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Why Pray? 

Posted on June 13, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

Why pray? 

I admit that in general when I think about prayer, I 

am thinking about something extremely broad that 

is virtually coterminous with the Christian life 

itself.  Statements to the effect that we are not simply to pray but to have our lives 

become prayer seem closest to my sentiments.  I might even adapt a popular 

Christian phrase and rework it to say: 

Pray constantly.  Use words when necessary. 

 

I am not denying that there is a particular Christian activity called ‘prayer.’  Nor 

am I suggesting that Christians do not need to consciously pray. 

 

However, if Christ is central to our lives, if God is the focus of our existence, and 

if our daily life is supposed to be transformed “on earth as it is in heaven”,  than 

all we do and think and say is directed in some fashion toward the Triune God 

and/or moving ourselves towards Him. 
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“Draw near to God, and He will draw near to you.” (James 4:8) 

 

“By means of words we find access to mysteries, for prayer draws the 

mind near to God.”    (St. Isaac the Syrian in  Orthodox Prayer Life, pp 

31-32) 

 

All we do as Christians (which ideally is our 

entire life) is thus prayer, part of the great 

conversation we are constantly having with our 

Creator.  In the Triune God, we live and move 

and have our being (Acts 17:28).  So when we 

consciously believe in Him, we enter into 

prayer.    So, prayer is not merely one activity 

among many in which Christians engage, alongside with repentance, charity, 

reading scripture, receiving Communion, fasting, and practicing self-

denial.  Rather, prayer becomes all that we do because all we do in one form or 

another is develop our relationship with our Father, the Son and the Holy 

Spirit.  All of our activities in which we attempt to obey God or please Him are 

also inspired by Him – the Holy Spirit works in us to help us accomplish these 

works of  Holy Communion with God.   And all we do, we do as members of 

Christ’s Body, into whom we have been baptized.  So our lives become ever 

increasing unity with the Holy Trinity. 

“To choose what is good belongs to the good volition of the 

man who desires it; but to realize the choice of the good 

volition belongs to God.  For this a man has need of God’s 

help.  Therefore we accompany our good desire with 

constant prayer, and we pray not only because we need help, 

but also so that we can distinguish whether it is pleasing to 

God’s will or not.”  (St. Isaac the Syrian, THE ASCETICAL 

HOMILIES, p 286) 

 

Of course if we equate prayer with the Christian life some may feel ‘prayer’ as a 

very specific activity which Christ taught us to do gets lost.   Many love to read 

about the mechanics of prayer as they want to know if they are doing it 

right.  This series is not about the mechanics, as important as they can be.  We 
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begin this blog series on prayer considering prayer to be that synergism which 

exists between God and those who in faith agree to serve Him. 

“What we aim at is to be made able to stand before God and to 

concentrate on his presence, all our needs being directed 

Godwards, and to be given power, strength, anything we need 

that the will of God may be fulfilled in us.  That the will of God 

should be fulfilled in us is the only aim of prayer, and it is also the 

criterion of right prayer.  It is not the mystical feeling we may 

have, or our emotions that make good praying. 

Theophane the Recluse says: ‘You ask yourself, “Have I prayed 

well today?”  Do not try to find out how deep your emotions were, or how much 

deeper you understand things divine; ask yourself: “Am I doing God’s will 

better than I did before?”  If you are, prayer has brought its fruits, if you are 

not, it has not, whatever amount of understanding or feeling you may have 

derived from the time spent in the presence of God.’”  (METROPOLITAN 

ANTHONY , p 54) 

 

Our goal in life is to become one with God, to accept communion with Him that 

He offers to us.     Prayer has everything to do with God’s will and our ability to 

accomplish it. 

 

Why Pray? (II) 

Posted on June 15, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

 

This is the 2nd blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog 

is Why Pray?   The collection of quotes was assembled through decades of reading 

various texts, then tagging passages which stuck out in my mind for various 

reasons with the tag, “prayer.”   Through the years (and being a voracious reader) 

a large number of passages accumulate under the tag of prayer. 
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These passages I’m now 

assembling and organizing 

together.  So this is not a 

“research” paper in which 

I sought out information 

on the topic of prayer, but 

rather a collection of 

passages from books I read 

through the decades and found in them quotes which seemed at the time I read 

them important to my understanding of prayer.  Tagging and collecting the 

quotes was made easy by my use of computer word processing.   Word processing 

made the computer immediately important to my life.   Computers are absolutely 

phenomenal at collecting and storing data.  I will admit that I had never 

conceived of writing as “word processing” until the existence of the home 

computer.  The word processor is a wonderful tool in the hands of the skilled 

word smith. 

Now I intend to publish in a 

blog series these quotes 

which I tagged and collected 

under the topic 

“prayer.”  Perhaps at times I 

will impose an order on 

them to indicate what 

significance I found in the 

quote. At other times I will 

simply let the passage which 

spoke to me in some way at 

the time I originally read it, to speak for itself.  As an assemblage of quotes, they 

may sometimes appear to offer opposing or contradictory thinking.  I didn’t read 

them all at once but over many years.  I didn’t collect them because they followed 

a homogeneous train of thought on prayer.    I like to read and as I read I 

highlight in the books I own passages which stand out in my thinking.   It is part 

of my own word processing system.  Now I am publishing in this blog series a 

collection of quotes on prayer which have shaped my own thinking on the 



topic.  When I found one, I’ve included a hyperlink to the book which is being 

quoted in case you want to check the quote or get the book. 

“Prayer is necessary for acquiring the love of God, because from prayer 

we discover the causes for loving God.”  (St. Isaac the Syrian, THE 

ASCETICAL HOMILIES, p 303) 

 

Acquiring the “love of God” in itself justifies the activity of 

prayer.  There is nothing greater that I can wish for my 

children or parishioners than that they acquire a love of God.  I 

wish that for everyone in the world.  It is the most valuable 

thing in the world, and perhaps the only truly valuable 

thing.  To have the awareness of God’s love in life, makes every 

moment not only tolerable but worthwhile.  Without it we are 

left with a world with many wonders and wonderful things, but 

ultimately empty for it all is passing away and has no meaning.  That is my 

evaluation of the world. 

I wish each of you might have a constant awareness of the presence of God and 

that this experience would serve as a compass to your life. 

Without the love of God,  Orthodox spiritual literature tells us there is that risk 

that we subject ourselves to other forces and powers at work in the world.   God is 

love, and His purpose is to love all of His creation.   But in creation there exist 

those forces which do oppose the love of God, as unbelievable as that seems. 

“When a man is not with God, he is always a plaything of the devil, 

and the devil plays with him:  one moment he fills his soul with 

impure thoughts, another moment he kindles his tongue with 

cursing, another moment he leads him into slandering, into 

calumny, into thievery, into debauchery, and into every other evil 

deed.  And it continues this way until a man remembers God, takes refuge in the 

temple of God, and falls down before God.  Then – he is entirely in heaven, and 

neither the human evils of the world, nor sins, nor demons can touch him.  At 

that moment he is in a fortress defended by the angels, defended by God’s saints, 

and with the fiery ardor of their prayers they consume every evil that is 
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assailing him from men, from the world, from demons, from hell.”  (Bishop 

Nikolai Velimirovich, THE STRUGGLE FOR FAITH,  p 87) 

 

Prayer acquires for us the love of God and places us in heaven.  Heaven is term 

used to describe the place “where” God dwells.  And God dwells even in the hearts 

of humans. 

 For thus says the high and lofty One who inhabits eternity, whose name 

is Holy: “I dwell in the high and holy place, and also with him who is of a 

contrite and humble spirit, to revive the spirit of the humble, and to revive 

the heart of the contrite.”  (Isaiah 57:15) 

 

Finally, prayer does not require us to have obtained perfection before we can 

pray.  Prayer is always available to us all as a way to find the God of love.  Even at 

times when we are tempted, when we have lost the sense of God’s presence, or 

when we are in despair. 

“The more dejected we feel, the greater the necessity for 

prayer.  This is surely what John of Kronstadt felt one day when 

he was praying, watched by a devil who was muttering, ‘You 

hypocrite, how dare you pray with your filthy mind, full of the 

thoughts I read in it’.  He answered, ‘It is just because my mind is 

full of thoughts I dislike and fight that I am praying to 

God.’”   (METROPOLITAN ANTHONY , p 66) 

 

It is always the appropriate time for prayer, and we might in any condition realize 

our need for prayer and for God’s love. 

 

Why Pray? (III) 

Posted on June 19, 2012 by Fr. Ted 
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This is the 3rdblog in a series exploring 

various aspects of “prayer.”  The first 

blog is  “Why Pray? “ and the previous 

blog isWhy Pray? (II). 

 

When prayer is not merely one activity 

among many that we do, but becomes 

our way of living in which all we do is to 

acquire God’s love, then we can pray 

without ceasing.  When all we do is directed toward God, then all of life is prayer. 

“Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; 

for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.”   (1 Thessalonians 5:16-

18) 

 

Notice how St. Paul does not separate out prayer as an activity unrelated to other 

aspects of the Christian life.  Things we are to never stop doing: 

Rejoicing 

Praying 

Giving thanks. 

 

Sometimes we find fellow believers quoting 

and focusing only on “pray without ceasing” 

while ignoring the context of St. Paul’s words 

and his complete message.  Too often there is 

this idea that prayer is the only activity worthy 

of Christians, but this is not the teaching of St. 

Paul.   Prayer is one continuous activity in our 

lives as believers, but so is rejoicing and giving 

thanks.  When we forgot all of these elements, 

we practice a reduction of the Christian faith 

and of St. Paul’s teaching. 

“We must pray that we may be constantly and firmly assured in our hearts that 

everything we have – both of soul and body, in prosperity and adversity, and 
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all our possessions as well as all the circumstances of our life – come from God, 

from His Power, and not from nature, or chance, or from ourselves.  If you 

cease praying to God, you will soon forget your Benefactor, Creator, and Lord, 

and in forgetting Him you will fall into every evil.  Therefore, you see that 

prayer always brings you real benefit.”  (St. John of Kronstadt, MY LIFE IN 

CHRIST, p 128) 

 

When we remember that all things come to 

us from God, then we learn to give thanks 

and rejoice in every circumstance.   Prayer 

is the means by which we can acquire the 

love of God, but also the way we remember 

God’s love in and through the world He 

created for us.  Rejoicing and giving thanks 

equally with prayer gives us proper 

orientation toward our God, the God of 

love.  Prayer restores in us the memory of 

God and of all of his deeds. 

In so doing, by establishing our relationship with God, prayer is also a way to 

learn, think about and remember virtue – those things which those who know the 

love of God do in their daily lives. 

“Virtues are formed by prayer.  Prayer preserves temperance, suppresses 

anger, restrains pride and envy, draws down the Holy Spirit into the soul 

and raises man to heaven.” (St. Ephraim the Syrian in Orthodox Prayer 

Life, pgs. 31-32) 

 

Notice how in St. Ephraim’s teaching: prayer helps us in knowing how to live on 

this earth while simultaneously lifting us to heaven.  Prayer makes God present in 

our lives. 

“With prayer I cleanse the vision of my faith, lest it lose sight of you in the 

mist, O Most Radiant Star. 
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“What use will your prayer be to God?” asks the swarthy workers of the 

earth. 

You speak rightly, sons of earth.  What use is the mariner’s telescope to 

the North Star, when it sees the mariner even without a telescope?  But do 

not ask me, since you already know what use a telescope is to a mariner. 

Prayer is necessary for me, lest I lose sight of the salvation-bearing Star, 

but the Star does not need it to keep from losing me.”     (Bishop Nikolai 

Velimirovich, Prayers by the Lake, pg 70) 

 

Prayer keeps us oriented toward and focused on the Triune God of love. 

Why Pray? (IV) 

Posted on June 20, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 4th blog in a series exploring various aspects of 

“prayer.”  The first blog is  “Why Pray? “ and the previous 

blog is Why Pray?  (III). 

 

As we have already seen, prayer is not simply an activity 

that Christians engage in, but it is a way of life that leads us 

to union with God (theosis).  St. John Cassian (d. 435AD) 

wrote: 

 

“Such should be our aim: to achieve, already in this life, this breathing in 

unity as a foretaste of the life and the glory of heaven.  Such is the goal of 

perfection . . .  that the whole of our life and all the motions of our heart 

may become one single uninterrupted prayer.  (John Cassian…)”   (Olivier 

Clement, THE ROOTS OF CHRISTIAN 

MYSTICISM, p 211) 

 

Prayer was and is the means by which God 

intended us to be in continual communion 

with Him.  The Genesis narrative of the Fall 
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(Genesis 3) however tells us of how our communion with God was broken, and 

even the nature of prayer changed. 

 

“Prayer, originally, is not the work of man alone.  Neither is it performed 

for his comfort or for the fulfillment of his needs or demands.  The 

greatness of prayer lies in its being the work of spiritual beings in 

general.  It is neither of this age, nor for this age.  Thus, if we restrict 

prayer to the satisfaction of man’s needs and demands or to responding 

to his pleas in this life, it loses its essential greatness.  Through hallowing 

the name of God, paying homage to him, thanking and honoring him with 

pure praise, man is transformed into a spiritual being.  He thus joins the 

heavenly host in their transcendent ministry. 

However, we ask God for temporal things because we have fallen 

from our original spiritual status in which we lacked 

nothing.  Although this is alien to the original concept of prayer, 

God in his graciousness has come down to our level and promised 

to listen to our prayers when we bring him our needs and 

complaints, which he knows only too well.  He thus assures us 

that he will never abandon us for our sins and that our 

tribulations are a matter of concern to him.” (Matthew the Poor,  Orthodox 

Prayer Life, pp 26-27) 

 

Despite the human rejection of a relationship to God as 

Lord, God has continued to love us and provide us with the 

means to work toward Him, to seek Him, to cooperate with 

Him, and to be united to Him in our life time: namely 

prayer.   We experience loss and separation from God 

through our own sinfulness, but then God gives us hope 

and attempts to stir in us that love of God which we gave up 

through selfish pursuit. 

God has given us a gift, an antidote to the effects of the Fall. We are not 

predestined to sin, to continually moving away from God.  God has given us the 

gift of prayer as a means to counteract the effect of the Fall, the temptation to sin, 
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and the fear of death. We can choose to cooperate with God and prayer is our tool 

to achieve this synergy with the Triune God of love. 

“The only means by which you can spend the day in perfect holiness, 

peace, and without sin, is the most sincere, fervent prayer as soon as you 

rise from sleep in the morning.  It will bring Christ into your heart, with 

the Father and the Holy Ghost, and will thus strengthen and fortify yours 

soul against any evil; but still it will be necessary for you carefully to 

guard your heart.”  (St. John of Kronstadt, MY LIFE IN CHRIST, p 20) 

 

The answers to the question, “Why pray?”, are varied, but for the Christian, 

prayer is what constitutes our life.  Everything we do is prayer, for everything we 

do we submit to the Lordship of Jesus Christ.  When we consciously choose to 

follow Christ we are already praying.  When we on any given day decide to serve 

Christ in whatever manner, we are offering prayer to our Savior. 

Next:  What is Prayer? 

 

What is prayer? 

Posted on June 21, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 5th blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog 

is  “Why Pray? “ and the previous blog is Why Pray?  (IV). 
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So far, we have considered why we should pray, and it is true to 

say to be a Christian is to pray, to be a person of prayer, to make 

one’s very life into a constant, unceasing prayer to 

God.  Orthodox spiritual literature is full of comments about 

what prayer is.  In the next few blogs, we will explore the 

question, “What is prayer?” 

We’ll begin by considering a quote from the Patristic father and 

bishop, St. John Chrysostom(d 407AD). 

 

“Prayer is the fortress of the faithful, prayer is our invincible weapon, prayer is 

the cleansing of our souls, prayer is the ransom for our sins, prayer is the 

foundation and source of countless blessings.  For prayer is nothing more than 

conversation with God and association with the Master of all.  What could be 

more blessed than a man who is deemed worthy of constant association with the 

Master?”   (St. John Chrysostom, BAPTISMAL INSTRUCTIONS, p 115). 

 

In the above quote, Chrysostom offers us that notion that prayer is the very life we live 

and the very air we breathe.  His bold words do not mean that we through our own 

efforts can save ourselves (“prayer is the ransom for our sins”), but rather that through 

prayer, we unite ourselves to Christ – this is the very meaning of salvation.  Prayer is 

turning our entire life and all of our inner thoughts into a constant dialogue with 

God.  Whenever we pray we are cooperating with God – working out our salvation. 

“Prayer keeps us in the sphere of God and in proper orientation to 

God, our fellows, ourselves, and to the rest of creation.  It is a source of 

strength in time of trouble.  Most importantly, it is one of the chief 

means by which believers open themselves to the grace of God and to 

the power and presence of the Holy Spirit as they struggle to grow 

toward theosis on a daily basis.  Prayer keeps human life open to the 

power, presence, and energies of God.  ‘Our lives are sustained by 

prayer.  Without it there can be no good for us, nor any salvation take place,’ says 

Chrysostom.”  (Stanley Harakas, LIVING THE FAITH, pp 60-61) 
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Prayer is our conscious participation in the life of Christ, 

our union with our Savior, and thus our salvation.  Prayer 

restores in us the relationship with God which has been 

lost through sin.  From the first sin of the first human 

beings, we experienced the terrible loss of the separation 

from God.  Our own sins perpetuate this 

separation.  Prayer is our accepting Christ’s salvation, the 

reunion of God and humanity. 

“Prayer assuredly revives in us the divine breath which God breathed into 

Adam’s nostrils and by virtue of which Adam ‘became a living 

soul.’” (Archimandrite Sophrony, ON PRAYER, p 10) 

 

To pray is to breathe that divine breath that Adam first 

received from God (Genesis 2:7).  Imagine, each moment of 

prayer, each breath we breathe while praying is a renewal of 

the creation of Adam, of humans, of each of us. 

 
 

What is prayer? (II) 
Posted on June 23, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 6th blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The 

first blog is “Why Pray?” and the previous blog is“What is prayer?”  

The Book of Psalms has been a prayer book for Christians from the 

beginning of the Christian movement.  The Psalms are Jewish and Old 

Testamental, yet they speak of Christ, are prophetic and are called in 

Orthodoxy, “the mind of Christ.”   The Psalms teach us how to pray and 

from them we learn what our Lord Jesus Christ Himself prayed. 

The Psalms like all prayer inform, form us, transform us and at times 

reform us!   They place us in the plan and process of salvation. 

“Most likely, the Psalms in the Bible finally became part of the scriptural canon 

because they were the most universal and relevant, the most unreservedly 

expressive of their kind. 
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If we read them with open and attentive mind, their striking and colorful words 

can help us to understand the essence of Scripture, what loving God actually 

means.  Before all else, it means offering the whole of our experience to him: joy, 

sadness, anger, suffering, desires, frustrations – hiding nothing from him, even 

our deepest thoughts.  This is what prayer is.”   (Monks of New Skete, IN 

THE SPIRIT OF HAPPINESS, p 191) 

 

In the Psalter we find the complete range of human emotions, 

and we learn from this that there is nothing we need to hide 

from God.  We offer our entire life to God, including our 

frustrations, failures, pains, disappointments.  God cares about 

the entirety of our lives, and is not absent from us in our worst 

moments.  This again is how it is possible to make our entire 

life a prayer to God.  We can pray at every moment, no matter 

what our emotional disposition.  We can offer up to God all of 

our emotions and thoughts, seeking His mercy and blessings no 

matter what we feel in our hearts. 

But prayer is not merely offering to God our every  moment of our existence, but prayer 

also informs, forms and transforms us.   In prayer we come to realize the importance of 

doing God’s will and the need for repentance in our lives in order to help bring our self-

will into conformity to God’s will. 

“It is true, as St. Mark the Ascetic says, ‘Prayer is called a virtue but in reality it 

is the mother of virtues: for it give birth to them through union with Christ.’  … 

Thus, prayer for the Christian is not an externally imposed duty.  It is an 

essential aspect of true human life, required for its fulfillment and realization. … 

Prayer is a necessity for the Christian life in that it brings us into 

personal communion with Him in whose image we were created and 

toward which we are growing.  Prayer is a protective measure, a 

weapon against temptation and sin.  Jesus’ instructions to His disciples 

are ever pertinent: ‘Watch and pray that you may not enter into 

temptation; the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.’ (Matt 

26:41)  The experience of the Fathers is equally instructive.  ‘If a man 

tries to overcome temptations without prayer and patient endurance he will become 
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more entangled in them instead of driving them away.’ (St. Mark the Ascetic)” [my 

apologies but I lost the source for this quote] 

 

Prayer is that which enables us to continue in the daily struggles of life to be a Christian 

and live a life which is oriented toward God. 

“…Christian prayer is the movement of the heart towards God, towards a God 

who has revealed himself in Jesus Christ.  Prayer is not simply the movement of 

the heart, but is the response of the heart to God’s love manifest in Jesus 

Christ.”  (Andrew Louth, DISCERNING THE MYSTERY, p 3) 

 

 

What is prayer? (III) 

Posted on June 26, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 7th blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is 

“Why Pray?” and the previous blog is What is prayer?  (II). 

 

“Prayer is by nature a dialogue and a union of man with God.  Its effect is to 

hold the world together.”  (St. John Climacus - d. 649AD-  quoted in THE PEARL 

OF GREAT PRICE, p 48) 
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In the Orthodox Tradition, prayer obviously is not merely an 

activity in which Christians occasionally engage.  Prayer, as St. 

John Climacus says is “a union of man with God” (theosis) 

whose “effect is to hold the world together.” 

Think about that. 

Think about what it means for your prayer life.  If we conceive 

of prayer as presenting a wish list to God, or a shopping list, or 

a set of demands, then we will never enter into that prayer which is a union between 

God and humanity.  If we treat God like our personal servant, valet, Genie or Santa 

Claus whose job it is to answer our prayers (meaning “accede to our demands”), then we 

never approach union with God.  The reality is God is Lord, and we are supposed to be 

His servants, not He ours.  We do pray “Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven” not 

“My will be done on earth and in heaven.”  

 

As noted in the previous blogs,  prayer as a way of life, as the life to which we Christians 

are invited, is more than just an activity that we occasionally consciously engage in.  If 

our life is oriented toward our Savior, then all we do becomes prayer, and our lives 

become part of the transfiguration which creation so eagerly awaits. 

“I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth 

comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us.  For the 

creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of 

God; for the creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will 

but by the will of him who subjected it in hope; because the 

creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and 

obtain the glorious liberty of the children of God. We know that 

the whole creation has been groaning in travail together until 

now; and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the 

first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait for adoption 

as sons, the redemption of our bodies.”  (Romans 8:18-24) 

 

“The Kingdom of heaven is within each of us.  To pray is, quite simply, to enter 

into this inner Kingdom of our heart, and there to stand before God, conscious 

of His indwelling presence; to ‘pray without ceasing’ is to do this 



constantly.  Although the full glory of this Kingdom is revealed to but few in this 

present age, we can all discover at any rate some part of its riches.  The door is 

before us and the key in in our hands.”  (Bishop Kallistos Ware in ABBA: THE 

TRADITION OF ORTHODOXY IN THE WEST, p 32-33) 

 

Prayer forms us, informs us, reforms us and transforms us 

for it is uniting ourselves – heart, mind, soul, body and 

strength – to the Holy Trinity.  We cooperate with 

God.  Prayer is synergy in which we become doers of God’s 

will: “on earth as it is in heaven.” 

 

“Prayer is a struggle for men, both in church and in 

solitude, even though prayer is a ladder that lifts man up 

from the dust and an animal existence to God.  But He who, in the flesh, stood with 

other men at the bottom of the ladder of life, and in spirit at its top, went joyfully to 

prayer in the synagogue, and spent whole nights in solitude at prayer.” (St. Nikolai 

Velimirovic - d. 1956AD  HOMILIES  Vol 1, p 86) 

 

Prayer is also work. It is not a passive enterprise but one which requires our energy, will, 

desire, and strength.  Prayer is not God alone, or Jesus alone.  It is the Holy Spirit 

praying in us, with us, and for us. 

“Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know 

how to pray as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us 

with sighs too deep for words. And he who searches the hearts of 

men knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit 

intercedes for the saints according to the will of God. We know that 

in everything God works for good with those who love him, who 

are called according to his purpose.”   (Romans 8:26-28) 

 

We are God’s fellow workers (1 Corinthians 3:9) who are to work out 

our salvation with God (Philippians 2:9). 

What is Prayer? (IV) 

Posted on June 28, 2012 by Fr. Ted 
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This is the 8th blog in a series exploring various aspects 

of “prayer.”  The first blog is “Why Pray?” and the 

previous blog isWhat is prayer?  (III). 

In the long history of Orthodox Christianity, as we 

have already seen, there has developed a rich treasury 

of images, metaphors and definitions regarding what 

prayer is.  Evagrios the Solitary (d. 399AD) writes: 

 

“Prayer is the flower of gentleness and of freedom from anger. 

Prayer is the fruit of joy and thankfulness. 

Prayer is the remedy for gloom and despondency.”  (THE PHILOKALIA   Vol 1, 

p 58) 

 

St. Isaac the Syrian  (7th Century) wrote: 

“Again he was asked, ‘What is prayer?’  And he 

replied: ‘The mind’s freedom and rest from 

everything of this world and a heart that has 

completely turned its gaze toward the fervent 

desire belonging to the hope of future 

things.”  (THE ASCETICAL HOMILIES, p 345) 

 

Bishop Kallistos Ware offers this explanation of what prayer is, based upon the writings 

of several Orthodox Saints from later centuries: 

 

Patriarch Abraham stands before God 
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“Prayer is essentially a state of standing before God. In the words of St. Dimitri 

of Rostov (17th cent): ‘Prayer is turning the mind and thoughts towards God.  To 

pray means to stand before God with mind, mentally to gaze unswervingly at Him 

and to converse with Him in reverent fear and hope.’ This notion of ‘standing 

before God’ recurs again and again in St. Theophan(19th Cent) : ‘The principle thing 

is to stand with the mind in the heart before God, and to go on standing before 

Him unceasingly day and night, until the end of life.’  . . .  This state of standing 

before God may be accompanied by words, or it may be ‘soundless’: sometimes we 

speak to God, sometimes we simply remain in His presence, saying nothing, but 

conscious that He is near us, ‘closer to us than our own soul’ (St. Nicholas 

Cabasilas – 14th Cent).  As Theophan puts it: ‘Inner prayer means standing with the 

mind in the heart before God, either simply living in His presence, or expressing 

supplication, thanksgiving, and glorification.’” (THE ART OF PRAYER, p 17) 

 

 

St. John the Theologian 

Prayer can involve thinking or saying words, assuming pious postures and/or specific 

times.  It also can be in the words of St. Theophan, simply living in God’s presence.  As 

our faith in God becomes more who we are and what we think, our life becomes 

prayer.  As we grow in faith, we decreasingly compartmentalize our life.  We eventually 

don’t have a “church face.”  We cease to have a religious self/life, as versus our work life, 

home life, family life, recreational self.  We become one person, always aware of the 

presence of God and thus always standing in His presence.  This integration of all the 

aspects of our daily life and personality is part of the healing that comes in 

Christ.  Christianity restores both wholeness and holiness to us.  As one person 

comments, sin is always complex and complicated, holiness is simple.  In holiness we 

don’t have to pretend anything, we simply are who we are.   As God spoke to Moses, “I 

am who I am.”   This is the voice of holiness and wholeness. 
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“Only God is good by nature, but with God’s help man can become good through 

careful attention to his way of life. He transforms himself into what he is not 

when his soul, by devoting its attention to true delight, unites itself to God, in so 

far as its energized power desires this. For it is written: ‘Be good and merciful 

as is your Father in heaven’ (cf. Luke 6:36; Matt. 5:48).”  (St. Diadokos of 

Photiki, THE PHILOKALIA,  kindle 7544-49) 
 

What is Prayer? (V) 

Posted on June 30, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 9th blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is 

“Why Pray?” and the previous blog is  What is Prayer? (IV). 

 

One aspect of prayer that does come up frequently in the Orthodox 

spiritual literature is the effects of sin and the Fall on us all. 

“According to the Fathers, the fall impaired the capacity of creatures 

to see the divine light, but did not destroy it.  The universal 

aspiration towards God has, it is true, become a ‘groaning’, a ‘sigh 

of creation’, but it is still prayer, which is the essential activity of all 

created things.  ‘Everything that exists prays to thee’.”  (Olivier Clement, THE ROOTS 

OF CHRISTIAN MYSTICISM, p 27) 

 

All of creation was designed to give praise to God the Creator, and humans were to be 

the ones to serve as the conductors of this chorus of praise.  But through our sin, we lost 

our role as the conductors guiding creation in praise of the Creator.  Instead of songs of 

praise, there are now only groans of pain from creation because of us.  We’ve already 

encountered this idea: 

“I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with 

the glory that is to be revealed to us.  For the creation waits with eager longing 

for the revealing of the sons of God; for the creation was subjected to futility, 

not of its own will but by the will of him who subjected it in hope; because the 

creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and obtain the glorious 

liberty of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been 

groaning in travail together until now; and not only the creation, but we 
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ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait for 

adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.” (Romans 8:18-24) 

 

 

Truly we were created each to be priests of God celebrating a daily liturgy and offering 

praise in the created world which was intended to be God’s real temple (Many ancient 

writers and modern scholars believe Genesis 1 is really about God creating His temple in 

which we were to worship Him). 

 

Prophet Moses 

But our sins have led God in His Holiness to distance Himself from the temple He 

created.  Yet He has not abandoned us but has continued to speak to us through the 

prophets, the scriptures and through His Son, the incarnate Word.  And He has 

continued to listen to our groans, lamentations and prayers. 

So prayer, instead of being our natural and normal way of being, becomes something we 

must consciously choose to do.  We have to will to pray.  We have to choose to conform 

our will to God’s. 



“Without inner spiritual prayer there is no prayer at all, for this alone is real 

prayer, pleasing to God.  It is the soul within the words of prayer that matters, 

whether the prayer is at home or in church, and if inner prayer is absent, then 

the words have only the appearance and not the reality of prayer. 

 

Prophet & Psalmist David 

What then is prayer?  Prayer is the raising of the mind and heart to God in 

praise and thanksgiving to Him and in supplication for the good things that we 

need, both spiritual and physical.   The essence of prayer is therefore the 

spiritual lifting of the heart towards God.  The mind in the heart stands 

consciously before the face of God, filled with due reverence, and begins to pour 

itself out before Him.  This is spiritual prayer, and all prayer should be of this 

nature.  External prayer, whether at home or in church, is only prayer’s verbal 

expression and shape; the essence or the soul of prayer is within a man’s mind 

and heart.”   (St. Theophan – d. 1894AD – in THE ART OF PRAYER, p 53) 

 

Prayer is a conscious activity of fallen humans, but it is not merely a technique. 

“The mystery of prayer is not consummated at a certain specific time or 

place.  For if you restrict prayer to particular times or places, you will waste the 

rest of the time in vain pursuits.  Prayer may be defined as the intellect’s 

unceasing intercourse with God.  Its task is to engage the soul totally in things 

divine, its fulfillment – to adapt the words of St. Paul (cf 1 Cor 6:17) – lies in so 

wedding the mind to God that it becomes one spirit with Him.”     (Nikitas 

Stithatos – d. 1090AD, THE PHILOKALIA  Vol 4, pp 128-129) 
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We can note in the quotes above, some difference in understanding of what prayer 

is.  But whether a church father or mother places more or less emphasis on technique, 

they do agree that ultimately prayer has everything to do with being in God’s presence. 

What is Prayer? (VI) 

Posted on July 2, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 10th blog in a series exploring various aspects of 

“prayer.”  The first blog is “Why Pray?” and the previous blog 

is What is Prayer? (V). 

 

In this blog we have two quotes from St. John Chrysostom (d. 

408AD) on prayer.  We encounter the variety of metaphors he used 

to help explain what prayer is:  a weapon, a haven, a treasury, a 

wealth, a harbor, and a foundation.  We also in these metaphors see 

his creativity in addressing issues of prayer.  He is not advocating a technique, but wants 

his flock to understand the richness of prayer, the multitude of reasons why we pray and 

the abundance of benefits we receive from prayer. 

 

“Prayer is a great weapon, prayer is a wonderful adornment, security and 

haven, a treasury of good things, wealth beyond threat.  When we make 

requests of human beings, we need an outlay of money, servile flattery, 

much to-ing and fro-ing and negotiating.  Often, in fact, it is not possible to 

make a direct approach to their lordships personally to grant a favor: it is 

necessary first to wait upon their ministers of managers or administrators 

with money and words and every other means, and only then through 

them to be in a position to receive the request.  With God, on the contrary, 

it is not like this: it not so much on recommendation of others as on our 

own request that he grants the favor.”  (St. John Chrysostom, OLD 

TESTAMENT HOMILIES Vol 3, p 125) 

 

Chrysostom takes an example about what prayer is like from what would 

have been the experience of his flock in the world of the Roman 

Empire.  Prayer is request and petition before God.  St. John describes how when we 

need a favor from others we may have to do a great amount of work to get them to agree 
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to our request, including an outlay of money or enlisting the help of others to intercede 

with the person whose help we seek. 

But, Chrysostom says, not so with 

God.  We can approach Him 

directly in prayer.  We don’t need 

intercessors, or to make a huge 

cash outlay.  St. John says God 

welcomes our prayers and is more 

favorable to our own requests 

rather than our relying on others to 

petition for us. 

In another passage he also implores us to pray especially for those who are not 

believers. 

 

“The more impious they are, all the more let us intercede for them and beg God 

that they may some day give up their madness.  For this will be acceptable in 

the presence of God, our Savior, ‘… who wishes all men to be saved and to come 

to the knowledge of the truth.’   Therefore, let us never stop making intercession 

on their behalf.  For prayer is a mighty weapon, an unfailing treasure, a wealth 

which is never expended, a harbor that is always calm, a foundation for 

tranquility. 

 



Prayer is the root and source and mother of ten thousand blessings.  It is more 

powerful than the empire itself.”  (St. John Chrysostom, THE INCOMPREHENSIBLE 

NATURE OF GOD, p 156) 

 

“More powerful than the empire itself.” 

 

 To paraphrase Chrysostom in our modern 

age:  Our prayer is more powerful than the 

United States of America itself.   Do we believe 

this?   Or are we so awed with our country’s 

military might and great wealth that we think our 

prayer is insignificant.   It is not the strength 

of  our military or all its technology and weapons, 

nor the amount of wealth of our nation that 

moves God.  He is however moved by our humble 

prayers. 

This is something for those of us who are Christian 

and live in America to think about, especially this 

July 4th Independence Day.  Do we really believe 

that prayer is more powerful than our military?  Do 

we believe our prayers are worth more than all the 

wealth of the richest country in the world?  Do we 

believe that “In God we trust”?  How many of us 

will spend the day in prayer, or even remember to 

pray once during the day? 

 

What is Prayer? (VII) 

Posted on July 4, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 11th blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is 

“Why Pray?” and the previous blog is What is Prayer? (VI) 
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In the previous blog, we encountered several different metaphors 

which St. John Chrysostom (d. 407AD) uses to describe 

prayer.  Here Chrysostom continues with more metaphors 

concerning prayer, and a note that a poor man who can pray is 

wealthier than the rich man who is deprived of prayer. 

 

“Surely, prayer is a harbor for those caught in a storm; it is an 

anchor for those tossed by the waves; it is a staff for those who 

stumble.  Prayer is a treasure for the poor, security for the rich, a cure for the sick, a 

safeguard for those in good health.  It keeps our blessings inviolable and quickly 

changes our ills to good. 

 

If temptation comes, it is easily repelled.  If loss of possessions or any of the 

other things which cause grief to our souls befall us, prayer is quick to drive 

them all away.  Prayer is a refuge from every sorrow, a basis for cheerfulness, a 

means for continual pleasure, a mother for our philosophy and way of 

life.  Even if the man who can pray with diligence is destitute of all things, he is 

richer than any other man.  Yet, one who has been robbed and deprived of 

prayer may sit on the very throne of a king, but he is poorer than the poorest 

man.”  (St. John Chrysostom, THE INCOMPREHENSIBLE NATURE OF GOD, p 

209-210) 

 

By using such rich and varied metaphors, Chrysostom helps us move away from 

imagining that prayer is but a technique.  Prayer is many things and accomplishes many 
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things in our lives.  Prayer involves our entire being, it is not just something we say, but 

something we believe and a relationship with our Creator. 

“Isidore said: 

‘Prayer is a work of the heart, 

not of the lips.  For God does 

not pay attention to the words 

of the one who is praying to 

him, but rather to his or her 

heart.  It is better to pray in 

the silence of the heart than to 

pray only with words, without 

the mind paying attention. 

It is useless to pray when trust and hope are missing. 

Our spirit contemplates God perfectly only if it is not obstructed by earthly 

anxieties.’”   (Defensor Grammaticus – 7th Cent – in DRINKING FROM THE 

HIDDEN FOUNTAIN, p 367) 

 

We come again to the notion that 

prayer is a way of life, not just one 

activity in which we occasionally 

engage.  In prayer we are 

conversing with God, an activity 

that ought to be present at every 

moment of our lives for we are 

always to remember God and His 

saving deeds.  I think especially 

of Psalm 106 and Psalm 107. 

 

“To describe it with the boldest expression, payer is a conversation with God. 
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Even if we speak with a low voice, even if we whisper without opening the lips, 

even if we call to him only from the depths of the heart, our unspoken word 

always reaches God and God always hears. 

Sometimes, however, besides speaking, we lift our head and raise our arms to 

heaven. 

In this way we are underlining the 

desire that the spirit has for the 

spiritual world.  We are striving with 

the word to raise the body above the 

earth.  We are giving wings to the soul 

for it to reach the good things on 

high.” (Clement of Alexandria 

in DRINKING FROM THE HIDDEN 

FOUNTAIN, p 366) 

What is Prayer? (VIII) 

Posted on July 5, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 12th blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is 

“Why Pray?” and the previous blog is What is Prayer? (VII). 

 

St. John of Kronstadt (d. 1908AD) offers a summary of the 

many metaphors and direct answers which Orthodox saints and 

teachers have given to describe what prayer is.  Better than 

offering techniques about how to pray, St. John gives us a rich 

treasury of what prayer is, reasons for prayer, and the blessings 

bestowed upon those of us who pray.  From his description of 

what prayer is we gain greater insight into how and why prayer 

is not simply an occasional activity in which we engage, but 

rather is something we do continually throughout the day and 

throughout the days of our lives. 

 

“Prayer is the lifting up of the mind and heart to God, the contemplation of God, 

the daring converse of the creature with the Creator, the soul reverently 
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standing before Him, as before the King and the Life Itself, giving life to all; the 

oblivion of everything that surrounds us, the food of the soul; its air and light, 

its lifegiving warmth, its cleansing from sin; the easy yoke of Christ, His light 

burden. 

Prayer is the constant feeling (the recognition) of our infirmity or 

spiritual poverty, the sanctification of the soul, the foretaste of the 

future blessedness, angelic bliss, the heavenly rain, refreshing, 

watering, and fertilizing the ground of the soul, the power and 

strength of the soul and body, the purifying and freshening of the 

mental air, the enlightenment of the countenance, the joy of the 

spirit, the golden link, uniting the creature to the Creator, courage 

and valor in all the afflictions and temptation of life, the lamp of life, 

success in all undertakings, dignity equal to the angels, the strengthening of faith, hope 

and love. 

Prayer is intercourse with the holy 

angels and saints, who pleased God 

since the beginning of the world.  Prayer 

is the amendment of life, the mother of 

heartfelt contrition and tears; a 

powerful motive for works of mercy; 

security of life; the destruction of the 

fear of death; the disdain of earthly 

treasures; the desire for heavenly 

blessing; the expectation of the universal Judge, of the common resurrection and of the 

life of the world to come; a strenuous effort to save ourselves from eternal torments; 

unceasing seeking for mercy (forgiveness) of the Sovereign; walking before God; the 

blissful vanishing of self before the all-creating and all-filling Creator; the living water 

of the soul. 
  



 

Prayer is holding all men in our hearts through love; the descent of heaven into 

the soul; the abiding of the most Holy Trinity in the soul, in accordance with 

that which has been said: ‘We will come to him and will make our abode with 

him.’”  (in TREASURY OF RUSSIAN SPIRITUALITY, pp 350-351) 

 

 

We have explored in this blog the and seven preceding blogs ideas from Orthodox 

writers about what prayer is.  We will in the next set of blogs turn our attention to how 

we go about praying.  We conclude this blog with a prayer by Metropolitan Philaret of 

Moscow (d. 1867AD): 
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http://orthodoxwiki.org/Philaret_(Drozdov)_of_Moscow


My LORD, I know not what I ought to ask of you. You and you alone know my 

needs. You love me more than I am able to love you. O Father, grant unto me, 

your servant, all which I cannot ask. For a cross I dare not ask, nor for 

consolation; I dare only to stand in your presence. My heart is open to you. You 

see my needs of which I myself am unaware. Behold and lift me up! In your 

presence I stand, awed and silenced by your will and your judgments, into 

which my mind cannot penetrate. To you I offer myself as a sacrifice. No other 

desire is mine but to fulfill your will. Teach me how to pray. Do yourself pray 

within me. Amen.  (Prayer Book – In Accordance with the Tradition of the 

Eastern Orthodox Church , Kindle Loc. 164-70)  

 

For some prayers that I learned as a 

teenager see my blog series which began with My “O Lord” Prayers: A Story.” 

Praying 

Posted on July 7, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 13th blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is 

“Why Pray?” and the previous blog is What is Prayer? (VIII). 

 

The Transfiguration 
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http://frted.wordpress.com/2011/09/19/my-o-lord-prayers-a-story/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2012/07/07/praying/
http://frted.wordpress.com/author/bobosht/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2012/06/13/why-pray/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2012/07/05/what-is-prayer-viii/


Prayer has to do not just with our standing in God’s presence, but even more so, by 

praying we are making God present in our lives and in our world.  When we pray, we 

become a mediator between creation and God, doing what God created humans to do 

from the beginning.   We each thus make a difference in the world when we pray, 

uniting not just ourselves but our surroundings to God.  When we stand in God’s 

presence, we also help make God present in creation.   It perhaps is something like the 

conscious observer in a quantum mechanics experiment – the observer makes the event 

take place.  So too when we stand in God’s presence, then He becomes present in 

reality.   Think about the disciples at the Transfiguration.  Orthodox thinking says the 

apostles suddenly saw reality as it is – they themselves were transfigured by what they 

observed.  Christ, as God’s Son, always shares/shared in the Father’s glory, but for a 

brief moment, the apostles saw that reality.  It took conscious observers to see the event 

– to make it happen.  For without the disciples watching, the transfiguration would have 

gone unrecorded. 

 

“The fact that we are present in a situation alters it profoundly because God is 

then present with us through our faith.  Wherever we are, at home with our 

family, with friends when a quarrel is about to begin, at work or even simply in 

the Underground, the street, the train, we can recollect ourselves and say, ‘Lord, 

I believe in you, come and be among us’. 

And by this act of faith, in a 

contemplative prayer which does 

not ask to see, we can intercede with 

God who has promised his presence 

when we ask for it.  Sometimes we 

have no words, sometimes we do 

not know how to act wisely, but we 

can always ask God to come and be 

present.”  (METROPOLITAN 

ANTHONY , p 74) 

  

http://orthodoxwiki.org/Transfiguration
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When we understand we are to pray at all 

times, we realize there should not – 

cannot! – be a difference in us when we are 

consciously praying and when we are 

engaged in the necessary activities of 

life.   We can be aware of God’s presence 

anywhere we are.  We can help make God 

present wherever we are by being people of prayer. 

“Therefore, before we begin to pray, we ought to try to be 

the kind of people whom we wish God to find when we 

pray.  Whatever we do not want to creep into our time of 

prayer, we must try to keep out of the heart when we are 

not praying.”   (Abba Isaac in  Orthodox Prayer Life, p 

128) 

 

Our hearts are the very place God dwells with us.  So we 

want in our hearts at all times what is in our hearts when we 

pray.  Conversely as Abba Isaac notes above, we need to tend to the garden of our hearts 

and weed out all those things that should not be there when God is present. 

 

St. Jacob of Alaska 

We are not trying to create two selves – a prayerful self and then our secular self – 

rather through prayer we are trying to end all the divisions and separation and 

alienation which sin has caused in our world and in our selves.  Even when we are not 

http://www.amazon.com/Orthodox-Prayer-Life-The-Interior/dp/0881412503/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1331782776&sr=1-1


consciously engaged in prayer, we are to be preparing our hearts for prayer.   That is, we 

are to be living the Christian life, following Christ, fulfilling the Gospel teachings. 

We are by living the Christian life preparing our hearts and minds to receive the Holy 

Spirit, for it is the Spirit of God who teaches us to pray and who prays in us. 

“Do not imagine, brother, that prayer consists solely of words, or that it can be 

learnt by means of words.  No, the truth of the matter, you should understand, 

is that spiritual prayer does not reach fullness as a result of either learning or 

the repetition of words.  For it is not to a man that you are praying, before 

whom you can repeat a well-composed speech: it is to Him who is Spirit that 

you are directing the movements of your prayer.  You should pray therefore in 

spirit, seeing that He is Spirit.”  (St. Isaac the Syrian, THE ASCETICAL 

HOMILIES, p 466) 

 

 

Praying is a lifelong activity which is both how 

and why we are taught to pray without ceasing. 

 
 
 
Praying (II) 

Posted on July 10, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 14th blog in a series exploring various 

aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is “Why Pray?” and the previous blog is Praying. 

 

Christianity is replete with seemingly unachievable teachings.   For 

example, on the one hand,  Christ comes to seek and save sinners not the 

righteous, and yet, on the other hand, the membership of the Church is 

to be the holy people of God.  The foremost of sinners and the least 

among the saints at the same time!  We are to pray without ceasing, love 

our enemies, be perfect as God the Father is perfect, and love others as 

Christ loved us. 
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All of these teachings belong more to Wisdom teachings than to law giving.  All of them 

require discernment and the guidance of the Holy Spirit in understanding   how we are 

to fulfill them.   According to Scott Cairns, St. Isaac of Syria writes: 

“The love of God… proceeds from our conversing with Him; this conversation of 

prayer comes about through stillness, and stillness arrives with the stripping 

away of self.”  (THE END OF SUFFERING, p 11) 

 

We see the need for wisdom in helping us to fulfill St. 

Isaac’s teaching that we are to converse with God in 

“stillness.”  Usually we think of “conversing” as an 

activity.  St. Isaac calls us to stillness, an inner peace and 

quietness, as the means for conversing with God.    We 

learn to converse with God not by endlessly chattering 

to Him, but by learning stillness of heart when we are in 

His presence.  Stillness and silence are forms of prayer – the very means by which we 

learn to stand in God’s presence. 

And requiring even greater wisdom, we come to realize that 

prayer does mean “stripping away of self.”   Prayer is not self-

love, but our love of the other: the love of God and the love of 

neighbor.  Prayer involves self-denial.  Prayer requires a self-

emptying, also known as kenosis in the Orthodox 

tradition.   Christ engaged in kenosis, self-emptying when He 

became incarnate and then obediently suffered death on the 

cross (Philippians 2:4-8).  This is the love that we are to engage 

in as we approach Christ.  As St. John the Forerunner said, “He must increase.  I must 

decrease.” 

 

“Prayer is mystery that goes beyond technique, which is a relief, really.  We 

needn’t be worried about getting the techniques absolutely right, so much as 

being absolutely honest and sincere before God.  What happens after that is 

God’s business.”  (Monks of New Skete, IN THE SPIRIT OF HAPPINESS, p 96) 
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Though in prayer we become more important to the world because we become 

mediators of God to His creation, in prayer we also humble ourselves and make 

ourselves to be servants of God and one another. 

“The aim [of prayer] is the constant direction of the mind toward God […].  The 

worst obstacle to prayer is sin.  The next is worry or anxiety about the material 

circumstances of life—sex, food, money, irritations with colleagues, levity.  The 

next obstacle is pride; humility is an opening of the heart. […]  The man who is 

not prayerful as he goes about his daily life will be less prayerful when he gets 

on his knees.  And no one can be prayerful during his daily life unless he is in the 

quest for purity of heart.  …prayer will contain certain attitudes or aspirations. 

It will contain resolution, even if that is 

wordless – a wish to be something, even a 

vow to be something. 

It will contain penitence. 

It will contain intercession, for you cannot 

pray without remembering need in other 

people, whether you remember only the 

people within your affections or whether you reach outward toward the world and its 

peace, its kings and its governments. 

 

It will contain thankfulness.  To pray is to be 

in the presence of God.  To be in the presence 

of God is to be aware, wordlessly or not, of 

His goodness to humanity.” 

(John Cassian, Conferences, pp 11-12) 
  

http://www.amazon.com/John-Cassian-Conferences-Classics-Spirituality/dp/080912694X/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1299510486&sr=8-1


 

Next:  Praying (III) 

Praying (III) 

Posted on July 12, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 15th blog in a series exploring various aspects of 

“prayer.”  The first blog is “Why Pray?” and the previous blog 

is Praying (II). 

 

Both the Old and New Testament (see for exampleDeuteronomy 

6:5 and Luke 10:27), teach that we are to love the Lord our God 

with all our heart, soul and strength.  This basically means we are 

to love our God with all of our being (spirit, soul and body). 

 

“I will sing to the LORD as long as I live; I will sing praise to my God while I 

have being.” (Psalm 104:33) 

 

This is the same kind of thinking that says we are meant to pray not just on occasion but 

with our entire lives, with all we think, say and do. 

“… the heart is the man himself.  Thus he who does not pray or does not serve 

God with his heart, does not pray at all, because in that case his body only 

prays, and the body without the mind is nothing more than earth.  Remember, 

that when standing in prayer, you stand before God Himself, who has the 

wisdom of all.  Therefore, your prayer ought to be, so to say, all spirit, all 

understanding.”  (St. John of Kronstadt, MY LIFE IN CHRIST, p 4) 
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Prayer is not the mere recitation of texts, not even if we are reciting the Psalms from 

memory.  We as humans are quite capable of multi-tasking, and can recite texts from 

memory even if our heart or mind is far removed from what we are 

reciting.  Prayer is that coming together of all of the aspects of what 

it means to be human, including having a relationship with our 

Creator.  Thus we are to pray as long as we live, and we are to pray 

every moment of our lives.  Prayer is communion with God.  But, 

this doesn’t mean that if we become prayer we eschew the 

necessities of life or renounce the world completely.  Rather prayer 

has to do with the transfiguration of our lives so that we begin here 

and now to participate in the new creation of God:  we participate 

in salvation when we pray. 

Prayer, as we’ve said before, informs, forms, reforms and transforms our lives.  Prayer 

always involves the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives. 

“They asked Abba Macarius, ‘How should one pray?’  The old man replied, 

‘There is no need to lose oneself in words.  It is enough to spread out the hand 

and to say, ‘Lord, as thou wilt and as thou knowest best, have mercy.’  If the 

battle is fierce, say, ‘Help!’   He knows what is suitable for you and he will take 

pity on you.(Sayings of the Desert Fathers….)”     (Olivier Clement,THE ROOTS 

OF CHRISTIAN MYSTICISM, p 203) 

 

I love the above quote, specifically the line, “if the battle is fierce, say, ‘Help!’”   That one 

word, “Help!” is enough verbiage.   If we find ourselves not knowing how to pray or what 

to say, cry out “Help!”   God does hear that prayer.  We don’t need long and eloquent 

prayers written by saints.  God accepts the plea of our hearts, however simple. 

“The brethren said, ‘What is pure prayer?’  The old man said, 

‘that which is of few words and is abundant in deeds.  For if their 

actions be not more than their petition, their prayers are mere 

words wherein the seed of their hands is not…”   (E. Wallis 

Budge, THE PARADISE OF THE HOLY FATHERS  vol 2, p 331)  

Prayer is not mere words, no matter how holy those words may be, 

for prayer consists also of how we live and what we do 
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daily.  Prayer is that holistic bringing together of our heart, mind and body – our 

thoughts, words and actions.  We work to establish those things for which we also are 

praying. 

“At the times when you remember God, increase your prayers, so that when you 

forget Him, the Lord may remind you.”     (St. Mark the Ascetic, THE 

PHILOKALIA   Vol 1, p 112) 

 

When we pray, we stand in God’s presence and we are aware of 

His presence.  This is remembering God, for the biblical sense of 

remembering is that we participate in what we remember.  (In 

the Liturgy for example we remember what Jesus did on the 

night in which he was betrayed, taking the bread in His hands 

and blessing and breaking it, and now we participate in that 

same event as we receive Holy Communion.)   As we remember 

God, as we become more aware of the presence of Christ and the 

Holy Spirit, we participate in salvation, we participate in the divine life and become as 

St. Peter says partakers of the divine nature (2 Peter 1:4). 

Praying (IV) 

Posted on July 13, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 16th blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is 

“Why Pray?” and the previous blog is Praying (III). 

 

In this blog we will consider three quotes from the book, Orthodox 

Prayer Life  by Matthew the Poor.  All three quotes might be 

considered practical aspects of praying. 

 

“If you insist on not praying until you are freed from distractions, you 

will never pray; for distracting thoughts decline and disappear when 

we persist in prayer itself.  He who seeks perfection before action and 

labor will achieve nothing.”   (St. Isaac the Syrian in  Orthodox Prayer Life, p 194) 
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Again, when we consider that our life itself should be an offered prayer to God, there is 

no time in which prayer to God is inappropriate. 

And as St. Isaac noted above if we wait until there are no 

distractions or no reasons not to pray, we will never pray.  A similar 

notion is if we pray only when we “feel like it”, we may find 

ourselves never praying at all.  Prayer is not a feeling.  And prayer is 

part of the spiritual warfare we engage in, which means sometimes 

we have to do battle with our situation or circumstances or even 

with ourselves in order to get ourselves to pray. 

“God does not demand of man not to have thoughts at all passing 

through his mind while praying.  Rather he demands that man 

pays no attention to them or relish them.  And you, brother, do not aspire not to have 

your thought distracted at all, but transform it from an evil to a righteous thought.  So 

if your mind is occupied with divine matters, this is a higher degree of prayer, but the 

mind cannot always be occupied with contemplating God except by frequent 

prayers.”   (St. Isaac the Syrian in  Orthodox Prayer Life, pp 194-195) 

 

There are many demands on most of us during the day, 

and these thoughts and concerns don’t leave us just 

because we are praying, but we can learn to put all of 

these extraneous thoughts, even ones that actually are 

important, into perspective so that we can pray – and 

offer them up in prayer too.  We can transform our 

worries into prayer, we can transform our thoughts and 
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plans into thanksgiving to God and to petition to Him to bless and guide us. 

All the daily things that crowd into our minds, and the quote above from St. Isaac, 

brought to my mind another quote, this one from  J.R.R. Tolkien in his book, The 

Fellowship of the Ring. 

 

“I wish it need not have happened in my time,” said Frodo. 

 

“So do I,” said Gandalf, “and so do all who live to see such times.  

But that is not for them to decide. All we have to decide is what to 

do with the time that is given us.” 

 

We have to decide what to do with the time that is given us to pray!  We do not get to 

determine all of the events that may impinge upon our lives, but we do decide what we 

will do with the time given to us. 

“However, a man may forget the goal of the 

spiritual life he lives in God.  He can lose sight 

of the purpose of prayer.  This is a serious 

sign that his prayer is in danger of being 

confined to a narrow scope, namely, the 

concerns of the self.  Prayer is thus destined to shrink and cease to progress or 

grow.   This is so even though the motives remain sound.”  (Matthew the 

Poor,  Orthodox Prayer Life, p 265) 

Remember, praying puts us in the presence of God and makes 

God present in our lives and in a special way in the world.  Prayer 

is not selfish and self-centered, nor is it about self-love.  Prayer is 

about getting beyond the limits of self and entering into God’s 

love.  It is emptying the self in order to allow God to enter into 

our lives. 

“Purify me from all taint of flesh and spirit. Teach me to pray 

aright. Bless this day which you give unto me, your unworthy 

servant. By the power of your blessing enable me at all times to speak and act to your 

glory with a pure spirit, with humility, patience, love, gentleness, peace, courage and 
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wisdom: aware always of your presence.”   (Archimandrite Sophronios, Prayer Book – 

In Accordance with the Tradition of the Eastern Orthodox Church) 
 

Praying (V) 

Posted on July 16, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 17th blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is 

“Why Pray?” and the previous blog is Praying (IV). 

 

And the Lord Jesus taught:  “And when you pray, you must not be like the 

hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and at the street 

corners, that they may be seen by men. Truly, I say to you, they have received 

their reward.  But when you pray, go into your room and shut the door and 

pray to your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will 

reward you.”  (Matthew 6:5-6) 

 

 

Interestingly, fairly early on in the Orthodox tradition, the interpretation of Matthew 

6:5-6 which unfolded in the monastic tradition moved away from a literal reading of this 

text, and began to see the text as speaking about going spiritually inward – into our 

hearts – rather than as to referring to physically  closing ourselves into some private 

room or a closet.  This is the interpretation that became common among the men and 
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women who devoted their lives to prayer as monks and nuns.  Those who spent the most 

time in prayer came to think Jesus was talking about entering into our hearts and then 

closing the doors of the heart to all sins and distractions. 

“Before all things we ought most carefully to observe the 

gospel precept, which tells us to enter into our chamber and 

shut the door and pray to our Father.  This may be fulfilled 

by us as follows:  We pray within our chamber when, 

removing our hearts inwardly from the din of all thoughts 

and anxieties, our prayers are disclosed in secret, in the 

closest intercourse to the Lord. 

We pray with closed doors when with closed lips and 

complete silence we pray to him who searches not words but 

hearts.  We pray in secret when with heart and fervent mind 

we disclose our petitions to God alone, so that no hostile 

powers are even able to discover the character of our petitions.” (Abba Isaac – 7th Cent 

– in  Orthodox Prayer Life, p 200) 

 

Of course the monastic tradition (monos – alone, one) emphasizes the individuals 

spiritual warfare through prayer and fasting.  But the notion of going into our hearts 

rather than into some private room to pray, means that we can pray anywhere at any 

time if we have that ability to concentrate and withdraw from the din and allurement of 

the world around us. 

Praying in one’s heart though also caused 

other questions to be asked about 

whether we even need the liturgical 

services.  If I can pray anywhere, do I 

need a church, the liturgy, other 

Christians? 

“…Theophylact (d. 1108AD):  ‘Should I 

not then pray in church?  Indeed I 
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should, but with a right mind and not for show.  For it is not the place which harms 

prayer, but the manner and intent with which we pray. For many who pray in secret 

do so to impress others.”   (Dale Allison, THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT, p112) 

 

Theophylact takes the command to pray in private to the logical 

extreme and rhetorically asks – then should I not pray in church if 

I’m to pray alone in my closet?  He then returns to Christ’s teaching 

in Matthew 5:5-6 to warn against praying for show and to impress 

others.  Theophylact then takes that notion of praying for show a 

step further:  it is even possible to pray in secret in order to impress 

others!  One can announce one’s intention and make sure that 

everyone knows how much time one spends in prayer. The spiritual 

reality of praying or talking about prayer in order to draw attention 

to yourself is you have lost the focus of prayer.  Prayer is to bring us in communion with 

God.  When we pray to impress others, we don’t stand in the presence of God but ignore 

God in the effort to get others to notice us.  Theophylact notes the wisdom: it is not the 

place where you pray which harms prayer.  You can pray in church or in your private 

prayer closet in a godly fashion, or you can pray in either place with wrong intent.  Jesus 

wasn’t sanctifying a space – your private prayer closet.  Rather he was speaking against 

praying for show, or praying to attract attention to yourself, or praying to impress others 

with how holy you are.  Interpreting Jesus requires wisdom, not just a literal reading of 

the text.  One can turn one’s prayer corner into a shrine to impress others rather than 

into that place where you humble yourself before the Lord. 

“Whether you pray with brethren or alone, try to pray not simply as a routine, 

but with conscious awareness of your prayer. ‘Conscious awareness of prayer is 

concentration accompanied by reverence, compunction and distress of soul as it 

confesses its sin with inward sorrow.’” (Evagrius the Solitary - d. 

399AD, Prayer Book – In Accordance with the Tradition of the Eastern 

Orthodox Church , kindle Loc. 3431-34) 
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Evagrius also points out that it is not your 

location which determines the power of the 

prayer, nor whether you pray alone or with 

others.  It is the inner chamber of the heart 

which matters.  It matters what is in our hearts 

and whether we daily spend time in repentance, 

fulfilling the first teaching of Christ – Repent for 

the Kingdom of heaven is at hand and believe in 

the Gospel  (Mark 1:15).  When in prayer we 

realize the presence of our Lord, the natural 

reaction is to repent! 

 

Praying (VI) 

Posted on July 18, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 18th blog in a series exploring various aspects 

of “prayer.”  The first blog is “Why Pray?” and the 

previous blog isPraying (V). 

Another way we learn from the Tradition that prayer 

was not viewed as merely technique or as a mechanical 

following of rules comes from monastic texts such as 

the following: 

“It can happen that when we are at prayer some 

brothers come to see us.  Then we have to choose, either to interrupt our prayer 

or to sadden our brother by refusing to answer him.  But love is greater than 

prayer.  Prayer is one virtue amongst others, whereas love contains them 

all.  (John Climacus – d. 649AD…)”     (Olivier Clement, THE ROOTS OF 

CHRISTIAN MYSTICISM, p 279) 

 

The Tradition teaches, “Love is greater than prayer.”  We are never to use prayer as an 

excuse for not serving or loving or giving to another.  Love is our normal activity as a 

Christian.  Prayer is to be an act of love. 
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We should not lose sight of the fact that the notion that “love is greater than prayer” is 

coming from the monastic tradition – coming from men and women who completely 

devoted their lives to prayer. 

 

Martha, Christ, Mary 

Being a Christian, following Christ, cannot be reduced to simply following laws, rules 

and regulations.   The main law of Christ, that of love for God and then love for 

neighbor, rules everything including our prayer life.  Prayer is an outgrowth of the love 

that is to govern us all. 

We need to remember that mastering a technique of prayer will never be sufficient for 

salvation if we have not love.  If I become a master of prayer techniques but have not 

love, I have nothing (see 1 Corinthians 13). 

 

“If while you are singing a song of prayer to God, one of your brethren knocks at the 

door of your cell, do not opt for the work of prayer rather than that of love and ignore 

your brother, for so to act would be alien to God.  God desires love’s mercy, not the 

sacrifice of prayer (cf Hos 6:6).  Rather, put aside the gift of prayer and speak with 

healing love to your brother.  Then with tears and a contrite heart once more offer 

your gift of prayer to the Father of the spiritual powers, and a righteous spirit will be 

renewed within you (cf Matt 5:23-24; Ps 51:10,17).”  (Nikitas Stithatos – d. 

1090AD, THE PHILOKALIA  Vol 4, pp 128-129) 
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While the desert tradition advocated monks engaging in 

prayer while they did the work necessary for their own 

survival, there was work in which the monks  should not 

engage when they were dedicating themselves 

specifically to prayer. 

“It is not proper for anyone to engage in any accessory 

work, or rather distraction, during the time of prayer. 

For the angel who attended Antony the Great taught 

him this clearly.”  (St. John Climacus – ,  Prayer Book – 

In Accordance with the Tradition of the Eastern 

Orthodox Church , kindle Loc. 3513-15)   

 

 

The tension between following a prayer rule and fully 

loving others reminds me of some humorous wisdom 

I mention in a previous blog:  The Right Time for 

Prayer.  I’ll repeat the story here as it is apropos: 

 

Igor and Ivan were doing landscape work around 

the church.  Igor sits down to take a break and lights 

up a cigarette.   Igor says to Ivan,  “Do you think it is 

alright to smoke when praying?” 

Ivan replies, “I don’t know.  Why don’t you ask the priest?” 

So Igor finds the priest and asks, “Father, may I smoke while I pray?” 

The priest replies, “Igor, how could you  ask such a question!  Of course 

not!  That would be offensive to God; It is a sin to smoke while you are praying.” 

Igor goes back to Ivan and tells him what the priest told him. 

Ivan says, “I’m not surprised. You asked the wrong question. Let me try.” 
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And so Ivan goes up to the priest and asks, “Father, may I pray while I smoke?” 

The priest looked with fondness on the thoughtfulness of Ivan and replied, “Of 

course!   It is always the right time to pray – whatever you are doing, it is never 

the wrong time to say a prayer.” 

Praying (VII) 

Posted on July 20, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 19th blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is 

“Why Pray?” and the previous blog is Praying (VI). 

 

 

Holy Father Abraham 

The Tradition governing attitudes towards prayer and guiding how to pray is quite 

ancient in Christian history.  Very early on Christians saw themselves as men and 

women of prayer.  They believed that to be human was to be a person of prayer.  They 

believed humans were created to be priests of God: our task was to consecrate the earth 

to God.  That is the role Adam and Eve lost by choosing their own sinful way rather than 

living in love and obedience to God.  In Christ, humanity is restored to its role as 

microcosm and mediator of the universe.  We are again able to offer up to God our 

prayers as priests on behalf of the entire creation. 

Here is a quote from Origen (d. ca 254AD).  Origen died as a Christian martyr.  He was 

arguably the greatest Christian biblical commentator of the 3rd Century.  He was a 

creative writer and his speculations were in later generations condemned as 

heretical.  But he also left volumes of insightful Christian teachings and his writings 

minus his speculations were influential in later generations of Patristic writers.   Here he 

comments on prayer: 

http://frted.wordpress.com/2012/07/20/praying-vii/
http://frted.wordpress.com/author/bobosht/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2012/06/13/why-pray/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2012/07/18/praying-vi/
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Origen


 

Saint Joseph 

“’Certainly there are countless attitudes of the body, but that in which we stretch 

out our hands and lift our eyes to heaven is to be preferred for expressing with the 

body the dispositions of the soul during prayer.  

That at least is the way we should act when there are no obstacles.  

But circumstances may lead us to pray sitting down, for example when we have a 

pain in the legs; or even in bed because of fever.  

For the same reason, if for example we are on board ship or if our business does 

not allow us to withdraw to perform our duty in regard to prayer, it is possible to 

pray without taking up any particular outward attitude.  

 

 

St. Andrew of Crete 

In regard to kneeling for prayer, this is essential when we are accusing 

ourselves of our sins before God and entreating him to heal and absolve us.  

It symbolizes the prostration and humility of which Paul speaks when he writes: 

“for this reason I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every family in 

heaven and on earth is named.” (Ephesians 3:14)  



That is spiritual kneeling, so called because every creature adores God in the 

name of Jesus and prostrates itself humbly before him.  

The Apostle seems to be alluding to this when he says: “At the name of Jesus 

every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth” 

(Philippians 2:10).  

 

As for the place, you should realize that every place is suitable 

for prayer . . .   

however, in order to pray undisturbed it is possible to choose a 

particular place in one’s house, if practicable, as a kind of 

hallowed spot, and to pray there.’  (Origen…)” 

(Olivier Clement, THE ROOTS OF CHRISTIAN MYSTICISM, p 

196) 

 

It is true that we are to pray without ceasing, but to achieve that 

we have to set aside time consciously and conscientiously to pray. 

Praying (VIII) 

Posted on July 24, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 20th blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is 

“Why Pray?” and the previous blog is Praying (VII). 

 

One word frequently associated with prayer in the Orthodox Tradition is fervent.  Even 

in some liturgical books one of the litanies of the services is called the Fervent Litany or 

theLitany of Fervent Supplication. 

 

St. Theophan the Recluse (d. 1894AD) says: 

 

 

Touching a rhino for the first time 
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“You must never regard any spiritual work as firmly established, and this is 

especially true of prayer; but always pray as if beginning for the first time.  When 

we do a thing for the first time, we come to it fresh and with a new-born 

enthusiasm.  If, when starting to pray, you always approach it as though you had 

never yet prayed properly, and only now for the first time wished to do so, you will 

always pray with a fresh and lively zeal.  And all will go well.  If you are not 

successful in your prayer, do not expect success in anything.  It is the root of 

all.”   (in THE ART OF PRAYER, p 74) 

 

St. John Cassian (d. 435AD) writes: 

 

“Prayer, if it is to be fervent and pure, demands that the following be observed. 

First, there must be a complete removal of all concern for 

bodily things.  Then not just the worry but even the memory 

of any business or worldly affair must be banished from 

within ourselves.  Calumny, empty talk, nattering, low-grade 

clowning – suchlike must be cut out.  Anger and the 

disturbance caused by gloominess are especially to be 

eradicated.  The poisonous tinder of carnal desire and avarice 

must be pulled out by the roots.  … 

So therefore before we pray we must hasten to drive from our heart’s sanctuary 

anything we would not wish to intrude on our prayers, and all this so that we 

might do as the apostle bids us: ‘Pray ceaselessly’ (1 Thess 5:17).  But we will not 

be able to fulfill this injunction unless the mind within us is cleansed of the 

contagion of sin, is devoted to virtue as its natural good, and feeds continuously 

on the contemplation of the all-powerful God.”  (Conferences, pp 102-103) 

 

Father Yelchaninov (d. 1934AD) said: 

 

“To pray fervently is given by God.  To pray as well as we 

can is within our own power.  So let us offer to God this 

weak, insufficient, dry prayer, as the only one we are 

capable of, like the mite of the widow in the Gospel.  And 

‘God’s strength will flood thy impotence; and the prayer 

that is dry and distracted but frequent and resolute, 

having become a habit, having grown to be thy second nature, will turn into a 
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prayer meritorious, luminous, full of flame.’ (Mark the Ascetic)”  (in TREASURY 

OF RUSSIAN SPIRITUALITY, p 479) 

 

St. John of Kronstadt (d. 1908) writes: 

“Thus prayer may become either a house built on 

sand or a house built on a rock.  Those build on sand 

who pray without faith, absently, coldly; such prayer 

is scattered of itself, and does not bring any profit to 

him who prays; those build on a rock who, during 

the whole time of their prayer, have their eyes fixed 

upon God, and pray to Him as to a living person, conversing face to face with 

them.”  (MY LIFE IN CHRIST, p 12) 

 

A final thought about praying with zeal which also issues a challenge to us when we pray 

in time of adversity and our zeal for prayer wanes: 

“Be careful not to let your prayer become weaker than the pain 

of the cancer.”  (Archimandrite Zacharias, REMEMBER THY 

FIRST LOVE, p 351) 

 

There indeed are many forces at work in the world and many 

experiences that can overwhelm us.  Prayer can be a strength 

against those forces which would destroy us.  In prayer we place 

ourselves back in the presence of God, no matter what storms may 

be raging against us.   We need only remember the lesson of Peter 

at one moment glorious walking on water toward Christ, and the next sinking in total 

fear beneath the waves saved only by the presence of Christ (Matthew 14:22-33). 

 

Praying (IX) 

Posted on July 26, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 21st blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is 

“Why Pray?” and the previous blog is Praying (VIII). 
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In the wisdom of Holy Tradition, we encounter an idea which St. 

John Chrysostom repeats in several of his writings [see for 

example What is Prayer?  (VI)].  Taking his cues from how the 

world  was experienced in his day, Chrysostom contrasts how we can 

approach God in prayer with how the people of his day would go 

about seeking assistance from people of power in their society.   For 

in the 4th Century those seeking help from people in power needed to 

find advocates to intercede for them before the person of power, or they needed to bribe 

enough people to get the ear of the powerful.   For Chrysostom, the merciful God does 

not put between Himself and us layers of hierarchies which we have to weave through or 

beg for help in order to get access to the Lord God. 

 

 

Icon of the Parable of the Prodigal Son 

Chrysostom states that  the loving God hears our cries for help despite the din of noise 

that might be raised from all of those who think they are closer to God than us and who 

think they have a self-determined task to protect the holiness of God and keep others 

away from Him.  God is not unfair in His mercy nor does He follow human notions of 

favoritism.  God listens for and hears our prayers.  As Jesus taught in the parable of the 

prodigal son, the father was looking for his son and saw his saw coming even when the 

son was still at a great distance away (Luke 15:20). 

 

“When we entreat human beings for assistance, then we must meet with porters 

beforehand, entreat parasites and flatterers, and embark on a long 

journey.  However, where God is concerned, nothing of this sort is required; 

rather, you can beg him without the interventions of an intercessor and money, 

and He approves your supplication without expense.  It suffices for you simply 

to shout with the heart and offer tears, and he will immediately enter into your 
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soul and assist you.”  (St. John Chrysostom, ON REPENTANCE AND 

ALMSGIVING, p 51) 

 

Prayer is an act based in love – in God’s love for us His creatures, and His desire to hear 

our voice and bestow His love on us.  Prayer is an act of love on our parts for others and 

for all of God’s creation.  Christ taught us to love God and love neighbor, and to love 

others as He loved us.  This is the basis for our prayer. 

“When you pray, endeavor to pray more for others than for 

yourself alone, and during prayer represent to yourself all men as 

forming one body with yourself, and each separately as a member 

of the Body of Christ and your own member, ‘for we are members 

one of another.’  Pray for all as you would pray for yourself, with 

the same sincerity and fervor; look upon their infirmities and 

sicknesses as your own; their spiritual ignorance, their sins and 

passions, as your own; their temptations, misfortunes, and 

manifold afflictions as your own.  Such prayer will be accepted with great favor by the 

heavenly Father, that most gracious, common Father of all, with Whom ‘there is no 

respect of persons,’ ‘no shadow of alteration,’ that boundless Love that embraces and 

preserve all creatures.”   (St. John of Kronstadt in TREASURY OF RUSSIAN 

SPIRITUALITY, p 361) 

 

Prayer is a way for us to practice the love that Christ teaches us in the Gospel.  Prayer is 

an act of Christian love – or perhaps more accurately, prayer is an expression of who we 

are in Christ. If we follow St. Paul’s teaching, “let all you do be done in love” (1 

Corinthians 16:14), we realize prayer is an expression of our love for God, for others and 

for all of creation. 

 

“I have said that one of the problems which we must all face and solve is: 

where should I direct my prayer?  The answer I have suggested is that we 

should direct it at ourselves.  Unless the prayer which you intend to offer to 

God is important and meaningful to you first, you will not be able to present 

it to the Lord.  If you are inattentive to the words you pronounce, if your 

heart does not respond to them, of if your life is not turned in the same direction as 

your prayer, it will not reach out Godwards.  So the first thing is, as I said, to choose a 

prayer which you can say with all your mind, with all your heart and with all your 
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will – a prayer which does not necessarily have to be a great example of liturgical art, 

but which must be true, something which should not fall short of what you want to 

express.”     (Anthony Bloom,BEGINNING TO PRAY, p 26) 

 

Praying (X) 

Posted on July 28, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 22nd  blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is 

“Why Pray?” and the previous blog is Praying (IX). 

 

Christ began His ministry by calling people to repentance: 

“Repent, for the kingdom 

of heaven has come near” 

 

(Matthew 4:17).  So naturally in the Orthodox prayer tradition 

repentance is a foundation for one’s self understanding and 

relationship to God.  Repentance is the basis for our prayer life.  God 

the Father sent His Son into the world to save us from sin and death.  We enter into that 

salvation through repentance – by admitting we are in fact sinners who are being 

drowned by our sinfulness and in need of being saved.  We stand in the presence of God 

as sinners, knowing our sinfulness and admitting our need for God’s forgiveness. 

“The prayer of the sinner, whose heart is broken and humbled by remorse at the 

memory of his faults and failings, is better than the prayer of a boasting 

righteous man who is puffed up by conceit, who rides the horse of pride, and 

who conducts himself haughtily because he [seems to] stand firmly on the 

spiritual level.  When a sinner becomes aware of his failings and begins to 

repent, he is righteous.  When a righteous man becomes aware of his 

righteousness and his conscience is persuaded of it, he is a sinner.”  (St. Isaac the 

Syrian, THE ASCETICAL HOMILIES, p 424) 
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Icon of the Publican & Pharisee 

Obviously in the above quote from St. Isaac, we recognize the parable of the Publican 

and the Pharisee (Luke 18:9-14).   That parable Jesus told about two men who went up 

to the temple to pray.  And while we are to imitate the Publican’s tears, it is not merely 

an external imitation of behavior we are aiming for.  It is a whole lot easier to bend our 

knees in prayer than to bend our stiff necks or humble our hardened hearts before 

God.  We can even repeat the same words as the Publican but not mean them.  The 

bending of the knee is an outward sign of our repentance, but it is the Publican’s heart 

we are to imitate, or that of the prodigal son when he came to his senses. 

 

“For it is not the falling on one’s knees nor the placing of ourselves in an 

attitude of prayer, which is important and pleasing in the Scriptures, 

while our thoughts wander far from God, but rather the giving of the soul 

to prayer after rejecting all idleness of thought and every undue 

preoccupation with the body.”  (St. Gregory of Nyssa, ASCETICAL 

WORKS, p 154) 

 

“Undue preoccupation with the body” is another way of saying that prayer is not all 

about technique: standing ot kneeling, clasped hands or raised hands.  Prayer is being in 

God’s presence with all our soul, heart, mind and strength. 

 

“When you are praying, watch over yourself so that not only your 

outward man prays, but your inward one also.  Though you be 

sinful beyond measure, still pray.  Do not heed the Devil’s 

provocation, craftiness, and despair, but overcome and conquer his 

wiles.  Remember the abyss of the Savior’s mercy and love to 

mankind.  The devil will represent the Lord’s face to you as terrible unmerciful, 
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rejecting your prayer and repentance; but remember the Savior’s own words, full of 

every hope and boldness for us: “Him that comes to me, I will in no wise cast out’; and 

‘Come unto Me, all ye that labor and are heavy laden’ – with sins and iniquities, and 

wiles and calumnies of the devil – ‘and I will give you rest.’” (St. John of Kronstadt, MY 

LIFE IN CHRIST, p 162) 

 

God is merciful and accepts our repentance.  Too often we feel such shame or fear that 

we want to hide our sins from God, but the angels in heaven rejoice when we finally 

admit to our sins and decide to change our way of life (Luke 15:7, 10).  We can’t hide our 

sins from God, but we can admit to them before Him, being honest, and then 

receiving from Him His mercy. 

 

I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than 

over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance. 

 

Want to bring joy to heaven?   Then confess your sins and repent!   We pray almost at 

every Orthodox service “that we might spend the remaining time of our life in peace 

and repentance.”   This is not merely a pious wish but rather is to be our way of life. 

 

 

Praying (XI) 

Posted on July 30, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 23rd  blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is 

“Why Pray?” and the previous blog is Praying (X). 

Prayer means reconciliation with God.  This in turn implies that 

there is a proper attitude for approaching God in prayer: humility, 
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admitting one’s sins, seeking God’s forgiveness, repenting and thus making the effort to 

change one’s heart and way of life. 

 “Do not neglect prayer: it is then in particular that God will be reconciled with you 

when you on your own account appeal to him, when you present a mind purified, 

thoughts that are alert, when you do not make idle petitions, as many people do, their 

tongue saying the words while their soul wanders in every direction—through the 

house, the marketplace, the city streets.”  (St. John Chrysostom, OLD TESTAMENT 

HOMILIES Vol 3, p 60) 

Prayer means reconciliation with your enemies. Abraham Lincoln is credited with 

saying, “The best way to destroy an enemy is to make him a friend.”  If we can reconcile 

to others, we can eliminate our enemies! 

 

In prayer we bring ourselves to pray for the world, including those 

who have offended us or whom we don’t particularly like. 

“Abba Zeno said, ‘If a man wants God to hear his prayer quickly, 

then before he prays for anything else, even his own soul, when he 

stands and stretches out his hands towards God, he must pray 

with all his heart for his enemies. Through this action God will 

hear everything that he asks.’“ (The Sayings of the Desert 

Fathers,  Prayer Book – In Accordance with the Tradition of the Eastern Orthodox 

Church , kindle Loc. 3662-65) 

 

Prayer is an action we are to do at all times and places.  We are to pray unceasingly, and 

we do this if we constantly remember God.  When we become so involved in our daily 

lives that we forget God, then we forget to pray as well. 

 

St. Maria Skobtsova 
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“Those who desire to free themselves from their corruption ought to pray not 

merely from time to time but at all times; they should give themselves always to 

prayer, keeping watch over their intellect even when outside places of prayer. 

When someone is trying to purify gold, and allows the fire of the furnace to die 

down even for a moment, the material which he is purifying will harden again. 

So, too, a man who merely practices the remembrance of God from time to time 

loses through lack of continuity what he hopes to gain through his prayer. It is a 

mark of one who truly loves holiness that he continually burns up what is 

worldly in his heart through practicing the remembrance of God, so that little 

by little evil is consumed in the fire of this remembrance and his soul completely 

recovers its natural brilliance with still greater glory.”  (St Diadochos of 

Photiki, THE PHILOKALIA , Kindle Loc. 8687-96) 

 

Praying (XII) 

Posted on August 1, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 24th blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is 

“Why Pray?” and the previous blog is Praying (XI). 

 

The practice of remembering the acts of God is central to Orthodox communal 

worship.  At each Divine Liturgy we remember the saving acts of God, and give thanks 

for them.  Remembering the saving deeds which God has done to bring us up to heaven 

is not a search into the distant past history, but rather makes God in His saving deeds 

present in our lives here and now.  This is also accomplished on each Feast Day and in 

all of the sacraments of the Church. 
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Remembering God at every moment of our 

lives is a TASK for each of us who claim God 

as our Father.  It is a task – work, requires 

expending energy – because we do not 

readily keep God in our daily focus.  This 

has been a serious and sinful failure of the 

people of God through history:  for example 

meditate on Psalm 106 paying attention to 

the words “remember” and “forget”.  The task of remembering requires us to strive to 

drive out all extraneous thoughts and to focus on God.  Just remembering God daily is 

hard work!  It is taking up the cross daily, but it is also an act of love and therefore not a 

heavy burden but a task that uplifts us. 

“This is the true foundation of prayer: keeping watch over your own thoughts 

and giving yourself to prayer in great tranquility, in great peace, in such a way 

as not to disturb others . . . You will then have to wage war on your own 

thoughts and cut back their rampant growth . . . push ahead towards God, 

refrain from doing as your thoughts would have you do, but on the contrary 

lead them back from their dispersion.”   (Olivier Clement,THE ROOTS OF 

CHRISTIAN MYSTICISM, pp 169-170) 

 

The task of remembering God is 

hard work, and not just because 

of evil or sin.  There are endless 

distractions in our modern 

entertainment-driven culture 

which are competing for our 

attention.  The desire for 

pleasure, for escape, for entertainment and for fulfilling one’s ‘wants’, all take our minds 

away from God.  Which is not to say that these things must turn our minds away from 

God, they could make us thankful to Him.  But often we pursue them for what they do 

for us with little regard for how we might serve God through the blessings He bestows 

on us. When we engage in self love rather than true love for the other, we are distracted 

from God. 
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Remembering God does not require us to go searching for 

Him in the heavens or in the future coming Kingdom.  We 

remember God in our own hearts right here and right now 

for the kingdom of God is within us (Luke 17:21).  We can 

encounter God in the poor and needy, Christ’s least brothers 

and sisters. 

“When you pray to the Father and the Son and the Holy 

Ghost—to the one God in the Trinity – do not seek Him 

outside yourself, but contemplate Him within, as dwelling 

in you, entirely penetrating and knowing you.  ‘Know ye 

not that ye are the temple of God, and that the Spirit of God dwells in you?” (1 Cor 

3:16).  ‘And I will walk among you, and will be your God’ (Lev 26:12).  ‘I will dwell in 

them, and walk in them, and I will be their God, and will be a Father unto you (2 Cor 

6:16, 18).”  (St. John of Kronstadt,MY LIFE IN CHRIST Part 2, p 195) 

 

 

Judas betrays Jesus with a kiss 

Remembering God constantly means setting aside other things which are on our minds, 

including the ways in which others failed us or offended us. 

“(St.) Makarios  (d. 392AD) teaches us another important lesson regarding the 

wrongs done to us by another. As noted above, he advocates in their place a 

constant remembrance of God: ‘If we keep remembering the wrongs which men 

have done to us, we destroy the power of the remembrance of God.’ To meditate 

on the wrongs of others is to create a major obstacle to prayer. Prayer should 
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become the primary and constant activity of all that we do in life. Prayer is not 

something we say from time to time, but something we are to be all the 

time.”  (Gary M. Burge and Brad Nassif, Bringing Jesus to the Desert, 

Kindle,  Loc. 803-6) 

 

Praying (XIII) 

Posted on August 3, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 25th blog in a series exploring various aspects of 

“prayer.”  The first blog is “Why Pray?” and the previous blog 

is Praying (XII). 

Our Lord Jesus Christ taught regarding prayer: 

“And when you pray, …  do not heap up empty phrases as 

the Gentiles do; for they think that they will be heard for 

their many words.  Do not be like them, for your Father 

knows what you need before you ask him.”   (Matthew 6:5-8) 

St. John Climacus (d. 649AD) says: 

 

 

The Wise Thief 

“When you are praying, don’t rack your brains to find words.  On many occasions 

the simple, monotonous stammering of children has satisfied their Father who is in 

heaven. 

Don’t bother to be loquacious lest the mind is bewildered in thesearch for 

words.  The tax-collector gained the Lord’s forgiveness with a single sentence, and 

a single word charged with faith was the salvation of the robber. 

Loquacity in prayer often fills the head with foolish fancies and provokes 

distractions.  Brevity on the other hand—sometimes only one word is enough – in 
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general favours recollection.”  (in DRINKING FROM THE HIDDEN FOUNTAIN, p 

366-367) 

 

When we understand our life as prayer we realize prayer doesn’t require words.  We 

can call to mind the wondrous proclamation of Psalms 19: 

The heavens are telling the glory of God; 

and the firmament proclaims his handiwork. 

Day to day pours forth speech, 

and night to night declares knowledge. 

There is no speech, nor are there words; 

their voice is not heard; 

yet their voice goes out through all the earth, 

and their words to the end of the world. 

 

The entire cosmos is proclaiming the glory of God without using any verbiage: 

its very existence proclaims the glory of the Holy Trinity.  We can join in this 

eternal praise by remembering God continually and recognizing we always 

stand in His presence.  And we are reminded of this in the Akathist: “Glory to 

God for All Things.” 

 

“What sort of praise can I give you? I have never heard 

the song of the cherubim, a joy reserved for the spirits 

above. But I know the praises that nature sings to you. 

In winter, I have beheld how silently in the moonlight 

the whole earth offers you prayer, clad in its white 

mantle of snow, sparkling like diamonds. 

I have seen how the rising sun rejoices in you, how the 

song of the birds is a chorus of praise to you. I have 

heard the mysterious murmurings of the forests about 

you, and the winds singing your praise as they stir the 

waters. I have understood how the choirs of stars 

proclaim your glory as they move forever in the depths 

of infinite space. What is my poor worship? All nature obeys you, I do not. Yet 

while I live, I see your love, I long to thank you, pray to you, and call upon your 
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name…”   (Prayer Book – In Accordance with the Tradition of the Eastern Orthodox 

Church, Kindle Loc. 2705-10) 

 

St. John of Kronstadt (d. 1908) writes: 

“When praying, keep to the rule that it is better to 

say five words from the depth of your heart than 

ten thousand words with your tongue only.  When 

you observe that your heart is cold and prays 

unwillingly, stop praying and warm your heart by 

vividly representing to yourself either your own 

wickedness, your spiritual poverty, misery, and 

blindness, or the great benefits which God bestows 

every moment upon you and all mankind, 

especially upon Christians, and then pray slowly 

and fervently.  If you have not time to say all the 

prayers, it does not matter, and you will receive 

incomparably greater benefit from praying fervently and not hurriedly than if you 

had said all your prayers hurriedly and without feeling: ‘I had rather speak five 

words with understanding.. than ten thousand words in a 

tongue.’”      (in TREASURY OF RUSSIAN SPIRITUALITY, p 360) 

 

St. Luke in his Gospel tells us that Jesus in fact taught a short prayer to  His 

Twelve  Disciples: 

Jesus was praying in a certain place, and when he ceased, one of his 

disciples said to him, “Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples.” 

And he said to them, “When you pray, say: “Father, hallowed be your name. 

Your kingdom come. Give us each day our daily bread; and forgive us our 

sins, for we ourselves forgive every one who is indebted to us; and lead us 

not into temptation.”    (Luke 11:1-4) 
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For What Should We Pray? 

Posted on August 6, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 26th blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is 

“Why Pray?” and the previous blog is Praying (XIII). 

 

“The aim of prayer is so that we should acquire from it love of God, for in prayer 

are to be found all sorts of reasons for loving God.”  (THE WISDOM OF ST ISAAC 

OF NINEVEH, p 22) 

 

We are to love God with all our soul, heart, mind and 

strength, this is the first commandment in the teachings of 

Jesus Christ, and is also the heart of Torah.   Therefore it is a 

worthy request in prayer to petition God and seek His help to 

teach us how to love Him.   It is in asking God to help turn our 

hearts to Him in love that we come to realize love is not an 

emotional response to God but rather is something we must 

choose or will to happen.  This is agape love which is not infatuation nor romantic 

but is steadfast and abiding, a love which we bring with us into every situation and 

which is not altered by time or place.  It is neither fickle or fleeting as an emotion but 

is steadfast.  It is not a reaction to things, but a chose way of acting toward God or 

others.  Love is a commandment (John 13:34) from Christ we are to obey!  It is in 

Christ commanding us to love that we again realize love is not merely an emotional 

reaction but rather something we must willfully choose. 

 

This love of God which we seek is the corollary to standing in God’s presence.  They 

are intertwined experiences.   They help us to understand that prayer does not 
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reduce God to a genie, maid, magician or change Him into Santa Claus.  As retired 

Archbishop Lazar critically points out: 

“This is how inane and degenerate the concept of prayer 

has become.  If there is no economic or material benefit to 

it, why bother to pray?  We pray for material things, we 

pray that we will not have to suffer and endure anything 

in this life, even though Christ directly promised us that 

His true followers would have to endure much.  For many, 

prayer life has turned into a form of egotism, a self-

satisfaction, a self-endorsement, a plea for instant 

gratification.   …   We do not have to pray in order to 

inform God, to let Him know something He does not 

know.  We pray in order to draw ourselves closer to God, 

because we really cannot know someone that we do not talk to…”  (Archbishop 

Lazar Puhalo, FREEDOM TO BELIEVE,  pp 93-94) 

 

Thus there is a right and wrong way to pray as well as appropriate and inappropriate 

things for which to ask in prayer.  Prayer is not mostly about asking God for things 

or miracles or meeting our needs. 

Prayer lifts us up to God, puts us in a relationship to the Holy 

Trinity.  In as much as God created us to be relational beings and 

not alienated, autonomous singularities, prayer helps us to become 

true human beings created in God’s image and likeness, created to 

live in loving relationships.  Prayer restores our awareness of our 

relationship to and dependence on our Creator as it goes against the 

effects of the ancestral sin.  Prayer leads to true communion with the 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  We become in the words of St. Peter, 

“partakers of the divine nature” (2 Peter 1:4).   Communion with God is thus what 

we are seeking foremost from prayer, but then in that context prayer can be fulfilled 

in many ways. 

 

“The work of prayer is one and the same for all, but there are many kinds of 

prayer and many different prayers. Some converse with God as with a 

friend and master, interceding with praise and petition, not for themselves 
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but for others. Some strive for greater (spiritual) riches and glory and for 

confidence in prayer. Others ask for complete deliverance from their 

adversary. Some beg to receive some kind of rank; others for complete 

forgiveness of debts. Some ask to be released from prison; others for 

remission from offences.”  (St. John Climacus   (d. 649AD),  Prayer Book – In 

Accordance with the Tradition of the Eastern Orthodox Church , kindle   Loc. 

2982-86) 

 

 

Prayer is a supremely sublime activity of ultimate meaning. 

 

Parable of the Wise and Foolish Virgins 

“Do not be foolish in the requests you make to God, otherwise you will insult 

God through your ignorance. Act wisely in prayer, so that you may become 

worthy of glorious things. Ask for things that are honourable from him who 

will not hold back, so that you may receive honour from him as a result of the 

wise choice your free will had made. Solomon asked for wisdom – and along 

with it he also received the earthly kingdom, for he knew how to ask wisely of 

the heavenly King, that is, for things that are important.” (St. Isaac of 
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Nineveh (7th C),Prayer Book – In Accordance with the Tradition of the Eastern 

Orthodox Church , kindle Loc. 3572-77) 

 

The things we ask of God also reflect our understanding of Him as Creator, Lord and 

Master of our lives and the entire universe. 

For What Should We Pray? (II) 

Posted on August 8, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 27th blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is 

“Why Pray?” and the previous blog is For What Should We Pray? 

 

 

Christ the Servant washing His disciples’ feet 

Prayer does not inform God about our needs.  Rather prayer establishes and 

maintains our relationship to our Lord, God and Creator.  It shapes and forms us. 

Prayer does not change God into our servant ordering Him to do our will, but 

teaches us that we the servants and He is the Lord upon whom we depend. 

“… they consider praying unnecessary; they say that God knows everything 

without our asking, and forget that it is said: ‘Ask, and it shall be given you; 

seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened unto you.’  (Matt 

7:7).  Our requests (prayers) are necessary expressly to strengthen our faith, 

through which alone can we be saved.” St. John of Kronstadt  – d. 

1908AD, MY LIFE IN CHRIST, p 13) 

 

Prayer serves to teach us our relationship to the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Prayer 

is not necessary for God, but is necessary for us for it defines both ourselves as 

humans and also our relationship with our Creator. 
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In prayer, we can bring up to God our most basic needs in life. 

“When you wish to eat or drink, call on the name of the Lord, and 

ask a blessing of Him for your food and drink, saying, ‘Lord, 

bless.’  And think here that you will taste and enjoy the good 

things of your Lord.  For everything that is God’s is good, as was 

said above,The earth is the Lord’s, and the fullness 

thereof(Ps 23:1).”   (St. Tikhon of Zadonsk – d. 

1783AD,JOURNEY TO HEAVEN, p 82) 

 

We can also ask for the greatest spiritual blessings. 

“In one place it is said that the Father ‘will give good things to those that ask 

Him’ (Matt. 7:11); elsewhere, that He will ‘give the Holy Spirit to those that 

ask Him’ (Luke 11:13). From this we learn that those who pray to God with 

steadfast faith in these promises receive not only remission of sins but also 

heavenly gifts of grace. The Lord promised these ‘good things’ not to the 

righteous but to sinners, saying: ‘If you then, being evil, know how to give 

good gifts to your children, how much more will your heavenly Father give 

the Holy Spirit to those that ask Him?’ (Luke 11:13). Ask, then, unremittingly 

and without doubting, however poor your efforts to gain holiness, however 

weak your strength; and you will receive great gifts, far beyond anything 

that you deserve.”  (St. John of Karpathos (7th Century?), The Philokalia, 

Kindle Loc. 9127-37) 

 

Prayer, even when we are not sure what words to say or what our real needs are, 

does place us in the presence of our Lord.  Conscsiously acknowledging the Lordship 

of God and standing in his presence is the beginning of communion with the Triune 

God. 

Metropolitan Philaret (d. 1867AD) of Moscow taught this prayer: 
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“O LORD, grant that I may greet the coming day in 

peace. Help me to rely on your holy will at every 

moment. In every hour of the day, reveal your will to 

me. Bless my time with all who surround me. Teach me 

to treat whatever may happen to me throughout the 

day with peace of soul and with firm conviction that 

your will governs all. In all my deeds and words, guide my thoughts and feelings. 

In unforeseen events, let me not forget that all is sent by you. Teach me to act 

firmly and wisely, without embittering or embarrassing others. Give me strength 

to bear the fatigue of the coming day with all that it will bring. Direct my will. 

Teach me to pray, and pray yourself in me. Amen.”   ( Prayer Book – In Accordance 

with the Tradition of the Eastern Orthodox Church ,  Kindle Loc. 159-64) 
 

 

For What Should we Pray (III) 

Posted on August 9, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 28th blog in a series exploring various aspects of 

“prayer.”  The first blog is “Why Pray?” and the previous blog 

is For What Should We Pray? (II). 

 

Because a primary purpose of prayer is to put us into our 

proper relationship to the Lord God, one of the outcomes of 

prayer is for us to accept the role of being God’s servants.  We pray not to see what 

we can get God to do for us, but in order to understand His will so that we can 

accomplish it.  Thus Jesus taught us to pray to God as Father and to say: “Thy will be 

done…”  We want God’s will be to be accomplished and we agree to be the doers of 

the eternal and loving will of the Holy Trinity. 

 

“The best sort of prayer is one that submits to the will of 

God.  One of the great events in the prayer life of Jesus is the 

situation where he is in the Garden of Gethsemane.  The end of his 

life is near.  When we see him praying, we hear him saying the 

words, ‘father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not 

my will, but yours be done.’  Jesus was one who constantly 
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surrendered to the will of God.” (John Mummert, ABIDING IN JESUS CHRIST, p 

29) 

 

Thus one of the main things for which we pray is that God’s will be done, and we 

offer ourselves to God as as servants willing to accomplish His plan. 

“Pray to obtain the gift of tears. 

Pray that the Lord may soften the hardness of your soul. 

Pray that the Lord may forgive the sins you confess to him. 

Don’t pray that what you want may come to pass.  It does not necessarily 

coincide with the will of God. 

Pray rather as you have been taught, saying: ‘Your will be done in me!’ 

Pray that the will of God may be done in everything.  He, in fact, wants what 

is good and useful for your soul, while you are not always seeking that and 

only that.”    (Evagrius of Pontus - d. 399AD – in DRINKING FROM THE 

HIDDEN FOUNTAIN, p 368) 

 

 

St. Paul preaching at Corinth 

Praying that God’s will be done does not mean abdicating our responsibilities in and 

for the good of creation and our fellow human beings.  We work with God for our 

salvation. We are not passive receptors of God’s grace but rather are energized by the 

Holy Spirit to work out our salvation.   There is a synergy not a blind determinism or 
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predestination at work.  God does not do for us those things we are supposed to do 

for ourselves,  for Him and/or for our neighbor. 

“God gives us strength but we must use it.  When, in our prayers, we ask God 

to give us strength to do something in His Name, we are not asking Him to 

do it instead of us because we are too feeble to be willing to do it for 

ourselves.  … He is not going to be crucified for you every day.  There is a 

moment when you must take up your own cross.  We must each take up our 

own cross, and when we ask something in our prayers, we undertake by 

implication to do it with all our strength, all our intelligence and all the 

enthusiasm we can put into our actions, and with all the courage and energy 

we have.  In addition, we do it with all the power which God will give us.  If 

we do not do this, we are wasting our time praying.”  (Anthony 

Bloom, BEGINNING TO PRAY, pp 35-36) 

 

Praying that God’s will be done is not a prayer that then advocates passivity while we 

wait to see what happens.  It is a prayer saying, “I am Your servant, help me to do 

your will.” 

For What Should we Pray? (IV) 

Posted on August 11, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 29th blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is 

“Why Pray?” and the previous blog is For What Should we Pray (III). 

 

Christ the High Priest 

Prayer is an act of love: for God and His gracious blessings, for our neighbors as well 

as our enemies, and for all of creation.  We humans were created by God to be 

priests, to offer up ourselves, each other and all of creation to God in 

http://www.amazon.com/Beginning-Pray-Anthony-Bloom/dp/0809115093/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1337112054&sr=1-1
http://frted.wordpress.com/2012/08/11/for-what-should-we-pray-iv/
http://frted.wordpress.com/author/bobosht/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2012/06/13/why-pray/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2012/08/09/for-what-should-we-pray-iii/


thanksgiving.  We were brought into existence to be mediators between creation and 

Creator: that is the very role we humans were to have in creation from the 

beginning.  That is what our dominion over creation was to be – before the Fall 

caused separation and enmity between ourselves and God, between male and 

female, between ourselves and others, between ourselves and the rest of creation. 

To pray for others is to return to our original God-given purpose as human beings. 

“Let us therefore supplicate Him . . . let us assist the needy with prayers of 

intercession.  The community of the Church can do much, if with a repented 

soul and contrite spirit, we offer up our prayers!  It is unnecessary to cross 

the ocean, or to undertake a long journey.  Let every man and woman and 

child, whether meeting together in Church, or remaining at home, call upon 

God with much earnestness, and He will doubtless accede to our 

petitions.”  (St. John Chrysostom - d. 407AD - in THROUGH THE YEAR 

WITH THE CHURCH FATHERS, p 179-180) 

 

To pray for others, to intercede before God for them, is to reclaim 

our natural position as relational beings, rather than as alienated 

and autonomous ones.  Intercessory prayer is the restoration of 

love in our souls as we accept our God-given relationship to the 

Creator and to His creation.   The monastics who formed 

communities for the express purpose of prayer and who arose 

prominently in Christianity in the 4th Century took upon 

themselves the ministry of intercession for the world.  It was a way in which they 

tried to restore humanity and humaneness to all people, the fallen, in the world. 

 

“In Christianity, from the 4th century onwards, this ministry of intercession 

tended to be concentrated in the prayers of the monks.  An Egyptian bishop 

of the time wrote to the hermits; ‘The universe is saved by your prayers; 

thanks to your supplications, the rain descends on the earth, the earth is 

covered in green, the trees are laden with fruit’ (Serapion of Thmuis - 4th C 

AD…).”     (Olivier Clement, ON HUMAN BEING, p 94) 

 

Monasticism in this way is an effort to recapture what it meant to be human for our 

ancestors Adam and Eve in the Garden of Paradise. 
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“The Church has always taught that Christians, by their active 

presence and their intercession, safeguard cosmic order and 

human society, and raise them to the status of offerings.  The 

most ancient ‘apology’ for Christianity that we know, that 

of Aristides (2nd C. AD), composed at the time of the first 

persecutions, plainly states, ‘Of this there is no doubt, that it is 

because of the intercession of Christians that the world 

continues to exist’ (XVI.6).  This notion has its roots in the Old 

Testament, where Abraham, by prodigious bargaining, secured the preservation of 

Sodom, provided there should be found in it only ten righteous men.  Christians are 

called to supply the righteous who were lacking Sodom.”  (Olivier Clement, ON 

HUMAN BEING, p 93) 

 

Praying for others, intercessory prayer, is an act of love and is a way to fulfill Christ’s 

command that we love one another as He loved us. 

“If you make a habit of praying for the salvation of others, God 

will give you an abundance of spiritual gifts, the gift of the Holy 

Spirit, who loves the soul that cares for the salvation of others, 

because He Himself wishes to save us all by every possible means, 

if only we do not oppose Him and do not harden our hearts. 

Prayer for others is very beneficial to the man himself who prays; 

it purifies the heart, strengthens faith and hope in God, and 

arouses love for God and our neighbor.”    ( St. John of Kronstadt - d. 1908AD – 

inTHROUGH THE YEAR WITH THE CHURCH FATHERS, p 178) 

 

Intercessory Prayer 

Posted on August 13, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 30th blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is 

“Why Pray?” and the previous blog is For What Should we Pray? (IV). 

 

In Orthodox spirituality the opposite of love is not really anger or 

hatred, but self-love.  True love is relational and directed toward 

the good of another.  ”God is love” (1 John 4:8) we are 

taught.  God’s goodness is other directed.  First, within the Holy 
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Trinity each of the Divine Persons, Father and Son and Holy Spirit, are eternally loving 

toward each other.  They are not narcissistic or solipsistic.  God eternally is love, which 

means each person of the Trinity always existed in relationship to each other and 

forever are directed in love toward each other.  Theology would say if God is love, God 

could never be a monad as there then would be nothing to love but Himself.  The Trinity 

reveals to us the manner in which God eternally is love: there always were other persons 

within the Godhead to love. 

 

Second, God is love in relationship to creation.  God has freely brought creation into 

existence in order to share the Trinitarian love with creatures beyond their mutually 

shared eternal and divine nature. 

 

Christ and his disciples feeding the thousands 

We are created in God’s image: we are created to be relational beings; we are created to 

love. 

“An old man used to say, ‘If thou hast prayed for thy companion thou hast 

also  prayed for thyself, but if thou hast prayed for thyself only thou has 

impoverished they petition…”  (E. Wallis Budge, THE PARADISE OF THE HOLY 

FATHERS  vol 2, p 229) 

 

Praying for others enriches our prayer life, and generates love in us for our neighbor and 

even our enemies.  This is not to say that we cannot pray for ourselves as well. 

“While you can and should ask for the intercession of others, you must also 

pray yourself.  This is how Chrysostom puts it: 

‘Even if we be in sins, and unworthy of receiving, let us not despair; knowing, 

that by assiduity of soul we shall be able to become worthy of the request.  Even 
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if we be unaided by advocate and destitute, let us not faint; knowing that it is a 

strong advocacy, the coming to God one’s self by one’s self with much 

eagerness.’”  (Stanley Harakas, OF LIFE AND SALVATION, p 126) 

 

Praying for ourselves does serve to direct our thoughts and 

our hearts and minds to God.  Thus even prayer for 

ourselves is relational and puts us into God’s presence.  But 

our prayer if based in love will move beyond our self, to 

concern for those around us.  Prayer helps us to get beyond 

the limit of self and to become part of something greater 

than an isolated and alienated being, and puts us in communion with our fellow human 

beings, with all of creation and with our Creator. 

“It pleases the Lord, the common Father of all, when we pray for each other 

willingly with faith and love, for He is Love, ready to forgive all for their mutual 

love.  The Holy Ghost said: ‘Pray one for another, that you may be healed.’ 

(James 5:16).  You see how pleasing to God, and how efficacious, is the prayer 

for one another.”  (St. John of Kronstadt  – d. 1908AD, MY LIFE IN CHRIST Part 

2, p 134) 

 

Intercessory prayer flows from the love which we have received from God.  Intercession 

is one way for us to fulfill Christ’s teaching that we are to love one another as He loved 

us (John 13:34-35).  In ancient Christianity, “one Christian was no 

Christian”  (Tertullian, d. ca 225AD) because to be a Christian meant to live in loving 

relationship with all other believers as to be a Christian by definition is to be baptized 

into Christ and to be a member of His Body, the Church.  To be a Christian is to imitate 

Christ, which means washing the feet of fellow disciples – being a servant to others -as 

we witness Christ doing on the night of His betrayal and arrest (John 13:1-20). 

 

“Our care and concerns for other people, for our country, for our planet, are not 

all empty, nor are they all selfish or egotistical.  This is demonstrated in the very 

powerful experience of bringing concerns to God in prayer.  This is not the 

intercession that starts out by pointing out what mistakes God is making in the 

running of the world, followed by a list of things we would like Him to do about 

it.  That practice is simply another aspect of the ego’s desire to control, an empty 

soul-less activity which leads us further away from God, even while we think 
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that because we are participating in something ‘religious’ 

we must be progressing in the other direction. 

 

Intercession is not a matter of telling God what to do, even 

with the best of possible intentions.  Nor is it a question of 

trying to change God’s mind about 

something.  Intercession is simply a matter of bringing the concerns of 

our own lives – friends, relatives, but also enemies and competitors – 

to the throne of God and leaving them there.  Any person and any 

subject can be brought to God. … We do not pray for specific outcomes, 

and we do not demand particular results, since to do so would place our own desires 

as the point of the prayer, whereas in reality the sole and entire aim of prayer is to 

discover the will of God.  It may seem rather obvious to state that we do not discover 

the will of God by simply repeating our own demands over and over 

again.”   (Archimandrite Meletios Webber, BREAD & WATER, WINE AND OIL , p 57) 
Intercessory Prayer (II) 

Posted on August 15, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 31
st
  blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is “Why Pray?” and the previous 

blog is Intercessory Prayer. 

“Do not pass any opportunity for praying for any man; either at his request or at the 

request of his relatives, friends, of those who esteem him, or of his acquaintances.  The 

Lord looks favorably upon the prayer of our love, and upon our boldness before 

him.  Besides this, prayer for others is very beneficial to the man himself who prays for 

others; it purifies the heart, strengthens faith and hope in God, and enkindles our love 

for God and our neighbor.”  (St. John of Kronstadt, MY LIFE IN CHRIST, p 202) 

St. Silouan (d. 1938AD) advocates that whenever we grieve for someone because of 

their problems, losses, failures or sins, we should not leave them to our pity or even 

compassion but should then be moved to pray for them.  Our feelings for others should 

move us to pray for them, to intercede with God to have mercy on them.  The drowning man is not saved by our 

compassion for him but by our taking action to save him.  The hungry man is not fed by our pity for him but by our 

giving him food.  So too our grief for others, a wonderful sign of a compassionate heart, becomes love when we are 

moved to pray for the one who has caused us to feel grief. 

< Icon of Christ at Dachau 

“… I realized that when the Lord gives us to grieve over someone, and the desire 

to pray for him, it means that the Lord would be gracious unto that 

man.  Therefore, if it befalls you to sorrow over anyone, you must pray for that 

person, because the Lord for your sake would be gracious unto him.  So do you 

pray then.  The Lord will hear you, and you will glorify God.”  (ST SILOUAN THE 

ATHONITE, p 494) 

Our concern and compassion for others often rises in our hearts just from the daily experiences of life we see others 

go through.  Realistically we know that we are not protected from all sorrows, we cannot avoid all grief, even through 
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prayer and fasting.  People while they were engaged in prayer, in churches, have been 

attacked and martyred.  So our prayers also must ask for the strength to endure suffering. 

 “The Christian life is to be lived amidst the trouble and the turmoil of life.  When we pray for 

others, it is proper to pray using this perspective.  We are not to pray that others escape from 

the problems and the cares of the world.  Rather, we are to pray that others may face life with 

courage, strength, and power.  The Christian life is not a life in which troubles are 

evaded.  Rather, the Christian life is a life where we face our problems and conquer them with 

the help of Christ.”  (John Mummert, ABIDING IN JESUS CHRIST, p 69) 

 

<  St. Gorazd of Prague (d. 1942) 

“The brethren said, ‘In what way ought we to pray before God?’  The old man said, ‘For the 

repentance of sinners, and the finding of the lost, and the bringing near of those who are afar 

off, and friendliness towards those who do us harm, and love towards those who persecute 

us, and a sorrowful care for those who provoke God to wrath.  And if a man doeth these 

things truly and with a penitent mind, the sinners will often gain life, and the living soul will be 

redeemed. … Now the prayer which our Lord delivered to us for the needs of the body is one 

which applieth the whole community, and it was not uttered for the sake of those who are 

strangers to the world, and with whom the pleasures of the body are held in contempt.”   (E. Wallis Budge, THE 

PARADISE OF THE HOLY FATHERS  vol 2, pp 333) 

Intercessory Prayer (III) 
Posted on August 16, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 32nd  blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is 

“Why Pray?” and the previous blog is Intercessory Prayer (II). 

 

St. John Chrysostom (d. 407AD), one of the most prolific of the Eastern 

Patristic writers, and also one of the favorites among Orthodox 

Christians, offers the following thoughts on intercessory prayer.  Like 

most of the early Fathers he did believe there was a correct way to pray as 

well as a wrong way.  Commenting on Psalm 141, he writes: 

 

“The  psalmist also produces such a cry, and hence says,Lord, I cried 

to you, hearken to me; and he asks to be heard for this reason: in my 

crying to you.  Note also another virtue of prayer: he asks to be heard not from the 

vehemence of his prayer but even from the offering of such a prayer as to be worthy of 

those unsleeping eyes.  Now, what kind of prayer is that?  Your praying not against 

your enemies, nor for wealth and material advantage, nor for influence and 

reputation, nor for anything passing, but for those unending and immortal 

things.  ‘Seek the Kingdom of god,’ Scripture says, remember, ‘and all these things will 
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be given to you as well.’   In my crying to you:  do you see how he wishes us also to 

call with zeal and enthusiasm? … 

 

 

St. Paul’s Escape from Damascus 

Aware of this then, we should throw up against him our zeal, and never pray 

against our enemies, but rather imitate the apostles.  They suffered countless 

calamities, remember, then were thrown into prison, and after risking the 

ultimate fate they had recourse to prayer in the words, ‘Have regard to their 

threats.’  And then what?  Surely they did not say, ‘Smash them,’ or ‘Kill them,’ 

as many people frequently say in calling down curses?  By no means.  Instead, 

what?   ‘Allow your servants to speak your word with confidence.’ How and in 

what fashion?  By killing the schemers, by doing away with them and 

consigning them to ruin?  Not at all.  Instead, how?  ‘By working signs and 

wonders through your holy servant Jesus.’  (Acts 4:29-30)  

  

 

Martyrdom of St. Stephen 

Do you see prayer characterized by sound values, demanding no punishment of 

enemies despite such calamities?  These men, however, acted this way while still 

alive and breathing; Stephen, on the other hand, though on the point of being 



snatched from the present life, not only begged no harm to fall on them, but 

even those stoning and destroying him he was anxious by his prayer to rescue 

from the wrath due to this sin, saying, ‘Do not hold this sin against them.’ (Acts 

7:59)  

 

40 Martyrs of Sebaste 

Consequently, what excuse, what defence do they deserve who pray against 

their enemies?  How would such prayer be heard when offered contrary to the 

laws of God?  Let us then not say anything of that kind: we ought not merely not 

pray against our enemies but lift God’s anger against them.  Hence Scripture 

says, ‘I wish men to pray in every place, raising holy hands without argument 

or controversy,’ (1 Tim 2:8) that is, even if you have an enemy, quench your 

wrath, and thus make your approach to the Lord, and not only say nothing by 

word of mouth against him but even purge your mind of the poison.  If your 

prayer is like that, and you call on God with zeal, even before your prayer is 

finished you will be heard.  This is what the psalmist also asks for in 

saying, Heed the sound of my appeal in my crying to you.  God’s own 

promise says, after all, ‘While you are still speaking I shall say, Lo, here I am.’ 

(Is 58:9)” (St. John Chrysostom, COMMENTARY ON THE PSALMS   Vol II, pp 

278-279) 
 

Intercessory Prayer (IV) 

Posted on August 20, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 33
rd

 blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is “Why Pray?” and the previous 

blog is Intercessory Prayer (III). 

St. John of Kronstadt  – d. 1908AD – offers us the following instruction on praying for others: 
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< Frieze of Vice 

“When you see faults and passions in your neighbor, pray for him; pray for everybody, even for 

your enemy.  If you see that your brother is proud and stubborn, and behaves proudly either to 

you or others, pray for him, that God may enlighten his mind and warm his heart with the fire of 

His grace, and say: ‘Lord, teach meekness and humility to Your servant, who has fallen into 

Satan’s pride, and drive from his heart the darkness and burden of the evil one’s pride.’  If you 

see a wrathful brother, pray thus: “Lord, make this servant of Yours good through Your 

grace.’  If a mercenary and greedy one, pray thus: “Lord, You Who are our incorruptible 

Treasury and inexhaustible riches, grant that this servant of Yours, created according to Your image, may recognize 

the deceitfulness of riches, and that, like all earthly things, they are vain, fleeting, delusive. For the days of men are 

like grass, or like the spider’s web, and You alone are our riches, peace, and joy.’  

 

< Frieze of Slander 

If you see an envious man, pray thus: ‘Lord, enlighten the mind and the heart of this Your servant, 

that he may recognize the great innumerable, and unsearchable gifts which he has received 

through Your boundless generosity; for in the blindness of his passion he has forgotten You and 

Your rich gifts, and although enriched with Your benefits, yet reckons himself poor, and looks 

enviously upon the blessing which You, O our unspeakable Benefactor, has bestowed  upon each 

one of your servants, even against their own will, but in accordance with Your purpose.  Take way, Most Gracious 

Maser, the Devils’ veil from the eyes of the heart of Your servant; grant him contrition of heart, tears of repentance 

and gratitude, so that the enemy who has ensnared him alive in his toils may not rejoice over him and any not wrest 

him from your hands.’  

If you see a drunken man, say in your heart: ‘Lord, look mercifully upon Your servant, allured 

by the flattery of the belly and carnal merriment; make him understand the sweetness of 

temperance and fasting, and of the fruit of the spirit arising therefrom.’  When you see a man 

passionately fond of eating, and finding all his happiness in this, say, ‘Lord, You are our 

sweetest Food,  that never perishes, but leads us into life eternal!  Purify Your servant from 

the filthiness of gluttony, so carnal and so far from Your spirit, and grant that he may know the 

sweetness of your life-giving , spiritual food, which is Your Flesh and Blood, and your holy, 

living, and acting word.’  In this or in a similar manner pray for all who sin, and do not dare to 

despise anyone for his sin, nor be vindictive, as through this you would only aggravate the 

wounds of those who sin; but rather correct them by means of such advice, threats, and 

punishments as may tend to stop or restrain the evil within the limits of moderation.”   (MY LIFE IN CHRIST, p 64-65) 

 

Prayer: Conversing with God    Posted on August 22, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 34
th

 blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is “Why Pray?” and the 

previous blog is Intercessory Prayer (IV). 
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While prayer is in the popular mind sometimes reduced to presenting to God a 

“honey-do” list of wants and needs that we hope the Lord will complete ASAP, the 

beginning of this series we have seen how prayer is much more our establishing 

and growing in our relationship to God than asking things from God.  We stand in 

His presence, and even when there are no words involved, we are conversing with 

our Creator. 

“The day when God is absent, when he is silent – that is the beginning of prayer.  Not when we have 

a lot to say, but when we say to God ‘I can’t live without you, why are you so cruel, so silent?’  … If 

we listen to what our hearts know of love and longing and are never afraid of despair, we find that 

victory is always there the other side of it. 

And there is that time when there is a longing in the heart for God himself, not for his gifts, but for 

God himself. … There is longing for home, but a home that has no geography, home where there is 

love, depth and life.”(Anthony Bloom, BEGINNING TO PRAY, pp xvii-xviii) 

Standing in God’s presence and conversing with God both move us from just wanting what He 

might give us to wanting most of all a relationship with Him.  No longer do we value the gifts 

more than the Giver of the gifts.  The relationship with Him is what we desire and really 

need.  As St. John writes in his Gospel: 

“And this is eternal life, that they may know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom 

You have sent.”  (17:3) 

We are transformed in prayer from knowing about God to knowingGod.  Our inner life and self is formed by 

prayer so that we come to realize and fulfill our relationship to our Lord, God and Creator.  Though His gifts 

in this world are a joy and a blessing, we also are seeking that which is eternal and not just temporal.  The 

relationship with God continues beyond death (Romans 8:38-39 and Romans 14:8). 

“Especially important is pure prayer – prayer which is unceasing and 

uninterrupted. Such prayer is a safe fortress, a sheltered harbor, a protector 

of virtues, a destroyer of passions. It brings vigor to the soul, purifies the 

intellect, gives rest to those who suffer, consoles those who mourn. Prayer is 

converse with God, contemplation of the invisible, the angelic mode of life, a 

stimulus towards the divine, the assurance of things longed for, ‘making real the things for which we hope’ 

(Heb. 11:1).”   (St Theodoros the Great, The Philokalia, Kindle Loc. 11051-61) 
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Prayer indeed lifts us to heaven because it places us in God’s presence.  Prayer is powerful indeed because 

through prayer we enter into the divine life which the incarnate Christ has offered to us (2 Peter 1:4). 

“You may judge how great the power of prayer is even in a sinful person, when it is 

offered wholeheartedly, by the following example from holy tradition. When at the 

request of a desperate mother who had been deprived by death of her only son, a 

harlot whom she chanced to meet, still unclean from her last sin, and who was 

touched by the mother’s deep sorrow, cried to the LORD: ‘Not for the sake of a 

wretched sinner like me, but for the sake of the tears of a mother sorrowing for her 

son and firmly trusting in thy loving kindness and thine almighty power, Christ God, 

raise up her son, O LORD!’ And the LORD raised him up. (From the life of St. Theodore of Edessa.) “  (St. 

Seraphim of Sarov, Prayer Book – In Accordance with the Tradition of the Eastern Orthodox Church , kindle 

Loc. 3820-25) 

It is not we who have the power of prayer  but rather the Holy Spirit in us.  And that power is, at least 

obviously from the above story, not the result of our personal holiness.  True and pure prayer can come even 

from a sinner who humbly seeks the mercy of God.  A heart truly moved by compassion is one which is 

close to the heart of God. 

Prayer: Conversing with God (II)    Posted on August 24, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 35
th

 blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is “Why Pray?” and the previous 

blog is Conversing with God. 

We will turn once again to the wisdom of St. John Chrysostom (d 407AD) on prayer.  In this quote he reiterates points 

he himself and others made regarding prayer, and also gives a fair summary of many of the ideas we have already 

encountered in this collection of quotes on prayer. 

“God, after all, looks not for beauty of utterance or turn of phrase, but for freshness of spirit; even if we say 

just what comes to mind, we go away with our entreaties successful.  
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… Often we do not even need a voice.  I mean, even if you speak in your heart and call on him as you 

should, he will readily incline towards you even then. 

  … he is not the one to say, ‘Now is not a good time to approach, come back later.’ … 

There is no need either of doorkeepers to introduce you, or of managers, guardians or friends; 

rather, when you make your approach in person, then most of all he will hear you, at that time 

when you ask the help of no one.  So we do not prevail upon him in making our requests 

through others to the degree that we do through ourselves.  You see, since he longs for our 

friendship, he also does everything to have us trust in him; when he sees us doing so on our own account, then he 

accedes to us most of all.  

This is what he did too in the case of the Canaanite woman: when Peter and James came forward on her 

behalf, he did not accede; but when she persisted, he promptly granted her petition.  

… Let us too study how to converse with God; 

let us learn how we must make this entreaty.  There is no need to take ourselves to 

a library, nor outlay money, nor hire teachers or orators or debaters, nor devote a 

great deal of time to learning this oratorical skill.  It is instead sufficient to want to do it, and the skills fall in place.  In 

this tribunal you will be able to speak not only for yourself but also for many others. 

 

And what is the object of this skill in pleading?  



The art of praying: being of sober mind and contrite spirit, approaching him in a flood of tears, 

seeking nothing of this life, longing for things to come, making petition for spiritual goods, not 

calling down curses on our enemies, bearing no grudges, banishing all disquiet from the soul, 

making or approach with heart broken, being humble, practicing great meekness, directing our 

tongues to good report, abstaining from any wicked enterprise, having nothing in common with 

the common enemy of the world – I mean the devil, of course.”  (COMMENTARY ON THE 

PSALMS  Vol 1, pp 47-49) 

Prayer as Relationship with God 

Posted on August 28, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 36
th

 blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first 

blog is “Why Pray?” and the previous blog is Prayer: Conversing with God (II). 

In the previous couple of blogs we considered the notion that prayer is 

conversation with God.  St Theodoros the Great Ascetic states that prayer, which 

is conversing with God, “enables us to become akin to God.”   This is one of the 

great blessings of prayer: not that we receive things from God but that we come into a relationship with Him. 

“Whatever a man loves, he desires at all costs to be near to continuously and uninterruptedly, and he turns 

himself away from everything that hinders him from being in contact and dwelling with the object of his love. 

It is clear therefore that he who loves God also desires always to be with Him and to converse with Him. 

This comes to pass in us through pure prayer. Accordingly, let us apply ourselves to prayer with all our 

power; for it enables us to become akin to God.”   (The Philokalia, Kindle Loc. 11429-32) 

The notion that in prayer we seek not the gifts but the Giver, comes from the earliest days of Christianity.  Origen who 

died a martyr’s death in 254 was one of the most original and creative thinkers in Christian history.  Fr. Stylianopoulos 

writes: 

“The first to reflect theologically on prayer as communion was Origen, perhaps the greatest 

Christian thinker of all time.  In his workOn Prayer Origen conceived of the highest purpose 

of prayer as participation in the life of God.  Prayer was neither to inform God about our 

material needs nor to change His providential purposes in our lives, but rather to lift up our 

hearts and minds to heaven in order to gaze at the divine glory and be illuminated with the 

radiance of God.  In prayer the believer is ‘mingled’ … with the Spirit of the Lord whose glory fills heaven and 
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earth.  The praying believer is purified and changed into a new creation and the whole of life becomes ‘a single great 

prayer.’  … The element of communion shows that prayer is not merely a means to an end but an end in 

itself.  Through prayer we seek not merely the gifts of God but God Himself, that is, to be with Him, live in Him, and 

delight in His presence.  Saint Isaac the Syrian (d. 550AD) says that the primary purpose of prayer is to attain divine 

love.”  (Theodore Stylianopoulos, THE WAY OF CHRIST, p 103) 

We delight in God’s presence.  This is also true wisdom.  It is the way in which prayer brings us peace. 

“True wisdom is gazing at God. Gazing at God is silence of the thoughts. Stillness of mind is 

tranquility which comes from discernment.”   (St. Isaac the Syrian, Prayer Book – In Accordance 

with the Tradition of the Eastern Orthodox Church,  kindle Loc. 3696-98) 

Prayer is a window to the spiritual world. 

“The fathers and mothers of the desert perceived God through prayer…” (Nonna Verna Harrison, GOD’S 

MANY-SPLENDORED IMAGE, p 58) 

Prayer opens the eyes of heart to see God.  Since Christ says it is the pure in heart who see God, prayer has a 

purifying effect.  In the presence of the Holy God we are moved to repent of our sins.  Repentance is one fruit of the 

prayer life. 

Prayer as Relationship with God (II)   Posted on August 30, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 37
th

 blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog 

is “Why Pray?” and the previous blog is Prayer as Relationship with God. 

St. Silouan the Anthonite (d. 1938AD) exclaims: 

“O ye peoples of the earth, fashioned by God, know your Creator and His love for us!  Know the love of 

Christ, and live in peace and thereby rejoice the Lord, Who in His mercy waits for all men to come to Him. 

Turn to Him, all ye peoples of the earth, and lift up your prayers to God; and the 

prayers of the whole earth shall rise to heaven like a soft and lovely cloud lit by the 

sun, and all the heavens will rejoice, and sing praises to the Lord for His sufferings 

whereby He saved us. 
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Know, all ye peoples, that we are created for the glory of God in the heavens.  Cleave not to the earth, for God is our 

Father and He loves us like dear children.”  (ST SILOUAN THE ATHONITE, p 358-359) 

Eternal life is to know God and to know His Christ (John 17:3).  Prayer does not give us knowledge about God, but 

rather enables us to know God.  Prayer lifts us up to eternity and fulfills our highest aspirations.  It is in prayer that we 

realize that as humans we are not limited by our biology or our genes or by our mortal condition. 

“Prayer is always possible for everyone, rich or poor, noble or simple, strong and weak, healthy and 

suffering, righteous and sinful. Great is the power of prayer; most of all does it bring the Spirit of God and 

easiest of all is it to exercise.”  (St. Seraphim of Sarov,  Prayer Book – In Accordance with the Tradition of 

the Eastern Orthodox Church , kindle 3867-70) 

Saints of the 20th Century 

The Holy Spirit prays in us and teaches us how to pray (Romans 

8:26-27). The same Spirit comprehends the thoughts of God (1 

Corinthians 2:11).  Thus when we pray in the Spirit we become 

united to our God. As St. Seraphim said above, this prayer is 

possible for everyone because we all can humble ourselves and 

repent of our sins, thus opening our hearts to the movement of the 

Holy Spirit. 

“Our prayer reflects our attitude towards God. He who is careless of salvation has a different 

attitude toward God from him who has abandoned sin and is zealous for virtue but has not yet 

entered within himself and works for the LORD only outwardly. Finally, he who has entered 

within and carries the LORD within himself, standing before him, has yet another attitude. The 

first man is negligent in prayer, just as he is negligent in life, and he prays in church and at 

home merely according to the established custom, without attention or feeling. The second man 

reads many prayers and goes often to church, trying at the same time to keep his attention from 

wandering and to experience feelings in accordance with the prayers which are read, although he is seldom 

successful. The third man, wholly concentrated within, stands with his mind before God, and prays to him in his heart 

without distraction, without long verbal prayers, even when standing for a long time at prayer in his home or in 

church…. Every prayer must come from the heart and any other prayer is no prayer at all. Prayer-book prayers, your 

own prayers and very short prayers, all must issue forth from the heart to God, seen before you.”  (Bp. Theophan the 

Recluse, Prayer Book – In Accordance with the Tradition of the Eastern Orthodox Church , kindle Loc. 3921-30) 
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When we turn to God in prayer we realize our own sinfulness and simultaneously realize we do not need to fear the 

Holy God because He loves us and accepts our repentance.  Acknowledging our sins, admitting our faults is not an 

impediment to being loved by God, but rather opens the door to that love.  In prayer we thus learn that the shame we 

feel for our misdeeds is not an obstacle to God’s love for us, but rather because it humbles us it makes us all the 

more attractive to God’s love.   God’s grace is that despite our sins and failures, He loves us anyway and invites us to 

admit our sins so that we can enter into His holiness. 

Prayer as Relationship with God (III) 

Posted on September 3, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 38
th

 blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is “Why Pray?” and the previous 

blog is Prayer as Relationship with God (II). 

Fr. Sergius Bulgakov  offers a fine summary of what we have learned in this series about 

the very nature of prayer: 

“Here one must underscore the importance ofprayer, the direct contact between creation 

and divinity, the sacrament of the Name of God.  Prayer is an 

essentially personalrelation; it is directed from person to Person…”  (THE BRIDE OF 

THE LAMB, p 309) 

Bishop Kallistos Ware continues with a very similar theme: 

“To pray is not necessarily to ask God for something; it need not even be to employ 

words, for often the deepest and most powerful of all prayers is simply to wait upon God 

in silence.  But whether we are worshiping with words, through symbolic and sacramental 

actions, or in silence, always our underlying attitude is the same: we are standing before God. 

 

“To stand before God: this implies that worship is an encounter, a meeting between 

persons.  The purpose of worship is not just to arouse emotions and to produce 

appropriate moral attitudes, but to enter into a direct and personal relationship with God 

the Holy Trinity.  ‘As a friend talking with a friend,’ writes St Symeon the New Theologian, 

‘we speak with God, and with boldness we stand before the face of Him who dwells in 

light unapproachable.’  Here St Symeon briefly indicates the two poles of Christian 

worship, the two contrasting aspects of this personal relationship:  God ‘dwells in light 

unapproachable,’ yet we human beings are able told draw near ‘with boldness’ and to 

speak with Him ‘as a friend talking with his friend.’  God is beyond all being, infinitely 

remote, unknowable, ‘the Wholly Other,’…   But this transcendent God is at the same time a God of personal love, 

uniquely close, around us and within us, ‘everywhere present and filling all things…”  (THE INNER KINGDOM, pp 59-

60) 

Finally, John Mummert sums up the same theme we have encountered over and again in the various writers who 

addressed the issue of prayer: 

“’In prayer we should not seek the gifts alone.  Rather, we should seek the giver.’  How often does our 

prayer life consist of only trying to get things from God? 

  

http://frted.wordpress.com/2012/09/03/prayer-as-relationship-with-god-iii/
http://frted.wordpress.com/author/bobosht/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2012/06/13/why-pray/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2012/08/30/prayer-as-relationship-with-god-ii/
http://www.amazon.com/The-Friend-Bridegroom-Veneration-Forerunner/dp/0802849792/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1346367591&sr=8-2&keywords=friend+of+the+bridegroom
http://www.amazon.com/The-Friend-Bridegroom-Veneration-Forerunner/dp/0802849792/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1346367591&sr=8-2&keywords=friend+of+the+bridegroom
http://www.svspress.com/inner-kingdom-the-pb/


 

“Real prayer is always concerned with relationship.  Having the right relationship with 

God is central.  Things are less central.  We often make a god out of good 

health.  Sometimes we make a god out of money.  But the Christian life consists of 

something much different.  When our relationship with God is right, we achieve union 

with God.  We know his presence in our lives.  We do not know the essence of God, 

true.  But we can know and experience the love of God radiating into our lives.  The 

Greek Fathers spoke of participation in the divine, uncreated energies. 

When our relationship with God is right, all other things will be well.”  (ABIDING IN 

JESUS CHRIST, p 31) 

Because real prayer is being in a relationship with God, prayer is experiencing salvation in our lives. 

Prayer as Relationship with God (IV) 

Posted on September 4, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 39
th

 blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is “Why Pray?” and the previous 

blog is Prayer as Relationship with God (III). 

Archbishop Anthony Bloom in his writings challenges us to think deeply about what prayer is, and what we 

should not reduce it to. 

“When we read the Gospel and the image of Christ becomes compelling, glorious, when we 

pray and we become aware of the greatness, the holiness of God, do we ever say ‘I am 

unworthy that he should  come near to me?’  Not to speak of all the occasions when we should 

be aware that He cannot come to us because we are not there to receive Him.  We want 

something from Him, notHim at all.  Is that a relationship?   Do we behave in that way with our 

friends? Do we aim at what friendship cangive us or is it the friend whom we 

love?” (BEGINNING TO PRAY, p 5) 

What are we seeking in prayer?  What do we want from God?   We become spiritual beings 

when we want a relationship with the God who created us rather than simply wanting things 

from Him, or for Him to do things for us.  Archbishop Bloom says: 

“First of all, it is very important to remember that prayer is an encounter and relationship, 

a relationship which is deep, and this relationship cannot be forced either on us or on 

God.  …  The second very important thing is that a meeting face to face with God is 

always a moment of judgment for us.  We cannot meet God in prayer or in meditation or 

in contemplation and not be either saved or condemned.  … ‘Crisis’ comes from the 

Greek and means ‘judgment’.  To meet God face to face in prayer is a critical moment I 

our lives, and thanks be to Him that He does not always present Himself to us when we 

wish to meet Him, because ewe might not be able to endure such a meeting.  Remember 

the many passages in Scripture in which we are told how bad it is to find oneself face to 

face with God, because God is power, God is truth, God is purity.  Therefore, the first 

thought we ought to have when we do not tangibly perceive the divine presence, is a thought of gratitude.  God is 

merciful; He does not come in an untimely way.”  (Anthony Bloom, BEGINNING TO PRAY, pp 2-3) 

Because prayer places us in a relationship with the Holy God, we in encountering His holiness are made ever more 

aware of our sinfulness and unworthiness.  Prayer places us in contact with divine power, so it is not something to be 

taken lightly.  For to come into contact with God is also to enter into judgment for we are exposed completely by One 

who knows our true nature and is not deceived by our efforts to hide our true selves. 
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God desires that we approach Him in prayer, so He calls us to this great activity, knowing we are sinners.  We in 

response recognize the need to be humble in his presence and we recognize our need for His great mercy.  Thus we 

call upon the Name of Jesus to invoke God’s own mercy. 

 

“Delve deeply into the Jesus Prayer (Lord, Jesus Christ, Son of 

God, have mercy on me a sinner), with all the power that you 

possess.  It will draw you together, giving you a sense of strength 

in the Lord, and will result in your being with Him constantly whether alone or with other people, when you do 

housework and when you read or pray.  Only you must attribute the power of this prayer, not to the repetition of 

certain words, but to the turning of the mind and heart towards the Lord in these words – to the action accompanying 

the speech.”    (St. Theophan the Recluse, THE ART OF PRAYER, pp 90-91) 

 

Prayer as Relationship with God (V) 

Posted on September 6, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 40
th

 blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is “Why Pray?” and the previous 

blog is Prayer as Prayer as Relationship with God (IV). 

It is Christ who made prayer to the Father the means to communion with Him.  It 

is our union with Christ that brings this salvation – the union of God to humanity 

– to each of us personally.  Our prayers are thus not to some vague and distant 

deity, but rather to the God who is immanent to our souls and hearts.  We do 

not hope that “the Force” may be with us, but we seek a relationship with the 

Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, the Three Persons of the Godhead.  We 

enter into a personal relationship with God, which means we always encounter 

the Father or the Son or the Holy Spirit when we have any encounter with 

God.  There is no such thing as an amorphous divinity which empowers us.  God is personal and a someone that we 

encounter. 

 “However much we say on prayer, it still remains in ultimate need of experience.  In 

its reality, prayer is the experience of being in God’s presence.  Outside God’s 

presence there is no prayer.  The right to enter into God’s presence, we have 

learned, was gained when Christ opened the way.  It was consecrated on the day he 

was crucified and inaugurated the day he rose and ascended.  He introduced a new 

and living way through his body, the temple curtain separating from man what 

belongs to God.  It was torn open by God’s hand.  The tear proceeded from the top, 

which is God’s dwelling, to the bottom, where we reside.  Having previously been 

hidden in the Father, eternal life rushed into our being and appeared within 

us.”   (Abba Isaac in  Orthodox Prayer Life, pgs. 128) 

Over and over we have seen in the sayings reproduced in this blog series that we are too seek God, not just what 

God can give us.  St. Augustine says: 

“’I sought the Lord and he heard me.’  [Ps 34:4]   If someone has not been heard it means he has not sought 

the Lord. 

Pay particular attention to this point.  The Psalm does not say: ‘I asked the Lord for riches and he heard 

me.  I asked for a long life and he heard me.  I begged for this or that and he heard me.’  Seeking to obtain 

something from the Lord does not mean seeking the Lord himself.  ‘I sought the Lord and he heard me.’ 
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You yourself, when you pray, what do you say to him? 

Maybe you request him to remove so-and-so whom you detest form the world!  If 

so you are not seeking the Lord by setting yourself up as judge of your enemy 

and demanding that God should execute your sentence.  Are you sure the 

person whose death you are requesting is not better than you?  In this, at least, 

he is probably better than you: he can plead that he is not praying for your death. 

When you turn to God, do not seek some favor from him.  Seek the Lord himself and he will hear 

you.”  (in DRINKING FROM THE HIDDEN FOUNTAIN, p 368-369) 

If we want God to hear our prayer, we have to seek Him, not just seek what He can give us or what He can do for us, 

but actually seek a relationship with the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.  Experiencing miracles is nothing 

compared with uniting ourselves to Christ, the incarnate God.  Magical power is a vapid and vacuous experience 

compared to having the Holy Spirit abide in us. 

“For the ascetic, prayer was not merely the speaking of words.  It was the heart yearning 

for God, reaching out in hopeful openness to being touched by God.  Prayer was the Holy 

Spirit breathing through the inner spirit of the ascetic and returning to God with yearnings 

for intimacy.”  (Laura Swan, THE FORGOTTEN DESERT MOTHERS, p 27) 

We can breathe the Holy Spirit.  That is what it means to be inspired. 

Ultimately, the question is why settle for some things that God can give us, when God 

offers Himself to us?   We are taught to seek first God, and then His gifts will be ours as 

well. 

Yet, it perhaps sadly true that we prefer the gifts to the Giver because the gifts will be 

ours to do with as we please, while if we have the Giver, we will have to submit to His Holy Will and to recognize Him 

as King and Lord. 

Prayer as Relationship with God (VI) 

Posted on September 10, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 41
st
 blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is 

“Why Pray?” and the previous blog is Prayer as Prayer as Relationship with God (V). 

“Prayer is turning the mind and thoughts towards God.  To pray means to stand before 

God with the mind, mentally to gaze unswervingly at Him, and to converse with Him in 

reverent fear and hope.” (St. Dimitri of Rostov – d. 1709AD,THE ART OF PRAYER, p 

50) 

All along we have read in this blog series that praying is not purely a matter of exactly 

following some technique.  Prayer rather is relationship to the Three Persons of the 

Holy Trinity.  As such, prayer has many wonderful spiritual effects on the person 

praying. 

“Prayer that rises up in someone’s heart serves to open up for us the door of heaven: that person stands in 

converse with the Divinity and gives pleasure to the Son of God.”  (St. Ephrem the Syrian - d. 379AD, THE 

SYRIAC FATHERS ON PRAYER AND THE SPIRITUAL LIFE,  p. 36) 
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We can converse with God for prayer establishes a relationship between us and 

the Persons of the Holy Trinity.  For our part, we need to learn to listen to God 

speaking to us:  listen to His words, His voice, his speech, His language, but also 

to listen to and for God’s silence and that voice which speaks through creation 

itself.  In listening, we also learn to speak His language, which for us means 

learning to stand in His presence and to act in accordance with His will.  This is 

how we learn to converse with God: watchfulness, vigilance, attentiveness, and 

awareness.  All of creation is speaking to God without the use of words.  We can 

learn to listen for that as well. 

“Yet for there to be prayer in the Christian sense of the word a specifically personal relationship has to be 

established with the living God, a ‘conversation’ as Evagrius puts it.  The word should be taken in a broad 

sense.  It may be silent listening, a cry of distress, a celebration; it may also be Job’s plaintive 

challenge.  The disposition we need to cultivate, even when care weighs heaviest, is that of remembering 

that God exists and loves us; that we are not alone, lost, ridiculous in the presence of nothingness or horror; 

that there is another who we may approach in union with Christ, in him, in the depths of our being.  .  .  . 

Prayer does not seek to draw God towards us since, as St. Augustine says, he is closer to us than we are to 

ourselves.  Its purpose is to bring us close enough to him for dialogue, and to make us aware of his 

nearness. 

‘It may be true that the divine principle is present in every being, but not every being is present in 

him.  We ourselves will come to dwell with him if we call on him with very holy prayers and a 

tranquil mind.  For his indwelling is not local, as if he could change position . . .  If we were on a 

ship, and to rescue us ropes attached to a rock were thrown to us, obviously we should not draw 

the rock any nearer to ourselves, but we would pull ourselves and our ship nearer to the rock . . 

.   And that is why . . .  in prayer we need to begin, not by drawing to ourselves that Power that is 

everywhere and nowhere, but by putting ourselves in his hands and uniting ourselves to 

him.  (Dionysius the Areopagite –  ca 5th Century …)’”    (Olivier Clement, THE ROOTS OF 

CHRISTIAN MYSTICISM, pp 181-182) 

Ultimately we who desire God’s presence must remove from ourselves all that prevents us from being in His 

presence or which blocks us from being aware of His presence.  We have to rid ourselves of selfishness and self-

centeredness, of sin and all that prevents us from loving Him and our neighbor.  As a friend told me, medical science 

removes all that prevents healing from taking place – that is what allows God to heal.  So too confession of sins and 

repentance removes from us all that prevents us from being in God’s presence, from enjoying communion with 

Him.  The Christian life takes away all that prevents us from listening to God and attending to His will.   True prayer 

occurs when all of the self-centered and sinful obstacles to relating to God have been emptied from our hearts and 

minds, so that we allow God to enter into our lives. 

“So he who loves God cultivates pure prayer, driving out every passion that keeps him from it.”  (St. Maximos the 

Confessor – d. 662AD, The Philokalia, Kindle Loc. 12397-98) 

Prayer That Never Ends    Posted on September 12, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 42
nd

 blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is “Why 

Pray?” and the previous blog is Prayer as Prayer as Relationship with God (VI). 

St. Paul famously said that we should pray without ceasing.  And while this teaching was 

seized upon by the spiritual champions in Orthodoxy, that phrase about prayer occurs in a 

sentence which commands constancy in joy and thanksgiving as well, though these other 

elements are not as often mentioned in the spiritual literature.  To quote St. Paul in context: 

“Rejoice always, pray constantly, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in 

Christ Jesus for you.”   (1 Thessalonians 5:16-18) 

In their book, IN THE SPIRIT OF HAPPINESS, the Monks of New Skete commented: 
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“Unceasing prayer, then, is not a technique.  To isolate Saint Paul’s admonition, to take it out of its context, does 

violence to his intent.  Surrounding the admonition are two other exhortations that express how he conceived 

unceasing prayer: 

Be happy always:     Greet everyone and everything openly and cheerful, 

even in adversity.  Sing together joyfully. 

Pray without ceasing:    Don’t forget to pray; be open to God’s 

presence.  Don’t stop praying together just because difficulties arise, or when 

everything’s fine.  Pay attention and avoid distractions. 

Be grateful in all circumstances:    Be generous and appreciative, find 

something positive, even during reversals and setbacks.  Display your unity and heal your divisions by giving thanks 

in prayer and eucharist. 

For this is the will of God for you in Christ Jesus.  (1 Thessalonians 5:16-18; translation New Skete) “     (p 188) 

And while the exhortation to pray without ceasing became a way of life for monastics, 

it was not envisioned as being a way of life only for monastics.  St. Gregory 

Palamas (d. 1359AD) says: 

“Let not one think, my fellow Christian, that only priests and monks need to pray 

without ceasing and not laymen. No, no; every Christian without exception ought to 

dwell always in prayer.”     (Prayer Book – In Accordance with the Tradition of the 

Eastern Orthodox Church , kindle Loc. 3605-8) 

Origen (d. ca 254AD) back in the 3
rd

Century said: 

 “He prays unceasingly who combines prayer with necessary duties and 

duties with prayer.  Only in this way can we find it practicable to fulfill the 

commandment to pray always.  It consists in regarding the whole of 

Christian existence as a single great prayer.  What we are accustomed to 

call prayer is only a part of it.”     (Olivier Clement, THE ROOTS OF 

CHRISTIAN MYSTICISM, p 212) 

Prayer That Never Ends (II) 

Posted on September 14, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 43
rd

  blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is “Why Pray?” and the previous 

blog is Prayer That Never Ends. 

“Make it your care to pray without ceasing, for prayer is light to the soul, and it 

acts as a guard to the body.  Pray not just when you are standing in prayer, but 

also when you are moving around or doing something, and even when you are 

asleep, and when you are eating.  When your mouth is occupied with 

nourishment, let your heart be occupied with prayer.  While your right hand is 

looking after your body’s needs at table, let your mind be given to praise and 

thanksgiving to him who provides for your needs.  In this way your food will be 

blessed and hallowed in your body, without your being concerned about 

this.”  (Babai – d. 484AD? – in THE SYRIAC FATHERS ON PRAYER AND THE SPIRITUAL LIFE,  p 149) 

Prayer, as can be seen in these many quotes from ancient and modern Orthodox writers, is the constant occupation 

of Christians.  There is no time which is not a time for prayer. 
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“Not to sin is truly blessed; but those who sin should not despair, but grieve over the 

sins they have committed, so that, through grief they may again attain blessedness. 

It is good, then, to pray always and not to lose heart, as the LORD says. And again 

the apostle says, ‘Pray without ceasing’, that is by night and by day and at every 

hour, and not only when coming into the church, and not bothering at other times. 

But whether you are working, lying down to sleep, travelling, eating, drinking, sitting 

at table, do not interrupt your prayer, for you do not know when he who demands 

your soul is coming. Don’t wait for Sunday or a feast day, or a different place, but, as 

the Prophet David says, ‘in every place of his dominion’.”   (St. Ephrem the Syrian,  Prayer Book – In Accordance with 

the Tradition of the Eastern Orthodox Church , kindle   Loc. 3331-37) 

Prayer in this tradition might sometimes be characterized as multi-tasking – pray always in all circumstances and 

every place.  Whatever else you may be doing or may have to do, always also pray.    But prayer is also more than 

just another thing we do, for as we have seen it becomes our very life.  Our life becomes prayer when we direct our 

entire being towards God.  Our life is prayer when we choose to make an offering to our Lord God every thought, or 

word we say, or thing we do. 

“There is also another sense in which the Apostle’s words must be interpreted.  ‘Pray without 

ceasing’ (1 Thess 5:17) must be taken in the sense of prayer performed by the mind:  whatever 

a man is doing, the mind can always be directed towards God, and in this way it can pray to 

Him unceasingly.”  (St. Dimitri of Rostov, THE ART OF PRAYER, p 50) 

The benefits of this continual conversation with God are ultimately union with Creator of the 

Universe.  Such a union between God and humanity is the very thing that the incarnation of 

God in Christ achieves.  The incarnation thus makes pure prayer possible in this world in our 

daily lives.   In prayer we continue to live at each moment of our lives the union with Christ 

which we receive through the sacraments of baptism, confession, chrismation and 

communion. 

“The intellect joined to God for long periods through prayer and love becomes wise, good, 

powerful, compassionate, merciful and long-suffering; in short, it includes within itself 

almost all the divine qualities.”  (St. Maximos the Confessor, The Philokalia, Kindle Loc. 

12703-4) 

Prayer is an essential element to the understanding of salvation as theosis. 

This is the penultimate blog in this series.  Unlike prayer which never ends, this blog series 

is coming to its end. 

 

 

Prayer That Never Ends (III) 

Posted on September 15, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 44
th

 and last blog in a series exploring various aspects of “prayer.”  The first blog is “Why Pray?” and the 

previous blog is Prayer That Never Ends (II).   Our blog sojourn will come to an end, but the prayer sojourn is always 

ongoing. 
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To be a disciple of Christ means to follow a discipline.  To accept the Lordship of Christ 

means to become a servant of His holy will.  Prayer is one way in which we can practice a 

discipline and faithfully serve Christ who told us to love God and neighbor.  Beyond being a 

discipline, prayer becomes a living relationship with the Triune God.  And while we need a 

discipline of prayer, ultimately we are not trying to enslave ourselves to a discipline but we 

are striving to enter into communion with God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy 

Spirit. 

“True prayer is loving and serving the God of prayer, not the prayer of God.  The call to 

unceasing prayer is not an invitation to divided consciousness; it does not imply that we pay 

any less attention to daily realities or retreat from life’s responsibilities.  Rather: It is a call to 

learn to live always in the presence of God in a manner appropriate to changing circumstances, through 

these very circumstances, none of which are an end in themselves but which lead to God.”   (Monks of New 

Skete, IN THE SPIRIT OF HAPPINESS, p 187) 

The mystery of the incarnation of God the Word who becomes Jesus Christ in the flesh is 

at the heart of the Christian prayer life.  For though the goal of the Christian life and thus of 

prayer is union with God, it is never an abandonment of this world or of our body.  Rather it 

is a transfiguration of ourselves and our world.  As the ancient Christians worded it, “God 

became human so that we humans can become god.”  Christ came to unite divinity to 

humanity, not to destroy or eliminate our physical nature but to save it.  In prayer we use 

our bodies, we don’t escape them, to become the very thing that God created us for in the 

beginning, namely, spiritual beings united to God.  Spirituality and our spiritual lives are not 

opposed to our physical bodies.  Our bodies and our physical experiences are the very 

means for us to experience the divine life. 

“Every devotional act of the Christian is meant to emphasize one’s personal relationship to Christ in and through his 

Body the Church, of which one is member.  A Christian at prayer, whether in the privacy of the ‘cell’ or in the 

company of the assembly, never prays as an individual but as a member of the Body of Christ, the 

Church.  Moreover, prayer for a devout Christian is more than an activity; it is a state of being that is defined by an 

abiding love for and trust in God.  St. Basil (d. 379AD) makes this point in a beautiful passage on prayer, which reads, 

in part, as follows: 

‘Ought we to pray without ceasing?  …  Prayer is a request for what is good, addressed by the 

devout to God.  But we do not rigidly confine our petition to words.  Nor yet do we imagine that 

God requires to be reminded by speech.  He knows our needs even though we ask him not.  What 

do I say then?  I say that we must not think to make our prayer complete by syllables.  The 

strength of prayer lies rather in the moral attitude of our soul and in deeds of virtue reaching every 

part and moment of our life.  ‘Whether you eat,’ it is said, ‘or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the 

glory of God’ [1 Cor 10:31] …  Thus will you pray without ceasing; if you pray not only in words, but 

also by uniting yourself to God through all the course of life, so that your life becomes one 

continuous and uninterrupted prayer.” (Alkiviadis Calivas, ASPECTS OF ORTODOX WORSHIP, 

pp 51-52) 

Thus we understand how we can fulfill St. Paul’s teaching that we are to pray unceasingly:  we 

transform our hearts, minds and our lives into prayer.  We consciously work to make 

everything we do, say or think an offering to God.  Thus we direct every aspect of our lives to 

our Creator.  Then everything we do is prayer. 

 “’Pray without ceasing’, St. Paul writes to the Thessalonians (1 Thess 5:17).  And in other 

epistles, he commands: “Praying always with all supplication in the spirit’ (Eph 6:18), ‘continue 

in prayer and watch in the same’ (Col 4:2), ‘continue constant in prayer’ (Rom 12:12).  Also the 

Saviour Himself teaches the need for constancy and persistency in prayer, in the parable about 

the importunate widow, who won over the unrighteous judge by the persistency of her appeals 

http://www.amazon.com/Spirit-Happiness-Monks-New-Skete/dp/0316578517
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Basil_the_Great
http://www.amazon.com/Aspects-Orthodox-Worship-Alkiviadis-Theology/dp/1885652690/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1347628403&sr=8-1&keywords=aspects+of+orthodox+worship


(Luke 18:1-8).  It is clear from this that unceasing prayer is not an accidental prescription, but the essential 

characteristic of the Christian spirit.”    (St. Theophan the Recluse – d. 1894AD – in THE ART OF PRAYER, p 81) 

If we understand our life and everything we do, think or say as our offering to God, then we understand how we can 

pray without ceasing.  Each and every thought, word we speak, action we take is what we have to offer and 

consecrate to God.  As long as we are mindful of this, we are praying constantly.  And in this we realize prayer is not 

a technique that we must master, rather prayer is learning to allow Christ to be Master of our entire lives. 
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