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Topic 35: Prayer in Christian Life
Our prayer involves every aspect of our life. The Catechism distinguishes between vocal prayer, meditation and contemplative prayer. All three have a fundamental feature in common: the recollection of the heart. Prayer is not optional for the spiritual life, but rather a vital necessity.
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What is prayer?
St. John Damascene defines prayer as “the raising of one’s mind and heart to God or the requesting of a suitable good” (De fide orthodoxa, III, 24), while St. John Climacus views it as “intimate conversation and union with God” (Scala paradisi, 28). Saint Teresa of the Child Jesus defines prayer as “an impulse of the heart, a simple gaze directed towards heaven, a cry of recognition and love, both amid trials and amid joys” (Autobiographical Manuscript C, 25).
As in any conversation of love, the topics of prayer are many and varied, but a few particularly important ones should be highlighted.
Petition
Sacred Scripture contains many references to supplicatory prayer. Jesus himself had recourse to it, and taught us the importance of simple and trusting petition. Christian tradition has echoed Christ’s invitation to beseech God for help in many different ways: asking for pardon, asking for one’s own and others’ salvation, praying for the Church, the apostolate, and needs of all sorts.
Prayer of petition is part of mankind’s universal religious experience. Recognizing even vaguely the reality of God (or more generally, a superior being) leads to turning to Him and asking for his protection and help. Prayer is certainly not limited to supplication, but petitioning God for help is a clear recognition of our condition as creatures and our absolute dependence on God, whose love for us is revealed in its fulness through faith (cf. Catechism 2629-2635).
Thanksgiving
Recognizing all the gifts we have received and, through them, God’s mercy and generosity, spurs us to turn our hearts to God in thanksgiving. All of Sacred Scripture and the history of spirituality is imbued with an attitude of thanksgiving.
In the light of faith, we come to realize that whatever happens to us forms part of God’s loving plan, and that everything works for the good of those who love God (cf. Rom 8:28). “Make it a habit to raise your heart to God, in acts of thanksgiving, many times a day. Because He bestows on you various gifts. Because you’ve been despised. Because you don’t have what you need, or because you do have it. Because He made his Mother, who is also your Mother, so beautiful. Because He created the sun and the moon and an animal or plant of this or that kind. Because He made that man eloquent and you He left slow of speech… Thank Him for everything, because everything is good.” (The Way, 268).
Adoration and praise
An essential part of prayer is recognizing and proclaiming God’s grandeur, the plenitude of his being, his infinite goodness and love. Consideration of the beauty and immensity of the universe prompts us to praise him, as we see in many biblical texts (cf., for example, Ps 19; Sir 42:15-25; Dan 3:32-90), and in traditional Christian prayers. Praise may be prompted also by the great and wonderful works that God carries out in the history of salvation, as shown by the Magnificat (Lk 1:46-55) and in the great Pauline hymns (for example, Eph 1:3-14); or by the small and even tiniest details that manifest God’s love.
In any case, what characterizes praise is that it focuses our attention directly on God himself, as He is in himself, in his unlimited and infinite perfection. “Praise is the form of prayer which recognizes most immediately that God is God. It lauds God for his own sake and gives him glory, quite beyond what he does, but simply because HE IS” (Catechism 2639). Therefore it is closely united to adoration, to the deeply-felt realization of the smallness of all created reality in comparison with the Creator, and, as a consequence, to humility, to accepting our personal littleness before the One who infinitely transcends us. And we are led to marvel at the fact that this God of ours, to whom the angels and the whole universe render homage, deigned not only to turn his regard to mankind but also to dwell in us, and even more, to become incarnate.
Adoration, praise, petition and thanksgiving are the basic dispositions underlying all dialogue between the human person and God. Whatever the particular content of our prayer, everyone who prays always does so, explicitly or implicitly, by adoring, praising, beseeching or giving thanks to God, whom we revere, love and trust. At the same time it is worth repeating that the specific content of prayer can vary considerably. Our prayer may sometimes involve considering passages from Scripture, or going more deeply into some Christian truth, or reliving Christ’s life, or drawing close to our Lady…. Or it may involve starting from events in our own life to share with God our joys and worries, our hopes and problems; or to seek his support and consolation; or to examine in God’s presence our own behavior and make resolutions and decisions; or simply to talk about the events of the day with someone whom we know loves us.
“You write: ‘To pray is to talk with God. But about what?’ About what? About Him, about yourself: joys, sorrows, successes and failures, noble ambitions, daily worries, weaknesses! And acts of thanksgiving and petitions: and Love and reparation. In a word: to get to know him and to get to know yourself: ‘to get acquainted!’” (The Way, 91). In one way or another, prayer will always be an intimate and filial meeting with God, which will foster our awareness of God’s closeness, and lead to living each day in God’s presence.
Ways or forms of praying
Regarding the ways or forms of praying, spiritual writers usually make various distinctions: vocal prayer and mental prayer; public and private prayer; predominantly intellectual or reflective prayer and affective prayer; guided and spontaneous prayer, etc. Sometimes these writers try to outline a gradation of intensity in prayer, distinguishing between mental prayer, affective prayer, the prayer of quietude, contemplation, unitive prayer….
The Catechism distinguishes between vocal prayer, meditation and the prayer of contemplation. These three “have one basic trait in common: composure of heart. This vigilance in keeping the Word and dwelling in the presence of God makes these three expressions intense times in the life of prayer” (Catechism 2699). The Catechism makes clear that the use of this terminology is not meant to refer to three levels in the life of prayer but rather to two ways of praying, vocal prayer and meditation, presenting both as apt to lead to contemplation, the summit of the life of prayer. In our discussion below we will follow this approach.
Vocal prayer
“Vocal prayer is an essential element of the Christian life. To his disciples, drawn by their Master’s silent prayer, Jesus teaches a vocal prayer, the Our Father. He not only prayed aloud the liturgical prayers of the synagogue but, as the Gospels show, he raised his voice to express his personal prayer, from exultant blessing of the Father to the agony of Gesthemani” (Catechism 2701). We could define vocal prayer as prayer that makes use of set words, whether short formulas (aspirations), words taken from Scripture, or prayers from traditional spirituality (the Veni Sancte Spiritus, the Salve , the Memorare...).
It is important to stress that vocal prayer is not just a matter of words but above all of the intellect and the heart. If this devotion is lacking, if there is no awareness of Who is being addressed in the prayer and what is being prayed for, then, as St. Teresa of Jesus graphically puts it, one cannot properly speak of prayer “however much the lips wag” (The Way, 85).
Vocal prayer plays a decisive role in teaching people how to pray, especially when first starting to talk to God. Through learning the sign of the Cross and vocal prayers, children—and often adults as well—take their first steps in living the faith in practice, and thus in their life of prayer. However, the role and importance of vocal prayer is not restricted to the beginning of one’s dialogue with God, but is meant to accompany every stage in our spiritual development.
Meditation
Meditation means applying our mind to the consideration of a reality with the desire to know and understand it in greater depth. For a Christian, meditation (often called “mental prayer”) involves directing our thoughts to God as He revealed himself during the history of Israel and definitively and fully in Christ. And then, with the light we receive from God, turning to our own life to appraise and adapt it to the mystery of life, communion and love that God has opened our eyes to.
Meditation may develop spontaneously, during moments of silence accompanying or following liturgical celebrations or occasioned by reading some biblical text or a passage from some spiritual writer. At other moments it can be limited to times specifically dedicated to it. In any case, it is obvious that, especially at the beginning but not only then, it requires effort, the desire to deepen our knowledge of God and the requirements of his will, and to persist in our determination to truly improve in our Christian life. Hence it can be said that “meditation is above all a quest” (Catechism 2705), although we should stress that it is not a matter of seeking something but Someone. The aim of Christian meditation is not only, or primarily, to understand something (in the final analysis, to grasp God’s ways of acting and manifesting himself), but to draw close to Him, to identify ourselves with his will and to be in union with Him.
Contemplative prayer
As one’s experience of Christian life grows, and with it, one’s prayer life, a more constant, personal and intimate communion between the believer and God comes about. Prayer at this level is what the Catechism calls “contemplative” prayer. Based on a lively sense of God’s loving nearness, this form of prayer transcends formal words and concepts and leads to truly living in intimate communion with Him.
“What is contemplative prayer?” the Catechism asks at the beginning of the section dealing with contemplative prayer. And it answers with words taken from St. Teresa of Jesus: it is simply “a close sharing between friends; it means taking time frequently to be alone with Him who we know loves us” (Life, 8, 5). “Contemplative prayer seeks him ‘whom my soul loves’ (Song 1:7). It is Jesus, and in him, the Father. We seek him, because to desire him is always the beginning of love, and we seek him in that pure faith which causes us to be born of him and to live in him” (Catechism 2709).
“Contemplative prayer is the prayer of the child of God, of the forgiven sinner who agrees to welcome the love by which he is loved and who wants to respond to it by loving even more. But he knows that the love he is returning is poured out by the Spirit in his heart, for everything is grace from God. Contemplative prayer is the poor and humble surrender to the loving will of the Father in ever deeper union with his beloved Son” (Catechism 2712).
This form of prayer can come about during specific moments dedicated to prayer or at any other moment. In short, prayer is destined to encompass the entire human person—intellect, will and feelings—and to reach the center of the heart and change its dispositions, shaping the Christian’s whole being, making each one another Christ (cf. Gal 2:20).
With the expression “contemplatives in the midst of the world,” Saint Josemaría summed up one of the essential features of the spirit of Opus Dei: the insistence that ordinary Christians, called to seek sanctity in the middle of the world, can reach the fullness of contemplation without having to set aside their secular condition. Saint Josemaría taught that ordinary Christians are called to be contemplatives precisely in and through their ordinary life, since contemplation is not limited to specific moments during the day (times dedicated expressly to personal and liturgical prayer, participation in Holy Mass, etc.,) but can embrace the whole day, until it becomes a continuous prayer, where the soul “feels and knows it is under the loving gaze of God, all day long” (Friends of God, 307). Hence he said: “I would like us, in our meditation today, to make up our minds once and for all that we need to aspire to become contemplative souls, in the street, in the midst of our work, by maintaining a constant conversation with our God and not breaking it off at any time of the day. If we really want to be loyal followers of our Master, this is the only way (Friends of God, 238).
Conditions and characteristics of prayer
An important condition for true prayer is recollection. The term “recollection” means the action whereby the will, by virtue of its capacity to control all the tendencies involved in human nature, tries to moderate its inclination to dispersion, fostering interior calm and serenity. During moments dedicated especially to prayer, this attitude of leaving aside other tasks and trying to avoid distractions is essential, but it is by no means limited to those moments. Rather, it should spread to other moments of one’s day until recollection becomes habitual, filling the heart with a spirit of faith and love that leads us to strive to carry out all our activities, implicitly or explicitly, with reference to God, even when engaged in work that demands our whole attention.
Another condition for prayer is trust. Without full trust in God and his love for us prayer is impossible, at least sincere prayer capable of overcoming trials and difficulties. It is not just a matter of trusting that a certain petition will be granted, but rather of the assurance that the One we are speaking to loves us and understands us, and that we can open our heart to Him without reserve (cf. Catechism 2734-2741).
Sometimes prayer is a spontaneous dialogue arising from the depth of the soul that brings joy and consolation. At other time however—perhaps more frequently—it calls for determination and perseverance. Then a feeling of discouragement may creep in leading one to think that it does not make sense spending time talking with God (cf. Catechism 2728). Moments like these make clear the importance of another condition for prayer: perseverance. The goal of prayer is not to obtain favors or consolations, but rather communion with God, whence the importance of persevering in prayer, which is always—whether filled with sensible feelings or not—a living encounter with God (cf. Catechism 2742-2745, 2746-2751).
A fundamental trait of all Christian prayer is its Trinitarian character. The Holy Spirit infuses faith, hope and charity into our hearts and leads us to Christ, the incarnate Son of God, in whose humanity we perceive the divinity of his Person. Following this path, we come to God the Father, and to an ever more trusting relationship with Him. Christian tradition also recommends going to the intercession of the angels and saints, and especially to Mary the Mother of God.
Thus Christian prayer is an eminently filial prayer. It is the prayer of sons or daughters who—whether joyful or suffering, working or resting—turn to their Father with simplicity and sincerity and place in his hands all their concerns, finding there welcome and a love that gives meaning to everything.
The need for prayer
In the light of what we have seen, it is clear that prayer is not something optional for the spiritual life, but a vital necessity, as the Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches (no. 2744): “Prayer is a vital necessity. Proof from the contrary is no less convincing: if we do not allow the Spirit to lead us, we fall back into the slavery of sin. How can the Holy Spirit be our life if our heart is far from him?”
Hence the Catechism of the Catholic Church uses the expression “universal call to prayer” for the subtitle of the first chapter of the fourth part of the Catechism (the one dedicated to prayer): The Revelation of prayer. The universal call to prayer. Although this expression is not yet very common, it is closely linked to another more well-known expression: “Universal vocation to holiness in the Church,” title of the fifth chapter of the dogmatic Constitution Lumen gentium of the Second Vatican Council. Thus it seems that the Catechism of the Catholic Church, in recalling the teachings of the last Ecumenical Council, wanted to highlight the need for prayer to achieve Christian holiness.
The saints have always insisted on the need for prayer in order to have a spiritual life and make progress in it. For example, Saint Teresa of Jesus wrote: “A short time ago I was told by a very learned person that souls without prayer are like people whose bodies or limbs are paralyzed: they possess feet and hands but they cannot control them” (Interior Castle, 1, 6). And St. Francis de Sales preached in a sermon: “Only animals don’t pray; therefore those who do not pray resemble them” (Complete Works, vol. 9). Saint Josemaría Escrivá, in turn, said: “A saint, without prayer? I don’t believe in such sanctity” (The Way, 107).
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