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A Memory Jog to help you Pray
 
                         P    - Presence                        N   - Needs                                 
                         A   - Adoration                      O   - Morning Offering
                         T   - Thanksgiving                 S   - Spiritual Communion
                         E   - Examination                  T   - Transformation
                         R   - Repentance                 E   - Engagements
                                                                         R   - Resolutions
 
                                                Plus- The Four R’s:-
                                          Read (Lectio)           Reflect (Meditatio)
Respond (Oratio)     Rest (Contemplatio)
 
Introducing a Short Guide to Prayer
 
I was taught to use the PATER as an aid to prayer by Fr Handly the school Chaplin at St Bede’s College Manchester where I was a pupil many years ago. In later years I added the NOSTER. In what follows I want to tell you how I still use this memory jog today in the hope that what I find helpful may be of help to you  
Prayer is learning to open oneself to God's love and learning how to love Him in return. However the question is how do we start to love a person we've never really met? When we first start to pray, we feel a thousand miles away from God, and all talk of loving him, as we understand the word love, just doesn't add up. However, a start has to be made, so prayer begins with the object of getting to know God, because it doesn't make sense to talk of loving someone you don't even know. As William of St Thierry said “You’ll never love someone unless you know them, but you’ll never really know them until you love them.” The first question is, therefore, ‘How do we get to know God’?
 Let’s look at it this way, how do we get to know anybody? We may play golf with them, have a game of tennis with them, we may go out for a meal, or even invite them to spend their holidays with us, but in the end we'll only get to know someone by sharing a conversation with them. We only get to know a person by talking to them, and what's more important, listening to what they have to say. There is no other way. Getting to know God is no exception to the rule. This is why all prayer must begin by holding conversations with God, but most important of all, by listening to what He has to say. As we get to know Him more deeply, love will gradually begin to spring up and grow rapidly, but there have to be many conversations and they can be rather cold and even stereotypical initially. However, that will all change in time if we are prepared to keep at it
I would suggest making a Lenten resolution to give a full ten minutes each day to begin with. However you can’t just ‘down tools’ and begin to pray instantly you need a little time to prepare yourself. You need some sort of count down to help you drop out from the hectic life that is so often forced upon us, to prepare to turn on and tune in to God. Just as different athletes find their own rituals we need to find our own too. It may simply be lying down for a rest, reading some spiritual or inspiring book, exercising, going for a swim, listening to music, or whatever helps to relax us. This is all part and parcel of what I call the asceticism of the heart that is going to help us enter into a sort of time free zone when we begin to pray. 
It is here that we can first begin to enter, as fully as we can into the present moment, by ridding ourselves of anything from the past or the future that can draw the attention away from fixing our gaze fully upon God. Whenever you watch any sport at the highest level you cannot but be impressed with the dedication of the participants. It's the quality of their single-mindedness that draws the attention. The moment they begin their preparation, it's as if they enter into a time-free zone where they are able to put everything out of their minds in such a way that they can live and act fully in the present. If they allow anything from the past to disrupt their concentration, then it's instantly dismissed. When I’m ready to begin I like to start with the word with which St Benedict first taught his monks to begin the Divine Office followed by a couple of verses from Psalm 62: -      
 
God come to my aid
 Lord make haste to help me.
Glory be to the Father and to the son and to the Holy Spirit. Amen.
 
You are my God for you I long;
For you my soul is thirsting.
My body pines for you
        Like dry weary land without water. (Ps 62)
 
Then I always like to use the of  memory jog above to help remind me of what I ought to say to God and what I have to do to come closer to Him. 
The first letter 'P' stands for Presence. The first thing to do is to make an act of faith in the presence of God within you. You probably won't feel a thing, you might feel as cold as an iceberg, but that shouldn't make any difference. Feelings can be a great help in prayer, but they can be terribly deceptive, and they don't change reality. Whether you feel it's Christmas Day or not, doesn't make the slightest difference to the fact that it is Christmas Day. God is present at the centre of your being, the Kingdom of God is within you, whether you feel it or not. There will be moments when the realisation of this presence will burst in upon you and flood your whole consciousness, but there will also be long periods when you feel absolutely nothing and you'll feel like giving up - not only prayer, but everything to do with religion. This is one of the reasons why I stress keeping rigidly to the time you set aside for prayer. You see, at the best of times we are a self-centred lot and there will always be the tendency to pray when the sun is out, while the weather's fine, we'll want to pray for longer than the allotted time, but when it clouds over, we'll do our level best to pack up as soon as we can, if we haven't avoided starting in the first place.
 
One of my problems is that I get lost for words and then distractions come, and before I know what's happened, I find my mind is deluged with a thousand and one distractions from the world I've left behind, or from the world I'm shortly to return to, or I slowly float away into 'cloud-cuckoo-land’. We ought to aim at being as simple and straightforward as possible in the words we use. Don't forget that Jesus taught us that God is Our Father, even our Dad that’s what the word Abba means, so there's no need to speak to Him in fancy phrases or highfalutin language. You may remember he criti​cised the Pharisees severely for doing this. Use your own words whenever possible and don't feel you have to use churchy language, speak to him as you would speak to a highly respected friend, to whom you can tell everything.
 
I know this might be a little difficult for beginners, but they can always start with someone else's prayer, gradually transposing these words into their own. There are a lot of books around at the moment that can be used in this way. However, never lose sight of the ideal, which is to get rid of them as soon as possible, as soon as you are able to pray in your own words. One thing I think is most important to get straight from the start - you must be absolutely honest with God. Nothing short of total frankness is called for when you start to pray. Don't forget that God knows you through and through, even before you open your mouth. You might soft-soap others, but you can't fool God. If you feel like a dehydrated prune, say so, if you'd rather be sitting in front of the telly, admit it, if you'd sooner be reading a fast-moving thriller, why pretend you wouldn't? Words aren't so difficult to find in prayer if you try to speak simply, honestly, and are prepared to admit exactly how you feel from the word go. 
 
The second letter, ‘A’ stands for Adora​tion. In the words of Teilhard de Chardin, adoration means – “To lose oneself in the unfathomable. To plunge into the inexhaustible, to find peace in the incorruptible, to be absorbed into the immeasurable, and to give one’s deepest to that whose depth has no end.” Although it's important to begin by realising the closeness of God's presence, that is only one side of the coin. On the other side of the coin never forget that the One who is close to us, who inhabits the very centre of our being, is the ‘Utterly Other’, the All-Holy and Transcendent God. In his presence 'every knee must bow', we must totally prostrate ourselves before Him. 
 
At the beginning of prayer I think the physical posture of the body is most important. I don't want to lay down any hard and fast rules, but I do want to emphasise the importance of making the body work in order to keep the mind active and attentive. If you slouch over the kneeler in front of you, or snuggle into the most comfortable chair available, don't be surprised if you find yourself day​dreaming or falling asleep. If you are kneeling or sitting, or using some other posture, I think it's very important to learn to keep your body in a state of disciplined relaxation. Having said all this I have to make a confession because during this last winter when it was very cold I have been using my memory jog while I was still warm in bed!
 
The next letter is 'T', stands for Thanksgiving. Now it’s time to thank God for what He has done and is doing for us now. For the Incarnation through which he invades the whole of creation with his Spirit, for the Resurrection of Jesus through whom he extends His own inner life to each one of us, and for the Sacraments, by which he repeatedly renews and strengthens us in his love. One thing the Gospels continually emphasise is that God didn't just create a mass of people called 'the human race', but a community of individuals, every one of whom matters. Each one of us is a unique unrepeatable creation, 'the very hairs of our head are numbered'. God is not a second-rate workman who fashions a few spiritual aristocrats whom we call saints, and makes the rest of us working class. Every one of us is created by a love that makes us all different, and yet offers us a destiny of total fulfillment and perfection in God. No other person has ever, nor will ever, possess the exact combination of gifts and opportunities that we have been given. 
 
As prayer develops the full awareness of all that God has done grows, so that thanksgiving and praise merge into one, and the whole of the prayer time seems to be taken up just giving God thanks, praise and glory for being God. If we only thank God for what we manage to get out of Him or for what he has done for us then we've hardly begun to thank him as we should. He should be thanked for being God, for being Goodness, Justice, Truth, and Beauty, for displaying his inner glory in the beauty of creation that surrounds us and for the masterpiece of creation in and through whom we are drawn up to share in His own inner life and love.
 
I cannot stress too much that this memory jog is solely intended to help a person to love, thank and praise God. When I first began to thank God for being God it was as if I was raised beyond myself and into God's world if only for a brief moment, where my prayer life reached higher peaks than ever before. If you don't know what I mean, try this little experiment. When you've thanked God for what he's done for you start thanking him for what He is and what He does for everyone, just by being what He is. Take your favourite prayer or hymn of thanksgiving or praise, - like the 'Gloria' from the liturgy for instance. Then, recite it slowly and prayerfully and you'll find you are taken out of yourself, out of your world and into God's world, where you praise Him, thank Him, and give him glory with all those who have learned to thank God just for being God.  You'll find that the further you enter into his world the more you'll forget yourself and the world where you only thanked Him for what you got out of Him. Then you'll come alive, more alive than ever before, if only for a time in the world where you want to be for all time. Thanking God for being God leads into the heights of prayer where praise, glory and thanksgiving become as one, and we become more at one with the God in whom we live and move and have our being.
 
However, we've still not exhausted what we must do to thank God, as we should. You see the thanks that He wants more than anything else cannot be given in words alone. He wants us to thank Him by preparing to receive all the gifts that He wants to give us, and most of all the gift of Himself. He wants us to try to strip ourselves of everything that can prevent his Holy Spirit possessing us in such a way that, as He promised at the Last Supper, he can make His home within us so that we can make our home in Him.  This is why the next letter, 'E', is a reminder to Examine our consciences and to ask God to show us everything in our life that prevents Him entering into us to make us like Himself.  The great barrier that blocks God out of our lives is, in the final analysis, our selfishness. This must ultimately be rooted out. This is a long process and can never be fully achieved without God's help, and the acceptance of the suffering that this will mean. But this is a lengthy business that will be commensurate with the whole of our lives. Now unless a person makes a genuine attempt to change their lives outside of prayer, their prayer itself will never develop beyond the most rudimentary stages. Even from a psychological point of view, as you will already have discovered for yourself, if you've behaved like a prize pig all day, then prayer will be quite impossible at the end of that day. In fact one of the reasons why people run away from prayer is that they know it will mean coming to terms with them​selves, and doing something about their shoddy life​style.
 
'R' stands for Repentance. This will help remind us to make an 'Act of Repentance' for how we have failed in the past. A formal act of repentance or contrition could be used, but a sincere expression of personal sorrow, in our own words, would be better still. Then we could end by what used to be called 'a firm purpose of amendment', in other words a genuine decision to try and behave differently in future. Without this the sincerity of our contrition must be called into question. No act of repentance, however heartfelt it might sound will do us any good, if we don't resolve and seriously endeavour to do better next time round. Not even God can do anything for us, if we don't see how much we are in need of his help and how weak we are. The act of repentance consists of first realising this, and then screaming out for help. Total possession by God will be impossible until we realise fully our own weakness and are thoroughly convinced that without Him we can do nothing.
 
The second part of the memory jog begins with the Letter ‘N’ which stands for 'Needs'. Not only should this be the time to pray for family and friends, but particularly for those who are most in need of the help we can give, for the depressed, for the lonely, for those suffering the final ordeal alone in some anonymous death bed, for those who are imprisoned, those who are being tortured at this moment writhing in the hands of some obscene sadists. Then we can pray for our own needs. The sad thing is that we don't even know what they are to begin with. We are so warped with selfishness that initially our prayer is not 'your will be done'. Even though we may use this precise phrase, because we believe it's what we ought to say, deep down in our hearts we are shouting 'my will be done' and we are annoyed and disgruntled if our prayer isn't granted. It's one thing to have the right words on your lips, it's quite another to pray them with your whole heart. Until this happens, we just have to try our best to want the right thing and to pray that we begin to see and desire what is really good for us. Actually, one of the first signs that our attitude is gradually being changed by God, is when we begin to notice that we are starting to pray 'your will be done' and genuinely mean it, so that the prayer isn't qualified with half a dozen 'ifs and buts'. You know the sort of thing I mean: 'Lord, I wish to do your will in all things, as long as you don't ask me to give up my cushy little job, or make any major alternations in my life-style, and I'm sure you wouldn't want me to pack up smoking and an odd snifter now and again, and my telly is my only little pleasure, but I'm sure all these things are according to your will, so long as they are used in moderation!' In other words, what I'm trying to say is that until we have been changed by God's love, our prayers of petition for ourselves will either be for downright material advantages of one sort of another, or even when we use the right words, there will be a dozen 'ifs and buts' lurking in the background of our minds. Now don’t get me wrong I’m not suggesting that we won’t make any serious advance in our prayer life until  given up all our little pleasures in life – not so. My general line of approach when it comes to self-discipline - what used to be called asceticism -is this: Don't give up anything that you like or enjoy doing, except in so far as it stops you giving your daily time to God in prayer. But anything that consistently keeps you from your daily prayer period must go. 
 
Discipline and asceticism are not out - they're very much in, but they are primarily directed to creating the daily space and time to allow God's love to burst into our lives through prayer. Once this happens, He will progressively possess us in such a way that we will just cease to want or even desire anything but Him. What we once called our little pleasures, our innocent enjoy​ments, will no longer interest us anymore. The same will happen to those ingrained habits that have bugged us for years, they will simply evaporate without any tortuous ascetical gymnastics. When God's love gets loose in our lives the results will be even more dramatic. We have so complicated the spiritual life in the past that we think we have to have a theology degree in order to understand it. The principal concern of the spiritual life is, how to let God's love, invade our lives and closing ourselves to everything and everyone who prevents this process taking place. Prayer is simply the only way to do this effectively. 
  Now ‘O’ stands for Offering, for the Morning Offering. The practice of making a Morning Offering was once commonplace but sadly, through ignorance, it has mainly fallen into abeyance. You see God’s plan for us is not just that we should be drawn up in Christ's life but to be taken up into his action. Not just any action but the most important action He ever performed and continues to perform. That is to give or offer Himself, all that he was, all that he did and all that he does now, in an enduring act of unalloyed selfless loving. In other words He first practised for Himself what he then preached to others by loving and continuing to love God with His whole heart and mind and with his whole being. So after praying for others the next letter ‘O’ reminds us to join with Christ in offering ourselves to our common Father.
 
When primitive peoples offered sacrifices to their gods it was usually to get something out of them. They wanted their help to ensure a successful hunting expedition, a good harvest or just good health for themselves and their families. There was another reason too, they wanted to keep their gods sweet so they wouldn't show their displeasure by visiting on them what the insurance men call 'acts of God'. However the prophets gradually taught the ancient Jews how to offer sacrifices to their God, not just to exploit him, nor just to thank him for what they got out of him, but to thank him for being God and to give him glory just for being himself. To give him praise honour glory and thanksgiving at one and the same time. 
 
When Jesus came he didn't destroy the old idea of offering things to God through sacrifice, but he brought it to completion. Every sacrifice must be made with a pure and contrite heart, as the prophets had taught, but now the real sacrifice that God wanted was not of sheep, oxen, goats or whatever, but of our own selves, all that we do and all that we are. Nor must this offering be made through a sort of feudal subservience, but through a love that reaches out to God far more effectively than the fire and smoke of old, used to attract his attention in Old Testament sacrifices. It's not the sweet savour of roasting meat that pleases God, but the offering of an open and loving heart that he will never fail to enter. All this has now become possible, as never before, because the offering that we make is made in with and through Christ. 
 
Now therefore, in with and through him we can all become priests, because only we can offer ourselves, no one else can do it for us, but only he can make that offering effective, because it's made through his. That's why the early Christians were so aware of their priesthood. And that’s why they went to exercise it with others on the first day of the week - the 'Day of the Sun' or Sunday, as it came to be called for the rising sun became for them a dramatic and unique symbol of the Resurrection. Then they'd return to their own homes to use what they had received through the sacred mysteries, to offer every moment of every day to God, as Jesus had done 'til they returned the following Sunday.
 
The morning offering that my mother taught me was to remind me before each day began how I could become as she put it 'a little priest' turning ordinary commonplace things into something precious, as Rumblestiltskin turned straw into gold. She taught me to remind myself of the offering I had made at the beginning of the day by practising little acts of sacrifice throughout the day. The expression ' well offer it up' became a family catch phrase that was not always appreciated, because it seemed to me that all too many daily sacrifices were demanded in the war years, when everything worthwhile seemed to be rationed. I for one didn't particularly like having to 'offer up' wearing clothes handed down from other members of the family, or going without sugar in my tea, eating bread and milk instead of cornflakes, or sharing half my meagre ration of sweets with those 'less fortunate than myself'. However the habit did 'die hard', at least in my mind, for I have never forgotten it - would that I had practised it over the years as my mother would have wished! Anyway I always think of her when I come to the letter 'O' in my Morning Prayer. Later studies may well have enabled me to understand the deeper significance of what she taught me, but I've learnt nothing to take away from her simple practical spirituality.  It was she who first taught me about the priesthood to which we are all called in Christ, and how to put it into practice in our daily lives, not just by what she said but by the continual example she showed me.
 
The very first Jewish Christians knew all about the meaning of sacrifice, because many of them had offered sacrifices themselves through their priests in the temple, even before Jesus began to preach.   They already knew therefore something that we can easily forget, namely, that the end of all sacrifice is communion with God. They knew that if God accepted the offering that they made, like a new spring lamb for instance, he would penetrate it with his Holy Presence so that it became to be called ‘God's Lamb’ or ‘The Lamb of God’. Then, when they took and ate ‘the Lamb of God’ they would enter into a profound communion with him.” 
 
When Jesus said that he was the ‘Lamb of God’ therefore they knew exactly what he meant. They knew that he was not only the means through whom they would, in future, offer themselves to God but the means by which they could enter into the most profound union possible with him on earth. That's why whenever they celebrated the 'Supper of the Lord', as it was called in those days, the offering of themselves was completed by eating and drinking the bread and wine, which was the ‘Lamb of God’ Himself penetrated through and through with the very life of God. It was in this Holy Communion that they received the help and strength that Jesus had received in His life on earth to enable them to go out and continually offer themselves throughout every moment of every day. 
 
This 'Holy Communion' was so important to them that they didn't want to restrict it to the weekly Eucharist - you see the practice of daily Mass, only became commonplace well into the second millennium.   So in those early days when daily Mass was all but unknown a practice grew up that was later called Spiritual Communion when they would set aside time to receive spiritually what they had receive physically at the Sunday celebration.  In this way their Morning Offerings and their Spiritual Communions would help them to extend what had been celebrated in liturgy at the weekly Mass in such a way, that it could transform their daily lives into a continual sacrifice for God and for others, as Christ's life had been before them. It would enable them to be caught up in Christ into an endless cycle of giving and receiving that would encompass every moment of their lives.
 In order to try and follow their example and do likewise I've made the next letter 'S' stand for Spiritual Communion. The very act of offering ourselves to God enables us to be open to him in such a way that he can enter into us ever more fully to the measure of our purity of heart. That’s why after making this offering its time to remain still and silent to relish what we have just received, to wrap ourselves in deep interior stillness, so that we can become docile and sensitive to the action of God as he penetrates us more and more fully. In short we need time in our daily prayer to do what we should do immediately after receiving Holy Communion. Now the longer we can remain still and open to God's action in this Spiritual Communion the more we will enable him to fill us with the self-same love with which he filled Christ. 
 
The letter ‘T’ stands for Transformation, you see after we've been still for a while to savour and give thanks for what, or rather for whom we have received, it's time to pray for what we desire more than anything else. That is for the power of Gods own Holy Spirit, who has entered into us, to begin transforming us into Christ. Then gradually, as this is being brought about we will begin to love God as Jesus did, with our whole hearts and minds and with our whole being and then our neighbours as ourselves. You see the more we become like Christ then the more Christ-like action follows quite naturally, without us hardly realising it.
 
When we have finished praying to be transformed into Christ we can move on to the next letter ‘E’ which stands for Engagements. Now is the time to look at all our engagements for the forthcoming day. To plan and prepare it as best we can to see how we can to do everything in the most Christ-like manner possible. The Desert Father's used to spend time each morning examining the forthcoming day to see how they could transform it with the love of God that they had experienced in the spiritual communion that was an essential part of their daily prayer. They would try to anticipate all that they had to do and the people they would expect to meet, so that throughout that day they could continue to offer themselves to God by the gentle and peaceful way in which they did everything and treated everyone. Success was never gauged by how well they succeeded in doing this, but by how well they tried, and tried again and again on successive days, no matter how often they failed. They had already tried to fulfil the first commandment that Jesus gave them ‘to love God with their whole hearts and minds and with their whole beings, now they prepared to fulfil the second.  They prepared to channel the love that they had received in such a way that it could surge outward through them into all and everything they did and into everyone who they would meet. 
 
We can learn from them by using this moment in Morning Prayer to explore the day ahead with all the jobs that we have to do no matter how small or insignificant they may seem. Then we can try to anticipate all the people we have to meet so that we can try to meet them as Christ would have done, and serve them as He did. Once we have offered the day to God and mentally previewed it, it's a good idea to make a few resolutions to do what we are likely to forget, or find convenient to forget! 
That's why I use the letter 'R' as a reminder to end the memory jog by making a few Resolutions. It might be to do humdrum tasks that we keep putting off, like changing the sheets on the bed, putting air into the car tyres, defrosting the freezer, or something that's more important. There's always that friend or relative who’s sick or in need who we should 'phone, or write to, or even visit for a few minutes. Alternatively, perhaps we should make a resolution to apologise to one of the family, a friend, or someone at work for the way we behaved towards them the previous day.
 
It's very difficult to stand up for someone who's been abused by authority at work, or elsewhere, or to speak the truth when no one wants to hear it. Or to make a stand for what we know is right, but nevertheless these are some of the more important things that could occupy our minds as part of Morning Prayer. Perhaps we could end with the most important resolution of all. That's to try and make the forthcoming day, a day when we try as best we can, to enable Gods love to draw us up not just into the life of Christ but into his action.  You see it is only there that we will be able to love God as we should by offering him all that we are and all that we do, but most of all by offering him the way we have tried to serve him through the neighbour in need. The truth of the matter is we won't ultimately be judged by the wonderful feelings we've experienced in prayer, how many ecstasies we've had, or even how many miracles we've worked or people we've healed, but how we've served God in the neighbour in need. But we will only be able to do this as Jesus did by opening ourselves in prayer to enable us to be filled by the same Spirit that inspired all He said and did. 
 
I think that's all I want to say at the moment about ‘the memory jog’. It isn’t supposed to be a rigid formula. The idea is that each person can adapt it to his or her own needs. Some people might find it helpful to split it up so that they could use the introduction by way of an aid for Morning Prayer and use the end as a memory jog for evening prayer, or vice versa. I know quite a lot of people who prefer to plan their day ahead at the beginning of the actual day rather than on the evening before. 
One final suggestion that you might like to try, is a practice used by the Desert Father when they got into bed. Take a short prayer and repeat it slowly and prayerfully. It might simply be the word, "Jesus," or the full Jesus prayer: "Jesus, Son of God, have mercy on me a sinner" This prayer and others like it came to be used, most particularly in the Eastern Church, with slow rhythmical breathing. It was not just a device for re​laxation, but for reminding the believer of the all-pervading action of the Holy Spirit. You see, the ancient Jews believed that a person's breath was their life-principle, their spirit, so naturally they believed that God's breath was his life-principle, his Spirit. So deep rhythmi​cal breathing that often accompanied short prayers of the heart  helped remind them of the ever in​coming Spirit who dwelt within them with ever in​creasing power the more they prayed.
 
It can be a reminder to us, too, particularly when preparing for sleep. The prayer, "Come, Holy Spirit," for instance, can accompany the slow intake of breath followed by the prayer, "conceive Christ in me," as we breathe out. With the next breath pray again, "Come, Holy Spirit," followed by, "fill every part of me," and again with the next breath, "Come, Holy Spirit," followed by, "bring Christ to birth in me." Then the three prayers could be repeated again and again. Other short prayers could be used like ,"Come, Lord," or "Come, Lord Jesus," or whatever short prayer you feel helps you best. When this prac​tice becomes a habit it can be far more effective than the sleeping pills that many turn to today — and there are no side effects either.
 
The  Four R’s
 
I think it is more than enough to commit yourself to ten minutes each day to prayer for Lent, but if you would like to spend a little more time, say once a week  perhaps on Sunday ,to another ancient method of prayer here are a few suggestions.
Firstly let me say that there's nothing mysterious about human communication. We get to know someone by speaking to people and listening to the words they use. Spaces between people are bridged by words. They enable us to find out more about them, to draw closer and closer to them. This is why Christians have always regarded the Bible with reverence and awe, because it contains the words that bridge the gap between God and man - God's words. 
 
It even goes a step further by showing how God's word was eventually embodied in the flesh and blood of a human being – Jesus- on the first Christmas Day. Although He Himself was born in a poor and draughty cave He had in fact come to make His permanent home on earth in each one of us so that we could make our home in Him too. That’s why on the night before he died he said, "Make your home in me, as I make my home in you. (Jn 15: 4). 
 
When we begin to accept this invitation we are drawn into the most potent and the most powerful love possible that endlessly revolves between the Father and the Son to eternity. It means we'll never be alone in this life or the next.  When we learn to listen to Jesus, to all He said and did from the moment of his birth into this world to the moment He ascended into the next, we listen to the very words of God Himself. When we learn to love Jesus we learn to love God. This is why all authentic Christian prayer begins not by flinging oneself into obscure states of transcendental awareness, but by trying to get to know and love Jesus Christ.
 
When we read the scriptures then, slowly and prayerfully, allowing them to sink into our hearts, we listen to the word of God speaking to us now. This is how the early Christians used to pray in a method of prayer that the Desert Fathers called "Lectio Divina" or the divine or sacred reading. It was so called, not just because they believed the words they read were inspired, but because they believed that they too would be inspired as they read them, by the One who inspired them in the first place. They believed that through this profound reading they would be lead on and into a profound encounter with God and come to experience what St Paul called, "the height and depth, the length and breadth of God's love that surpasses the understanding."
 
This is why whatever other methods of prayer we may at times find helpful, we must never forget and always turn back to the Bible as the Christian prayer book 'par excellence'.
 
The early Christians knew no other. Many of them knew all the Gospels off by heart. They had no other prayer book to hand, nor did they have need of them. Read John Cassian’s description of how the Desert Fathers used the scriptures, most particularly the New Testament and the Psalms. He emphasised how they were not interested in how much they read, but in how deeply they penetrated the sacred texts. They would read a few verses at a time going over them for a second and a third time, poring over them, entering more profoundly into their dynamic inner meaning. Then they would pause in moments of deep interior stillness to allow the same Spirit who inspired them in the first place, to inspire them also. When they had savoured one particular text they would reverently move on to another and repeat the process, leaving pauses for silence to enable the impact of the words to seep into the very marrow of their being. As this prayer grew more and more intense, the moments of silence would become ever more prolonged until in the end words would give way to periods of profound inner recollection, as they began to experience how the One who first chose to make His home in a poor and draughty cave now begins to make His home within them.

 
 For years I've used what I call the Four R's to help me follow the example of the Desert Fathers, hopefully they may be of help to you too. They are simply Reading, Reflection, Reaction and Resting. 
 
Firstly Reading (Lectio). Begin by reading the sacred texts. Then re-read them slowly and prayerfully. Then Reflection (Meditatio), reflect on what you have read - ruminate on them, as St Augustine would say, allow the inner meaning of every word to seep deep down into the very marrow of your being. Then Reaction (Oratio), react in your own way and in your own words. Real prayer begins now as you start trying to raise your heart and mind to God, as you begin responding to the inspired words upon which you have been reflecting. When everything has been said that needs to be said, be still, Resting (Contemplatio), replete with what you have received in deep interior stillness. When distractions inevitably come to disturb this contemplative stillness start again at the beginning, reading and re-reading, reflecting and reacting 'til you can return again to the inner stillness, if only for a few moments. Gradually what was initially difficult becomes easier with practice. Then, with your heart and mind raised, you can be open and receptive to God's action for longer and longer periods of time. Gradually this self-same love will surcharge our own weak human loving enabling you to love, serve and feel for others outside of formal prayer, in a way and to a degree that would be quite impossible without it.
 
I usually recommend that people should turn to the Gospels to begin with, most particularly the Gospel of St. John, turning to his famous discourses, especially his profound spiritual discourse at the Last Supper, from chapter 13 to chapter 17. There's enough food for prayer there for a lifetime. Then turn to the letters of St John and St. Paul, the Acts of the Apostles and then to the other New Testament writers. 

However the Four R's can be used to explore other religious texts as well. Use them to meditate more systematically and more deeply on your favourite spiritual hymns and poems. There are many profound and beautiful hymns that we only glance at briefly every now and then when we sing them in church, hymns like Lead Kindly Light, or Come Holy Spirit. The Hymnal can be a rich source of material for meditative prayer. Some of the modern folk hymns are ideal too. The music may be of varying quality, but the words are often both scriptural and profound.
 
Use the Four R's to meditate on some of the great liturgical texts. The Eucharistic prayers for instance. We rarely have time to penetrate their profundity when they are being read for us at Mass. One of the advantages of using these prayers in this way is that without realising it, we are being moulded into Christ’s own prayer. There are many other liturgical prayers and hymns that can be used for personal prayer in this way. The Gloria is a perfect example and so are many other ancient poems, hymns and sequences used throughout the liturgical seasons. Use the psalms too, especially those that you feel speak to you in a special way in your particular needs. These were one of the main sources of spiritual nourishment for the Desert Fathers. By daily practising this profound form of prayer you are making Christmas happen again in you as you enable Jesus to be born again this time in you, to make His home within you and to bring peace to reign where so many distractions and so much discord reigned before.  There is no better sacrifice that you could possibly make than sacrificing ten minutes a day to practice prayer. It could be the beginning of a totally new departure in your spiritual life that could lead you on to come to know for yourself what St Paul meant when wrote about ‘ the height and depth the length and breadth of Gods love that surpasses the understanding.’ 
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