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Blessed Sacrament Parish
Seattle, Washington


This evening, my aim is to help you to make sense of some fundamentals of prayer which many of you probably already know deep down.  At times, theological formation does exactly this: it helps us to identify with greater detail and clarity what we’ve already begun to grasp.  It reminds me of an experience recounted by a catechist.  Her name is Teresa.  She was preparing a group of children for First Communion.  As the children left the Church at the end of a time of prayer, one of the girls forgot to genuflect before the tabernacle.  Teresa turned to her and said, “Honey, do you want to say goodbye to Jesus in the tabernacle?”  The little girl answered, “Yes, but … he’s so small!”  She already knew that Jesus really is physically present inside the tabernacle.  But she imagined that he was this little tiny man hiding in a small gold box.  She just needed a bit more precision in her understanding of the Eucharist.


Today I will focus on practical elements of contemplation that can help us on the path towards union with God.  I will build on some of the theological principles I developed last week concerning mystical union.  But if you missed the last session, you should still be able to keep up today.  After this evening, it would be good for you to read the text from last week, which should be posted on the parish website soon.  My main sources for today’s presentation are mostly the same as for last week’s: the desert fathers, St. Thomas Aquinas and St. Teresa of Avila.

A. Defining Basic Terms: Prayer and Contemplation


Last time, I defined contemplation as the act of gazing towards God with mind and heart.  I want to expand on that.  First, I will be using the terms contemplation and prayer interchangeably.  This is not without pitfalls, since contemplation in the Dominican tradition includes study as well.  Second, following the ancient desert father Evagrius and many saints, I would define prayer as “conversation (δέησις) with God” (Chapters on Prayer, 3; Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, II-II, q. 83, a. 1).  The saints developed this teaching on the basis of Scripture, where the Greek word for prayer (deesis/δέησις), often means an urgent request or supplication addressed to God (e.g. Luke 2:37).  When the saints speak of conversation, they mean more than talking and listening to God.  They also refer to an ongoing exchange or communication with God that can easily go beyond words.  We already see this in the Bible.  In the First Book of Samuel, the sterile woman Anna prays with her tears, without words.  God answers her prayer and gives her a son, the prophet Samuel.  For Evagrius and other saints, prayer or contemplation in the narrow sense is an infused gift that arrives unexpectedly, perhaps during the time I have set aside just for God, or even in the middle of some activity.  I know people who have received the gift of infused prayer as they were driving on the freeway.  In addition, prayer or contemplation in the broad sense of the term also includes the human act of gazing upon or conversing with God, even before referring to the gift of infused prayer.  Both the broad and the narrow sense of contemplation apply to liturgical prayer as well as to private prayer, such as Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament.  This breadth of meaning for the term contemplation includes but goes beyond what is often called contemplative prayer, which is a type of silent prayer in God’s presence.  I will discuss silent prayer in some detail later.

B. Prayer and Union With God
The immediate and primary goal of prayer is union with God.  Secondarily, we seek other things when we pray, such as good health or consolation or that a friend will find a job.  We seek all these other things insofar as they are ordered to union with God (Summa Theologiae, II-II, q. 83, aa. 1, 6).  Sometimes, God withholds consolations so as to teach us compassion for those who do not know or feel God.  So whenever we ask for anything other than union, we seek it only inasmuch as it helps others and ourselves on the path to union.

I mentioned last week that mystical union is a gift that we cannot make happen.  Prayer only disposes us for union.  All the other parts of life such as our work and family life also prepare for or hinder us from union, depending on our degree of faithfulness to Jesus in everyday life.  But prayer is the most powerful form of preparation for union, because as we set aside time just for God, we say to him: “All I want is to be with you.”  We do not pray first to get a bigger income or find a spouse, because then, we risk turning God into an instrument to get something other than union.  Authentic prayer gives God our whole attention and asks him to provide whatever he wants.  The first thing he always wants is our communion with him.  Half the work on the path to union is showing up to pray!  So if you pray often but think you pray badly, stop worrying so much.  You’re already halfway there.  Whatever you do, keep going and be patient.

C. Praying With Body & Soul


I will focus momentarily on private or non-liturgical prayer.  Many of you go to Eucharistic Adoration or feel drawn to some form of quiet, non-verbal prayer, an attraction that I share as well.  We live in a busy, noise-filled world, and our souls hunger for calm and rest.  As we pursue one or another form of silent prayer, we want to remember an important lesson from the saints.  St. Thomas Aquinas points out that prayer is essentially the soul’s ascent or turning towards God, and the chief motor of prayer is what he calls interior devotion.  Devotion is the wings whereby the soul soars upward.  I would interpret interior devotion as the fervor of mind and heart for God, the desire to see and touch him.  Aquinas says that if we already notice a good degree of interior devotion when we begin to pray alone, we need not employ bodily gestures or words.  For by such a state of interior devotion, we have already begun our ascent to God.  However, vocal prayer is a powerful means to excite the mind and enflame the heart when we lack this devotion.  He literally says, “excite,” which shows us that Thomas did not primarily seek inner calm when he prayed, but rather a deepening desire or longing for God.  Second, Aquinas adds that at certain times, vocal prayer (and, let us add, bodily gestures) are appropriate because we should praise God with the body and not just the soul, since our whole being is a gift from the Creator.  Finally, Thomas says that by prayer, the soul can attain a “vehement affection” for God which brims over, so that we cannot help but praise God with the voice and the body (Summa Theologiae, II-II, q. 83, a. 12).  We could even translate his description of the devout soul as a “violent desire for God” that pours out upon the body.  Aquinas offers a helpful safeguard for our age.  Today, we may have a tendency to underemphasize the body in our prayer life.  A healthy prayer life integrates body and soul.  Aquinas’ explanation of the soul/body connection in prayer very much reflects the prayer of St. Dominic.  The Cistercian monks that sometimes welcomed Dominic as a guest remember him praying at night alone in the abbey Church.  His cries were so loud that he even woke up his hosts.  Now I am not giving you a license to go pray at full voice during Friday night adoration and bother other parishioners or wake up the Dominican friars next door!  However, you may certainly whisper.

D. Distractions in Prayer


We come to the topic that you have all been waiting for: how to deal with distractions.  Let’s begin with a pop quiz.  When you pray at home or in a Church and your mind wanders, are you still pleasing God?  Does prayer time lost in distractions “count” with God?  What do you think?  If you get the answer right, I will pray a decade of the rosary for you.  The answer is … “yes,” the prayer still counts.  But why?  You begin your prayer time, sit with the Bible or before a Crucifix or the monstrance.  You fully intend to give God your whole attention.  Five minutes later, you remember the errands you forgot to run today, the movie you saw last night, or the irritating co-worker you have to face on Monday.  Ten minutes later, you catch yourself and realize that you’re distracted.  Perhaps you presume that the saints did not have this problem, but you do, because you’re a sinner.  Actually, St. Teresa of Avila said that her mind wandered 90% of the time when she prayed.  She even describes her imagination wandering while her heart and mind enjoy union with God (Life, 14.2-3).  So distractions do not make your prayer time worthless.  Aquinas asks whether undistracted prayer is more meritorious than distracted prayer.  Guess what the answer is?  Both are equally meritorious, because merit is rooted in the initial, firm, sincere intention we bring to prayer.  When your imagination wanders against your wishes and without you realizing it, and then you struggle in vain to rein it in, your prayer is just as valuable as that of the person next to you who remains focused on God.  The only difference, says Aquinas, is that the focused person enjoys the refreshment of the soul.  Their prayer will feel better, and that’s all (Summa Theologiae, II-II, q. 83, a. 13).


But many of you desperately seek a way to overcome distractions.  I already gave you a first “method” when I mentioned St. Thomas on prayer with the voice and the body.  If you sit down to pray and your mind is what St. Teresa calls a “crazy horse,” use your body!  Whisper words of love to God.  Get on your knees or stand up and bow to God.  Let your voice and body excite your soul.  Second, you can follow Teresa’s example.  For the first twenty years of her life as a nun she always went to chapel with a book of the saints (she did not have a Bible translation available).  Take a book, especially the Bible, so you can read a few sentences that may inspire you when you catch your imagination wandering.  Third, if you have an active imagination and are a visual person, take a sacred image with you: a book of Fra Angelico paintings showing biblical scenes, or an icon or any sacred image of Jesus.  It is perfectly acceptable to sit in a Church, even during Adoration, and gaze upon a picture.


If you suffer from a flood of regular distractions, you may also need to consider readjusting your lifestyle.  How much time do you spend each day watching television, surfing the Internet or using other technologies that (over-) stimulate your brain?  Scientific studies show that these technologies greatly diminish our attention span and ability to remain still, even our ability to engage in long conversations with other human beings.  Some of you may also need some psychological tools to retrain your brain.  I know a French nun who has radically reduced her distractions in prayer by employing some simple methods taught by the Christian Swiss psychologist Roger Vittoz (see the bibliography for a website, and please excuse the fact that I just told you to reduce Internet time and am now referencing an Internet link).

E. The Saints on Mental Prayer 


One of the most popular forms of prayer today is mental prayer.  It is central to the Carmelite Tradition and has firm roots in ancient Christianity.  Much has been written on similarities between Christian mental prayer and Buddhist meditation.  I will restrict myself to a few common teachings of the Catholic saints and spiritual masters about silent or mental prayer.


First, the saints agree that utter attentiveness or rapture or stillness before God accompanies the highest form of prayer.  This is not a Buddhist import, even though Buddhists like this aspect of Christian contemplation.  But what kind of attentiveness or stillness do the saints mean?  In fact, they teach that this involves a direct gift from God.  Remember that, for the desert fathers, prayer in the strict sense is an infused gift that comes unexpectedly.  This gift can manifest itself by a sudden sense of deep peace whose duration or intensity is beyond our control, an unforeseen sense of burning love in the heart, or a calm that we cannot produce of our own volition.  Almost all of the passages on wordless prayer in the desert fathers, St. Teresa of Avila and other mystics refer the natural human response to this immediate divine gift of God’s presence: awe and wonder that is so deep that we cannot even use concepts (See Cassian on fiery prayer in Conferences 9.15-17; Teresa of Avila on mansions 4-7; Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, II-II, q. 180, a. 6).  Sometimes, by grace, the contemplative finds him- or herself unable to say anything, even unable to move.  So you are right to seek quiet prayer, but remember that its perfect form is actually a gift you can only receive.  Some contemporary authors do not adequately distinguish between a method of praying quietly and the mystics’ experiences of infused prayer (Keating, “Contemplative Prayer in Christian Tradition,” 74-5; Pennington, Centering Prayer, 27-8).


Second, there is a type of wordless prayer that is not simply the fruit of an immediate divine gift, but one that we can practice to prepare for God’s coming.  In her work The Way of Perfection (chapter 28), Teresa of Avila describes an interior repose of the senses, the imagination and the mind, a kind of gathering of our faculties.  Teresa says that by a simple decision of the heart, the senses obey and calm down.  This allowed her to turn to the God dwelling within.  Teresa says that this method allowed her to progress rapidly in the spiritual life.  She also says that she merited this ability to be quiet in God’s presence.  In other words, it is a method that should be practiced starting at a “middle stage” of the spiritual life.  Therefore, people who decide to practice a method of praying without words and thoughts are not necessarily heretics!

When I refer to a “middle stage” of the spiritual life, I suspect that a good number of you will be inclined to say, “Well that type of prayer is not for me, because I’m a beginner.”  But I would challenge you to take careful stock.  We contemporary Catholics can be very good at practicing false humility.  We easily say: “I’m really not that good a Catholic, I try, but I’m very far from holiness.”  But true humility means recognizing myself as I really am before God.  I know many of you rather well, and I strongly suspect that many present here are not beginners in the spiritual life, but rather somewhere in a middle stage, or even beyond.  Some of you are ready for the type of quiet prayer that Teresa recommends to those who have made good progress in the spiritual life.  This prayer is not just for living saints!


Teresa’s teaching on a way of wordless prayer that we activate finds its complement in John Cassian.  In reference to Jesus’ exhortation in the Sermon on the Mount to pray to the Father in our room with the doors shut, the hermit Isaac says this in his interview with Cassian: “We pray in our room when we withdraw our hearts completely from the clatter of every thought and concern and disclose our prayers to the Lord in secret and intimately.”  Then Abba Isaac adds: “Prayer should be made frequently, but briefly, lest if we take our time the lurking enemy [i.e. demons] be able to put something in our heart” (Conferences, 9.35-6).  Cassian recommends wordless prayer, but for short periods of time.  For the desert fathers, planned two-hour sessions of meditation without thoughts are a bad idea.  Also, every other passage about wordless prayer that I have found in Cassian refers to an infused gift, called fiery prayer, i.e. not a method of meditation (Conferences 9.25, 9.31, 10.10; McGinn, Foundations of Mysticism, 223-4).  By grace, the saints could sometimes pray for long periods of time without words, for God had taken hold of their souls in a powerful way.  Some of you have experienced this already.

Usually, when the saints pray alone for a long time (e.g. an hour), they periodically come back to a text or a sacred image to help guide their hearts and minds to God.  They also tend to engage that sacred text or image actively with their minds.  That is why Thomas Aquinas refers to three levels of attention when he discusses vocal prayer: the words of a text (i.e. of the Our Father, a Psalm, etc.), the meaning of the words, or the God we seek through the vocal prayer.  When you pray, you can 1) be attentive on the words as a way to focus yourself, or 2) reflect actively on the truth communicated by the words, since this truth comes from God and manifests who he is, or 3) try to focus simply on God who is already speaking to you through the text and to whom you speak through the same words.  Thomas adds that, sometimes we become so fixed on God that we forget everything else, including the words (Summa Theologiae, q. 83, a. 13).  Notice that I just gave you another method to focus your distracted mind.

F. Ten Basic Principles of Christian Contemplation 


I conclude with ten basic principles of Christian contemplation, following the teaching of the saints.  These complement the principles I have already mentioned.

1. You have a spiritual personality connected to your brain chemistry and the graces you have received in life.  God has created and guided you so as to pray well in a particular way.  Some of you have apophatic personalities.  Others have cataphatic personalities.  The apophatics among you are inclined to pray with few words and images.  You simply enjoy being in God’s presence.  Cataphatics pray best with an icon or a Crucifix, or perhaps with words, especially the words of Scripture.  I would love to be able to pray more like the apophatics, but often I cannot, because I have a cataphatic personality.  Your spiritual personality can certainly evolve over time.  For example, too much exposure to the Internet and other technology can diminish an apophatic personality, diminish the ability to be still with God in silence.  God’s grace can also guide us in one or another direction.  Figure out your spiritual personality and pray according to it.  Don’t fight it.  I gleaned this teaching not from one particular saint, but by setting the lives and writings of various saints side-by-side.  Their different spiritual personalities help to explain the diversity of their views and practices on prayer.

2. All methods of prayer are a means to an end.  They are tools we employ to help us commune with God.  No method is an absolute that we always follow during prayer time.  Methods dispose us to meet Christ, but the highest prayer is a gift.  When grace comes, which usually occurs in very subtle ways, we need to be open to God’s action.  Thus, if you follow a method of quiet prayer and try to avoid particular thoughts of events or people and just focus on God’s presence, he may at times decide that he really wants you to pray for a relative or friend in need.  God may start putting the thought of a loved one into your head, and do so several times until you finally hear God saying to you (via the recurring thought): “Mary, pray for your cousin right now, grow in love of me by loving your cousin through intercessory prayer.”  We need to be open to that.  The ultimate spiritual director is the Holy Spirit.

3. However you pray, do it consistently.  If all you can give to God on a daily basis is ten minutes of prayer, then do it.  This is better than praying for an hour Friday night and hardly doing anything the other days.  A weekly holy hour is a wonderful practice, but praying ten minutes a day is even better, even if doing both the daily ten minutes and the weekly holy hour would be ideal.  As a parishioners pointed out to me once, we don’t feast at a banquet once a week and then starve ourselves for the next six days.  The same holds true in the life of prayer.  Regularity is crucial to advance in the spiritual life.  The turtle always wins the race against the rabbit.

4. All the saints and spiritual masters write about prayer out of a rich context of religious practice.  When they describe one or another way of praying, they refer to one element of their life that only makes sense within the whole of their Christian life.  All the great Christian spiritual writers presume that their readers are either living a full monastic life, or are lay persons who attend Sunday Mass, follow the commandments, strive for virtue, live some type of asceticism and study the faith.  These spiritual writers’ advice on prayer bears fruit when we live this full context of liturgy, catechesis and the pursuit of virtue.  For example, when Thomas Merton speaks about prayer, he does not have to speak about the Eucharist frequently because he assumes that his readers go to Mass frequently.  That is why he will occasionally make statements such as: “One of the most normal entryways into infused prayer is the graces received in Holy Communion” (Merton, L’expérience intérieure, 121, a quote that is not by the so-called young Merton but the Merton already fascinated by Zen).  Today one sometimes encounters spiritual authors who approach personal prayer without the Mass, the Liturgy and the Scriptures as perfectly sufficient for the spiritual life (Richard Rohr, “The Eternal Now and How to Get There,” Los Angeles Religious Education Congress, 2005).  Merton and the saints would only shake their heads at such misconceptions (Kallistos Ware, “Ways of Prayer and Contemplation: Eastern,” 402-3; Merton, Contemplative Prayer, 55).
5. The fifth principle elaborates on the fourth.  Part of the rich lived religious context out of which the spiritual masters speak is a world soaked in the Bible and a living tradition of written and oral teaching.  In ancient times, monks and nuns were expected to have memorized much of Scripture.  In monasteries, the Bible was (and still is) read at almost every meal.  The personal reading and guidance that monks and nuns received from mentor figures or abbas taught them to apply the Gospel in daily life.  We need to incorporate Scripture and Tradition into our prayer lives by reading a little every day.  Read the Bible regularly, perhaps with a commentary.  Also, pick a saint to accompany you, either the life of a saint or a text authored by a saint.  It is essential that we spend at least a few minutes each day reading either the Bible or a saint or both.  Study will inspire you to pray, will show you pitfalls in the spiritual life and how to avoid them, and will give you something to chew on when you converse with God.  Study is like fuel for the engine of the soul.

6. Everyone needs a little variety to engage the whole person in prayer.  One type of personal prayer will rarely suffice to feed us, even though many naturally prefer one type of prayer to another.  Our prayer life needs to engage mind and heart.  Some of you may have a deep devotion to Christ Crucified, so that your prayer very much engages your affect or your heart as you meditate on the Passion of Christ.  Make sure that your personal prayer also sometimes engages your intellect more directly.  Those who prefer meditating with the Bible should ensure that their will is also involved, even if much of this prayer consists of a quest for the Word of God.  If you never pray with thoughts about the truth of God communicated through the Scriptures and Tradition, you risk cutting your prayer off from truth and sacred doctrine.  The disconnect between the Creed or the Scriptures and spirituality is one of the great pitfalls of our time (see the article by Fr. Veilleux on connecting study and prayer in lectio divina).  On the other hand, if you always pray with thoughts but underemphasize the heart, your prayer will become stale (Here, I employ the word heart in a strict sense of the will as distinct from the mind, not heart in the broad biblical sense which would include the will and the mind).

7. Another type of variety in prayer is crucial.  Beyond engaging mind and heart, we need to ensure that at some point in the week, we have a bit of prayer for mercy, some praise, a bit of intercession, and gratitude for favors received.  If we always thank God for the wonderful things he has done for us but never pray for others, we become narcissistic.  If we praise God for his greatness but never ask for mercy, we forget that we need his help and can even become oblivious to our vices.  The four types of prayer are essential for us to listen well to God.  This does not mean that we say, “Ok, it’s Tuesday, it’s intercessory prayer day.”  Rather, we should find ourselves spontaneously praising God at certain times, asking for help at other times and so on.  Once in a while, perhaps once a week, take stock: did I thank God this week for favors received?

8. Prayer is a process of growing, painful yet liberating self-knowledge.  When we pray, we come to the school of prayer, where God is the main teacher, assisted by the Scriptures and the saints.  The desert fathers, Teresa of Avila and many others emphasize that the beginning stages of prayer are often not consoling or peaceful.  God begins to show us deep-rooted vices and guides us on the path to healing and virtue.  In prayer, we begin to recognize the false images of ourselves we have taken on, the persons we pretend to be, which obscure the real person inside.  In some ways, this process continues all through the Christian life, even for those advanced in holiness.  When we come to see ourselves in a new way in prayer, such thoughts about ourselves may appear to be distractions.  But sometimes, God is showing us who we really are through these thoughts.  Reading the spiritual masters such as the desert fathers or Thomas Merton also helps tremendously in this area.  They become like mirrors before our souls that expose the superficiality of our pretensions, false plans and false perceptions we have of others and ourselves.

9. Your prayer life needs to be connected to your state in life: marriage, family, single life, etc.  If you are married, it’s really important that you pray with your spouse.  Studies have shown that Christian couples that pray together each day and attend Sunday worship have a divorce rate of about 2%. If you have children, praying with them is also essential.  Your path to sanctity through prayer and growth in virtue passes through your call to be a good spouse or parent or single person, not despite that call.

10. Some of you asked in the questionnaire: How do I know that I am progressing in my prayer life?  The easiest answer is found by asking: are you growing in virtue (e.g. charity, justice, patience, etc.)?  You can tell the tree by its fruits.  The primary fruit of prayer is union with God, which manifests itself above all by growth in virtue in daily life, not interior experiences.  Mysticism and holiness are about the ordinary being filled with God’s presence.
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