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Prayer: Ongoing
Communion with God

Prayer is our daily attempt to maintain and deepen 
our relationship with God. Since every relationship 
depends on communication to keep communion alive 
and flourishing, so our relationship with God needs 

these times that we set aside 
to celebrate God’s presence 
and relationship with us.
   The main goal of prayer 
is to be more and more 
united with God and Jesus 
and the Holy Spirit and 

the same time to become more deeply involved with 
those around us whom we now recognize to be God’s 
children like us—our brothers and sisters (1 Jn 3:2). 
Being in communion with Christ is the desire and the 
ongoing reality that distinguishes us as Christians and 
prayer is the way we maintain this communion. 
	

God Present with Us
for a Relationship

The foundation and origin of prayer is God’s hidden 
personal mystery that is known only because God free-
ly reveals it to us through Jesus of Nazareth, God’s mes-
siah or Christ, through God’s words, gathered together 



3

in the Bible, and through God’s loving actions in rela-
tionship to us. We call this revelation salvation history 
since it tells the ups and downs of how humans have 
tried to realize God’s desire to have a relationship with 
God in a covenant community that would live the way 
God always wanted from the beginning of creation.
	   Salvation history also reveals the threefold work 
of God as Father, the loving 
creator who brings into ex-
istence and cares for every-
thing that exists; as Jesus, 
the crucified liberator who 
was sent from God to show 
us how to live as God’s chil-
dren; and as the Holy Spirit, who transforms and sanc-
tifies everything through God’s power now at work in 
our world.

God Wants to Love Us
If we wonder why God reveals God’s divine hidden self 
to us, the answer is that God wants to love us and be 
in a relationship with us. When we discover someone 
with whom we want to be in a relationship, we entrust 
our self to them through our words and our actions. 
So likewise, everything God says and does is aimed at 
entering into a relationship with us, then maintaining 
and nurturing that relationship by being with us and 
acting for us. 
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We Respond to God 
through Prayer

Prayer is the communication with God that leads to 
greater friendship. It is the way we keep the relation-
ship going and try to make it better. Every relation-
ship depends on communication. We need to spend 
time listening and talking with one another to discover 
who we are and who our friend is. Prayer is our time 
to listen to God and learn about God. We do this by 
reading God’s Word in the Bible and making God’s 

message and the example of Jesus 
the guideline for our lives. 
   Prayer is also the time when we 
respond to God’s goodness and 
love. Our prayer takes on all of the 
characteristics of good communi-
cation: attentive listening, patient 

understanding, then properly responding with praise, 
thanks, petitions and intercessions. The goal is to bring 
our whole self into the relationship with God. 
	 Like a good conversation partner, God is also at-
tentive to us as we pray, even offering God’s own Holy 
Spirit to help us pray when we might not know how. 
There is no magic formula for prayer, just as there is 
none for a relationship. The goal is just to do it, to 
bring our whole self into the relationship and let the 
relationship grow through daily contact. 
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The Holy Spirit and Prayer
“The Holy Spirit, the artisan of God’s works, is the 
master of prayer” (Catechism of the Catholic Church 
[CCC], #741). Prayer includes everything that we do 
to communicate with God in order to maintain and 
enhance our relationship. The Holy Spirit, who always 
empowers us for greater life and bonds us with others 
through love, is thus constantly at work whenever we 
pray.
	 The Holy Spirit bonds us with God the Trinity. 
“In the Holy Spirit, Christian prayer is a communion 
of love with the Father, not only through Christ but 
also in him” (CCC, #2615). Through the Holy Spirit, 
we grow in our knowledge of God and learn to express 
our love for God and for others in appropriate words, 
gestures and actions. 
	 “The Holy Spirit, whose anointing permeates 
our whole being, is the interior Master of Christian 
prayer. To be sure, there are 
as many paths of prayer as 
there are persons who pray, 
but it is the same Spirit act-
ing in all and with all. It is in 
the communion of the Holy 
Spirit that Christian prayer 
is prayer in the Church” (CCC, #2672). We trust that 
the Holy Spirit will guide us on our personal path to 
holiness and a fuller life with God.
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Old Testament Prayer:
The Psalms

Old Testament prayer embodies the way that the peo-
ple carry on their covenant relationship with God. This 
is particularly evident in the Book of Psalms, a collec-
tion of 150 songs used for Jewish worship.
	 The psalms illustrate the whole spectrum of the 
Jewish religious experience of being in relationship 
with God—orientation to God (hymns of praise, well-
being in God’s presence), disorientation from God 

(songs of lament, loss), and 
reorientation to God (hymns 
of thanks and of restoration).
	  Different types of hymns 
arise when the covenant rela-
tionship is going well. Hymns 
of praise declare our wonder 

and joy at God’s mighty deeds whether in history or in 
creation. Psalms of trust formulate our commitment 
to God and to our relationship with God. Psalms of 
thanks recognize God’s gifts. 
	 Songs of lament arise when the covenant relation-
ship is problematic and not going well, either because 
God is perceived as distant and inactive or because we 
recognize that our sinfulness provokes God’s anger and 
jeopardizes the relationship.
	 As the poetic expression of the prayer life of Is-
rael, the psalms offer examples of the proper attitudes, 
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values and theology that the community celebrated in 
their lives and in their Temple worship. The psalms 
show the right way for the people to relate to God and 
to others. 

New Testament Prayer:
Jesus Teaches Us to Pray

The eagerness with which God wishes to come and be 
with us is the thread that runs throughout Jesus’ teach-
ings. Jesus stresses that God’s motive is love. Jesus often 
speaks of and even teaches us to pray to God as our 
loving Father. 
	 The prayer that Jesus taught his disciples (Mt 6:9-
13; Lk 11:1-4), and which Christians call the Lord’s 
Prayer or the Our Father from its opening words, is also 
characterized by the reciprocal relationship and mutual 
obligations of fathers to their 
dependents as first-century per-
sons like Jesus well-understood. 
The first set of petitions express 
our obligations as God’s depen-
dents (clients)—what we owe 
God—and the second set relate 
to God’s obligations to us as our benefactor or patron 
(father)—what we want from God in the relationship.
	 Because we are dependent upon God for our life 
and for our continued existence, Jesus’ prayer teaches 
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us to seek God first for our daily needs and for help 
and protection. Our attitudes of praise, thanks, peti-
tion and adoration remain the hallmarks of genuine 
prayer and so of our relationship with God. We also 
ask God to provide for us what we need, forgive us as 
we forgive others, and protect us from evil that entices 
us to sin and so break down our right relationships to 
God and others.
	 Jesus encourages us to imagine ourselves as chil-
dren of a loving divine father and to act accordingly. 
The trust, simplicity and intimacy of child to parent 

is a powerful new way 
of relating to God. 
Jesus also reminds us 
that since we all have 
the same divine loving 
Father, we are broth-
ers and sisters to each 

other. God cuts through the differences of our races, 
creeds and social divisions to love us all. Jesus teaches 
that we must love in the same way. Love for one an-
other is the basis of all Christian action. We establish 
our identity as Christians by this love for one another. 
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The Church’s Prayer (Liturgy):
Celebrating Our Life with God

Our primary form of Christian community prayer is 
called liturgy. Liturgy is the way that we express in our 
lives and show to others the mystery and mission of 
the Church. The word liturgy comes from the Greek 
word that means “the people’s work.” It described the 
various ways that the community would work together 
to celebrate and deepen their relationships with God 
and one another. 
	 Vatican Council II, in describing our worship in 
the liturgy, used the images of a mountain and a stream. 
“The liturgy is the summit toward which the activity of 
the Church is directed; it is also the fount from which 
all her power flows (Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy 
(1963), #10). We gather together everything from our 
everyday lives and present it as out gift to God. Then 
our contact with God in the liturgy flows out to trans-
form and rightly order all the rest of our lives. 
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The Eucharist:
Responding to Christ’s

Presence with Us

The Christian life is characterized by the effective in-
fluence or presence of Jesus Christ on us. Though dead 
for two millennia, we believe that Jesus Christ is alive 
and powerful in our lives in various influential ways. In 
the Eucharist, our basic community prayer, we recog-
nize and celebrate Christ’s presence in the person of the 
minister, in the gathered assembly, in the proclamation 
of God’s Word, in the consecrated bread and wine and 
in the world to which we are sent when Mass is com-
pleted (Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, #7). 
	 Each form of Christ’s presence leads to a distinc-
tive type of communion or relationship with Christ. 
Christ’s presence in the assembly invites us into com-

munion in the community 
of God’s people. Christ’s 
presence in the scriptual 
Word proclaimed in-
vites us into communion 
through communication. 
Christ’s presence in the 

blessed bread and wine invites us into communion 
with his body and blood as our spiritual food and 
drink. And Christ’s presence in others invites us into 
communion in the communal mission that carries on 
the saving work of Jesus to the waiting world.
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The Holy Spirit
in the Sacraments

Since the Holy Spirit prepares us to live more deeply in 
Christ and understand the mysteries of our faith, the 
Holy Spirit is uniquely active in the sacraments. Our 
sacraments are the common work of the Holy Spirit 
and the Christian assembly. They are outward signs 
that bring about what they signify—ongoing commu-
nion and new life in Christ. 
	 Since the Holy Spirit works in and through the sac-
raments, they mirror in our lives the characteristic ac-
tivities of the Spirit to empower us for living and bond 
us together by love into Christ’s community. Thus we 
say that they confer “sanctifying grace,” which is an-
other way of describing God’s free and undeserved gift 
of God’s self by which we participate in the life of God 
(CCC, #1996–97).
	 Through the sacraments, the Holy Spirit draws 
us more and more fully into life with Christ and with 
the Christian community (the sacraments of initia-
tion—baptism, confirmation, eucharist), sustains our 
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relationships (the sacraments of healing—reconcili-
ation and anointing of the sick) and creates specially 
graced vocations to build the community (the sacra-
ments at the service of communion—holy orders and 
matrimony). In the celebration of the sacraments, the 
Holy Spirit “makes the mystery of Christ present here 
and now” (CCC, #1092).

Praying with Words 
Besides the Church’s communal liturgical prayer, there 
are many varieties of individual prayers. Just like in re-
lationships, there are many ways that we use to keep 
the relationship growing and flourishing. Because our 
prayer is human communication with God, we natu-
rally depend mostly on words as the way to do this. So 
when we recall that God is present in us and around 
us, we can just “talk to 
God” and share whatever 
we might want to say in 
praising, thanking or ask-
ing God for help. We also 
can rely on a number of 
familiar prayers like the 
Our Father, the Hail Mary, the rosary, St. Francis’s 
Peace Prayer or many, many others that express what 
we might want to communicate to God.
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Prayers of Adoration
& Blessing

All our prayer relates to how we communicate with 
God in order to grow in our relationship with God and 
with others. Adoration and blessing are two important 
forms of prayer that are directly related to our human 
need to worship and praise God by 
voicing how much we value God 
and God’s relationship with us.
	 In prayers of adoration, our 
basic human attitude as creatures 
prompts us to praise the greatness 
of God as our Creator, Redeemer, 
Sustainer and Sanctifier. Adoration is not only prac-
ticed through words but often relies simply on our re-
spectful silence in which we rest before the awesome 
mystery of God and listen attentively to the particular 
way that God wants to be revealed to us now. 
	 In prayers of blessing, which are rooted in the ex-
perience of God’s everyday care for us, we acknowledge 
that all creation is God’s gift to us and that persons 
and material things can be consecrated by associating 
them with the presence and power of God for salva-
tion. Typical blessings, whether for persons, objects or 
special occasions in life, include the praise and thanks-
giving of God and a petition that the Holy Spirit might 
consecrate the object or situation for God’s service.
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Praying Beyond Words 
There is another type of prayer that is perhaps less com-
mon but something that we can also use. It focuses on 
God’s presence with us and is most often called contem-
plation or sometimes the prayer of silence or of simple 
gaze because the aim is not to talk to God but just to 
rest silently in God’s presence in simple recollection, 
just being with God the way that St. John Vianney, 
the Cure of Ars, described his time before the Blessed 
Sacrament: “I look at Him, and He looks at me.”
	 In contemplative prayer we attempt to move be-
yond words to experience God as Mystery. We focus 
on just “being there” with our attention focused qui-

etly on God. We 
let go of our need 
to understand, 
judge, defend, 
or evaluate, put-
ting on the mind 
of Christ as St. 

Paul urges (Phil 2:5-11) which welcomes paradox and 
knows its true identity in God. During contemplation 
we come to be aware that there is no separation be-
tween sacred and secular, but all is merged into unity 
with Divine Reality. 
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Prayer Postures
and Gestures

Prayer can be expressed anywhere, at any time, in any 
circumstance. A simple, heartfelt cry to God needs no 
special gesture or posture, yet bodily expressions of 
reverence can often enhance the experience of prayer. 
Our Christian heritage is rich with gestures of prayer 
and praise, including standing, kneeling, genuflecting, 
bowing, raising hands and making the sign of the cross 
before and/or after prayer.
	 Standing is actually the most ancient prayer po-
sition for worship. By standing, we remind ourselves 
that in Christ and with Christ we have been raised up. 
We are no longer slaves of fear and evil, but children of 
God. 
	 Kneeling in prayer can communicate repentance, 
humility and adoration and can be effective when we 
strongly experience a sense of adoration, dependence 
or contrition. 
	 Prayer with open, outstretched hands visibly por-
trays our readiness to receive. It also symbolizes an atti-
tude of openness and honesty; nothing is hidden from 
God. Finally, one who prays with open hands prays 
with empty hands. We have no “bargaining chips” with 
God when we come in prayer; we have nothing to offer 
and everything to receive from the One who gives all.



Prayer Changes Us
As we discover, real prayer begins when we dare to meet 
the disquieting otherness of God. Only through an en-
counter with God can we understand who we are and 
begin to live out our relationship with God. As long 
as our faith is focused on doctrines “about” God and 
not on our experience “of” God, our relationship with 
God runs the risk of being an intellectual faith which 
seldom sustains us for long. Jesus shows us what it is 
like to relate to God in a wholistic way—not just good 
ideas, but an intimate living with God who is always 
present not only in our churches but in our family life, 
in our work, in our leisure and in our prayer. 
	 God’s presence invites us to experience a reality 
which always involves more than our present experi-
ence can imagine or comfortably manage. Touch-
ing the divine transforms us forever. Can we risk let-
ting ourselves be drawn in directions we would never 
choose for ourselves by the divine presence that never 
leaves us the same? As Jeremiah the prophet warned so 
long ago, we dare to make the journey to meet God 
only because we have been called by God into this re-
lationship, or “how else should one take the deadly risk 
of approaching me? says the Lord.” (Jer 30:21). But it 
is a risk that we must take if we want to live in relation-
ship with God. There is no way to meet God and ever 
be the same again.
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