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Session 1 
an introduction to prayer 

Prayer - what is prayer? 
 
As we begin this school of prayer it’s good to reflect on our 
understanding of prayer. 
Many people have tried to explain prayer in the light of their own 
experience. Here are some of their ideas. 

“Prayer is the delight of the joyful as well as the solace 
of the afflicted. It is the enjoyment of things present 
and the substance of things to come.” 
 

Saint Gregory of Nyssa 
(The Lordʼs Prayer; The Beatitudes translated and annotated by Hilda C. Graff, 

Paulist Press, New York/Mahwah, 1954.) 

“For me, prayer is a surge of the heart; it is a simple 
look turned toward heaven, it is a cry of recognition 
and of love, embracing both trial and joy.” 
 

St Thérèse of Lisieux 
(Manuscripts, autobiography, C 25r.) 

“As a Christian, my understanding is that what I’m 
doing when I pray is allowing the life of Jesus to come 
alive in me with the Holy Spirit, which means that 
from the depth of my being as a believer there rises 
up a kind of welling up of life and love directed 
towards that mysterious source of Jesus’ being, which 
we call God the Father.” 
 

Rowan Williams 
(BBC Radio 4 programme, Something Understood, September 2009.) 



Pope Francis says prayer is not about words: in January 2019 he said 
this: 

I think of many Christians who believe that praying is 
to talk to God like a parrot, no! Praying is done from 
the heart, from inside,  …He does not need anything, 
our God: in prayer he asks only that we keep open a 
channel of communication with him to always 
discover ourselves [to be] his beloved children and 
[that] he loves us so much. 

 
Pope Francis (General Audience 2 January 2019). 

The essential thing we have to do is believe in the 
enfolding, nurturing, transforming Love of God which 
is the Reality: the reality that is absolutely there 
whether  we avert to it or not. Prayer from our side, is 
a deliberate decision to avert to it, to respond to it in 
the fullest way we can. To do this we must set time 
aside to devote exclusively to the yes of faith. 

 
Essence of Prayer, (Bloomsbury: 2006), p.5. 

We may think of prayer as thoughts or feelings 
expressed in words. But this is only one expression… 
Prayer is the opening of mind and heart - our whole 
being - to God, the Ultimate Mystery, beyond 
thoughts, words, and emotions. Through grace we 
open our awareness to God whom we know by faith 
is within us, closer than breathing, closer than 
thinking, closer than choosing - closer than 
consciousness itself. 

 
Open Mind, Open Heart, 20th Anniversary Edition (Bloomsbury: 2006), p.175. 

Ruth Burrows in her book Essence of Prayer also stresses that prayer is 
not about what we do, it is what God does. It is about our relationship 
with God. God’s love is totally unconditional. 

And Thomas Keating wrote: 

Before you read any further take a few moments. 
 
• What is your understanding of prayer? 

• Which of the quotes speaks to you most? 

• What in the quotes challenges you? 



I think, for me, all of these quotes seem to be saying, prayer/meditation 
is part of our make up, part of our whole being. If we believe the saying 
of Irenaeus, “The glory of God is a person fully alive”, then prayer is 
something that enables us to become fully alive! 
 
The issue of “How do we pray?” has been discussed throughout history. 
It was a question asked by the Apostles and an important issue for the 
early Church. 
 
We are all familiar I am sure with the response of Jesus when the 
apostles asked him, “How do we pray.” Matthew 6: 9-13. 
 
Most of us pray the ‘Our Father’ regularly. For those of us that have 
studied scripture we will be aware that its important to read scripture 
with an awareness of the culture of the times. 
 
Matthew’s Gospel was written around 80-90AD, for a Greek audience. 
And it is likely that it was a collection of ideas from various sources 
about Jesus and prayer. 
 
The important thing for us is what is this prayer saying for us, when we 
use it - what am I actually saying? 



Karl Rahner gives this expanded version of the Our Father that reflects 
his understanding of what it means for him. 
 
Our Father 
who art in the depths of my heart, transforming its hollow emptiness 
into a heaven on earth; 
 
Hallowed by thy name 
even in the death-like silence of my ignorance and my lack of faith; 
 
Thy kingdom come 
in the very midst of my desolation; 
 
Thy will be done in me 
even if it means pain and death; 
 
Thy will be done in me 
for your will is my true life; 
 
Give us this day our daily bread 
for I am utterly dependent upon your divine providence; 
 
Forgive us our trespasses 
those sins which are ultimately but treason against your love for us, and 
therefore treason against myself; 
 
Deliver us from evil  
from the evil of centring our lives upon ourselves, in order that we may 
learn that you are the centre of all, and that only in you can we find 
freedom worthy of children of God. 
 

Karl Rahner On Prayer  (Liturgical Press: 1993), p.21.  

Take a few moments now to pray with Rahner’s version of the 
‘Our Father’ and take note of which aspect touches you most. 
What is God saying to you through what has been written? 



There are many different times that we pray, often in the past we have 
prayed in community. This is more difficult today unless we are using 
the media available to us. Through this series we will be concentrating 
how we spend our time of prayer when we are alone. 
 
There are many ways of praying, all intended to focus our hearts and 
minds. 
 
In each session of this school of prayer we are going to consider the 
different ways of praying, spending time with Christ. Opening our hearts 
and minds to God. 
 
Each session we will focus on a particular type of prayer: you may be 
familiar with the ways that we highlight. At the end of each session you 
are invited to spend time in prayer using the style that has been 
reflected upon. 

 
And now, as you finish this session, take time to be still and to 
consider what has most touched you? 
 
It might be good to keep a journal and to make a note of how God has 
spoken to you in this time and space. 


