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Introduction

everal years ago, a little book called In All Seasons, For

All Reasons, which collected many of my columns on
prayer from Give Us This Day, was published by Liturgical
Press. It sold surprisingly well—maybe because readers
almost always like small books (they seem so manageable),
maybe because of that great title (suggested by the pub-
lisher!), or most likely because everyone wants to know
how to pray.

Many Christians suspect that everyone else prays better
than they do. They think, sadly, that they are the only ones
who close their eyes, wait for God, and then seemingly
experience. . .nothing. But no one is an expert in prayer,
and everyone faces dry times and times when we close our
eyes and wonder, “Now what?” This is something I've
learned both as a “pray-er” myself, as well as someone who
has served as a spiritual director and retreat director for
the last thirty or so years.

This little book is meant to be an aid to prayer, to help
you learn various ways to pray, and to respond to the same
request that Jesus’ disciples made of him: “Lord, teach us
to pray” (Luke 11:1). In the Gospels, Jesus’ response is to
teach them the Our Father. But the Our Father is just one
prayer and one way to pray. Jesus may have also taught
them other ways to pray—his whole life, in fact, was a kind
of prayer.

This second volume is organized in the same way as the
first: by categories (“reasons”), but also according to the
liturgical calendar (“seasons”). My suggestion is to keep
this book by your favorite place to pray (like a “prayer
chair”) and pick it up when you feel you need a “jump-
start” Or, if you're struggling with a specific need, you can
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easily find a chapter that will, I hope, help you connect
with God.

And if you're finding it hard to pray, always remember:
Even if you don't feel anything, something is going on deep
within you. Because any time spent in the presence of God
is transformative.

James Martin, SJ
New York City
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Some Basics of Prayer

Begin Where You Are

od meets you where you are,” said my first spiritual
director when I was a Jesuit novice. That’s one of the
best pieces of advice I've ever received.

This means your spiritual house doesn’t have to be per-
fect, or even tidy, for God to enter. Now, that doesn’t mean
we don't try to lead good lives, but it does mean you don’t
have to be a saint to pray. (And even the saints weren’t
perfect.) God can meet you in whatever “place” or “state”
you find yourself.

It also means you don’t have to be perfectly focused to
pray. In my experience as a spiritual director, this is one
of the greatest obstacles to prayer. People will often tell me
they are too distracted, sad, confused, or overworked to
pray. In response, I will pose a question: “If we were at a
restaurant at dinner, and I apologized to you for being dis-
tracted, what would you say?” Usually the person responds,
“I'd say that I understood and was glad you're here” Then
I'll suggest that if they, with all their faults, can be present
to a friend who is distracted, then God could surely be
with them even when they are distracted.

God can be present to you in any state you find yourself.
The subtle but insidious temptation not to pray until things
are perfect just ends up preventing us from ever praying.
When we realize that God meets us where we are, we also
realize that wherever we are is a place to meet God.
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Listening in Prayer

hat does it mean for God to “communicate” with us

in prayer? What does it mean for us to “listen” to
God in prayer? These are among the most confusing ques-
tions for believers. As a Jesuit novice, I would often hear
my brother novices say things like, “When I was praying,
I heard God say. . ” Such statements both confused and
saddened me. Were they hearing voices or seeing visions?
I certainly wasn't.

Over time, I learned that God communicates with us in
many different ways in prayer. Let’s say we're praying with
the Gospel where the disciples fear they will drown in the
Sea of Galilee during a raging storm (Luke 8:22-25). In
our prayer we might have a sudden insight about the dis-
ciples, about Jesus, or about ourselves. We might experi-
ence a specific emotion—say, frustration that Jesus seems
asleep in our lives, too, as he was on the boat that night.
We might have a memory of a “stormy” time where we felt
alone, but now, as we look back, we can see God’s presence
more clearly. We may have a physical feeling of calm as we
think about Jesus stilling the storm with a word. We may
notice a desire, perhaps to be less fearful. We may even
have words or phrases come into our minds.

These fruits of prayer don’t happen every day—sometimes
our prayer seems dry indeed. But sometimes, in these ways,
God speaks to us in prayer. We're not hearing voices or
seeing visions, but these are privileged times when God
invites us to listen. And, as my first spiritual director always
said, during these times, pay attention!
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Cultivating Silence

hy do we need silence in our spiritual lives? Can't

God break through the noise and busyness in our
lives? After all, isn't the Jesuit ideal of “finding God in all
things” something we can all embrace?

Yes, God can speak to us during every moment of the
day—through friends, work, nature, really anything that
is good—even when we're busy and our lives are filled with
noise. But anyone who has ever been on a retreat or has
withdrawn from the noise of life knows that physical
silence enables us to notice things we may not notice
otherwise. Sometimes the recognition can be as simple as
“I like being still with God”

For contemplative prayer, silence is essential. Of course,
none of us lives in a hermetically sealed room free of noise.
(Even monasteries can be busy and noisy!) But some mea-
sure of silence, even imperfect silence, is important because
it helps us focus on what we're praying about. If we're using
our imaginations to picture ourselves in a scene from the
Gospel, it’s harder to concentrate with the TV or radio on,
and even harder if we're watching a video on our phones.

How do we cultivate silence? One of the main ways is
to consciously choose it. Say to yourself: For this period,
I'm going to be as silent as possible, sit in my room (or in
a church or in my backyard), and just read this Gospel
passage quietly. Then I'll rest with God, who will meet me,
in a new way, in the silence.
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Praying with Restless Hearts

t. Augustine’s most famous line may be from a prayer

directed toward God: “Our hearts are restless until
they rest in you.” It sums up so much about the spiritual
life: We cast about aimlessly and often painfully for satis-
faction and comfort, until we realize that both are found
only in God.

But Augustin€’s line also has something specific to say
about prayer. Many of us come to prayer “restless.” This
could be restlessness about something major in your life—
an unsteady income, a tenuous job, a sudden illness. Or
you could be restless in a more mundane way—distracted
by a busy day, or even physically uncomfortable or “antsy”

If major concerns are causing you restlessness, instead
of trying to avoid those worries, why not share them with
God in prayer? God desires your honesty in prayer, so if
there is something important bothering you, God wants
to hear about it—like any close friend would. It will also
help you feel unburdened.

If you're distracted by smaller matters or feel antsy,
it sometimes helps—if you are unable to let go of the
distractions—to accept them. You might try saying, “God,
I'm distracted, but I'm here” Trusting that God can
accompany you even when you’re distracted can free
you from the need to be free of all distractions—which is
probably impossible anyway.

So don’'t worry about worrying. Don’t be restless about
being restless. Just rest in God, who understands your
restless heart.
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Praying in Times of Dryness

ne of the most comforting parts of getting older and

gaining some experience (if not some wisdom) is
that you learn to expect certain things with less fear. In
the spiritual life, one of the most useful things I've learned
over the years (not only through my own prayer, but also
by being a spiritual director for others) is this: Sometimes
prayer is dry.

Truly, sometimes it feels like nothing is going on! This
does not mean that on a deep level there is nothing going
on. In fact, I believe that any time spent consciously in the
presence of God is worthwhile, because something is hap-
pening deep down, even if you're not aware of it.

At the same time, dryness in prayer can be very frustrat-
ing. At the end of thirty minutes or an hour of distraction
or boredom, you may feel like you've wasted time. But
time spent in the presence of the Divine is never a waste
and is always transformative. My first spiritual director
even called prayer “wasting time with God?”

The key is patience. At some point, something will
“happen” (an insight, feeling, memory, desire, emotion,
etc.). Another key is fidelity. If you don't keep at it, then
you won't be there for anything to happen. You won't be
there to notice. St. Ignatius Loyola even counsels that you
should pray longer when things are dry. Even if you can't
do that, be faithful. God will show up again. Or, rather,
God will make God’s presence known in a clearer way. Just
keep at it!

19



