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Everyone Can Pray

An Introduction

Everyone can pray.

Let me put that another way. If I can learn how to pray, then so can you.

If you’ve never prayed before, or have had trouble praying, or think that you’re praying “wrong,” that opening statement might seem hard to believe. Or too good to be true. But it is true, even though it took me a long time to understand this simple fact: prayer is for everyone.

Until my late twenties I prayed only infrequently and in the most basic way: asking God for help. “Let me get an A on my test,” “Let me get a home run in Little League,” “Let me get a raise.”

There’s nothing wrong with asking God for help; it’s both human and natural. But until I joined the Jesuits, a Catholic religious order, at age twenty-seven, I didn’t realize that prayer could be anything else. When I entered the Jesuit novitiate, however, I learned to pray in new ways. And what I discovered amazed me—there are so many ways, so many practices, so much flexibility.

At the same time, I was encouraged to think about prayer in new ways—to imagine prayer as a personal relationship with God, to experience what happens when you pray, to understand that there is no one right way to pray, to know that prayer is something that changes throughout your life, and to see how prayer can change your life. So I learned not only how to pray, but also how to understand prayer.

It was a shock—almost as if someone had said, “Did you know there’s another dimension besides the three dimensions you experience?” In fact, that’s not a bad analogy. Prayer is like seeing another dimension of life.

My first reaction to this was: “Why didn’t I know about this before?” My second was: “Why don’t more people know about this?”

The answer to the first question was obvious. I didn’t grow up in a very religious family, so I had little religious training. Not having attended religious schools—Catholic or otherwise—meant that I had little exposure to prayer during my elementary-school, junior-high, and high-school years. My family attended church on Sundays and I went to after-school religious education classes for a few years, but we didn’t discuss God much at home. We said grace at meals on the big holidays, but didn’t pray that much—at least together—on days other than those.

Lest you get the wrong idea, my parents were good and moral people. Still, my family was like many families today: we talked about the spiritual life with neither frequency nor ease. Neither did anyone else I knew. So I didn’t pray much, unless to ask for things. Even when I got to college, I didn’t meet many overtly religious people, and those I knew I didn’t engage in conversations about prayer.

The second question I asked myself was also easy to answer: “Why don’t more people know about this?” Or, more generally, “Why don’t more people pray?”

To begin with, many do. But when I entered the Jesuits, I didn’t know that. For millions of people, prayer is a regular part of life, as natural as breathing. They do it every day, sometimes several times a day. But for just as many people, prayer is foreign. Daunting. Even frightening. Many people, then, just don’t pray. I’m not talking about agnostics or atheists. They don’t pray for an obvious reason: they either doubt or don’t believe in God’s existence. I’m talking about believers who don’t pray.

So why don’t some believers pray? Let’s consider a few reasons.

Ten Reasons Believers Don’t Pray

1. They weren’t taught. Many people were never taught how to pray—not by their families, by teachers at school, or by leaders in their church. Consequently, prayer was never part of their world. So naturally they don’t do it.

It’s like not knowing how to swim because (a) you’ve never had lessons; (b) you didn’t grow up near a pool or a body of water; and (c) you don’t know anyone who swims. You don’t know how to swim not only because you’ve never learned, but also because the entire notion of doing it is foreign. Likewise, if you grow up in a prayer-free environment, it’s not surprising that you wouldn’t know much about prayer.

2. They consider prayer something reserved for holy people, not them. “Oh, I can’t pray,” people sometimes tell me. “I’m no Mother Teresa!” (Ironically, Mother Teresa struggled with prayer, but you get the point.) Perhaps they’ve read or heard stories about devout people who turn to God in prayer during difficult times, and they think, That must be nice, but I could never do that, because I’m not that religious. It’s a reluctance based on a degree of humility, a degree of embarrassment, even a degree of shame. Judging themselves “not holy” means that they shy away from prayer. But if absolute holiness were a prerequisite for prayer, there would be few who would or could try it.

William A. Barry, a Jesuit priest and the author of many books on prayer, writes in A Friendship Like No Other that the biggest obstacle to prayer is the belief that the relationship with God depends on us—or on how good or “significant” we are. But God’s love does not rely on us and what we do. “God’s offer of friendship does not depend on our significance, but solely on God’s desire for us.”1

3. They’ve been told that they’re praying “wrong.” A man in his twenties once told me, with immense sadness, that he could never become a priest, because a priest he consulted had told him he was praying the “wrong way.”

“But I love praying this way,” he said. Happily, my friend eventually recognized there is no right way to pray, and a few years later he entered the seminary.

Many report similar experiences. They are told they’re praying “wrong,” but have no one to tell them that there is no wrong way to pray or to encourage them to continue trying. Often, they just stop. Who can blame them?

Or they believe that their prayers have to be “lofty” and follow certain formulas. People may want to pray but feel that their way of prayer, whatever it is, is wrong. The German theologian Karl Rahner, SJ, writes, “This difficulty may . . . lead serious and thoughtful people to pray infrequently.”2

4. They’re turned off by religion and are therefore turned off by prayer. Many people find religion (or a particular church or denomination) distasteful, and because prayer is assumed to be bound up with religion, it too is dismissed. And often when people are raised in a tradition that they later break with, prayer is jettisoned as well. It’s no surprise that if people associate prayer with a religious tradition they find boring, stultifying, narrow-minded, misogynistic, racist, homophobic, or abusive, then the impetus to pray is diminished. Why would they want to engage in a practice associated with an unsavory organization? So they don’t pray.

Or perhaps they are, more basically, turned off by God, or by the image of a God they have determined for themselves. Who can pray to a God who “allows” evil to flourish in the world, who “allows” history to be, as Rahner says, “a single stream of stupidity, crudity, and brutality?”3 Why would anyone want to pray to a God who “allows” those things? The notion that God would want to be with us during those times does not yet figure into their consciousness. So they don’t pray.

5. They’ve never been encouraged to think about what they already do as prayer. A few years ago, a man with no formal religious background told me that he had never prayed before. But when we talked about his life, he described a profound experience when he suddenly felt connected to something larger than himself and felt an unmistakable sense of encouragement about his path in life. This memorable experience, which he described in detail—what the weather was like, where he was standing, how he felt interiorly—came when he was wondering what profession he should choose. At the time, he took this as confirmation that he was on the “right path.”

Before our conversation my friend hadn’t considered the possibility that during this incident God might have been communicating with him. So I encouraged him to think about it not simply as an important insight or a confirmation about his path, but as something greater. Eventually this recognition—that this was an experience of God, about whom he had wondered all his life—marked the start of an intentional life of faith.

6. They’ve had “bad” experiences with prayer and feel they have failed at it. Sometimes people find prayer boring. And it’s true—prayer can sometimes feel dull. Or they say, “Nothing happens when I pray,” or “God didn’t answer my prayers.” In short, many grow frustrated with the “results” of prayer. In response, they give up, without allowing themselves the chance to experience the natural ups and downs of prayer and the spiritual life.

Ruth Burrows, a Carmelite sister, sums this up in her book Essence of Prayer. She notes that many people think of prayer as akin to playing a musical instrument in which some have a natural aptitude and others do not. “Because of this, some of us are quick to feel we are proficient, others that we are painfully handicapped, are missing out on some secret, or have some lack in our nature which makes prayer difficult if not impossible for us.”4 Thus many people simply say, “I can’t do it.”

Giving up on prayer is common, but also unfortunate. It’s like trying to learn how to ride a bike, falling off on the first few wobbly attempts, and giving up. Without someone to encourage them by saying, “Falling off is natural. It happens to everyone!” they give up before having the chance to enjoy the feeling of sailing down a hill on a bike as the wind blows past their ears.

It’s also common for people to move away from prayer if God doesn’t seem to answer their prayers during a difficult time. If a woman’s father has a life-threatening illness, she prays to God to heal him, and her father dies, then it’s natural for her to say about prayer, “What’s the point?”

We’ll talk more about unanswered prayers later. Still, it’s a common reason for people to stop praying.

7. They don’t see the point, since God already knows what they’re thinking. Some people think, Why bother? I’m just telling God what God already knows. The possibility that God might want to listen to and accompany them anyway doesn’t occur to them.

Imagine that you’re grieving the loss of your parent. Obviously, a good friend would already know that you’re sad, but would still be interested in listening to you and being with you. And if your friend, who cares for you, wants to be with you, how much more would God, who created you? Father Barry once said to me, “It’s not a question of information, but of whether you are willing to tell God what you are feeling. In other words, it’s about trust.”

Likewise, the objection that God already knows what you’re thinking presumes prayer is a one-way street. In this conception, prayer is limited to telling God what you want and feel. “Talking at God,” the Jesuit priest and author Mark Thibodeaux calls it. Less appreciated is the possibility that God might want to tell you something. Thinking Why bother? means that you’ll never allow God to bother with you in prayer.

8. They’re too busy. Many people want to pray and like the overall idea of prayer, but don’t have time for it. Or they don’t make the time for it.

But if we think of prayer as a relationship (more about that later), it becomes clear how self-destructive that reasoning is. If you believe in God, why would you not want to nourish yourself by spending time in God’s presence? It’s like saying you don’t have time to eat. Eventually you will starve. In this case, you will starve spiritually.

A more apt question might be: How important do you consider God? Like any meaningful relationship, your relationship with God requires time. Imagine telling a friend, “My brother is the most important person in my life.” And your friend asks, “How much time do you spend with him?” And you say, “Not much, to be honest.” How important can this relationship be if you never spend any more than a few minutes a month with him?

9. They’re lazy. From time to time we’re all guilty of laziness, including me. A man who sees me for spiritual direction (guidance in one’s spiritual life) once told me that he hadn’t been praying much. 

Was he very busy?

“Not really,” he said. “Life’s pretty relaxed right now.”

So why wasn’t he praying?

He shrugged his shoulders eloquently. “Lazy, I guess.”

Sometimes probing the circumstances surrounding the time when the prayer stopped reveals an obstacle or a fear standing in the way. Individuals may be afraid of something they might discover about themselves. Sometimes, though, it is simple laziness.

Prayer wasn’t a priority for my friend. But although this may be a common reason for not praying, it’s also a common reason for the flabbiness of our spiritual lives. Think of it like exercise: there are many valid reasons you do not or cannot exercise (an injury, old age, lack of time, etc.), but if the main reason is laziness, you may need to ask yourself how responsible you yourself are for being out of shape.

10. They fear change. Sometimes when people start to pray, they wonder, What will happen if I keep praying? They worry that they’ll become religious fanatics. (Unlikely, I say.) Or that God will invite them to do something outlandish, like quit their job to work full-time with the poor. (Also unlikely, but then again, who knows?) Finally, they think that perhaps God will invite them to some sort of change. (Likely.)

In that last case, fear of change leads to an avoidance of prayer. Even the possibility of change can be frightening. Best for things to stay the way they are, some people feel. They might want things to improve, but changing their lives in any way is daunting. A Jesuit priest liked to say, jokingly, “I’m against change. Even change for the better.”5 We prefer status quo over true engagement with God.

A young woman once told me that she was avoiding going deeper in her spiritual life because she was afraid she would become a “Jesus freak” like some religious people she knew. She found them so “phony” and “annoying” and was worried that God was going to “turn her into that.” But her fear was rooted in her image of God—as someone who would do something bad to her. So I had to ask her if she trusted God, and if she trusted God to change her for the better.

* * *

For all these reasons, and for others, some believers don’t try prayer, or they pray less than they could, or they give up on prayer after they’ve started. All these reasons are understandable. But they are also, in their own way, dangerous, because they all draw people away from God.

An Invitation

This book is for anyone who has avoided prayer for any or all those reasons. It’s also a response to the second question I asked as a novice: “Why don’t more people know about prayer?”

Learning to Pray is written for everyone from the doubter to the devout, from the seeker to the believer. It’s an invitation for people who have never prayed. It’s designed for people who would like to pray, but are worried they’ll do it the wrong way. It’s meant for people who have prayed and haven’t found it as satisfying as they had hoped. It’s also aimed at people who might be afraid of prayer. As I said, prayer can frighten us. It’s unfamiliar territory for some and can be frightening even for believers, because God can seem frightening.

Especially if you listen to people talk about prayer, praying can seem daunting, even impossible. Occasionally people who pray are the worst ambassadors for the spiritual life, because they raise such high expectations that they make it look impossible for newcomers. Sometimes those experienced in prayer talk only about the highlights: “I love my hour of prayer in the morning!” “The most incredible thing happened in prayer yesterday!” “I went on an amazing retreat!”

If you’ve never prayed before, avoid comparing yourself to a spiritual “pro.” To return to the image of a bicycle, imagine never having ridden a bike or having struggled to stay upright, and seeing a professional cycler racing by you on a track. “This is so much fun!” she shouts as she whizzes past. You might think, I could never do that in a million years. The bicyclist would probably tell you that it takes time to reach that point, and you might have to fall off a few times before you get the hang of it.

So for all those who have wanted to pray, this book is written for you.

This book is meant for the agnostic too—more specifically, the open-minded and adventurous agnostic. If you are someone who doubts God’s existence but are willing to give prayer a try, you might discover that God is more accessible than you thought.

In a way, this book is an invitation to both prayer and faith, because you can’t have one without the other. Prayer without faith means you don’t believe in the One with whom you’re in conversation. Faith without prayer means you’re not in conversation with the One in whom you believe.

Finally, this is a book for the person who prays occasionally and wants to learn more as well as the experienced pray-er who prays regularly. (Sorry, there’s no adequate English word for the person who prays.) Even if you pray every day, see a spiritual director every month, and go on a retreat every year, this book is designed for you too. My hope is that even if you’ve been praying for decades, you might learn something new. Whenever I read a new book on prayer, I’m always surprised. Everyone’s approach to prayer is necessarily personal, which means there’s always something new to learn.

As we begin this book, however, I’ll assume that you know next to nothing about prayer. That way I’ll be able to include everyone, beginners through those with years of experience. But I will also assume that you can come up to speed quickly.

This book is meant for people of all faith traditions and none. Although I write as a Catholic, many people whom I’ve counseled over the years have not been Catholic. Some were just embarking on their faith journey and could have checked “None” in the column marked “Religious Affiliation.” Since this book is meant for everyone, I’ll try not to use any terms that might be unfamiliar to the general public. Or if I do use them, I’ll explain them.

First, we will consider why people pray. Then we’ll look briefly at some common definitions of prayer. Then we’ll get to the heart of the book and discuss the different ways to pray. At various points, I’ll offer perspectives on why, how, and when people pray and the challenges encountered in prayer. I’ll try to anticipate as many questions as I can—and I’ve heard a lot (and asked a lot) over the last few decades. And I’ll share some real-life experiences from my own life and from the lives of others. But don’t worry: no confidences will be broken—I’ll change the details to ensure anonymity. Basically, I will share with you all I know about prayer (or at least a lot of it) and answer the questions that I’m most commonly asked.

One of the main goals of this book is to focus on what happens in prayer, that is, what happens when you close your eyes. Some books on prayer gloss over that topic and speak vaguely about the “gifts of prayer” or the “fruits of prayer,” leaving readers in the dark about what is supposed to, or what does, happen during prayer. I want to address that directly because it can be one of the most confusing parts about the spiritual life—but needn’t be.

This book will look only at personal, or private, prayer rather than at communal prayer—in other words, the time you spend on your own with God. There are myriad ways of praying in common with others—for example, in the Mass for Catholics or Sunday services for other Christians—but the focus of this book will be on personal prayer. There are already hundreds of fine books on subjects like the Mass, for example, the discussion of which would probably quadruple the length of this book. Also left out will be some devotional practices familiar to Catholics (which I participate in), such as Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament and pilgrimage. This book is primarily concerned with the kind of prayer that you can do anywhere.6

A few of these topics were covered in my book The Jesuit Guide to (Almost) Everything, which talks about “Ignatian spirituality,” the spirituality based on the life and writings of St. Ignatius Loyola, the founder of the Jesuit Order. A few sections of this book appeared in an abbreviated way in that earlier book, but are here greatly expanded. This book is a fuller and more wide-ranging treatment of the topic.

By the end of this book I hope you’ll have a better knowledge of prayer. More important, I hope that you will have started to pray. Finally, I hope that your prayer will lead you to either begin, explore, or deepen your relationship with God, for prayer isn’t an end in itself: God is. The goal of prayer is deepening one’s relationship with God.

What Do I Know About Prayer?

If you were reading a book on dieting, wouldn’t you want to know what expertise the author has on questions of food, nutrition, and health? So it’s fair for you to ask me what I know about prayer.

I’m not an expert on prayer—because no one is. It’s not that there aren’t many experienced writers and lecturers on the subject, but prayer is not something to be “mastered.” It’s something to be faced with openness, wonder, and awe, each time you pray. There’s never a time when you can say, “Well, now I’m a spiritual master. No need to read any more books on prayer or see a spiritual director or be open to new experiences.” It would be like saying you’re an expert in love. There’s always something new to learn. In fact, just last year, a new form of prayer was suggested to me, which I first resisted, then tried, and then loved—after thirty years as a Jesuit.

On the other hand, I’ve learned a good deal about prayer over the years. So to answer the question more directly, I’ve learned about prayer from several sources.

First, I have learned from practice. Experience may be the best teacher when it comes to prayer. Since starting to pray in earnest as a Jesuit novice, I’ve learned what works, what doesn’t, and which practices are the most helpful, at least for me. I’ll share as much as I can about what I’ve experienced, to help you in your own spiritual life.

Second, I have studied and read about prayer. A good part of Jesuit training is concerned with prayer and the spiritual life. That education begins in the novitiate (the first two years of Jesuit training) and continues through graduate studies in theology and beyond. And to keep up I still read a great deal on the subject. By now I’ve lost count of the number of books and articles on prayer that I’ve read. I’ve been studying prayer for the last thirty years.

Third, I have learned from my spiritual directors. “Spiritual direction” is the ministry of helping people notice where God is at work in their prayer and their daily life. A person engaged in this ministry is called a “spiritual director.” (The term is somewhat of a misnomer, since it has more to do with listening than directing.) A good spiritual director listens attentively to your experiences of God and tries to “direct” or encourage you to notice things you might have overlooked. He or she will also invite you to try out new practices in your prayer, to challenge things that need challenging, and to affirm things that need affirming.

From the first week of our novitiate, Jesuits are expected to go to (or “have”) spiritual direction on a regular basis. My first was with the assistant novice director, David Donovan, who trained for many years as a professional spiritual director. David was the first of many directors—mostly Jesuits and members of Catholic religious orders, but also laymen and -women—whom I’ve seen faithfully since I entered the Jesuits. In the novitiate, we met weekly; after the novitiate I’ve met with my directors monthly, as most Jesuits do. I’ve also benefited immensely from the spiritual directors who have guided my annual eight-day retreats. And twice in my life, as all Jesuits do, I’ve spent thirty days in silent prayer during the Spiritual Exercises, a retreat designed by St. Ignatius Loyola.

From each of these women and men I’ve learned about prayer, about the spiritual life, and about how God works in people’s lives. I’ll share some of their insights here and will try to remember who said what, even though their wisdom is so much a part of my life that I sometimes forget which spiritual director said what.

Fourth, much of what I’ve learned has come from studying and practicing spiritual direction myself. Working as a spiritual director has been one of my greatest joys as a Jesuit. Beginning just a few years after the novitiate, I’ve directed dozens of people on a regular basis and have seen an equal number on weekend and weeklong retreats, people from all walks of life. I have seen Catholic priests, deacons, sisters, and brothers, of course, but also anyone interested in prayer—mothers, fathers, teachers, lawyers, physicians, writers, students, actors. I’ve worked with pastors, ministers, and lay leaders from various Christian denominations and with a rabbi. Over the years, I’ve also taken several courses on the practice of spiritual direction, including a summerlong course at a Jesuit retreat house.

Also, I’ve learned about prayer from working with another intriguing group, those who came to the weekend retreats I offered over a period of ten years at a Jesuit retreat house in Gloucester, Massachusetts. Almost always on those weekends the participants included several people who had never been on a retreat or who had never prayed before.

What draws the newcomers? Perhaps the picturesque setting on the rocky shores of the Atlantic Ocean, perhaps a friend who encouraged them, or perhaps curiosity. Invariably they would enter the room reserved for spiritual direction—a compact space with a window and two simple chairs facing one another—sit down, look around, smile, and say, “So what am I supposed to talk about?”

I enjoy accompanying newcomers to the spiritual life. Usually, they are open, have fewer preconceptions, and find God quickly. Or rather God finds them quickly. Sometimes I think God gives newbies intense experiences at the beginning of their spiritual lives to grab their attention and “hook them.” So I’m able to hear about how God works with that group, which has helped me to speak to people who may not have much experience with prayer.

Because of interactions with so many wonderful people from different backgrounds, I’ve been privileged to see not only how God works in people, but how people respond to God, what they experience in prayer, and what challenges they face in prayer. After years of doing spiritual direction, I’ve also come to see that many people face similar challenges and have similar joys. At the same time I see how God deals with everyone uniquely, personally, and intimately. God’s Spirit is both general and specific. God deals with people in very personal ways, but also in very similar ways.

A Pray-er Like You

As I’ve mentioned, the most important teacher in the spiritual life may be experience. I’ve learned about prayer as someone who prays. Someone who prays every day. Someone who has gone to spiritual direction every month for the last thirty years. Someone who makes eight-day silent retreats every year—religiously, if you will. Equally as important, I’ve learned about prayer as a person who struggles with prayer, whose prayer isn’t always rich, and whose prayers aren’t always answered. And as someone who didn’t pray until well into adulthood.

Let me amend that last sentence. It may be more accurate to say that I wasn’t aware that I was praying. Looking back, there were several moments that I can now identify as prayer. If a person described these kinds of experiences to me today, I would say, “You’re already praying.” In fact, I’ve said those same words to many people.

Even if you’re an agnostic or an atheist, you’ve probably had some of these experiences. But perhaps no one encouraged you to consider them in relation to God.

So before we launch into a discussion of prayer, let me share a few experiences of my own prayer while growing up. I write about them not so you can say, “He was so holy when he was younger,” because, frankly, I wasn’t all that holy as a boy. Nor am I now. Rather, I offer them so you can see how God can work in the life of an average person.

Let me tell you about my earliest experiences of praying—even though I had no clue that I was praying at the time.
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Walking to School

Childhood Prayer

The students in my elementary school were divided into two categories: walkers and bussers. The walkers lived within easy walking distance of the school. Those living farther away had to take a school bus, so, “bussers.” I was a walker.

At the time, walking to school at a young age—I started at four—was unremarkable. Today it may seem unusual, for two reasons.

First, the number of children walking to school in the United States has declined. Parents worry about letting their children out of their sight, because they are concerned about crime. Second, the social milieu that allowed most children to feel safe walking through suburban neighborhoods has also changed. When I was a boy, fewer women worked outside the home. Consequently, parents knew that on weekdays many mothers would be glancing out their windows as children made their way to school. This is not an argument for or against mothers (or fathers) staying at home or for or against mothers (or fathers) working outside of the home, only an observation that American culture has changed since I was a boy.

But the other reason walking to school seems remarkable to me is that it was a surprisingly beautiful experience.

My elementary school was a mile’s walk from our home in suburban Philadelphia. The thirty-minute walk wended its way through a neighborhood of modest 1950s-era split-level houses. After a goodbye kiss from my mother, I would cross the street, carrying my schoolbag and lunchbox. I liked walking on that side because it was closer to the woods, which made it easier to watch the tall trees sway in the wind and hear the birds practice their morning songs. Sometimes a deer poked its nose out of the woods, and we would stare at each other until one of us decided he’d be late for homeroom or late for his breakfast of acorns and leaves.

When I was older, I started to ride my bike to school. By the fourth grade, I and a dozen of the other neighborhood kids would congregate in front of the house across the street in the morning and painstakingly arrange our bikes in a row. At a designated time, our bike line began its stately journey to school, carefully maintaining a single-file formation all the way through our neighborhood.

Much of the time, though, I walked to school alone. And I liked being a walker.

You could reach Ridge Park Elementary School in two ways. You began by walking to the end of our street and at the bottom of the hill jumping over a paltry stream that ran through the neighborhood at its lowest topographical point. For an assignment in fifth grade, I knelt on the damp bank of the stream, filled up a small glass with water, and later placed it on a windowsill in the classroom. A few days later I peered at a drop of it on a glass slide under a microscope and was amazed to see tiny organisms swimming around. Who knew they lived in our neighborhood?

After fording the little stream, I would cross a few feet of a friend’s wide backyard, climb a steep hill, cross the school’s vast baseball fields, walk through the black-topped playground, and arrive at the door to my homeroom. That route shaved ten minutes off the walk.

If I had more time, I would take the path that I preferred. It led past the little stream to another sidewalk, perpendicular to the road, which ran between two houses and ended in a steep set of concrete stairs. To my mind, a sidewalk running between two houses, rather than in front of them, seemed odd, almost subversive. The concrete walkway carved a straight line through several lawns, and so was at odds with the other curvy sidewalks that bordered the streets. It was probably placed there by town planners to enable children to walk to school more quickly.

At the top of the stairs was an empty field, the memory of which, even fifty years later, fills me with joy. It was bordered on one side by a concrete sidewalk and a stand of oak trees and on the other by the school’s baseball fields. A bumpy dirt path, hardened by the tires of thousands of kids’ bicycles, ran diagonally across the meadow.

On the city planner’s map, it doubtless looked like an unremarkable empty lot. But in the spring and summer the little field was beautiful, bursting with wild snapdragons, yellow daisies, and Queen Anne’s lace. The smell of the flowers and grasses and old leaves underfoot was like perfume. In the fall, you could run your hands over the frost-tipped grasses, squeeze the dried milkweed pods, and crunch your feet over a carpet of whitened leaves.

Most of the time walking to school I thought about school: which tests I needed to study for, whether I would finish my art project on time, whether I had practiced my trumpet enough, and when the highlight of the month would arrive—the shipment our class had ordered from Scholastic Books. Each month we filled out small order forms and gave our dollars to our homeroom teacher, and a few weeks later a box of books materialized. The only thing more enjoyable was the annual book fair, when Scholastic would take over the entire gym with an impressive display of new books.

I thought about all these things walking to school. Occasionally, though, I would pray. As I look back, it seems that my own experience of prayer is a microcosm of the life of prayer for many beginners.

Although I believed in God, was raised in a Catholic family, went to Mass, and attended Sunday school from time to time, I wasn’t very religious. And as should be evident by its name, Ridge Park was not a Catholic school. The closest Catholic school was our parish school, a few miles away, and the total number of children I knew who attended was zero. But I believed in God. And I sometimes called upon God on the way to school. Why not? I thought. It couldn’t hurt.

“God, Please Give Me a Dog!”

My first way of praying was to ask for things. On the day of a big test I would say the Hail Mary, which I had learned in Sunday school. Its opening lines are the greeting of the Angel Gabriel to Mary, the mother of Jesus, as recounted in the Gospel of Luke.1

My feet pounded the pavement to the prayer’s cadence. The more help I needed, the more prayers I would say, being careful not to step on a sidewalk crack, since, as everyone knew, it didn’t count if you stepped on a crack.

Hail Mary,

full of grace. The

Lord is with thee.

Blessed art thou

among women and

blessed is the fruit of

thy womb, Jesus.

The second part of the prayer is a petition to Mary, asking for her prayers.

Holy Mary,

Mother of God,

pray for us sinners,

now and at the hour of our

death. Amen.

The more I wanted something, the more Hail Marys I’d say. I imagined it as a payment to God. The bigger the request, the more I would pay. 

Other times I would ask for things directly, with no Hail Mary payments. Although requesting things of God, with or without “payments,” is a form of petitionary prayer, which we will discuss later, this led to a second kind of prayer.

As with most children, there were many things I wanted—and thought I deserved. During my childhood, the sequence of desires progressed from pup tent, to new bicycle, to dog. Desperately I prayed for a dog, and that desire was almost satisfied. I got as close as identifying a litter of puppies and even naming one, but the plan was ultimately scotched because of my sister’s allergies.

When I was around age ten, my most ardent desire was to be chosen for the safety patrol, a children’s group sponsored by the American Automobile Association. In the fifth grade you could apply to be a “safety” and help with school safety, assisting younger “walkers” at the outdoor pedestrian crosswalks and ensuring that they walked to their classes quickly and quietly in the hallways, mainly by screaming “Walk!” as loudly as possible.

I wanted to be a safety for two ungenerous reasons. First, I would be singled out as special. Second, safeties wore a cool white strap over the shoulder that was cinched at the waist, with a gleaming silver badge positioned over the chest emblazoned with “AAA” and surmounted by an American eagle.

On the way to school I told God what a great safety I would be. There was some real spiritual subterfuge involved: I wanted to convince God to choose me, so that I could be marked for greatness.

Wanting to be special and coveting a cool badge are not the most exemplary motivations, but it brought me into this second kind of prayer: conversation with God. I tried hard to convince God that I would make a good safety. It was something of a one-sided conversation, however.

As it turned out, God answered that prayer: I eventually became a safety. However, in one of the first reminders that aspirations seldom cease, I discovered there were safety captains and lieutenants too. They wore even cooler medals etched with special colors. If you are motivated by pride, once you reach your goal, there will always be another goal to tempt you.

In a Meadow

Finally, there was one unusual prayer in childhood, something that could be described as mystical.

Before you think that claim boastful, I want to point out that mysticism is not foreign to most people. Many people, if they dig deep enough, will discover moments that can be fairly described as mystical. But most people aren’t encouraged to dig. In the first chapter of her book Guidelines for Mystical Prayer, Ruth Burrows, a Carmelite nun, writes that her book is meant “for all.”2

One warm morning in the late spring, on the way to elementary school, I hoisted my bike to the top of the concrete steps near my school. Then I began to pedal across the bumpy dirt path that ran across the meadow. I can still remember the sweet smell of flowers and grass hanging in the air, with the sun’s morning rays slanting over the field and casting long shadows from the flowers. Bees buzzed around the snapdragons, black-eyed Susans, daisies, and Queen Anne’s lace; crickets hid in the leaves making their metallic sound; and grasshoppers jumped with an audible snap from the top of one blade of grass to another.

Suddenly the wire basket on the front handlebars of my bike swung to one side. Maybe I had too many books crammed into the metal basket. Maybe I was examining the stickers and decals on my notebooks, which were all the rage that year. Just as likely, I was distracted by the smell of flowers and the sound of crickets.

To right myself, I set my feet down. Then I looked around. All around me was so much life—the sights, the sounds, the smells—and suddenly I had a visceral urge not only to be a part of it, but also to know it and somehow possess it. I felt loved, held, understood. The desire for everything, somehow for a full incorporation into the universe, and a desire to understand what I was doing here on this earth filled me. 

It wasn’t a vision. I was still looking at the meadow. I hadn’t “left myself.” And as a boy, I don’t think I would have been able to describe it as I just did. But I knew something had happened: it was as if my heart had stopped and I was given a conscious inkling of the depths of my own desire for . . . what?

I wasn’t sure.

Early Openness

Children may be more open than adults to experiencing God, because they are not as burdened with as many expectations about prayer. It may be similar to why my two nephews, when they were still very young, didn’t care what clothes they wore. They simply threw on whatever was clean. If something was too small or too large or didn’t match, they didn’t care. Society hadn’t imposed upon them its expectations about the right or fashionable way to dress.

Adults, however, are only too ready to believe that there is a “right way” and a “wrong way” to dress—and to pray. The religious world, with its constellation of expectations, imposes on adults a series of “shoulds” that can frustrate prayer.

Children often relate to God in any way they please. This allows them to be more open with God than adults are. A few years ago, after Mass on Christmas Eve, I brought my then six-year-old nephew Matthew to see the Christmas crib in front of the altar in his parish church. In a little wooden stable Mary and Joseph flanked the Baby Jesus, whose manger was almost buried in banks of red poinsettias. I asked Matthew if he’d like to say something to Jesus. I expected him to pray silently or maybe ask for another toy.

Instead, he said aloud, “Make me a good boy, Jesus.”

Perhaps God takes a special interest in children, grabbing their attention early, in the same way that adults often lavish attention on young people and spend more time with them, out of a reverent care for the gift that they are and will be.

As I look back on my ordinary childhood experiences, then, I can distinguish three common ways of prayer: first, petition; second, conversation; and third, moments of mystical experience. Agnostics or atheists might chalk up the first form to superstition (using prayers as an incantation), the second to wish fulfillment (talking to someone who doesn’t exist), and the third to ignorance (mistaking a feeling of happiness for something more). I will talk about each kind of prayer, and others, in this book.

Fifty years later, I see how God was trying to reach me. And over the years I’ve heard about similar experiences from others.

From our earliest days God calls to us in love and invites us to respond in love. Some might dismiss these moments as superstition, wish fulfillment, or puerile ignorance, but others can see them for what they are: encouragements to prayer. Such invitations continue throughout our lives, but if we are closed to them, we may never realize how much God desires to be in relationship with us. If we are open to them, we may begin to pray.
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Why Pray?

Some Common Reasons

If you’ve had experiences similar to the ones I described in the previous chapter, you might say, “Come to think of it, I remember when I prayed a while ago, and it felt good. But I’m too busy these days for prayer. Besides, God knows what I’m thinking anyway, so I don’t have to bother praying.”

Conversely, if you’ve never had such experiences, you might say, “I’ve tried praying once or twice, and nothing happened. It was a waste of time. Maybe I’m not cut out for prayer—I’m not holy enough.” Or “God’s disappointed with me, so God won’t talk to me.”

Both types of responses bring us to an important question: Why pray?

Let me suggest the first reason for prayer: God wants to be in a relationship with you.

How can you know this? Because you want to pray.

And how do I know that? Because you’re reading this book.

That may sound sarcastic, but it’s not. There’s a serious point here: your desire for prayer reveals something about how God created you. Deep within you is a natural desire to communicate with God, to share yourself with God, to have God hear your voice, or, more basically, to encounter God. Deep within you is a longing to be in a relationship with God. So you long to pray.

You may doubt many things when it comes to prayer. You may doubt that you’ll be able to pray. You may doubt that God wants to communicate with you. You may even doubt God’s existence. But you cannot doubt that you feel a desire for prayer. After all, you’re reading this book. So clearly something within you desires prayer.

You might still object to that, saying, “I’m only reading this book because I feel lost,” or “I’m curious about what others have told me they experienced.” That may be true. But you can’t deny that you have at this moment a desire for prayer.

Where does the desire for prayer come from? From God. The most common way God draws you closer is by placing within you the desire to be closer, the desire that drove you to think about prayer and to read this book. Strange as it sounds, your reading of these lines at this moment is a sign of God’s call.

How else would God draw us closer, other than by planting a longing inside us? Once I saw a ceramic plaque in a retreat house that summed this up: “That which you seek is causing you to seek.”1

This insight is helpful to those beginning their journey of prayer, because it helps them feel, even before they’ve started to pray, connected to God. It helps them know that God has taken the initiative, that God is calling to them, that God desires them. It helps people take the first tentative steps toward God.

Some people object to this way of thinking, seeing this desire as mere wish fulfillment. But in my experience recognizing this insight is one of the first steps to beginning a spiritual life.

A few years ago, I met a man with little experience in prayer—or so he thought. Yet as we talked about his past, he recalled an incident that had happened years before. When he was thinking about what path he should take in life, he had an important insight. He was walking along the bank of a river when the clouds parted and the sun shone down on him. Suddenly he felt that he knew that he was on the right path. What he was doing professionally was where he was supposed to be: it was enjoyable, satisfying, and a good use of his talents. As he sat with me, he expressed his desire for more. He desired, he thought, a relationship with God.

After he described his experience, I asked, “Did you ever wonder if this was God reaching out to you? If this was God confirming you on your path?” He admitted that he hadn’t, but that it made sense. How else would God seek us? Accepting that possibility, which he later came to see as a reality, was the beginning of his intentional pursuit of the spiritual life.

On another level, many of us have felt that there is more to life than what we know. We feel a sense of incompletion. We long to feel complete or, as I did in the meadow that day, to be connected, to be satisfied, to know. Inside us are nagging feelings of longing, restlessness, and incompletion that can be fulfilled only in a relationship with God. There is a hole in our hearts that only God can fill. The fourth-century theologian St. Augustine put it best when he wrote, “You have made us for yourself, O Lord. And our hearts are restless until they rest in you.”2

Your desire to pray is a sign that God desires you. It’s an indication God is calling you. And that is perhaps the most important reason to pray. Not simply because you desire it, but because the desire is a sign of something else. You desire to pray because God desires it.

A second reason for prayer is a slight reframing of the phenomenon just described. We pray because we want to be in relationship to God. That may sound obvious—of course we pray to be closer to God. But it’s important to state that the aim of prayer is not simply physical relaxation, mindfulness, knowledge, or a connection to creation, as important as those things are. These are goals that many people mention when speaking about meditation. But the goal of prayer is closer union with God.

More basically, we pray because we love God. Father Barry writes, “The primary motive for prayer is love, first the love of God for us and then the arousal of our love for God.”3 We pray to come to know God as well. “Who is God?” is an important question in the spiritual life. So are “Who is God for me?” and “Who am I before God?”

Prayer reminds us of our need for God. It reminds us that we are not the center of the universe and that we are not God. Sometimes when things are going well, we can grow arrogant and complacent in our self-sufficiency. Prayer, which places us in the presence of God in an intentional way, reminds us of who is in charge, or rather who is nurturing us. Gerard Hughes, a Scottish Jesuit, writes in God of Surprises: “To begin prayer is sufficient to acknowledge that I am not self-sufficient, that I am not the creator of myself and creation. If I can do this, then I acknowledge that there is some power—I may not know whether it is personal or not and may be in complete ignorance of its nature—greater than I.”4

This inevitably moves us to humility, as we realize more and more our need for God. The Trappist monk and spiritual master Thomas Merton went further, saying that prayer is inseparable from humility. Humility, he said, “makes us realize that the very depths of our being and life are meaningful and real only in so far as they are oriented toward God as their source and their end.”5

When we realize the awesome nature of that second reason—we pray to be in union with God—it puts everything into perspective. As Joyce Rupp, OSM, a Catholic sister, writes: “False justifications for not praying fall away when we perceive the priceless value of our union with God.”6

A third reason is that we have to. If you’re not used to praying, that may sound ridiculous, but once you start, you’ll see that it can feel as natural as breathing. Our innate desire for God means we naturally crave a relationship with God. Prayer is an outgrowth of the human longing for the divine. In a sense, we can’t not pray, because prayer is part of being human.

There are other reasons that prayer feels necessary. In the face of your problems, how can you not ask for help from your Creator? We’ll talk more about petitionary prayer later, but for now I’ll say that I’ve never met anyone who felt that his or her life was free of problems. So we pray for a fourth reason: we are in need.

A fifth reason is that prayer helps us. This may sound selfish, but it’s another common motivation, similar to reasons for doing physical exercise. If you never get off the couch, you’ll end up out of shape, and that will influence your overall physical condition; less exercise means more pulled muscles, perilous cardiovascular health, and greater stress. Not praying—not spending intentional time with God—means your spiritual life will be out of shape, even flabby, and that will influence the rest of your life. You’ll probably be less grateful and thus more irritable, less connected to the deepest part of yourself and thus more scattered, less aware of your reliance on God and thus more frightened. Prayer helps you.

On the rare days that I don’t pray I feel off balance. And I always know why. Certainly I feel guilty that I’ve not spent time with God in an intentional way, but I also feel, to put it bluntly, worse. I’m more irritable, more distracted, less patient, and less able to maintain perspective on life. Even when prayer feels “dry” (more about that later), it helps me feel more connected to the center of my being, which is God. Being centered in that way always means more perspective, because you know where you stand.

Prayer is also a way to unburden ourselves when we’re feeling sad, angry, stressed, or frustrated. That’s a sixth reason. Often, after you have told God your problems, you feel less alone. God is always with you, but praying in this way is a great aid nonetheless. Sometimes I’ve stood up from prayer and said, “At least I know that God knows how I feel.”

A seventh reason for prayer is that it helps us praise God. If you’re a believer, you may wonder about the best way to express your gratitude. You can do good works, live a moral life, and help your fellow human beings. Those are fine ways to show your love in gratitude. As St. Ignatius Loyola says, “Love ought to show itself in deeds more than words.” But it’s just as important to say “thank you” to God. Prayer is one way of doing this. Simply resting in things you’re grateful for is a way of giving thanks.

In light of your blessings, beginning with the blessing of being alive, how can you not want to thank God? After seeing a tree in autumn, a spectacular sunset, a baby’s smile, how can you not want to praise God? We pray because we are grateful.

Prayer, however, is not a solitary act. This leads us to an eighth reason: solidarity. When we pray we are, consciously or unconsciously, expressing a connection to our brothers and sisters who also pray—even if they’re not physically with us. Although the prayer that we will discuss in this book is private prayer (one-on-one time with God), prayer in common is an essential aspect of the spiritual life. As social animals, we naturally find comfort and support in groups. Praising God in a group makes double sense: we naturally want to do it, and we naturally want to do it with others. Both are part of being human.

Whenever we pray, we are united with believers across the world who are lifting their hearts and minds to God. We are also united with those who have gone before us, who continue their prayers before God. This is one part of what Catholics mean by the “communion of saints.”

Not long ago a friend told me that when she prays the Rosary, the series of prayers counted out on beads, she remembers all the people she knows, living and dead. In this way, she says, even when alone, she is praying the Rosary with other people.

That kind of prayer also expands us. If we are more aware of others when we pray, we are enlarged. In their book Christian Spirituality, theologians Lawrence S. Cunningham and Keith J. Egan speak of the Christian life as “an attempt to enlarge our circle of human concern in a way that helps us to enter God’s circle as well.”7 Prayer can encourage us to move beyond our own narrow concerns.

A ninth reason: we pray to be transformed. This is somewhat different from praying to God for help—but it’s related. Knowing that we are flawed and imperfect, many of us look to God to help us grow into better people. This is not to say that we are all terrible sinners or irredeemable reprobates. Rather, we are all human beings in need of God’s grace.

In my own life, that desire manifests itself especially during prayer. If I do something sinful, I am filled with a remorse that becomes more obvious when I spend time with God. A few years ago, I did something selfish that affected a friend. In my prayer the next day I saw how uncharitable it was and was moved to seek out my friend and apologize. I was also reminded of my need for God’s grace and my desire for more charity. We might also become aware not of one particular sin, but of a general pattern in our lives, a place where we are unfree. We may ask for freedom from this in prayer.

There is a kind of petitionary prayer here too, but of a different nature. “Help me to be a better person, God” might be called a prayer of transformation.

Not long ago, I had been praying that God would change me in a particular way, and not much seemed to be happening. Then, suddenly, it was discovered that I would need some minor surgery. Lying in the hospital bed a few weeks later, tethered by tubes to various machines, I started to think about all the things I was hoping to change in my life: my flaws and failings, all the things I hoped God would change or eradicate. As I enumerated them, these things that were distracting me from being the kind of person I wanted to become seemed, in a word, ridiculous. In other words, I saw the emptiness of whatever was moving me away from God.

During those days I felt God saying to me in prayer, “What kind of life do you want to lead?” It was not so much a matter of waiting for God to change me or remove my flaws; God was telling me that the change was largely up to me. It was a transformational moment, as it seemed to offer me freedom and reminded me of my own agency in life. Transformation is another reason for prayer.

* * *

That short list of reasons why people pray is by no means complete. There are as many reasons to pray as there are people.

You may still have many questions about, or even objections to, the idea of prayer. “How do I know if God hears me? Why don’t I get what I pray for? What does it mean for God to answer me?” We’ll get to those questions in time.

For now, let’s say that there are many reasons to pray, chief among them that God is calling to you. It’s as if God is saying, “Would you like to spend some time with me?”

Why not say yes?
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Praying Without Knowing It

Nine Types of Prayer You May Be Unaware of

The experiences I described from my childhood are not unusual. During childhood most people have had many moments—even if they have a hard time remembering them—when God was inviting them into prayer. Despite this, many people still think that they’ll never be able to pray.

How do I know people think this? Because they tell me—frequently. During spiritual direction; in private conversations; in letters, emails, and phone calls; in discussions on the steps of churches after Mass; at question-and-answer sessions after lectures; in line at book signings; and through countless social-media channels, many people share with me their frustrations about prayer.

Some people feel that they’re not doing it right. Others feel distracted. Some feel like nothing is happening. Many feel they are missing something. Most believe that other people must be doing it better than they are.

When I speak to groups about prayer, I often invite them to take part in an exercise. To begin, I ask everyone to close their eyes—to avoid embarrassment, since people are often self-conscious about how they pray. Then I pose some questions. The results are almost always the same.

First, I say, “Raise your hand if you pray.”

Usually most people raise their hands. Keep in mind that I’m usually speaking to people interested in the spiritual life. The percentage would be lower in a more randomly selected group of people.

Next, I say, “Now, keep your hand up if you pray regularly.”

Half will keep their hands aloft.

Then I’ll ask everyone to put their hands down.

Finally I say, “Now raise your hand if you’re happy with your prayer life.”

In response, only a handful of people raise their hands.

“Now,” I say, “keep your hands up if you think you pray well.”

Most hands will go down. Perhaps only one or two will remain.

Why so few? Does this mean that most people aren’t praying “well”? Not at all. Rather, it shows that many people think they are not praying the way they think they should. When you dig deeper, you find that even people who pray regularly say they imagine that other people must be praying better. A satisfying prayer life, they think, is for someone else—someone holier than they are, someone who prays longer than they do, someone who is gifted in ways that they are not. It must be wonderful, people think longingly, to have a rich prayer life, like other people. As a result, there is a good deal of frustration and sadness when it comes to prayer.

That makes me frustrated and sad, because prayer is for everyone. Besides, it’s something that God does within you, so you don’t have to worry so much about your “doing it.”

Moreover, many people are already praying unawares. That boy walking to school was praying in several ways, even if he didn’t know it. Often when people share with me what’s inside their hearts, how they ask God for help during the day, how they try to notice God’s presence, and how they sometimes enjoy experiences of awareness, and then say that they wish they knew how to pray, I am reminded of, believe it or not, something I read in high-school French class.

Specifically, I’m reminded of a play by the seventeenth-century French playwright Molière that we read called Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme, loosely translated as “The Middle-Class Gentleman.” In Molière’s satire, a vain man, Monsieur Jourdain, hires a tutor to aid him in his quest to climb higher on the social ladder. At one point his tutor patiently describes the difference between prose and poetry. When Monsieur Jourdain grasps the point, he exclaims delightedly, “By my faith! For more than forty years I have been speaking prose without knowing anything about it, and I am much obliged to you for having taught me that!”

Many people are praying “without knowing anything about it.” And they are even more delighted than Monsieur Jourdain when this is revealed, because they realize that they have been in a relationship with God all along.

Prayer is somewhat like speaking prose. Part of beginning to pray is recognizing, like Monsieur Jourdain, that you’re already doing it.

Wait a minute, you might be thinking, I’m already praying? What does that mean?

If you’re an experienced pray-er, you are probably praying in a formal way. You may sit down (or lie, kneel, or walk around) at a certain time each day and enter an intentional conversation with God. You may have set ways of praying. You may go on retreats. You may even know something about spiritual direction. But you also may be, like Monsieur Jourdain, doing it without knowing it.

Nine Ways of Praying, or Starting to Pray, Without Knowing It

Let’s consider the most common times of praying unawares.

1. You spontaneously ask God for help. Although you don’t consider yourself someone who prays formally—taking time to place yourself in God’s presence, being aware that you are praying, reflecting on what happened in prayer—you ask God for help from time to time. Short spontaneous prayers come to your mind and sometimes your lips, almost without your realizing it.

This often happens during times of stress: “Help me, God!” Or “God, let me get through this.” And sometimes, “God, are you even there?”

That last one is prayer too—because you’re in conversation with God.

Likewise, you find yourself wishing that God would help you, especially during times of struggle or sadness. A request for help is an obvious prayer. So is a longing for help, even if not expressed formally. In that case, your heart is praying for you.

2. You pause to think about something that inspires you. Perhaps you read an article about a woman who works in a refugee camp and are moved by her generosity as she describes what it means to spend her days among refugees. Or you read about a refugee and are amazed by the drive, courage, and persistence she has shown, as she led her family from a war-torn country to a peaceful nation and built a life for herself and her children. Or a co-worker tells you how he cares for his special-needs child or a parent with dementia, and you think, That’s beautiful. Moved, you pause to think about these things, maybe even getting teary-eyed over them.

Or you linger over a magazine, are caught by an image on your computer screen, or think about a friend’s comment as you drive home from work. You ponder. You let yourself be inspired. Briefly you wonder if God is part of this somehow. This kind of reflection is both an invitation to prayer and a sort of prayer itself.

Here’s another kind of inspiration. During a tough time, you find yourself thinking of a familiar Bible verse, like the beginning of Psalm 23, “Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you are with me,” or a simple inspirational phrase such as “Let go, let God.” You turn this calming phrase over in your mind like a smooth stone in your hand. You wonder why this calms you down. It’s more than the message itself. There’s a longing for the source of that comfort. Is God behind these feelings? you wonder. This too is an inchoate prayer.

3. You’re aware that you feel compassion. You pass a homeless person on the street and feel a surge of pity much greater than what you normally feel. You wonder where such a strong emotion came from. You’re not naturally inclined to help this homeless person—perhaps you think that the poor should take care of themselves—but something about the look on his face touches you. Does this powerful feeling come from outside of me? you wonder.

As you pass that person, you remember Jesus saying, “Blessed are the poor.” It resonates with you in a surprisingly deep way. You wonder, What did Jesus mean? Something dawns on you about those words that you’ve never considered before. Something has taken root in you. You consider that for a while, but then move on. This consideration is the start of prayer.

4. You wonder about God. You may wonder why something bad has happened to you. In response, you start to think about the way God works. Does God cause bad things to happen? Is God behind what happened to me? Does God notice what’s going on in my life? Does God care?

Conversely, you see the veins on a new leaf in the spring, the intricate pattern of a rosebud, or a bright new zinnia in your garden, and you think, How exquisite! Or you’re at the beach watching the rolling waves crashing against the shore, or in the mountains seeing storm clouds moving over the
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