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Session 3 
Imaginative contemplation 

In this third session of our school of prayer we 
are going to explore ‘imaginative contemplation’. 
This way of praying is usually associated with the 
Jesuits and their founder St Ignatius of Loyola. 
 
Ignatian spirituality is a spirituality for everyday 
life. It highlights that God is present in our world 
and active in our lives. It is a pathway to deeper 
prayer, good decisions guided by keen 
discernment, and an active life of service to 
others. 

Take a moment to reflect on the times when you have had to 
make a decision in life: it may have been a difficult decision and 
a time of deep prayer. 
 
• How did you decide what to do? 
• Did you discuss it with anyone? 
• Were you aware of God being present at that time? 

Ignatian spirituality recognises the importance 
of discernment. It also uses the style of prayer 
referred to as Ignatian contemplation, a way 
of using your imagination to “place” yourself in 
a scene from Scripture or with Jesus or Mary 
or God the Father. It’s much more “content 
heavy” than some other forms of prayer. 
 
Ignatian contemplation is very different than 
other forms of contemplation. It’s not an 
emptying of self - for Ignatius it is about 
entering the story. As in our last session on 
Lectio Divina there is a very clear structure to 
this style of prayer. 



Preparation for prayer. 
 
As with our previous prayer time it’s important to prepare for your time 
of prayer. 

On the evening of that first day of the week, when the disciples were 
together, with the doors locked for fear of the Jewish leaders, Jesus 
came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you!” After he 
said this, he showed them his hands and side. The disciples were 
overjoyed when they saw the Lord. 
 
Again Jesus said, “Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me, I am 
sending you.” And with that he breathed on them and said, “Receive the 
Holy Spirit. If you forgive anyone’s sins, their sins are forgiven; if you do 
not forgive them, they are not forgiven.” 
 

John 20:19-23 NIV 

• Find a suitable place to pray. 
• Light a candle to symbolize God’s presence, God’s 

desire for us to come to him in prayer, and the Spirit’s 
work in our hearts as we seek God. 

• Choose a piece of scripture. For this style of prayer it 
is important to have a piece of scripture that involves 
a story or narrative, for example what Jesus or one of 
the prophets did one day, who they met and what 
happened. 

For the prayer time that we are going to enter into you might like to use 
one of the Easter stories when Jesus appears to the women or the 
apostles. This is one of the accounts from John’s Gospel. 



The process of imaginative contemplation. 

When you first read through the passage just read 
it to get the general idea of what is going on. 
 
• Where and when does it take place? 
• Who is there? 
• What happens? 

When you read the passage again take more note 
of the details and what is happening. 
 
• Who are the major players? 
• Who else is there? 
• What are they doing? 
• How do they interact? 
• What is the setting like? 
• What time of day is it? 
• What is the mood, the atmosphere? 

First reading 

Second reading 

1 
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When you read the story for the third time begin to 
place yourself in the scene. 
 
• Who are you or what are you? You may be an 

inanimate object, an animal, part of the scenery; you 
may be a person or thing that is not specially 
mentioned in the printed story, but someone that you 
sense as you hear it read. 

• What are you doing, thinking, feeling? Or what is being 
done to or with you if you are inanimate? 

• What are the sounds, the smells, and the other details 
about the location that you notice? 

• What are the emotions and the undertones that you 
notice? 

Third reading 3 



Spiritual accompaniment. 

When you read the story for the fourth time let it 
flow as a film set with you taking part. Experience 
the story as the person or object that you are in 
the story and let the story continue to unfold 
within you, in your imagination, mind and heart. 

Fourth reading 4 

As the prayer time quietly comes to an end it 
would be good to make a note in your journal of 
the part you played in the story and what you 
think God was saying to you as the story 
developed. 

Review of prayer time: what was God saying to me? 5 

In all our prayer sessions it is important to 
reflect on what happened in our prayer 
time. The Jesuits also recommend that 
people have someone to talk to, often 
known as a spiritual director or 
accompanier. A spiritual director helps a 
person to identify the inner movements in 
their prayer time, reflecting on them, and 
understanding where they come from, 
and where they lead us in our daily life. 

If you think it would benefit you the Irenaeus Project can help to find 
someone to accompany you on your spiritual journey. 

https://irenaeus.co.uk/

