
 
 

 

Spiritual Camino – Day 3 

Prayer 

Prayer is both an art and a gift. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but 

the Spirit helps us in our weakness. When the disciples asked Jesus, “teach us to pray,” 

the Lord gave them the Our Father not as a mere formula for the perfect prayer, but as a 

model to enter into communion with our Heavenly Father: we are his children and he is 

our Creator. We can come with confidence to him and he will establish his Kingdom 

among us, give us our daily bread, forgive our trespasses, move us to forgive those who 

have offended us, and not let us fall into temptation.  

To pray is more than a dialogue. Prayer is the context in which we exercise our 

communion with God. When this perspective is not observed, prayer becomes a boring 

and selfish monologue where we try to impose our will onto God. We tell him what we 

want, when we want it, and how we want it. We even bargain like the Pharisee in the 

temple. We tell him that we have not missed Masses on Sundays, we have tithed, we have 

prayed, and we have fulfilled every item on the recipe for “perfection.” However, 

spiritual profit does come from thinking much but from loving much, as St. Teresa 

reminds us (cf. Foundations, N. 5, 2).  

 

The sacramental life of the Church and a strong life of prayer are the two primary 

contexts in which our identity as children of God is developed. As a gift, prayer is an 

impulse of the soul guided by the Holy Spirit whose primary function is our 

sanctification, that is, to bring us into perfect union with God in love. Therefore, any 

spiritual exercise is essentially the work of the Holy Spirit in us. 

 

As an art, prayer is a reality that requires constancy, openness, and intentionality. 

The Church teaches us that prayer can be communal (liturgical or extra-liturgical) and 

personal, it can be vocal (spontaneous or recited), meditation (emphasis on knowing or 

learning about the work of God), and contemplation (an exercise of the will under the 

influence of love). Contemplation, as many masters have taught us, can be acquired 

(result of our perseverant disposition to the action of the Holy Spirit) or infused (given 

by a special divine grace).  The Catechism of the Catholic Church quotes St. Teresa’s 

definition of mental prayer to explain contemplation. It says, “Contemplative prayer 

[oración mental] in my opinion is nothing else than a close sharing between friends; it 

means taking time frequently to be alone with him who we know loves us.” In this 



 
 

 

definition there are specific elements that are to be present in any authentic prayer life: 

divine friendship, constancy, intimacy, and awareness of God’s unconditional love. 
 

 The exercise of prayer demands a preparation given in two moments. The first 

moment is called, “remote,” and pertains to the physical place that we use for prayer 

(chapel, before a crucifix, in a quiet corner, etc.). The second moment is called, 

“proximate” and refers to the awareness of my physical, mental, and emotional 

disposition before prayer, my awareness of being in God’s presence, and the matters I 

wish to bring to God’s attention (personal struggles, fears, expectations, etc.) This last 

awareness adds a special nuance to our prayer that makes it be an expression of 

thanksgiving, worship, praise, repentance, petition, guidance, clarity, or any other. 
 

In prayer, God’s truth becomes clearer and relevant, our ego is confronted with 

reality, our feeble forces are strengthened, our mourning is turned into dancing, and our 

impulsiveness tempered with patience. St. Ambrose taught that the spiritual life is driven 

by the knowledge we acquire in our progressive introduction to the truth also known as 

“mystical life” and the conversion we experience in our lives, also known as “moral life” 

(cf. Comm. Cant. Canticorum, I. 1). 

 

Divine friendship in the context of prayer can be for many of us a noble ideal too 

far from reality. The initial commitment to a life of prayer sometimes stays as a nice 

resolution that we tend to forget when the worries and the anxieties of life come and the 

seed planted in rocky grounds withers because of the lack of soil and shallow roots. 
 

St. Teresa illustrates the efforts of prayer by using the analogy of watering a 

garden. Our souls, she says, are like a garden that we are to water every day. At first, we 

draw water from the well with great difficulty, then we build an irrigation system, then 

we dig channels to keep the soil moist, and finally we rely of the rain that pours down 

and nurtures the thirsty grounds. This progression is not lineal, it fluctuates. A person 

dwelling in a contemplative state can be influenced by life circumstances and feel the 

need to return to vocal prayer. These movements are not to be feared. They have to be 

embraced with humility and patience, knowing that God is the shepherd who leads us. 
 

There are personal and spiritual elements that can promote or deter our spiritual 

growth. Sometimes tiredness, hunger, discomfort, fears, ailments, or preoccupations can 

discourage our prayer as well as falling from grace as we remain unrepentant for our 

sins. There are also conditions that encourage our prayer such as being in state of grace 

and living faithfully the works of mercy. 



 
 

 

In order to motivate our spiritual journey, God sometimes sends us consolations 

in forms of spiritual touches and insights. Saints and theologians warn us against being 

attached to these graces. We should be grateful when we receive them, but we are not to 

define the quality of our prayer based on them. Our senses at times can be prevented 

from perceiving the manifestations of God in our souls, this does not mean that we are 

not benefiting from the encounter. That’s why many people say that the only prayer that 

doesn’t work is the one you don’t say. In all expressions of prayer whether they are 

perfect or not, God compensates for our insufficiencies and sends the Holy Spirit to assist 

us in our weakness, because we don’t know how to pray as we ought. 
 

 


