
 

 

1. The Jesus Prayer 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

"Lord Jesus Christ Son of God, have mercy on me a sinner," 

 

 This prayer sums up the whole Gospel – who Jesus is. 

 This prayer is about being  with the person of Jesus. 

 This prayer puts us face-to-fa e ith Jesus… a d that will cause us to see ourselves. 

This prayer is so simple, but has been used since the dawn of the church, in the east, especially 

in the Orthodox traditions.  It allow us to keep out attention still in the presence of God. 

 

How to pray The Jesus Prayer 

 Be comfortable and warm. 

 Be aware of your surroundings and others with whom you pray. 

 Say the words in your head (or listen to the person who says them for you). 

 Try breathing out and in with each line: Lord Jesus Christ  (Out) Son of God  (In) Have mercy 

on me  (Out) A sinner  (In).  This pattern may help to relax you. 

 Don t worry if your mind wanders, just bring yourself back to the prayer. 

 This isn t Yoga or Transcendental Meditation, this is a relationship with a personal God, based 

o  lo e… do t try to empty yourself  or feel spiritual  or connected . 

 You aren t seeking oneness  or the divine , you re just ei g ith Jesus… 

 Let the silence be comfortable.  If you find yourself distracted or fretting, just come back to the 

prayer… 

Do not worry about what will come next, you will discover it when it comes.  



Christian Contemplative Prayer is ancient – as old as the Christian Church – and comes from an interpretation 

of Jesus instruction on Prayer from Matthew 6, And when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they 

love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by others.  Truly I tell you, they 

have received their reward in full.  But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your 

Father, who is unseen.  Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.  And when you 

pray, do not keep on babbling like pagans, for they think they will be heard because of their many words.   So, 

Contemplative Prayer is about taking ourselves off, like Jesus (who was known to have done this often and 

perhaps prayed all night), and learning to pray, not with Words, but with relationship.  For Christian prayer is 

not about us trying to change God by the fervency and beauty of our prayer, nor is it a psychological or 

spiritual boost or kick in the pants for the pray-er, instead, Christian Prayer – and especially Contemplative 

Prayer – is spending time with God, because He is God, and leaving any changing up to God.  So, throughout 

this Lent we will be doing just that.  In 5 different forms, we will spend time with God and just learn to be . 

 

We begin tonight with The Jesus Prayer.  The Jesus Prayer's origin is most likely the Egyptian desert, which was 

settled by the monastic Desert Fathers in the 5th century.  Indeed an inscription of the Jesus Prayer has been 

found in the ruins of a monk s cell of this period in the North African desert. 

 

The practice of the Jesus Prayer is founded on the biblical view by which God's name is conceived as the place 

of his presence.  The Christian mystical practice of prayer and meditation doesn't lead to seeing visions of God.  

The most important means of a life consecrated to praying is the invoked name of God.  For the Orthodox 

Christians among whom this prayer is rooted, the power of the Jesus Prayer comes not only from its content, 

but from the very invocation of Jesus' name 

 

Theologically, the Jesus Prayer is considered to be the response of the to the lesson taught by the parable of 

the Publican and the Pharisee, in which the Pharisee demonstrates the improper way to pray by exclaiming: 

"Thank you Lord that I am not like the Publican", whereas the Publican prays correctly in humility, saying "Lord 

have mercy on me, a sinner" (Luke 18:10-14). 

 

The Jesus Prayer is profoundly rooted in the spirit of the gospel, and it is not in vain that the great ancient 

teachers of the faith always insisted that the Jesus Prayer sums up the whole of the gospel.  This is why the 

Jesus Prayer can only be used in its fullest sense if the person who uses it belongs to the gospel, is a member 

of the Church of Christ. 

 

All the messages of the gospel, and more than the messages, the reality of the gospel, is contained in the 

name, in the Person of Jesus.  If you take the first half of the prayer you will see how it expresses our faith in 

the Lord: 'Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God.'  At the heart we find the name of Jesus; it is the name before whom 

every knee shall bow (Phil 2.9-10
1
), and when we pronounce it we affirm the historical event of the 

incarnation – God coming to be one of us with us.  We affirm that God, the Word of God, co-eternal with the 

father, became human, and that the fullness of the Godhead dwelt in our midst (Col 2.9
2
) bodily in his Person. 

 

                                                           
1
 Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every 

knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 
2
 For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thebaid
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To do this, we must be guided by the spirit, because it is the spirit of God who reveals to us both the 

incarnation and the lordship of Christ.  We call him Christ, and we affirm thereby that in him were fulfilled the 

prophecies of the Old Testament.  To affirm that Jesus is the Christ implies that the whole history of the Old 

Testament is ours, that we accept it as the truth of God.  We call him Son of God, because we know that the 

Messiah expected by the Jews, the man who was called 'Son of David' by Bartimaeus
3
, is the incarnate Son of 

God.  These words sum up all we know, all we believe about Jesus Christ, from the Old Testament to the New, 

and from the experience of the Church through the ages.  In these few words we make a complete and perfect 

profession of faith. 

 

But it is not enough to make this profession of faith; it is not enough to believe.  The devils also believe and 

tremble (James 2.I9
4
).  Faith is not sufficient to work salvation, it must lead to the right relationship with God; 

and so, having professed, in its integrity, sharply and clearly, our faith in the Lordship and in the Person, in the 

historicity and in the divinity of Christ, we put ourselves face to face with Him, in the right state of mind: 'Have 

mercy on me, a sinner'.  These words 'have mercy' are used in all Christian Churches. 

 

The Jesus Prayer is, first of all, a prayer addressed to God. It's not a means of self-deifying or self-deliverance, 

but a counterexample to Adam's pride, repairing the breach it produced between man and God.  The aim is 

not to be dissolved or absorbed into nothingness or into God, or reach another state of mind, but to reunite 

with God (through the person of Jesus) while remaining a distinct person. 

 

So, how do we pray it?  It s one of those times when the answer is so simple, it s almost unbelievable.  We 

pray it by saying it.  Just that.  Repeating it over and over.  It isn t to be rushed, it s best said silently and 

steadil .  But that reall  is it… 

 

In a modern context the continuing repetition is regarded by some as a form of meditation, the prayer 

functioning as a kind of mantra.  However, Orthodox users of the Jesus Prayer emphasize the invocation of the 

name of Jesus Christ which would be contemplation on the Triune God, rather than simply emptying the mind. 

 

Although some aspects of the Jesus Prayer may resemble some aspects of other traditions, its Christian 

character is central rather than mere "local colour."  The aim of the Christian practicing it is not limited to 

attaining humility, love, or purification of sinful thoughts, but rather it is becoming holy and seeking union 

with God, which subsumes all those other virtues.  Unlike "seed syllables" in particular traditions of chanting 

mantras, the Jesus Prayer may be translated into whatever language the pray-er customarily uses.  The 

emphasis is on the meaning, not on the mere utterance of certain sounds.  There is no emphasis on the 

psychosomatic techniques like bodily posture, breathing, or actions (which, if the pray-er wishes to use, are 

merely seen as helpers for uniting the mind with the heart, not as prerequisites).  Sitting, saying the Jesus 

Prayer, or in wordless contemplation, is not Yoga or any far Eastern practice.  The difference is the Christian 

encounter with the living God, Jesus 

 

The Jesus Prayer does not harbour any secrets in itself, nor does its practice reveal any esoteric truths. 

Instead, it demands setting the mind apart from rational activities and ignoring the physical senses for the 

                                                           
3
 Mark 10:46 

4
 You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that – and shudder. 



experiential knowledge of God.  It stands along with the regular expected actions of the believer (prayer, 

giving, repentance, fasting etc.) as the response of the Christian to St. Paul's challenge to "pray without 

ceasing" (1 Thess 5:17) so the pray-er eventually comes to a state of "constant prayer" where they are always 

conscious of God's presence in their lives. 

 

So, Praying the Jesus prayer is simple – there are no special techniques or requirements.  Like swimming, we 

are to "jump in" and just begin.  There is a world of difference between thinking, or talking, about quiet 

prayer, and actually praying.  Like beginning swimmers , we only learn by getting wet, and that s what we re 

going to do in a moment. 

 

First, some suggestions.  Remember, that s all they are.  Just a bit of guidance so we don t drown on our first 

attempt.  [Explain what to do from sheet] 

 

Silence is a choice. We choose the things we want to do. These things, then, order and measure our lives. 

Someone said that Christians "order and measure" their lives from communion to communion. We might also 

say the Christians "order and measure" their lives from silence to silence. Silence, at its best, is God-

awareness. We quiet down our outer and inner lives, and listen to God speak. Someone said that when God 

speaks, His words are like the sound of a flutter of a bird's wings. We need to be attentive if we are to hear 

anything. Outer silence is a choice.  The Jesus Prayer overrides our usual compulsive stream of consciousness 

about our own anxieties.  Beginning with this form of prayer, then we might be led to deeper inner stillness, 

prayer without words.  

 

So, what happens when we pray?  What do we get out of it?  The Fathers tell us that, often, the first thing that 

happens is an experience of darkness and resistance.  Then, when we persist, peace begins to replace the 

darkness.  The temptations may become more severe, even temptations to stop the praying, but we sin less.  

The Fathers tell us that, as we continue to pray and live the commandments, go to Church and listen to our 

spiritual Father, we can expect to become freed from indecision, upset and hesitation.  Our will becomes 

stronger.  We can expect to be available to others in ways we otherwise would not have been, and we will 

become more effective and creative. 

 

In the beginning, there may be no new insights and no pleasant feelings.  Was it a waste of time? Not 

necessarily.  By faith, the Christian believes that spending time wanting to pray, and actually praying, does 

touch a Merciful God.  God hears.  And, in turn, Divine Truth is known through direct experience, sometimes 

called intuition.  Something is happening, and changing at a deeper level of consciousness, unnoticed.  We can 

expect invisible, subtle snares, sent from Satan, precisely because we have up-scaled our efforts, and are 

turning to God. In a sense, we rouse the enemy to action. 

 

However, the results are up to God.  We don't say the Jesus Prayer, or enter wordless contemplation, to get 

"some benefit."  We don't pray to reduce our stress, or strengthen our immune system, or lose weight, or add 

years to our life.  On the contrary, we enter prayer to follow Christ, to become open to Him. His way is the 

Way of the Cross. 

 

Do ot orr  a out hat ill o e e t, ou ill dis o er it he  it o es…. 



 

 

2. Examen 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If today you hear his voice, harden not your hearts  (Psalm 95). 

 

To get us away from the shopping list  form of prayer, or from written prayers that have become dry, a great 

way to pray is to look for God’s presence in your life.  Mindfulness  might sound like a modern concept, or 

something from another religion, but more than 400 years ago St. Ignatius Loyola encouraged prayer-filled 

mindfulness by proposing what has been called the daily Examen.  The Examen is a technique of prayerful 

reflection on the events of the day in order to detect God’s presence and to discern his direction for us. 

 

How to pray using The Examen 

 Become aware of God’s presence. 

 Review the day with gratitude. 

 Pay attention to your emotions. 

 Choose one feature of the day and pray from it. 

 Look toward tomorrow. 

End the Examen with a conversation with Jesus – Talk to Him like you would to a friend.  



If today you hear his voice, harden not your hearts  (Psalm 95). 

How do we hear the voice of God?  Our Christian tradition has at least four answers to that question.  First, 

along with the faithful of most religions, we perceive the divine in what God has made, creation itself.  Second, 

we hear God’s voice in the Scriptures.  Third, we hear God in the authoritative teaching of the church, the 

living tradition of our believing community.  Finally, we hear God by attending to our experience, and 

interpreting it in the light of all those other ways of hearing the divine voice–the structures of creation, the 

Bible, the living tradition of the community.  The phrase from Psalm 95, If today you hear his voice,  implies 

that the divine voice must somehow be accessible in our daily experience, for we are creatures who live one 

day at a time.  If God wants to communicate with us, it has to happen in the course of a 24-hour day, for we 

live in no other time.  And how do we go about this kind of listening?  Long tradition has provided a helpful 

tool, which we call Examen . 

The examen, or examination, of conscience is an ancient practice in the church.  However, we need to be 

aware that conscience  in this prayer means more than our English word conscience, in the sense of moral 

awareness and judgment; it also means consciousness.  

The reason that this prayer can be used daily is because there is always something to pray about.  For a person 

who does this kind of prayer at least once a day, there is never the question: What should I talk to God about?  

Until you die, you always have a past 24 hours, and you always have some feelings about what’s next.  And 

anyway, the gratitude moment is worthwhile in itself.  Even if we drift off into slumber after reviewing the 

gifts of the day, we have praised the Lord.  

Through Examen, we learn to face the Lord where we are, as we are.  There is no other way to be present to 

God, of course, but we often fool ourselves into thinking that we have to put on our best face  before we 

address our God.  But through Examen, we also learn to respect our feelings.  Feelings count.  They are morally 

neutral until we make some choice about acting upon or dealing with them.  But if we don’t attend to them, 

we miss what they have to tell us about the quality of our lives.  Praying from feelings, we are liberated from 

them.  An unattended emotion can dominate and manipulate us.  Attending to and praying from and about 

the persons and situations that give rise to the emotions helps us to cease being unwitting slaves of our 

emotions.  We actually find something to bring to confession.  That is, we stumble across our sins without 

making them the primary focus.  We can experience an inner healing. People have found that praying about 

(as opposed to fretting about or denying) feelings leads to a healing of mental life.   

This kind of prayer helps us get over our sense that God is a God who does indeed exist but does not have 

much, if anything, to do with his people’s ongoing life.  The God we have come to know through our Jewish 

and Christian experience is more present than we usually think.  Praying this way is also an antidote to the 

spiritual disease of thinking that our lives are a do-it-yourself project ( If at first you don’t succeed… ), 

whereas a true theology of grace and freedom sees life as response to God’s love ( If today you hear God’s 

voice… ). 

A final thought.  How can anyone dare to say that paying attention to felt experience is a listening to the voice 

of God?  On the face of it, it does sound like a dangerous presumption. But, we are not equating memory with 

the voice of God. I am saying that, if we are to listen for the God who creates and sustains us, we need to take 

seriously and prayerfully the meeting between us, the creatures we are, and all else that God holds lovingly in 

existence – what happened today, the places we went, the folk we met.  That meeting  is the felt experience 

of my day.  It deserves prayerful attention.  It is a big part of how we know and respond to God. 



How to pray using The Examen 

 Become aware of God’s presence. Since we are not simply daydreaming or reminiscing but rather 

looking for some sense of how the Spirit of God is leading us, it only makes sense to pray for some 

illumination.  The goal is not simply memory but graced understanding.  That’s a gift from God, but we 

need to ask for it. Lord, help me understand this awful, buzzing confusion.   Look back on the events 

of the day in the company of the Holy Spirit.  The day may seem confusing to you—a blur, a jumble, a 

muddle,  but ask God to bring clarity and understanding. 

 Review the day with gratitude. Gratitude is the foundation of our relationship with God.  Nobody likes 

to poke around in the memory bank to uncover smallness, weakness, lack of generosity.  But 

everybody likes beautiful gifts, and that is precisely what the past 24 hours contain–gifts of existence, 

work, relationships, food, challenges.  Walk through your day in the presence of God and note its joys 

and delights.  Focus on the day’s gifts.  Look at the work you did, the people you interacted with.  What 

did you receive from these people?  What did you give them?  Pay attention to small things—the food 

you ate, the sights you saw, and other seemingly small pleasures.  God is in the details. 

 Pay attention to your emotions. One of St. Ignatius’s great insights was that we detect the presence of 

the Spirit of God in the movements of our emotions.  Some of us may be hesitant to focus on feelings 

in this over-psychologized age, but these feelings can be the liveliest index to what is happening in our 

lives.  Reflect on the feelings you experienced during the day. Our feelings, positive and negative, the 

painful and the pleasing, are clear signals of where the action was during the day. Simply pay attention 

to any and all of those feelings as they surface, the whole range: delight, boredom, elation, fear, 

anticipation, resentment, anger, peace, contentment, impatience, desire, hope, regret, shame, 

uncertainty, compassion, disgust, gratitude, pride, rage, doubt, confidence, anger, admiration, 

shyness–whatever was there.  What is God saying through these feelings?  God will most likely show 

you some ways that you fell short. Make note of these sins and faults.  But look deeply for other 

implications.  Does a feeling of frustration perhaps mean that God wants you consider a new direction 

in some area of your work?  Are you concerned about a friend?  Perhaps you should reach out to her in 

some way.  

 Choose one feature of the day and pray from it. Ask the Holy Spirit to direct you to something during 

the day that God thinks is particularly important. It may involve a feeling—positive or negative. It may 

be a significant encounter with another person or a vivid moment of pleasure or peace. Or it may be 

something that seems rather insignificant.  The feeling is a sign that something important was going 

on.  Look at it. Pray about it.  Allow the prayer to arise spontaneously from your heart.  The prayer that 

surfaces as you attend to the source of the feeling–praise, intercession, contrition, cry for help or 

healing, or gratitude – whatever. 

 Look toward tomorrow. Ask God to give you light for tomorrow’s challenges. Pay attention to the 

feelings that surface as you survey what’s coming up.  Using your appointment calendar if that helps, 

face your immediate future. What feelings surface as you look at the tasks, meetings, and 

appointments that face you?  Are you doubtful?  Cheerful?  Apprehensive?  Full of delighted 

anticipation?  Self-doubt?  Temptation to procrastinate?  Zestful planning?  Regret?  Weakness?  Allow 

these feelings to turn into prayer.  Seek God’s guidance.  Ask him for help and understanding.  Pray for 

hope 

St. Ignatius encouraged people to talk to Jesus like a friend. End the Daily Examen with a conversation with 

Jesus – Talk to Him like you would to a friend.  Ask forgiveness for your sins.  Ask for his protection and help.  

Ask for his wisdom about the questions you have and the problems you face.  Do all this in the spirit of 

gratitude.  Your life is a gift, and it is adorned with gifts from God.  End the Daily Examen with the Our Father. 



 

 

3. Centering Prayer 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Be still, and know that I am God  (Psalm 46.10). 

 

Centering Prayer has its roots in the teachings of the Desert Fathers, the early saints who went along into the 

desert to pray for years at a time.  It appears as a written practice in the 4
th

 Century AD, and teaches that, 

from the day of Pentecost, the risen Jesus is among us as the glorified Christ; He is the living master who sends 

His Holy Spirit to dwell in us and bear witness to His resurrection by empowering us to experience both the 

fruits and the gifts of the Spirit; through Him we know both Blessing and Peace. 

Centering Prayer prepares our faculties to cooperate with this gift of God.  It isn’t there to replace other forms 

of prayer, but to attune us to the presence of God in our lives and consent to His work in us; His 

transformation and action in and through our lives.  This prayer is based up us giving consent for God to be 

present in us in this moment and surrendering ourselves to the Spirit’s indwelling. 

 

How to pray using Centering Prayer 

 Choose a sacred  word as the symbol of your intention to consent to God’s presence and action in you. 

 Sit comfortably, with your eyes closed.  Allow yourself to settle and silently introduce the sacred word. 

 When you become aware of thoughts, return ever so gently to the sacred word. 

 At the end of the prayer period, remain in silence with your eyes closed for a couple of minutes. 



We all want prayer to be easy, to feel connected and centred on God; to have that sense of oneness and 

intimacy with the creator.  Tonight’s form of prayer does just that, but be warned – it isn’t easy! 

Centering Prayer has its roots in the teachings of the Desert Fathers, the early saints who went along into the 

desert to pray for years at a time.  It appears as a written practice in the 4
th

 Century AD, and teaches that, 

from the day of Pentecost, the risen Jesus is among us as the glorified Christ; He is the living master who sends 

His Holy Spirit to dwell in us and bear witness to His resurrection life both eternally and in this moment by 

empowering us to experience the fruit of the Spirit (Love Joy, Patience, Peace, Gentleness, Goodness, 

Kindness and Self-Control), and the gifts of the Spirit (including faith, discernment, prophecy, teaching, 

tongues, interpretation, wisdom, service, evangelism, leadership etc); through Him we know both Blessing and 

Peace in the outworking of God in our lives. 

Most of the time, we can find ourselves not experiencing any of these things because we haven’t actually 

opened ourselves to God acting in our lives in this way.  I was taught that the Holy Spirit is a gentleman who 

will never press himself upon you – and it seems to be like that.  Centering Prayer prepares our faculties to 

cooperate with this gift of God.  It isn’t there to replace other forms of prayer, but to attune us to the 

presence of God in our lives and consent to His work in us; His transformation and action in and through our 

lives.  This prayer is based up us giving consent for God to be present in us in this moment and surrendering 

ourselves to the Spirit’s indwelling. 

Centering Prayer begins with us listening to the word of God in Scripture as a way of cultivating friendship 

with Christ as if we were in conversation with Christ and He were suggesting the topics of conversation.  

Specifically, Centering Prayer is based on the wisdom saying of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount which we 

have heard in our other forms of Contemplative Prayer: ...But when you pray, go to your inner room, close the 

door and pray to your Father in secret. And your Father, who sees in secret, will reward you  MT 6:6  It is also 

inspired by writings of major contributors to the Christian contemplative heritage including John Cassian, the 

anonymous author of The Cloud of Unknowing, Francis de Sales, Teresa of Avila, John of the Cross, Thérèse of 

Lisieux, and Thomas Merton. 

Once we have found that place of quietude, we can ponder a word from the scriptures that seems for us to 

symbolise this meeting with Christ in this moment – in Centering Prayer this is called the Sacred Word .  The 

idea is to be with this word in the quiet and open oneself to God.  However, the principal effects of Centering 

Prayer are experienced in daily life, not in the period of Centering Prayer itself. 

We are warned by those who teach Centering Prayer that it has Physical Symptoms: a. We may notice slight 

pains, itches, or twitches in various parts of the body or a generalized restlessness.  These are usually due to 

the untying of emotional knots in the body. b. We may also notice heaviness or lightness in the extremities.  

This is usually due to a deep level of spiritual attentiveness. c. In either case, we pay no attention, or we allow 

the mind to rest briefly in the sensation, and then return to the sacred word.  We are also taught that a 

support group praying and sharing together helps one’s commitment to the prayer. 

Those who practice this form of prayer daily get say that various kinds of thoughts may be distinguished. a. 

Ordinary wanderings of the imagination or memory. b. Thoughts that give rise to attractions or aversions. c. 

Insights and psychological breakthroughs. d. Self-reflections such as, How am I doing?  or, This peace is just 

great!  e. Thoughts that arise from the unloading of the unconsciousness.  However, it is important that 

during the prayer we avoid analysing the experience of prayer, harbouring expectations or aiming at some 

specific goal such as: a. Repeating the sacred word continuously. b. Having no thoughts. c. Making the mind a 

blank. d. Feeling peaceful or consoled. e. Achieving a spiritual experience. 



Centering Prayer is not:  It is not a technique or a relaxation exercise.  It is not a form of self-hypnosis.  Neither 

is it a charismatic gift or a para-psychological experience.  It is not limited to the felt  presence of God. g. It is 

not discursive meditation or affective prayer.  Centering Prayer is at the same time a relationship with God 

and a discipline to foster that relationship.  It is an exercise of faith, hope, and love.  It is a movement beyond 

conversation with Christ to communion. 

How to pray: 

This evening I am going to do things a bit differently because just launching in may in fact be too difficult for us 

in one go – I would rather us support each other than make this into some kind of spiritual marathon. 

 First, I will invite us each to choose a sacred word as the symbol of our intention to consent to God’s 

presence and action within.  The sacred word expresses our intention to be in God’s presence and to 

yield to the divine action.  We will each choose our sacred word during a brief period of prayer to the 

Holy Spirit. As you pray, hopefully a word will come to mind - a word of one or two syllables, such as: 

God, Jesus, Abba, Father, Mother, Mary, Amen.  Other possibilities include: Love, Listen, Peace, Mercy, 

Let Go, Silence, Stillness, Faith, Trust, Yes -It may even be a work in another language such as Kyrie, 

Jesu, Jeshua, Abba, Mater, Maria. 

 Having chosen a sacred word, we do not change it during the prayer period, for that would be to start 

thinking again.  Instead I will invite us into a period of silence during which each of us will consent to 

God’s presence in us.   

 So, it’s important that we are sitting comfortably and with our eyes closed.  We will settle briefly and 

silently introduce the sacred word as the symbol of your consent to God’s presence and action within.  

By sitting comfortably  is meant relatively comfortably; not so comfortably that we encourage sleep, 

but sitting comfortably enough to avoid thinking about the discomfort of our bodies during the time of 

prayer.  Remember what was said about those physical symptoms!  However, if we fall asleep, we 

continue the prayer for a few minutes upon awakening if we can spare the time. 

  We close our eyes to let go of what is going on around and within us.  We introduce the sacred word 

inwardly and as gently as laying a feather on a piece of absorbent cotton. 

 When you become aware of thoughts, return ever-so–gently to the sacred word.  Thoughts  is an 

umbrella term for every perception including sense perceptions, feelings, images, memories, 

reflections, and commentaries.  Thoughts are a normal part of Centering Prayer.  By returning ever-

so-gently to the sacred word,  a minimum effort is indicated.  This is the only activity we initiate during 

the time of Centering Prayer.  During the course of our prayer, the sacred word may become vague or 

even disappear. 

 At the end of the prayer period, remain in silence with your eyes closed for a couple of minutes.  I will 

slowly say some words to bring you back and then we’ll end with Compline – but when we get to that 

silence in the Compline Liturgy, I’ll give us an additional 2 or 3 minutes to give our minds time to 

readjust to the external senses and enable us to bring the atmosphere of silence into daily life. 



 

 

4. Lectio Divina 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These are the things God has revealed to us by his Spirit. 

The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God   (1 Corinthians 2.9-10). 

 

Sometimes we hesitate to read Scripture because we do not feel we know enough about the Bible.  But this 

reason for avoiding the reading of Scripture is a temptation because it puts the focus on the individual and not 

on Christ. 

In Lectio Divina we listen to the scriptures through, with, and in Christ.  This tradition comes from a time when 

in the early church when there were few bibles, few could read them, and yet many were seeking their 

meaning.  Today we can find the same meaning and allow Christ to form us around it as we pray. 

 

How to pray using Lectio Divina 

1. Lectio (reading):  The Word of God is read, slowly and reflectively so that it sinks into us.  Any passage 

of Scripture can be used for this way of prayer but the passage should not be too long. 

 

2. Meditatio (reflection):  Think about the text you have chosen and ruminate upon it so that you take 

from it what God wants to give.  A word or phrase from the text may come to seem important. 

 

3. Oratio (response):  Leave your thinking aside and simply let your heart speak to God.  This response is 

inspired by your reflection on the Word of God.  Tell God about that section which stood out for you. 

 

4. Contemplatio (rest):  Let go of your own ideas, plans and meditations, and also of your holy words and 

thoughts.  Simply rest in the Word of God.  Listen at the deepest level of our being to God who speaks 

within you with a still small voice. As you listen, you are gradually transformed from within. 



The practice of Lectio Divina as a way of praying the Scriptures has been a fruitful source of growing in 

relationship with Christ for many centuries and in our own day is being rediscovered by many individuals and 

groups.  The Word of God is alive and active and will transform each of us if we open ourselves to receive what 

God wants to give us. 

Lectio Divina is Latin for "Divine Reading", and is a traditional Benedictine practice of scriptural reading, 

meditation and prayer intended to promote communion with God and to increase the knowledge of God's 

Word. 

Sometimes we hesitate to read Scripture because we do not feel we know enough about the Bible.  But this 

reason for avoiding the reading of Scripture is a temptation because it puts the focus on the individual and not 

on Christ. 

In Lectio Divina we listen to the scriptures through, with, and in Christ.  This tradition comes from a time when 

in the early church when there were few bibles, few could read them, and yet many were seeking their 

meaning.  Today we can find the same meaning and allow Christ to form us around it as we pray. 

Lectio Divina does not treat Scripture as texts to be studied, but as the Living Word.  The focus of Lectio Divina 

is not a theological analysis of biblical passages but viewing them with Christ as the key to their meaning. 

Many early church fathers taught forms of Lectio Divina as a way for their adherents to understand the Word 

of God more deeply and to become more like that Word in their daily living. 

In order to achieve a calm and tranquil state of mind, preparation before Lectio Divina is recommended.  The 

biblical reference for preparation via stillness is Psalm 46:10: "Be still, and know that I am God."  We can sit 

quietly and in silence and saying a prayer inviting the Holy Spirit to guide the reading of the Scripture that is to 

follow. (This evening, I will lead that section so you see what I mean) 

Following that, the prayer enters into a four-fold prayer form which has followed the same pattern since the 

6
th

 Century. 

1. Lectio (reading):  The Word of God is read, slowly and reflectively so that it sinks into us.  Any passage 

of Scripture can be used for this way of prayer but the passage should not be too long, maybe 10 to 15 

verses.  When one finishes reading, pause and recall if some word or phrase stood out or something 

touched one’s heart. If so, pause and savour the insight, feeling, or understanding.  Then go back and 

read the passage again because it will have a fuller meaning. P ause again and note what happened.  In 

the traditional Benedictine approach, the passage is slowly read four times, each time with a slightly 

different focus. 

 

2. Meditatio (reflection):  When the passage is read, it is generally advised not to try to assign a meaning 

to it at first, but to wait for the action of the Holy Spirit to illuminate the mind, as the passage is 

pondered upon.  In this second movement, think about the text you have chosen and ruminate upon it 

so that you take from it what God wants to give.  A word or phrase from the text may come to seem 

important. 

 

3. Oratio (response):  Leave your thinking aside and simply let your heart speak to God.  This response is 

inspired by your reflection on the Word of God.  If one wants to dialogue with God or Jesus in response 

to the word, one should follow the prompting of one’s heart.  This kind of reflective listening allows the 



Holy Spirit to deepen awareness of God’s taking the initiative to speak with us.  Tell God about that 

section which stood out for you. 

 

4. Contemplatio (rest):  Let go of your own ideas, plans and meditations, and also of your holy words and 

thoughts.  Simply rest in the Word of God.  Listen at the deepest level of our being to God who speaks 

within you with a still small voice.  As you listen, you are gradually transformed from within.  

Remember that the Holy Spirit will not force himself upon you and, if you sense that God is knocking 

on your door, remember to open it and give permission for him to come in and fill you with the Holy 

Spirit to make you more like Christ Jesus. 

Obviously this transformation will have a profound effect on the way we actually live and the way we live is 

the test of the authenticity of our prayer.  We must take what we read in the Word of God into our daily lives. 

These stages of Lectio Divina are not fixed rules of procedure but simply guidelines as to how the prayer 

normally develops.  Its natural movement is towards greater simplicity, with less and less talking and more 

listening.  Gradually the words of Scripture begin to dissolve and the Word is revealed before the eyes of our 

heart.  How much time should be given to each stage depends very much on whether it is used individually or 

in a group.  If Lectio Divina is used for group prayer, obviously more structure is needed than for individual 

use.  The movement of the prayer is towards silence. 

I can’t tell you how much time we’ll spend on each section, because I will discern that as we go through.  I will 

lead each section, but try not to be too intrusive.  At the end we will say Compline together.  However, at the 

end I am going to make a change.  Ordinarily, we have been leaving in silence, and I give you permission to do 

that tonight if you wish. 

However, this week and next week’s practices can often bring about pictures and understandings which need 

to be discussed.  So, once Compline has finished, I will invite any who remain to simply share anything 

revealed to them.  There will be no comment from anyone (certainly no judgment), and I will say a dismissal 

prayer upon the conclusion of that time.  Anyone who still hasn’t gone home by then obviously needs to chat, 

for hi h I ill e a aila le… 



 

 

5. Imaginative Prayer 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ignatius of Loyola was convinced that God can speak to us as much through our imagination as through our thoughts and 

memories – God created our imaginations, so it is unsurprising that God communicates through our imaginings.  In the 

Ignatian Exercises, contemplation is a very active way of praying that engages the mind and heart and stirs up thoughts and 

emotions. 

How to pray using your imagination: 

1. Pick an action scene from the gospels as a foundation for your prayer. Choose a story in which Jesus is doing something 

rather than teaching something.  

2. Read the passage several times.  Perhaps once you can read slowly as if for the first time.  Another time maybe read it 

aloud to help you get the feeling of the whole scene. 

3.  Invite the Lord to be present with you, to guide and protect as you seek to be with him. 

4. Quiet yourself before God. 

5. Let your imagination work on the gospel scene. Imagine the location. In other words, are you by a lake or on a mountain? 

What time of day is it? See the people involved. Who is there with Jesus? City folk, farmers, shepherds, the disciples, 

women, Pharisees, crowds? How do your feet feel? What do you bump into, touch with your hands? What do you smell? 

What do you taste? What is being said by Jesus and others? What emotions might be in the hearts of various people? 

What actions are taken by Jesus and others? 

6.  Put yourself at the scene.  Take the place of one of the characters and see the scene through the eyes of that person.  

What is he or she feeling?  Thinking?  Doing? 

7. Release your imagination from your inner critic.  Your imagined scene need not reproduce first-century Jerusalem.  Let go 

of your prayer list.  You and God can talk about details of your day later.  In the same way, do not refuse to enjoy Jesus’ 
presence. 

8. Do not be consumed and overwhelmed by your emotions. With intention, choose to be taken in  by your encounter 

with Jesus without becoming sucked under by the scene. Emotionalism is not the goal in itself. Being together with Jesus, 

experiencing his presence, is the goal. 

9. Now freeze frame.   Stay with a particular picture involving yourself and Jesus.  Talk to him and listen to what he says to 

you.  Spend time in his presence.  Allow your imagination to serve your faith. 

10. Do you come away from the scene with Jesus frustrated, empty, worried, content, eager?  Are these actually reflections 

of how you feel about your daily, non-imagined walk with Jesus or about a particular circumstance with which you want 

him to be involved?  When you consider what happens after your scene, as recorded in Scripture, does that change how 

you think about your encounter?  Ignatian prayer is meant to be experiential. Perhaps you simply spent uninterrupted 

time with him.  The purpose is not necessarily to gain new spiritual insights—though these may come—but to deepen 

your relationship with Jesus. 

11. Write down what you have heard, what happened, what you said, and/or what the theme seemed to be, or share this 

with your small group, prayer partner, or spiritual friend.  



In this last week we are going to use a form of prayer that takes elements from all the others and forms a very 

active kind of prayer – not physically active (though, more about that later), but prayer that is actively 

engaging, rather than empty or stark. 

This week we’re going to engage in what Ignatius of Loyola, the 16
th

 Century Jesuit, called Imaginative Prayer.  

This is not prayer which is creative in itself, but prayer that purposefully engages the imagination. 

Ignatius of Loyola was convinced that God can speak to us as much through our imagination as through our 

thoughts and memories – God created our imaginations, so it is unsurprising that God communicates through 

our imaginings.  In the Ignatian Exercises, contemplation is a very active way of praying that engages the mind 

and heart and stirs up thoughts and emotions. 

Ignatius, who was at first, it has to be said, a rather ungodly nobleman, a knight, first grasped the importance 

of the imagination during his long convalescence from serious battle injuries.  His key insights about God came 

through his imagination.  The notes he took as he read about the life of Christ filled a 300-page notebook that 

he treasured for the rest of his life.  The lives of the saints inspired him with noble thoughts of what he might 

do with his life.  He told himself St. Dominic did this, therefore I must do it.  St. Francis did this, therefore I 

must do it.   Ignatius then daydreamed about feats of knightly valour and romantic adventures.  His idle 

daydreams alternated between the two. 

But these daydreams were not idle at all.  His romantic dreams left him restless and discontented.  His 

thoughts of imitating the saints left him cheerful and satisfied.  Gradually he understood that spiritual forces 

lay behind his different feelings.  He wrote of himself: he came to recognize the difference between the two 

spirits that moved him, the one being from the evil spirit, the other from God.   This breakthrough in 

understanding the source of his feelings is the foundation of the process of Imaginative Prayer.  It was an 

insight he reached by using his imagination. 

Imaginative Prayer is suited especially for the Gospels.  Here, we let the events of Jesus’ life be present to us. 

We visualize the event as if we are making a movie.  We pay attention to the details: sights, sounds, tastes, 

smells, and feelings of the event. We lose yourself in the story.  Contemplating a Gospel scene is not simply 

remembering it or going back in time though.  Through the act of contemplation, the Holy Spirit makes 

present a mystery of Jesus’ life in a way that is meaningful for us now.   

In Imaginative Prayer, we our imagination to dig deeper into the story so that God may communicate with us 

in a personal, evocative way.  We might initially worry about going beyond the text of the Gospel.  However, 

we can be assured: If we have offered our time of prayer, and our imaginations, to God, then we can begin by 

trusting that God is communicating with us. 

It is great to let our imaginations run wild, but it can be disconcerting too.  If we wonder if our imagination is 

going too far,  then we may need to do some discernment with how we are praying – probably with another 

person.  So, the question is: Where did our imagining lead us: Closer to God or farther away?  Is your 

imagining bringing you consolation or desolation? 

Some people find imaginative prayer difficult.  They may not be able to picture the scene easily, yet they may 

have some intuition or gut reaction to the story.  Or they may hear or feel the story more than visualize it.  We 

pray as we are able; don’t try to force it.  Rest assured that God will speak to you, whether through your 

memory, understanding, intellect, emotions, or imagination.  

Feel free to paint this picture in any way your imagination takes you. If we worry about historical accuracy, it 

can be a distraction that takes us away from prayer. This isn’t scripture – this is letting God take our 



imaginations and reveal to us something of the intimate life of Jesus or others.  If, in our prayer, Mary pulls the 

toddler Jesus onto her lap to tie his shoes or zip his coat, we can let it happen that way. We don’t want to fret 

about the historically accurate kinds of food served at a dinner or what kind of carpenter tools Joseph might 

have really had in his workshop. Here is an experience of prayer that lets our imaginations free themselves 

from anything that limits them. This is God revealing himself to us. 

So, this is how it goes: like last week, we’ll read the passage through a few times.  Then we’ll ponder what 

leaps out.  After that I’ll lead us through the imagining before leaving us in the silence to imagine away to our 

heart’s content.  At the end I’ll call us back to the world, at which point we will want to hold on to something 

from our time – perhaps a single word, or a phrase – these can be repeated the next time you pray as a way of 

coming close to Jesus again. 

Following Jesus is the business of our lives.  To follow him we must know him, and we get to know him 

through our imagination.  Imaginative Prayer teaches us things about Jesus that we would not learn through 

scripture study or theological reflection.  It allows the person of Christ to penetrate into places that the 

intellect does not touch.  It brings Jesus into our hearts.  It engages our feelings.  It enflames us with ideals of 

generous service. 

Imaginative prayer makes the Jesus of the Gospels our Jesus.  It helps us develop a unique and personal 

relationship with him.  We watch Jesus’ face.  We listen to the way he speaks.  We notice how people respond 

to him.  These imaginative details bring us to know Jesus as more than a name or a historical figure in a book.  

He is a living person.  We say what the villagers in John’s Gospel told the Samaritan woman: We have come 

to know him ourselves, and not just from your report.  

 

The exercise Find a quiet place where you are not going to be disturbed. Allow yourself at least half an hour 

and don’t be rushed. Read through the original story a few times, until you feel you know it well.    

Imagine the scene, find a place within it. Let the story unfold in your imagination.   

Who are you within the story? Are you a central figure or an unnoticed bystander?    

What can you see, hear and feel around you?   

Listen to what is said and look around you.   

Look at the expressions on people’s faces and listen to the tone of people’s voices.    

What else can you hear, see or feel?    

Perhaps you will notice things not mentioned in the text.    

Is there anyone you want to engage in conversation?    

If you want to, finish off with a simple prayer, or write down some of the things you have felt or noticed.  

There is a handout in the appendix you can use for this.     

Now repeat this exercise again with the rewritten story 


