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Tool Box #1: Daily Prayer

Pray daily.  There are many ways to pray, but essentially we’re looking for some activity that intentionally puts us into the presence of God, some “communion” with God as we understand God.  Meditation, set prayers, using a devotional guide, sitting or walking in silence, group prayer(  If Christianity is primarily a relationship with God, then we need time with God daily to develop the relationship.  
The following are suggestions, helps, ideas to make daily prayer possible.  By no means are these the only possible ways!  There are hundreds and thousands of ways to pray.  Every religion has methods and exercises, most of which can be used by any other religion.  There are also many, many books that can provide much help.   

1.  Settle on a time and a place.  One of the biggest challenges of daily prayer is just doing it!  Most of us have long “to do” lists and busy schedules that make it very difficult to set time aside, and to quiet our minds when we do.  One basic piece of advice that is common to most spiritual teachers in most religions is this: set aside a regular time for prayer every day.  Often the time that is chosen is early in the morning, or before going to bed at night.  Choose a time in which you can be alert, and when you can be alone and relatively undisturbed.  There is no set amount of time that needs to be set aside -- often, to begin with, ten to twenty minutes is suggested.  Next, decide where you will pray.  Again, it will need to be a place where you can be alone and undisturbed, and as undistracted as possible.  Let those you live with know when and where you’ll be praying, and let them help you “protect” that time and place (and help keep you accountable, perhaps, to your decision!) 

2.  As much as possible, banish guilt!  It is very hard, in our culture of busyness, to pray daily.  Almost none of us are able to do this without lapses.  There are days when we don’t pray.  There are days when our prayer seems dry and distracted.  It will happen to you.  Don’t beat yourself up!  Just resume your practice.  The experience of the centuries is that God is delighted when we spend time with Her; and God knows we are human.  

3.  Be honest.  You don’t need to “put on” a “holy” self to pray.  You don’t have to use special words.  You don’t have to cover anything up.  It’s God, remember?  He knows who you are.  ALL OF IT.  So whatever you do, be yourself.  Feel what you feel.  Ask what you want to ask.  Say what you need to say.  Let it all hang out.  Even if your emotions are “negative,” or your questions seem irreverent.  God loves you, the REAL YOU.  For a relationship to be real, we can’t hide.  So go ahead – be honest.  Be real with God.

4.  A.C.T.S. – Here’s one suggestion for a way to “organize” your prayer, one that at least a few of us at Robert McClure use regularly!  The idea is to exercise a variety of prayer “muscles” rather than just “asking for stuff” when we pray.  A way to remember it is the acronym ACTS:  

Adoration: we spend time thinking about, remembering, appreciating the wonders of God.  God’s creation (and how it reflects the Creator), God’s character and love... the idea here is to remember and appreciate who God is.  Side effect: you’ll find your spirits lifting!

Confession: reflect on how you’ve lived the past day, and the ways you’ve missed out on God’s intention for you.  Again, this is not about feeling guilty and beating yourself up!  This is about learning, and growing, and knowing ourselves – and taking responsibility for our spiritual growth.  God is both forgiving, and a master teacher/coach.  

Thanksgiving: Reflect and remember all that you have to be thankful for – the blessings of God, the blessings of the earth, moments of beauty, friendship, care, hope...   In a consumer culture, where we are most often trained to want more, this practice helps us to appreciate what is.

Supplication: this is just a fancy word for “requests.”  This is where we ask God for what we’d like – for ourselves, for our family, for others, for the world.  Many of us keep a list, to avoid forgetting what we pray for!   Go ahead and be real and specific, too – and you may be surprised at the answers that may come!  
5.  Meditation: There are two basic ways to pray (and there are five-dollar words for each of them): one way is with words and images in mind (kataphatic) and the other is without words and images (apophatic).  The idea behind this second way of praying is that while words and images may lead us towards God, eventually they all fall short.  God is so much more than our words can express, or our images can capture, that at some point the words and images will get in the way.  And so, some great teachers of prayer teach us to still our minds, and pray in silence: without images in our minds, without words, without thoughts.  

We have had meditation classes before in this church, and it is always a good idea to work with a teacher.  But here is the basic technique: 

Decide on some focus.  This may be a word (like “Jesus”) or your breath, or something you look at.  It almost doesn’t matter what you pick, but it should direct your attention towards God in some way.  

Posture: most teachers suggest you find a position that is both comfortable and in which you can remain alert.  Generally, this means sitting in a firm chair with your feet on the ground and your back straight.  

Ask God to be with you, to protect and to bless you.  It is possible in meditation to enter deep waters. 

Let your mind rest on your focus, and relax.  If your focus is a word, let that word repeat gently in your mind.  If it is your breath, simply, mentally, “watch” or notice your breathing.  Don’t try to change it or judge it!  Just focus.  

Refocus.  If you are anything like most of us, you will find that your mind wanders, and wanders, and wanders.  When you find yourself distracted, simply (and without guilt!) return to your focus.  Keep doing this until your time of meditation is done.  If all you do is draw yourself back from distraction, that’s fine!  
6.  Examen of consciousness:   This practice comes from the Jesuit community, and has a long history in the church.  At the end of the day (or the beginning of the next one) think over the events of the day.  Start at the end and work backwards, or at the beginning and work forwards.  Ask God to direct your attention.  As you look through the day, try to discern these things: first, consolation.  Consolation isn’t “good feeling,” it is a time when you are drawn closer to God.  It’s when you become more loving, more appreciative, more Christlike, when God and God’s call becomes more real to you.  Where in your day do you notice that you draw closer to God, and closer to the Kingdom?  Also notice desolation, which is the opposite: moments when you turned away from God, when you became more isolated, more afraid, more grasping.  When in your day did you draw away from God, and away from the Kingdom?  When you are finished noticing, thank God for teaching you, and “set your intention” for the following day – to learn from desolation or to continue in consolation.  
7.  Spiritual direction: This is an ancient practice that is again becoming popular in our age.  It is not so much “direction” as it is “companioning.”  A spiritual director, or spiritual friend, is someone who pays particular attention to your relationship with God.  Their purpose is to help you notice God’s working in your life.  The relationship with a spiritual director may be completely informal – conversations between friends – or it may be formalized kind of like counselling.  There are many people in Calgary now with specialized training in spiritual direction (including Dave, here at Robert McClure).  If you wish help finding a spiritual director (or in learning about the more informal spiritual companioning) call the church office at 280-9500.  

On the Web: Try going to www.sacredspace.ie
Prayer is an adventure into the limitless wonder that is within us.  We hope this gets you started – and may God bless your prayer life!

