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Praise for How I Pray


“Jim Castelli reminds us all that we are more alike than different when we pray. The shades of spirituality revealed here show how strikingly the same are our deepest human hungers.… The insights found in How I Pray will contribute to religious cooperation and reconciliation.”

—James M. Dunn
Executive Director
Baptist Joint Committee




“A precious book … A moving volume … This lovely series of essays will give you new adventures, wonderful pilgrimages, and endless challenges. It might even bring you peace and tranquility you have never previously experienced.”

—Robert F. Drinan, S.J.
Professor
Georgetown University Law Center




“It was a delight and an inspiration to read the disarmingly honest and intimate thoughts of so many people on a subject that is often so difficult to talk about! A truly interfaith book, How I Pray encourages me to think that a world in which we respect one another as children of the same loving God is a real possibility.”

—The Rev. Barbara C. Crafton
Author of Finding Time For Serenity
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I want to thank the twenty-six people who told me how they pray. It’s obvious that I couldn’t have done this book without them, but they were real collaborators. Many took time out of their busy lives to talk to a stranger about very personal things, and I thank them for doing that. I also thank those people whom I already knew; they, too, spoke candidly about very private matters.

One of the things that made this project rewarding was that many of the people I interviewed were curious about how other people prayed. Now they can find out.

I spent a great deal of time asking people I respected—particularly journalists and religious leaders—to recommend people for me to interview. I could just as easily have written a book by interviewing the people I came to think of as my scouts: Art Winter, Dave Anderson, Bill Bole, Al Menendez, Kate DeSmet, Joan Connell, Clark Lobenstine, Robinna Winbush, Carol Fouke, Ken Briggs, Nick Van Dyke, Father Bud Kaiser, David Schaal, Frank Butler, Kim Lawton, David Neff, Tim Jones, Chuck Bergstrom, Jim Besser, Jim Rudin, David Saperstein, Jeff Hadden, Myrna Wahlquist, Jim Lewis, Ron Cruz, Dick Ostling, and John Borelli.

I’d also like to thank my wife, Jayne, for her advice and for her help in editing several of the transcripts.


PRAYING AND PRAY-ERS
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Everyone prays. For some people prayer requires several hours a day and involves intricate rituals. For others prayer takes the shape of an occasional “Oh, no!” at bad news and “Thank God!” at good news.

Yet whatever the length, language, complexity, or faith of our prayers, they all ultimately have the same purpose: to reach outside of ourselves and touch, perhaps to move, a power greater than ourselves. We pray for mercy, for guidance, for forgiveness, for peace—both global and internal. Every time we pray, we acknowledge that there are things in this life that are outside of our control. Often we pray to bring about change in ourselves as well. Every time we pray, we try to become something more than we are.

Just as we strive for “excellence” in our professional lives, we strive for excellence, for improvement, for a way to come closer to that power or spirit in our prayer lives. But prayer is intensely personal and so we don’t learn about prayer from dry treatises or lectures; we learn about it best from our own experience of it and from the stories of other people whose prayer is rooted in their own unique lives.

The purpose of this book is quite simple. I wanted to talk to a number of Americans from a wide variety of religious and professional backgrounds about their prayer lives—to ask them to fill in the blanks about “How I Pray.” At one level their stories are fascinating in themselves, presenting a broad, multicultural portrait of American religion. Each story is an end in itself, telling us something about the role that prayer plays in people’s lives, and how unique that role is in every instance. But these stories also provide an opportunity to discover themes and patterns in the way people actually pray, a chance to learn something about the generic nature of prayer.

The hard part was choosing the people to interview. I wanted not only a certain number of people who would be household names but also a good number of “real people,” who were not necessarily big names outside their own households but who cared deeply about prayer. I wanted as broad a representation of religious groups as possible. I wanted, as much as possible, to interview people who were at least somewhat comfortable talking about their spiritual lives. I wanted religious leaders and laypeople. I wanted a group of people that reflected demographic diversity—by gender, age, race, ethnicity, region. At times I felt like Bill Clinton trying to assemble an administration that “looks like America”—only he had three thousand political appointees to work with while I had to pick fewer than thirty people to keep this book’s size manageable.

My choices eventually reflected a combination of detailed planning and occasional whimsy. I picked some people because I knew pretty much what they would say, and I chose others because I had no idea what they would say.

After I conducted each interview, I transcribed it and edited it into a narrative so that each person would speak directly to the reader; I tried to keep these narratives as conversational as possible. That wasn’t easy, particularly with the academics. But I thought it was important to make these stories as personal as possible, and our conversation is often much more personal than our writing.

The responsibility for the final interview choices is mine, and here’s how I made them:

Phil Bom teaches at Pat Robertson’s Regent University. I met Phil, a Presbyterian and an Evangelical, at a conference on religion and politics about two weeks before the 1992 election. I was struck by the fact that when Phil asked those present to pray for the presidential candidates, he did so in such a way that I couldn’t tell whom he would vote for. That was refreshing, as was his visible enthusiasm about prayer.

Sidney Callahan is a popular and prolific Catholic writer who frequently writes about issues involving family and values. I was glad to interview her as I’ve enjoyed her writings for more than twenty years.

Joan Campbell is general secretary of the National Council of Churches. I had interviewed her before and been struck by her candor, so she made a perfect representative of the Mainline Protestant churches.

I wanted to interview someone from the Pentecostal tradition, so I called the Assemblies of God, the largest Pentecostal church in the United States; they suggested Sandra Clopine, head of the church’s education department. Sandra, an ordained minister, is also head of the National Association of Evangelicals’ women’s division.

After two prominent Evangelicals canceled out at the last minute, Tim Jones at Christianity Today suggested that I interview Richard Foster. When I stumbled across an interview with Foster in U.S. Catholic just a few hours later, I didn’t need any further convincing. Foster, a Quaker, has worked on prayer with Christians from many traditions.

I worked with George Gallup, Jr., writing two books and five years’ worth of columns, and I knew of his involvement in prayer groups. That was a perspective I wanted, so I asked George to take part. George, an Episcopalian with strong Evangelical overtones, has also done some unique research on the impact of prayer.

I asked Church Women United to recommend several prominent church women and chose their president, Ann Garvin, an active community volunteer and a member of the African Methodist Episcopal Church.

John Borelli, who runs the U.S. Catholic Conference office dealing with religions outside of Christianity and Judaism, recommended Rajshri Gopal as a Hindu who could successfully articulate her beliefs.

Billy Graham was an obvious choice for this book. He’s cutting back his schedule because of age and illness, but Mary Becker of his staff provided me with quotes taken from his speeches and public interviews. I worked them into a narrative, and Graham himself made some changes and additions.

Andrew Greeley—priest, sociologist, and novelist—was a natural subject. He prays and also studies people who do.

High Star is a Lakota Sioux “singer,” or medicine man. Sami Toinetta, a Lakota who works for the National Council of Churches, referred me to him, as he is her spiritual adviser.

Two longtime friends, Rabbi Jim Rudin, of the American Jewish Committee, and Rabbi David Saperstein, of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, both said that if I wanted to talk to someone who really knew Jewish prayer, I should talk to Rabbi Larry Kushner in Boston. So I did.

I’ve known Norman Lear for more than a decade; for part of that time I worked with him at People for the American Way. While many people view Norman as completely secular in outlook, I knew him as a man who had a deeply spiritual nature that was not tied to any one religious tradition. He was another natural to include, proof that those with no religious affiliation still have a spiritual dimension.

I’ve long admired Congressman John Lewis of Georgia, a veteran civil rights leader, and was struck by a recent comment by Georgia governor Zell Miller, who said that many people today regard Lewis as a saint.

Martin Marty, arguably the most quoted person in American religion, was another natural choice. A church historian, Lutheran minister, and all-around expert on religion, Martin has never given a bad interview; the one he gave me was exceptional.

Carol Mu’min, a black Muslim active in interfaith activities, came at the recommendation of Clark Lobenstine, director of the Interfaith Conference of Greater Washington.

Finding a Buddhist to interview for this book was difficult because I frequently ran into the objection “Buddhists don’t pray.” They may not pray, but they do prayerlike things in a spiritual way. When Ronald Nakasone’s name turned up twice—recommended by Kathy Nolan, herself a Buddhist; and by the Institute for Buddhist Studies at Berkeley, recommended by Joan Connell—I took it as a sign and got an excellent interview from Ron.

I first interviewed Marlene Payne, a Mormon and a psychiatrist, twelve years ago during the controversy over Sonia Johnson, a feminist Mormon. Marlene helped me overcome some preconceptions about Mormons; she also helped me understand that both feminists and Mormon women were under great pressure to “have it all,” even if they differed about what the “all” means. I thought Marlene would be thoughtful on prayer, and I was right.

I worked on a project with Jane Redmont, a Catholic writer, several years ago and thought of her as someone with a strong social-justice and feminist perspective.

I asked Ron Cruz, who heads the U.S. Catholic Conference office for Hispanic Affairs, to recommend a grassroots Hispanic Catholic, and he urged me to talk to Mary Frances Robles, the daughter of a close family friend.

When I told Jim Rudin that I wanted to talk to a young Jewish person about prayer, he suggested that I talk with his daughter, Eve; once again I took his advice.

Many people I spoke with urged me to interview Robert Schuller, and I was glad to do so. His comments were short, but pithy. Schuller, a member of the Dutch Reformed Church, prides himself on being a Mainline Protestant television preacher.

Brad Pokorny, of the Baha’i International office in New York, put me in touch with Dan Seals; a fan of Dan’s country and pop music, I was delighted to interview him.

I asked the Reverend Leonid Kishkovsky, former president of the National Council of Churches and a leader of the Orthodox Church in America, to recommend a member of his church; he led me to Eleana Silk, a librarian at Saint Vladimir’s Seminary, whose interest in oral history heightened her interest in this project.

My first choice for a prominent Catholic bishop was Archbishop Rembert Weakland, of Milwaukee. His candor has made him unpopular at the Vatican, but he is a hero to a large number of American Catholics. He’s also a Benedictine monk who knows a great deal about prayer.

At one point I told Jane Redmont about how difficult it was to put together the right demographic mix for this book. I said I needed a young professional woman with a family who belonged to a Mainline Protestant church. She said I’d just described Lisa Wood, an Episcopalian.

To begin each interview, I developed a set of base questions and I added other questions as they seemed appropriate for each subject. These are the questions I asked each subject:



How do you define prayer?

To whom do you pray?

When did prayer first become important to you?

How has prayer changed for you?

How do you pray?

Do you make up your prayers as you pray, or do you use any standard prayers?

Do you use different types of prayers at different times?

Do you have a favorite prayer?

Have you had some particularly meaningful prayer experiences?

How long do you pray?

How often do you pray?

Do you pray silently or out loud?

Do you meditate?

When you pray, do you ask for things? Guidance? Blessings? Forgiveness?

What happens to you during prayer? What about afterward?

Does prayer give you a sense of peace?

Does God “talk” to you?

Do you feel God’s presence?

Do you get answers to your prayers?

When and how do you pray with others? In large or small groups? Do you use a liturgy?

How does your prayer affect your relationships with other people?

How does your prayer affect your work?

How does your prayer relate to the broader community? Society? Social justice?

Not everyone answered every question, and some responses prompted many other questions. But this list proved to be a valuable tool in prompting more than two dozen fascinating glimpses of Americans at prayer. You might want to sit down and ask yourself the questions from this list; they may help you to consider and understand the significance of prayer in your own life.


PHILIP C. BOM
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Philip C. Bom is a professor in the School of Public Policy at Regent University in Virginia Beach, and the author of Academocracy (1976) and Trudeau’s Canada (1977). He is an elder in the Presbyterian Church of America, which was formed in the 1970s to counter what its members saw as liberalism in the southern Presbyterian church. Bom is married and has three children.

Prayer is a direct communion between the Creator, God, and the creature, man. Man is made in the image of God to pray and to work, and to seek the Father’s will in both (just as Jesus did). Prayer also includes petition—that is, asking God to intercede in the lives of people and nations.

I pray to God the Father, the Maker of Heaven and earth, and to Jesus Christ, my Savior and Redeemer of mankind. When I talk about thanking Him for the seasons, for the springtime, I direct my thoughts more to God the Father as Creator. When it comes to the salvation of myself and my family, I direct my thoughts much more to Jesus as my Savior.

I was brought up in a Christian home where prayer was an integral part of family devotion. As a child I understood my parents’ trust in God the Father; I knew that He would provide for our needs and guide us in our daily walk.

In the past I may have prayed absentmindedly or repetitiously or out of mere habit. Prayer is a spiritual activity, but it can still be a selfish action. Now it has become for me a discipline of the heart and mind. I work on my prayer to refine my communion with God so that I can concentrate on glorifying God and not remain focused on my own needs and desires. Prayer has made my walk with the Lord much more personal and intimate.

I pray with my eyes closed, usually sitting down, before and after reading Scripture. Depending on the occasion, my prayers last from one to fifteen minutes. My wife and I pray together each morning and evening. Our personal, private prayers are spontaneous, reflecting Scripture readings and current needs among family, friends, church, and the world. On special occasions, such as national holidays and holy days, I may use the Episcopal Book of Common Prayer or a Catholic prayer book.

Next to the Lord’s Prayer I love the prayer ascribed to Saint Francis of Assisi, especially the first line:

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace.

Where there is hatred, let me sow love,

Where there is injury, pardon;

Where there is doubt, faith;

Where there is despair, hope;

Where there is darkness, light;

And where there is sadness, joy.

O, divine Master, grant that I may not so much

seek to be consoled as to console,

to be understood as to understand,

to be loved, as to love.

Because it is in giving that we receive,

it is in pardoning that we are pardoned,

and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.



In addition to morning and evening prayers I pray before meals and at the beginning of my classes. Of course at any time during the day, I may respond to a special need with a short prayer.

When I pray, I specifically ask for wisdom, blessing (contentment), guidance, and direction in my personal and professional life. I ask not from a “want list” but in the knowledge of my dependence upon God and Father. I ask in the certainty that He will answer (in) directly in His way and in His timing. I am afraid of asking “amiss” (James 4:3), using God for my pet projects or priorities.

The “wedding text” my wife and I chose was Matthew 6:33—“But seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness; and all these things shall be added unto you”—and that is what we have tried to do with many failures. God has blessed us with a diversity of professional opportunities and with many answers to prayers relating to family members. However, when we lost our son, we found that God does not always answer in the way we request.

During prayer I transcend time and place. I experience the communion of the saints, globally and locally. I can almost visualize family and friends. Although not present physically, I am with them spiritually, through my imagination. The prayer becomes so intense that the distance between us disappears, and it becomes very much an intimate prayer. When I pray for friends in China, I envision them, and pray for their favor, blessing, and protection.

When I pray for those who are persecuted, for my fellow believers in what used to be the USSR or in China, I pray intensely, so that I know the experience of their deprivation of religious freedom. I’ve read enough books about what it means to be imprisoned, to be persecuted, so I can sense their deprivation and persecution. I find it so amazing that even though you’re far away physically, spiritually you’re very near. It’s very personal, very intimate.

After such intercessory prayer I experience peace, for God will provide for their needs and protection. Prayer gives me a sense of peace. It enables me to accept that “whatever my God ordains is right.”

God has heard both major and minor petitions that my wife and I have made. Over the years our family has traveled hundreds of thousands of miles by car, so we have always prayed for safety. Our prayers for traveling mercies have been answered, even to the extent that we suffered no injuries when a major accident happened. Another time we were traveling along the interstate at night when a car suddenly drove toward us on our side of the road. Once again God fully protected us.

Through prayer my relationship with others is enriched. Friendships deepen, for prayer enables people to experience communion. If I encounter relational problems with others, I pray for them, which enables me to forgive them and see problems in a broader and less personal context. At church I lead the congregation in prayer about once a month and also share in smaller prayer groups. I find that praying with and for colleagues and students deepens relationships.

When our twenty-two-year-old son died unexpectedly, my wife and I experienced remarkable peace and comfort in answer to the many prayers of family and friends. During the first ten hours after we had heard the terrible news, we were dazed and in shock. At noon we knew that hundreds would hear of our loss at the university chapel service and would start praying. My wife and I sat on the sofa to rest and to receive whatever strength the Lord could provide during the intercessory prayer. Slowly we could feel our shock and turmoil slip away, to be replaced by an abiding peace and comfort. It truly was amazing! Our hearts and minds were filled with a quietude of spirit and an assurance of God’s presence. An immediate answer to prayer! That peace “beyond understanding” has remained with us in the six years since our son’s death.

Prayer with students restores and enriches the idea of University, an intimate relationship between teacher (senior scholar) and students (junior scholars). Together we seek God’s truth, rather than the professor’s way of intellectual arrogance. I pray before each class with the students for wisdom, understanding, and peace in the world. I pray that my professional work may be a form of worship in which I seek God’s truth and purpose and speak “truth to power.” Prayer gives meaning and direction to my work. It provides me with a purpose for scholarship: to transform hearts and minds. Prayer helps me to desire knowledge, but not for the sake of knowledge (intellectualism).

No, knowledge is there to shape the character of students and society. It is my heart’s desire to develop a Christian mind and to live a God-centered life of learning and discerning. Such a Christian mind seeks to integrate (Christian) philosophy and public policy. I now see politics as a ministry of justice rather than as a power game. For me a model prayer life of a public official is that of Daniel (sixth century B.C.) who served as “prime minister” under the Persian emperor Darius. Even though he was under tremendous pressure and persecution, he kept up his habit of praying three times a day for political wisdom. We read that in conducting his governmental affairs “he was trustworthy and neither corrupt nor negligent” (Dan. 6:4). What an example for our own public officials!

Recently I participated in a community prayer meeting in which I led a prayer for the world. We prayed for harmony in industrial relations, for domestic tranquillity in the city and state, for peace and righteousness both in our nation and in the world. One of my favorite prayers for the nation is by Josiah Gilbert Holland, with the first two lines being of particular relevance:



God, give us Men! A time like this demands

Strong minds, great hearts, true faith and ready hands.

Men whom the lust of office does not kill;

Men whom the spoils of office cannot buy;

Men who possess opinions and a will;

Men who have honor; men who will not lie;

Men who can stand before a demagogue

And damn his treacherous flatteries without winking!

Tall men, sun-crowned, who live above the fog

In public duty and in private thinking;

For while the rabble, with their thumb-worn creeds,

Their large professions and their little deeds,

Mingle in selfish strife, lo! Freedom weeps,

Wrong rules the land and waiting Justice sleeps.


SIDNEY CALLAHAN
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Sidney Callahan, a Catholic, is an author, psychologist, lecturer, and a professor at Mercy College in Dobbs Ferry, New York. Her books include Parents Forever: You and Your Adult Children (1992); In Good Conscience: Reason and Emotion in Moral Decisionmaking (1991); With All Our Heart and Mind: The Spiritual Works of Mercy in a Psychological Age (1988); and Abortion: Understanding Differences (1984). She is married to Daniel Callahan, with whom she has six grown children.

Prayer for me is always addressed to God, and it expresses the traditional definition of “lifting the mind and heart to God.” But because I have never been able to master a disciplined life in the way that all the spiritual manuals discuss as the first thing you must do, I’ve never been able to set aside time to pray in an organized way. I do depend very much on always going to church on Sundays and being very punctilious in fulfilling all the obligations of the church. Going to Mass and worship at Mass is my one grip on structure—especially in my own parish church, where I can be less self-conscious. I am never happy at big conferences where they have ritzy-ditzy, super-duper kinds of liturgies; I don’t like them. I’m made too self-conscious there and can’t lose myself in prayer or devotions. I like my own ordinary church, my own place on the rear right aisle, where I am unselfconsciously able to follow the Mass and be a part of it. So the liturgy is very important to me because that’s my one structural anchor for prayer.

But that isn’t all. In my own disorganized way I pray all the time during the day and in all kinds of situations. Little things cue you in to prayer during the day—even going to the bathroom. It may not seem very elegant, but anytime we are self-conscious and turned in upon ourselves is a time when we can lift ourselves up to God. And certainly during orgasm is a wonderful moment of prayer—it’s a time of ecstasy, a wonderful gift of physical delight. When I used to nurse babies, that, too, was a natural time to pray. Even in the middle of a wonderful dinner party, when everyone’s having a wonderful time and eating food, that’s a moment when you can pray.

I learned to pray two or three Marian prayers. I converted in 1953, so I did not have proper schooling in these things and did not learn things by heart. But I have a great devotion to Mary. I think Marian devotion is one of the particular gifts of the Catholic church. I took Mary as my baptismal name, realizing that that was an affirmation of all the things Catholic you can get that you don’t get in the Protestant religion: the incarnational, the liturgical, what I now recognize as the “feminine” aspects of Catholicism. Recently I learned Marian prayers, but because I have such a hard time learning things by heart, I have to say them all the time to keep remembering them. I pray the Angelus, the traditional prayer that was said three times a day in the French countryside. We happen to have a convent nearby; a bell there is rung three times a day, and this reminds me to pray. The Angelus is a Marian prayer, when you say the Hail Mary three times as a refrain. It goes like this: “An Angel of the Lord declared unto Mary and she conceived of the Holy Ghost … Hail Mary … Behold the Handmaiden of the Lord … Be it done unto me according to Thy Word … Hail Mary.”

Then I do “Hail, Holy Queen” because I think that’s such a lovely prayer:

Hail Holy Queen

Mother of Mercy, Our Life, Our Sweetness and Our Hope

To thee do we cry poor banished children of Eve,

To thee do we send up our sighs.

Mourning and weeping in this Valley of Tears.

Turn then most gracious advocate

Thine eyes of mercy toward us.

And after this our exile

Show unto us the blessed fruit of thy womb Jesus

O clement, o loving o sweet Virgin Mary

Pray for us o Holy Mother of God

That we may be made worthy of the promises of Christ.



I might say these prayers when I’m running, or in the health club in the steam room. The latter is a wonderful place to pray. I thought it was unique to me—it just seemed so appropriate to be praying while you’re sitting there sweating and steaming—but it turns out that the American Indians used sweat lodges to pray, so there’s never anything unusual and new. You always find that somebody else has done these things before you. Well, maybe while driving—that must be perfectly modern; people in the past couldn’t have done that!

The Marian prayers are not the only thing I pray. I pray about everything. It just comes to me; I say things or discuss things or pray for somebody or try to come to some conclusion about something if I have a problem. I’ve gotten incredible answers to prayer, and it makes me wonder why I don’t pray more since I’ve always been answered and so many wonderful things have come my way.

Apparently there are two ways of devotion. There is the negative way, where you strip away everything. That way is very Buddhist; you become much more detached, and God is seen in the nothingness. But there’s another approach, which goes to God through things, through happiness, through people, through experiences, through the sensual, physical, social world. That’s definitely my approach.

I ask for everything—everything I need. My children and my family are my personal, private objects of prayer. Of course I occasionally pray for peace and public causes. But I feel the liturgy is where I do my public praying, and I use my private praying for my husband and children and friends whom I know are in need or have problems.

Then I pray for guidance. For example, what should I write my next book about? I know I’m going to spend four years on it, so what is the right thing to write about? Should I go back to doing therapy or stay in teaching? If I have a problem of conscience—that is, what is the right thing to do in some situation—I pray about that. As a scientifically minded person or a psychologist, I’m always worried about self-deception and whether my own perceptions are the correct perceptions or not. Since you always know you can be self-deceived, I mull it over a long time and listen to intuitions that come, some of them very slowly, some of them out of the blue. I think about them critically and ask if these are the real voice of God or not. “Discernment of spirits” is a very ancient and subtle kind of activity, and I consider it a real act of prudence to sift through all these things and see how they relate to everything else I know. I let it settle awhile, and then usually, slowly, some sense of confidence will come out of that and I will feel that this is the answer.

Prayer always makes me feel wonderful because it makes me feel more alive, or more spirited, or more happy, or more energized, or more peaceful. It immediately opens up the world to me. I’ve never had that “dark night of the soul” or “God is absent” feeling. That’s probably because I’m a fragile plant and need a lot of water; God is guiding me in this very, very, easygoing, positive way, because I couldn’t take it if I had to have one of those long times of doubt or dryness. But my temperament is a happy one in certain ways—almost an emotional, ecstatic consciousness. Since as a psychologist I’m aware of manic disorders of euphoria, I used to worry about my temperament all the time. But then I thought, “We’re all supposed to be different, and this is just my way.” As you get older, you think, “This is just my temperament, and this is the way it is. I’m not going to try to be some other way. It wouldn’t be me.”

I do pray all the time about my work. Before I go in and teach or give a talk, I think, “Please use me in the right way.” If I’m writing, I try to dedicate the experience to God; I offer it up at the beginning or ask for good advice or inspiration. I even pray to get myself to work! I’m a very lazy person; I love just to lie around and have fun and read or chat or enjoy life. If I have a
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