PRAYER AN INTRODUCTION
“Prayer is the gateway to the vision of God for which we were created. 
It is the means of free and conscious intercourse between the creature and his Creator 
and it expresses the union between the two. 
It is the art of spiritual living and will be incomplete if it includes only the art of the practice of the presence of God without the necessary complement of the practice of the presence of man.”

Mother Mary Clare S.L.G. 

Why pray?

In our present- day secular society prayer might seem an irrelevance; surely ACTION is far more important and beneficial; surely prayer is self-centred? 
We need to dispel the false assumption that prayer is a purely Godward or personal activity and that compassionate involvement with the world’s pain and frustrations is somehow separate and ‘more real’.
Listen to what Thomas Merton talking to some monks has to say about this. 

“This age that  by its very nature is a time of crisis and revolution and of struggle, calls  for the special searching and questioning which is the work of the (monk) in his silence, his meditation and his prayer. 
For the monk searches not only his own heart, he plunges deep into the heart of the world of which he remains a part although he seems to have left it.”

When we pray we are united with our Lord in his redemptive action, we are in the world and our actions are only selfish if they are not grounded in this divine relationship.

Prayer as God’s activity in us and not a self-activated process of our own

Prayer is not a one way street ... us telling God what we want and expecting him to fulfil our demands. 
Think of Jesus. His prayer was a complete expression of the union of his human will and energy with his Father. 
In Jesus, God’s activity was central, operating through Jesus. It’s the same with us.

Look well, O soul, upon thyself

Lest spiritual ambition

Should mislead and blind thee

To thy essential task –

To wait in quietness

To knock and persevere in humble faith.

Knock thou in love, nor fail to keep thy place before the door

 that when Christ wills – and not before –

he shall open unto thee the treasures of his love.

Grant me humility of soul

that I may grow in penitence

dependent on the Holy Spirit’s light.

So to prayer –

Rev’d Ann and Sr. Patricia will be talking about very particular methods of prayer, namely using the bible to and in prayer and the use of contemplation. What I want to say tonight is by way of introduction - to get us started if you like, so I’m going to suggest a couple of ways of ‘centring down’ , or to put it another way, preparing the ground.

But first let’s recognise we are all very different; what works for me might not work for you and I’m not sure if there are any right or wrong ways to pray, especially if you recognise and accept what I said earlier.

I’ve never dieted, I need to but I’m not at all sure that a diet would work for me. The best diets, the most sustainable diets, must be those which require little change in life style. The Atkins, Fruit, or Cambridge diets seem to me to require you to do something so radically different that as soon as you stop and go back to normality you put the weight back on again! The best diets must be sustainable without much of a change of life, or massive and unrealistic effort. It’s the same with prayer. If you practice something radically different, novel, etc . the chances are you will not be able to incorporate it into your life. 
So first of all recognise, who and what you are. Recognise and accept your ‘personality type’. If you hate silence, don’t spend all your time trying to practice silent prayer, or at least find a strategy which will help you become still. 
If you are naturally contemplative don’t spend all your time trying to bombard yourselves with words, it will end up just babble (That’s me by the way - I need lots of stillness and silence.)
Preparing for prayer...
So...Nature abhors a vacuum.  As soon as you try to be still and empty your head, it will fill again. 
It’s virtually impossible, if it is desirable, to completely empty your mind. 
Remember the gospel passage about the room being swept clean of devils into which ten other devils, much worse than the first, entered!

Take a phrase, a symbol, a stone, a picture into the silence with you. 
If you are distracted don’t fight it, either gently turn your mind back to the task in hand or accept that maybe it’s God putting these thoughts there for them to be offered in prayer. 
Breathing can also help. Be conscious of your breath entering and exiting your body; try a phrase:- “I breathe in with God, I breathe out with God.” 
Here are a couple of ‘centring down’ exercises which might help you focus, then we will try an exercise which might help you busy people pray during the day at work perhaps?

Begin by becoming relaxed, letting go of all the tensions in the body, beginning with the toes and working up to the head. Pay particular attention to the shoulders, most tension is found there.

· In your imagination, return to your front door, and review the events and review the events of the day. Thank God for the good things that have  come your way. Forgive anyone who has hurt or offended you. Hand over to God any anxieties or problems. Ask forgiveness where necessary and ask God for his love.
· Still in your imagination go to a peaceful place in the country, somewhere you love. 
Feel the warmth of the sun on you, see the blue sky and the green of the trees. 
Find a place by a river. Sit down on the grass and let the peace of God enfold you. 
Know that God’s love surrounds you and listen to his word:

Those who wait for the Lord shall

Renew their strength.
Or perhaps this one; you might find it useful in your lunch break. You could use it to centre down or as a form of prayer...
Go outside and on your walk record the number of different sounds. 

Touch as many things on your walk as you can.
Feel the ground beneath your feet.
Notice the people around you.
Look up at shapes against the sky, shadows, patterns, shapes of buildings and trees, order and chaos, beauty and ugliness, light and shade.

Try and find a picture or memory from your walk. Concentrate on some small object and use this reading from Mother Julian of Norwich.

“In this little thing I say three truths.

The first is that God made it.

The second is that God loves it.

The third is that God looks after it.

What is he indeed that is maker and lover and keeper? I cannot find words to tell.

Prayer in the midst of life.

Here is a way of praying that owes much to our first centring down exercise, you can use the front door method or just relax and try and recall the past 24 hours than.

· Call to mind two or three things from the day for which you would like to thank God

· Call to mind two or three things from the day which caused you concern, anxiety or worry and offer them to God.

· Call to mind two or three things for the day where you marred God’s image in you.

· See if you can identify a moment in the day when God touched your life, where God was revealed to you, where God spoke to you.

Or this one when you have a spare moment...
If you are at work or at your desk or even at home try this exercise. Still yourself, imagine you are at work, desk, sink,  where ever.

Pause

STOP what you are doing just for a moment –relax.

Pause

LOOK at the things to hand, the people around you, the landscape, whatever. Things created by God. People created in God’s image.

Pause

OFFER them all along with yourself where you are as you are, to God. God accepts all that we are and all that we offer.

Pause

Then, continue, as a prayer, what you have to do. Your work is a part of prayer; it all depend on what you are prepared to offer.
Ideas based on Approaches to prayer  edited by Henry Morgan
