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“PRAYER AS PRESENCE” 
 

WHAT IS PRAYER? 

 

If you were to gather one hundred Christians in a room and ask them to write down what they think pray-

er is, you would no doubt get a variety of responses.  And they might all be “right.”  The various respons-

es might emphasize petition, or contemplation, or formulae and rituals that we say or do, or grace, or God, 

or attentiveness, or silence, or something else equally relevant.  However, we could expect every response 

to imply, if not explicitly state, that prayer is fundamentally about presence – our presence with God, 

God’s presence with us.  Before prayer is a method or action or word, it is a response to the great prom-

ise: “I am with you!”.  (See, for example, the epiphany of the burning bush in Exodus 3:1-15, and the 

name of the Messiah – “Emmanuel” – in Matthew 1:23.)   

 

THE HUMAN GROUND OF PRAYER 
 

Relationships are the very essence of human living.  Our humanity is constituted in and through relation-

ships.  The quality of our relationships is the measure of our humanity.  Those relationships are fourfold.  

The first relationship, the one that gives context and meaning to all the others, is the relationship with 

God.  The other three relationships are with ourselves, with other people, and with the events and things 

of our lives.  In a healthy life, all four relationships thrive, more or less. 

 

It is an axiom of the Tradition that we find ourselves – our true selves – in God.  When we are grounded 

in the Mystery of God, all else is relative to that.  The prayerful – prayer-filled – life is the life lived in 

attentiveness to and mindfulness of God’s presence.  This attentiveness and mindfulness are ways of be-

ing present.  When I am present to the Presence, I am more likely to be realistically and constructively 

present to myself, others and the events and things of my world.  This is in fact another way of thinking of 

your deepest possibilities as a human being.  To be present – fully present – is a profound act of love.  

How often could you say you are fully present to God, or to yourself, or to others, or to any event or 

thing?  And in those rare moments when you are fully present to God, or to yourself, or to other people, or 

to events and things, are they not also the moments when you feel most alive? 

 

PROMOTING A PRAYERFUL LIFE 

 

Slow down:  Take time, walk a little more slowly, eat more slowly, avoid trying to do two or three things 

at once, let your body be reflective in its movements.  Be where you are.  You cannot be truly present to 

anyone or anything at speed.  Being present is being in love.  Give yourself a chance to enjoy it! 

 

Become aware:  Pay attention to what you are doing, become aware of actions you might normally do 

without too much reflection – for example, standing in a checkout queue in the supermarket, transacting 

business with someone, walking along the footpath, washing your face, setting the table, preparing a 

meal, eating, turning on a light, closing a door etc.  Become present to your body and what is happening 

in the moment.  Writing may assist this growth in awareness. 

 

Ask open questions:  Let the question, “What’s happening?”, come gently to mind from time to time 

during the day.  Don’t answer it, listen.  Other open questions might include: “What’s happening for 

him/her?”, “What’s happening between us?”, “What am I feeling?”.  Pay attention to the deeper, unseen 

and generally unnoticed movements within and around you. 

 

Face your issues:  Face what must be faced, gently, firmly, honestly.  Avoid nothing.  Use whatever pro-

cesses you find most helpful to do the facing – speaking with a friend, therapy, writing, studying etc.  

Your unaddressed conflicts will undermine your ability to be present.  Free yourself of potential obstacles 

by living and working through the conflicts, rather than avoiding them. 



 

Submit patiently to life’s demands:  Allow life’s moments to ask something of you.  Listen for the pace 

of grace in the everyday.  Pay attention to your expectations and put them alongside the facts.  Are your 

expectations realistic?  Living is more about participating than competing or conquering.  Life has much 

to give you and teach you.  In submission to what is real and true you discover your mission in life. 

 

Seek the company of the “have nots”:  Jesus did this.  (See, for example, Luke 15:1).  Seek out those 

who have not status or reputation, have not money or employment, have not clothes or food, not because 

you can give them something but because they might reveal to you that, under everything you present to 

the world as you and yours, there lurks a “have not” who needs to be loved into freedom.  Meditate on the 

Gospels with an eye for the “have nots” and the place they had in Jesus’ life and teaching.  Listen within. 

 

Engage in rituals of presence:  Be consistent and regular, for example, in simply being physically still 

and silent for a period of time, preferably each day.  Develop a suitable posture for being still and silent.  

Focus the inner world with a word repeated or an image held.  In the Christian tradition, the Jesus Prayer 

offers one way – “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me a sinner.” 

 

Read, study, reflect:  Fill your mind and imagination with thoughts and images of light, goodness and 

truth.  Slowed down, reflective reading of the Gospels, alone or with others, is extremely valuable.  In the 

Tradition this is called lectio divina.  Medieval guides compared this kind of reading to savouring food.  It 

leads naturally to the questioning and searching of meditatio, which in turn leads on to the wordless pres-

ence of contemplatio.  We then return to the lectio with a little more openness and depth, and so a cycle of 

formation is promoted. 

 

Immerse yourself in the liturgy:  Rituals and symbols function in subtle and trans-rational ways.  Place 

yourself “there,” submit to that subtle and trans-rational process.  This may be done through the celebra-

tion of the Sacraments or praying the Prayer of the Church.  The Eucharist is the Eucharist whether it is 

celebrated poorly or not.  The same applies to the celebration of any of the Sacraments.  This is the 

Church at worship, in all its beauty and ugliness.  We who assemble around Him are the Church. 

 

Communion:  We are one with God, with ourselves, with others and with the events and things of our 

world – we just do not know it.  For the most part we sleepwalk through life.  Prayerfulness is waking up 

and staying awake.  Prayerfulness is living in communion.  Prayerfulness is presence, being in Love. 

 

SUGGESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION 

 

1.  What have you been taught about prayer? 

2.  Would you describe yourself as a prayerful person?  Reflect. 

3.  Do you know anyone whom you would say was very prayerful?  Explain. 

4.  What is your experience of asking yourself “open questions”?  Reflect. 

5.  “Relationships are the very essence of human life.”  Reflect on this statement. 

6.  What do you find most difficult in promoting a prayerful life? 

7.  What do you find most helpful in promoting a prayerful life? 

8.  Do you see a difference between “saying prayers” and “being prayerful”?  Reflect. 

9.  What do you see as the connection between prayerfulness and “facing your issues”? 

10. Reflect on the last statement: “Prayerfulness is presence, being in Love.” 
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