop José Rodríguez Carballo, secretary of the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life, was commenting on the fact that about 3,000 men and women have left religious orders in the last five years. Vocations are so hard to come by these days. Why is that?

Because we’re living in a market-oriented world where “everything is measured and evaluated according to the utility and profitability, even people” he said.

It is “a world where everything is soft,” where “there is no place for sacrifice, nor for renunciation.”

We’re so engrossed in ourselves and our possessions that we no longer realize that our desires are what’s killing us – not our penances!

“Voluntary bodily mortification is necessary for human equilibrium,” Bishop Amaral writes. “It gives primacy to the spirit, without which man is not truly human. At every step we come across those ruined persons, the sad result of lacking mortification and self-discipline. It is enough to think of the ever-long procession of those who have become victims of drugs, alcohol and sexual excess. In a word, they have fallen prey to multifaceted consumerism and modern permissiveness.”

It is only with voluntary mortification that we can neutralize those deep tendencies within ourselves to be proud, lazy, selfish, greedy, all of which are opposed to human dignity, he says.

All of the above is why we need Lent today, why we need a time that forces us to practice voluntary mortification. It can only do us good, both as individuals and as a society.

And it might even make some us obey the speed limit.

What is Mortification?
https://catholicexchange.com/what-is-mortification
By Fr. John Bartunek, March 1, 2018

Q: What is “mortification” and how does it relate to Lent? What does Saint Paul mean in 1 Corinthians 9 where he says, “I pummel my body and subdue it…”? Is he talking about mortification?
A: The root word for “mortification” comes from the Latin, mors and mortis, and it translates as “death.” In the spiritual life, therefore, mortification refers to voluntary actions by which we gradually “put to death” all of our vices, sinful habits, and the self-centered tendencies that lurk beneath them. Spiritual writers use terms like abnegation, sacrifice, self-sacrifice, and self-denial to refer to the same thing.

Jesus spoke about mortification as an absolute necessity for growth into Christian maturity. Here are some of the better-known passages:

“If anyone wants to be a follower of mine, let him renounce himself and take up his cross every day and follow me” (Luke 9:23).

“In all truth I tell you, unless a wheat grain falls into the earth and dies, it remains only a single grain; but if it dies it yields a rich harvest” (John 12:24).

“Anyone who wants to save his life will lose it; but anyone who loses his life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it” (Mark 8:35).

St Paul regularly emphasized this “best practice” of the spiritual life. Besides the passage you mention in your question, here are some other favorites:

“…[Y]ou must see yourselves as being dead to sin but alive for God in Christ Jesus” (Romans 6:11).

“You were to put aside [we could say “put to death] your old self, which belongs to your old way of life and is corrupted by following illusory desires. Your mind was to be renewed in spirit so that you could put on the New Man that has been created on God’s principles, in the uprightness and holiness of the truth”(Ephesians 4:22-24).

“…[W]e too, then, should throw off everything that weighs us down and the sin that clings so closely, and with perseverance keep running in the race which lies ahead of us” (Hebrews 12:1 – NB: many scholars are convinced that the book of Hebrews was not written by St Paul, but I include this quotation here anyway, for convenience).

It may seem like overkill to list so many quotations (and there are a lot more), but I do so because this is a hard concept for us to accept. A secular culture by definition seeks heaven on earth. According to that mindset, suffering of any kind is valueless and to be avoided – a far cry from the Christian pattern of death to sin (through voluntary self-denial) as a path to true life.
In [one of Pope Benedict’s messages for Lent], he explained the reason behind this pillar of Christian spirituality: “Freely chosen detachment from the pleasure of food and other material goods helps the disciple of Christ to control the appetites of nature, weakened by original sin, whose negative effects impact the entire human person.”

In other words, because God has chosen to redeem our fallen human nature, and not just replace it, his grace enters into our wounded, self-centered, sin-tending souls, and gradually transforms them (think of Jesus’ parable of the leaven in the dough). But since we are free, spiritual creatures (not just instinct-driven squirrels), we have to freely cooperate with his grace in order for this process to fully develop. One of the ways we do this is through freely denying ourselves certain pleasures that are not in themselves sinful, e.g. not listening to the radio for the first three minutes of a half-hour commute, offering the silence as an act of mortification, and maybe using it to pray. When we do that, we learn to govern our tendencies to pleasure and self-seeking (which are always waiting for opportunities to run wild); we tame them so that they are fruitful and not destructive, like a tamed stallion as opposed to a wild stallion. This self-governance helps creates interior order and peace, so that we can better hear and respond to God’s action in our lives. The mortification is never an end in itself, but a means by which we become better followers of Christ.

Spiritual writers have used many images to explain the value of mortification. Picture a jar full of very sour vinegar. You want to fill it up with sweet honey. First, you have to empty out the vinegar, and then scrub the inside of the jar, and only then can you put in the honey. Just so, to receive the many gifts of grace God wants to give us, we have to empty out and scrub clean every corner of our heart and mind otherwise the grace can’t get in. Think of a garden (as in Jesus’ parable of the sower). The soil is our fallen human nature, riddled and overgrown with poisonous weeds (vices, selfish tendencies, psychological and emotional wounds…). God comes and plants the seed of grace, the seeds of all the Christian virtues. We water those seeds through prayer and the sacraments. But we also need to pull up the weeds (and some of them have very deep roots) otherwise they will choke the growth of grace, and our virtues will end up looking like Charlie Brown’s Christmas tree.

OK, now let’s get practical. What does this have to do with Lent? The Church is a wise mother. She knows that we like to feast more than we like to fast, which is perfectly normal. But she also knows that if we don’t fast (practice mortification), we will get spiritually out of shape pretty quickly. So she has built into the liturgical year certain seasons when we focus a little bit more than usual on this aspect of our spiritual life – penitential days and seasons, like Lent. So, fasting (some form of mortification, voluntary self-denial) is a normal part of every Catholic’s Lenten journey; it gets us in shape for the holiest days of the year – Holy Thursday through Easter Sunday.

Each of us should choose some form of mortification (something that we notice, but not something that distracts us or overburdens us – balance and realism are important for a healthy spiritual life). In this way, we can unite our increased spiritual efforts to those of our Catholic brothers and sisters throughout the world, making this season a real family affair. Together we go with Jesus into the desert, where he spent 40 days practicing mortification, as a preparation for his public mission…
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