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Deepening our life of prayer
Part 5: Some other approaches


In this unit we have considered some of the approaches to silent prayer which are part of the 
treasure to which we are heirs in the Christian spiritual tradition.  There are many others which 
may be helpful to particular ones of us, as well.  You are encouraged to explore some of the 
possibilities, and discover which seem to be fruitful for this part of your journey.  Your spiritual 
director, and/or your Community advisor, may be good consultants here, both in selecting 
approaches to explore and in reflecting on your experience with them.  While we won’t discuss 
them in depth at this point, here are four  which are worthy of your consideration:

Praying with icons, which is so significant a part of Eastern Orthodoxy, has become much more 
common in the West in recent years.  An icon is not simply a work of art; it is understood as a 
kind of window into the heavenly realm.  One gazes at the icon, until one is gazing through the 
icon toward that which it images: the Lord Jesus Christ, the Blessed Virgin or one of the other 
saints, or a mystery of faith.  Because our love and reverence are understood to pass through the 
icon to that which it represents, icons themselves are approached with reverence; one might 
appropriately bow, or kiss the icon, rather as one might do with the Gospel book, or a Bible.  The 
traditional symbolism of iconography is rich and fascinating; one can learn to “read” an icon, just 
as icons are said to be “written” (rather than “painted”).  A number of good books on icons, their 
significance, and their use in prayer are available.  Of particular interest for those beginning to 
explore icons might be Henri Nouwen’s little book, Behold the Beauty of the Lord, in which 
Nouwen, a Roman Catholic, invites readers to join him in discovering some facets of the 
significance of a few celebrated icons.

The Rosary is a devotion which has nourished the prayer lives of countless Catholics (Roman 
and otherwise), and, like icons, has increasingly been taken up by other Christians as well.   Its 
popularity is not surprising, since it is simple enough to be prayed by children, and by non-readers, while it has drawn countless people into contemplative prayer.   In the traditional form, 
each decade, or set of ten beads, is associated with a particular “mystery,” an event of the 
Gospels (and, in a couple of cases, later tradition).   As a brief prayer (the Hail Mary; the Our 
Father) is said for each of these beads and those which separate the decades, one also meditates 
on these mysteries.  To the traditional three sets of mysteries (Joyful, Sorrowful, and Glorious) 
Pope John Paul II added a fourth set, the “Luminous Mysteries,” dealing with Jesus’ earthly 
ministry.  The rosary begins with opening prayers on the crucifix and first beads, and often 
additional special prayers and/or expressions of intention are added.  A great many pamphlets 
and books are available for those who want to pray the rosary in the traditional way.  A wide 
range of rosaries, from those with plastic beads, for under a dollar, to those made with precious metals and semiprecious gems or crystals, can be found at most any Catholic book, gift, or 
church supply store.

Many people  select different sets of prayers to use with the rosary: any brief prayer which one 
might want to “write” on one’s mind and heart can be used in this way.   Likewise, some 
Episcopalians and Protestants, feeling that the last two Glorious Mysteries (the Assumption and 
the Coronation of the Blessed Virgin Mary) are not “theirs,” rearrange this set; for instance, by 
preceding the Resurrection by the Transfiguration and the Institution of the Eucharist (which, 
however, are included in the new Luminous Mysteries).    The “Anglican Rosary,” a recent 
adaptation devised by the Rev. Lynn Bauman, an Episcopal priest, has 33 beads, and usually 
comes with a leaflet of several suggested sets of prayers.  One can find Anglican rosaries in some 
Episcopal church bookstores.

Keeping a journal (or “journaling,” if turning perfectly good nouns into verbs doesn’t offend 
your sensibilities) has increasingly become a popular spiritual discipline.  There are several kinds 
of journals; for instance, some popular writers suggest “prayer journals” in which one notes 
particular petitions, and records how these are answered, or “gratitude journals,” in which one 
lists five or ten things for which one is thankful each day.  More psychologically-minded 
approaches include recording and exploring dreams, or “dialoguing” with aspects of one’s 
personality or experience.  As a form of  prayer, however, keeping a journal is probably best 
considered as an on-going conversation, in which one writes directly to God, reflecting and 
responding, perhaps, to Psalms and other Scripture readings, posing questions, making sketches, 
expressing love, anger, adoration, frustration, fear, trust, and so forth, and also listens for the 
other side of the conversation, noting also what one “hears.”  (Often, it seems, one hears the other 
side of the conversation in retrospect, reading “between the lines” of what appears in the journal.)  
An ordinary spiral notebook is fine, and some people find this less intimidating than a beautifully 
bound journal they hesitate to mess up!  If journal-writing in this way is new, it may take a little 
while to get the hang of writing freely, without censoring or reframing your thoughts into more 
appropriate or theologically correct forms, or even writing in complete sentences.  Remember 
that it’s not for publication–or for anyone except you and God, although some people find it 
helpful to share what they write with a spiritual director or friend.

Spiritual reading has been touched upon in the section on Lectio Divina.  (Lectio is most 
appropriate for books which are dense in spiritual nutrients, so that small portions take some time 
to digest–though one may find some inviting passage or sentence in almost anything.)  Whether 
or not one uses this method, most people find it helpful to have some suitable book going, 
reading a little each day: a spiritual classic, a good contemporary book on theological and/or 
spiritual topics, portions of Scripture read straight through, even poetry.  Such reading can 
nourish and enrich our prayer, challenge and inspire our living out of the Gospel, and become a 
lived experience of the Communion of Saints.

Music is, for some people, a principal gateway into the Realm of God.  This can take the form of 
listening to recorded music, singing, or playing an instrument.   Though obviously not “silent,” music, like silence, is at the opposite pole from “noise” and “chatter”!  Making and listening to 
music can be a potent way of worshipping with our whole being; it draws upon and integrates 
every level of our personhood, from the physical processes of creating regular vibrations in the 
air and the physiological processes of sensing them, through the psychological aspects of 
perceiving and interpreting them and responding cognitively and affectively, to the spiritual 
realm in which music becomes both an elevated form of the language of prayer and a means of 
transcending even language and symbol.   While many varieties of music may open into prayer, 
two deserve special mention: Taize songs/chants, and Taize-like ones, in which a simple, 
melodic phrase is sung repeatedly, can be used by individuals as well as by worshipping 
congregations as an entre into focused prayer.  More ancient forms of chant, like the traditional 
Gregorian chants for psalms and canticles, can be an intense, though peaceful, way of reciting 
them.  (Certain recent studies suggest that chant has remarkable psychological and physiological 
benefits as well!)


Questions for reflection and possible conversation:

–What has been your experience with the approaches to prayer discussed in this section?

– If you have found a particular approach helpful in the past, or practice it currently, what 
suggestions and tips would you offer to someone who is interested in exploring it?

– What other approaches or methods have you encountered?  Do you have particular suggestions 
to pass on?	What books or other resources would you recommend to others?

– What, if any, would you like to explore further?  What questions do you have?










