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Liturgical Prayer 

By 

Christopher Joseph Moore 

 

Robert Taft has described the Liturgy of the Hours as ‗our priestly prayer as God‘s 

priestly people‘.
1
 Prayer appears in the Old Testament from the fall of Adam after the act 

of creation,
2
 through the Psalms and into the New Testament where Jesus not only prays 

during his mission on earth, but He teaches man how to pray. The Apostle Paul exhorts 

that we should ‗Always be joyful; pray constantly; and for all things give thanks; this is 

the will of God for you in Jesus Christ‘ (1 Thessalonians 5: 16-17). In order to discover 

what it is that Christians do when they pray, we shall first define prayer and trace the 

roots of prayer through the scriptures; then examine examples of Christ‘s priestly prayer 

and consider what is meant by an individual‘s priestly prayer. On completion of that 

journey, we shall explore the Liturgy of the Hours and compare it with other forms of 

prayer for example, the Our Father and the rosary. Finally we shall consider how these 

liturgical forms fulfill the purpose of prayer and the call to pray unceasingly for 

Christians and in particular for those who follow the Roman Catholic tradition in the 

West. 

 

                                                 
1 Robert F. Taft, The Liturgy of the Hours in East and West, (Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, Second 

Revised Edition 1993), p. 361. 
2 Catechism of the Catholic Church (London: Geoffrey Chapman 1994) p. 546. 
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Prayer is a ‗personal relationship with the living and true God‘.
3
 It is a gift from God, ‗the 

encounter of God‘s thirst with ours‘ (John 4:10) revealed through the scriptures.  St 

Thérèsa of Lisieux, who was proclaimed a Doctor of the Catholic Church by Pope John 

Paul II in 1997, describes prayer as a ‗surge of the heart; it is a simple look turned 

towards heaven, it is a cry of recognition and of love, embracing both trial and joy.‘
4
 

Prayer is expressed many times in Scripture where it takes different forms. It may be a 

‗calling-up‘ to God as in the first book of the Pentateuch where Eve gives birth to Seth 

following the death of her son Cain, and calls up to God saying, ‗God has granted me 

other offspring … in place of Abel‘ (Genesis 4:26). Prayer may be intercessory or 

mediatory: ‗If he gives his life as a sin offering he will see his offering and prolong his 

life‘ (Isaiah 53:10). Man can consult with God through prayer as demonstrated when 

‗Saul consulted Yahweh‘ (1 Samuel 28:6). Moses tried to pacify God pleading with him 

saying, ‗why should your anger blaze at your people, whom you have brought out of 

Egypt by your great power and mighty hand?‘ (Exodus 32:11). Later, Moses prays for the 

forgiveness of sin after Aaron manufactured the golden calf to replace god (Exodus 

32:30). 

 

This is not an exhaustive list but it provides a useful summary of what Christians might 

be doing when they pray whether it be a conversation, an opportunity to talk with God; 

whether it takes the form of a simple calling-up, an intercession or mediation; a 

consultation, a pleading or a petition to address divine needs. It is an expression to God of 

                                                 
3
 Ibid. p. 544. 

4
 Ibid. p. 544. 
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human desires, not because God wishes to know those desires, but because it assists the 

faithful in understanding their relationship with God. Prayer is also described as: 

 

‗An act of the virtue of religion which consists in asking proper gifts or graces from God. In 

a more general sense it is the application of the mind to Divine things, not merely to acquire 

a knowledge of them but to make use of such knowledge as a means of union with God. 

This may be done by acts of praise and thanksgiving, but petition is the principal act of 

prayer.‘
5
 

It is important to examine these three acts and understand why the prayer of petition is 

considered to be the principal act of prayer.  

 

God does not require the praises of mortal humankind, yet both the Old and New 

Testament contain a number of examples of acts of praise or blessing, a term which 

emanates from the Jewish berakah, that is sometimes translated as ‗benediction‘. This 

type of prayer usually speaks of God rather than directly to him. Examples from the Old 

Testament include the dialogue after Abraham‘s servant had identified Rebekah as a 

suitable wife for Abraham‘s son, ‗Then the man bowed down and worshipped Yahweh 

saying, ‗Blessed be Yahweh, God of my master Abraham …‖ (Gen 24:26-27) and the 

beginning of a much longer communication when Solomon addressed the people of Israel 

‗Blessed be Yahweh, God of Israel, who has carried out by his hand what he promised 

…‘ (Kings 8:15). In the New Testament there are examples where Zechariah, filled with 

                                                 
5
 Catholic Encyclopedia online at http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/12345b.htm (accessed 15th November 

2007) 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/01115a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/12748a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06689a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06608a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/10321a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08673a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08673a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06608a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/12345b.htm
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the Holy Spirit following the circumcision of John the Baptist spoke thus: ‗Blessed be the 

Lord, the God of Israel for he has visited his people, he has set them free‘ (Luke 1:68). 

Later it is Saint Peter in his introduction to the letter to the Christians of Asia Minor who 

praises God saying, ‗Blessed be God the Father of Our Lord Jesus Christ who in his great 

mercy has given us a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ 

from the dead …‘ (1 Peter 1:3). 

 

Prayers of praise are not simply an attempt to persuade God to answer those petitions but 

they are prayers of remembrance (anamnesis in Greek) which serve to remind the 

believer that what they have achieved comes not from their own efforts but from the 

‗hidden activity of God‘. They are ‗statements about God‘ which promote ordinary events 

in the lives of Christians to a spiritual level reminding the believer of their faith and belief 

in God. It is not God that needs to be reminded of his greatness, but man. 
6
 

 

Compare then prayers of praise to those of thanksgiving (taken from the word hodayah 

which is more accurately defined as ‗acknowledge‘ or ‗confess‘ – homologeo in Greek) 

which tend to speak directly to God. As with prayers of praise, there are examples in the 

scriptures particularly in the New Testament. Matthew quotes Jesus who, on reflecting 

that the mysteries of God had been revealed to simple fishermen exclaimed, ‗I bless you, 

Father, Lord of heaven, for hiding these things from the learned and the clever and 

revealing them to little children‘ (Matthew 11:25 and Luke 10:21). Jesus gives thanks (as 

in the Greek eucharisteo) speaking directly to His heavenly Father immediately prior to 

                                                 
6
 Paul F. Bradshaw, Two Ways of Praying (London: SPCK 1995) p. 20. 
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and in clear expectation of raising Lazarus from the dead saying, ‗Father, I thank you for 

hearing my prayers‘ (John 11:41).  

 

Whilst prayers of thanksgiving may seem different to prayers of praise, essentially they 

serve the same purpose – ‗the admission that God has acted in one‘s life and the 

remembrance and recounting in religious terms of what has happened.‘
7
 In fact, there are 

examples in scripture of prayers that both offer praise and give thanks. Daniel opens his 

prayer: ‗May the name of God be blessed for ever and ever, since wisdom and power are 

his alone‘. The prayer continues: ‗To you, God of my fathers, I give thanks and praise for 

having given me wisdom and strength‘. (1 Daniel 2: 20-23) 

  

Psalm 51 provides an example of personal petition in the Old Testament, ‗Have mercy on 

me, O God, in your faithful love, in your great tenderness wipe away my offences,‘ 

(Psalm 51:1).  Public prayers used in the Christian churches such as the Eucharistic 

Prayer, which is central to the celebration of Mass in the Catholic Church contain praise, 

thanksgiving and petitions to God.
8
 The Roman Canon opens with a prayer of praise and 

thanksgiving and is immediately followed by a petition: ‗Through him [Jesus Christ] we 

ask you to accept and bless these gifts we offer you in sacrifice.‘ 

 

                                                 
7
 Ibid. p. 22. 

8
 Ibid. p. 20. 
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Prayers are then offered for the church, the living, for acceptance of the offering and after 

the consecration, prayers are said for the living and the dead before the great act of praise 

in the final doxology.
9
 

 

Having defined prayer and considered some of its forms, it is important to return for a 

moment to the quote from Taft above and define what is meant by the term ‗priest‘. A 

priest is ‗the person authoritatively appointed to do homage to God in the name of 

society, even the primitive society of the family and to offer Him sacrifice.‘
10

 ‗The 

fundamental characteristics of priestly prayer are that it centres around the offering of 

sacrifice and involves intercession.‘
11

 

Jesus prayed regularly, his first disciples recalled and often retreated to the wilderness to 

concentrate. He prayed before decisive moments, beginning with his baptism and finally 

as he faced his passion and death. He prayed in times of human weakness and death, as 

he did at the grave of Lazarus. He frequently prayed to give thanks. His prayer was 

steady, thankful, and confident that God's will was for his good. On the Mount of Olives 

on the evening he was to be betrayed, Jesus petitioned God: ‗Father … if you are willing 

take this cup away‘. He then returned to his disciples who were sleeping and urged them 

to ‗pray not to be put to the test‘, (Luke 22:42 and 46). His prayer was heartfelt. Nowhere 

is that more evident than when he prayed on the cross for the forgiveness of those who 

executed him, ‗Father, forgive them; they do not know what they are doing‘, (Luke 

                                                 
9
 Harold Winstone (Ed.) The Sunday Missal (London: Collins 1975) pp. 33-37. 

10
 Catholic Encyclopedia online at http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/12406a.htm accessed 15th November 

2007. 
11

 Paul F. Bradshaw Daily Prayer in the Early Church (London: SPCK 1981) p. 70. 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/11726a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06608a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/14074a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/14074a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/05782a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/12406a.htm
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23:34). At the moment of death he cried out in prayer once more: ‗Father, into your hands 

I commend my spirit.‘ (Luke 23:46). 

Jesus, as high priest, offered his whole life to God; he praised and gave thanks to God 

during the consecration of the bread and wine as he instituted the Holy Eucharist at the 

last supper and he ultimately suffered death for the remission of sins. He did not 

undertake these actions for his own sake but in the service and to present an example to 

others, just as he did when he washed the disciples‘ feet during Last Supper. As such 

Christ‘s action was a truly priestly prayer.
12

 This is confirmed in the anonymous letter to 

the Hebrews, ‗Since in Jesus, the Son of God, we have the supreme high priest‘ (Hebrews 

4:14). 

 

Christians are called to follow this example of Christ which means that may also be 

described as priests. According to St Paul, Christians are not simply followers of Christ 

but are part of the body of Christ. In his letter to the congregation at Corinth he wrote, 

‗We were baptized into one body in a single Spirit…Christ‘s body is yourselves,‘ (1 

Corinthians 12:12-27). Jesus said as much himself, ‗Remain in me as I am in you.‘ (John 

15:4). Therefore Christian prayer should be even more than praising, thanksgiving and 

petitioning, it should be a means by which faith and the Gospel are proclaimed to the 

world that others might believe. Christ taught through the parable of the unscrupulous 

judge and the importunate widow of ‗the need to pray continually and never lose heart 

                                                 
12

 Ibid. p. 70. 
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lose heart‘ (Luke 18:1) and Christians are encouraged ‗Through him [Jesus] let us offer to 

God as an unending sacrifice of praise" (Hebrews 13:15).  

 

To understand how this unending sacrifice might be achieved, it is necessary to examine 

how the early Christians established their prayer lives. They would have been familiar 

with the scriptures of the Old Testament and be aware that God commanded daily burnt 

offerings ‗at dawn, and the second at twilight‘ (Exodus 29:39). Further inspiration may 

have been drawn from the words of David in the psalms, ‗Seven times a day I praise you‘ 

(Psalm. 119:164), as well as, ‗blessed is anyone who…murmurs his law day and night" 

(Ps. 1:1-2).  After the ascension, the apostles were ‗joined constantly in prayer‘ (Acts 

1:14). The Acts of the Apostles also notes that Christians continued to pray at the third, 

(Acts 2:15) and sixth hours, (Acts 10:9; 10: 3, 13) following the tradition of the 

synagogue and they continued to frequent the Temple at the customary hours of prayer, 

including the ninth hour (Acts 3:1). It is also recorded that ‗In the middle of the night 

Paul and Silas were praying and singing God‘s praises‘ (Acts 16:25). The early Christian 

community ‗remained faithful to the teaching of the apostles, to the brotherhood, to the 

breaking of bread and to the prayers‘ (Acts 2:42). ‗Such prayer in common gradually took 

the form of a set cycle of hours‘
13

 which continues today in the Liturgy of the Hours. 

 

The Liturgy of the Hours ‗is no more, no less than a common celebration of what we are 

… the Body of Christ‘. The Vatican II document Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy 

                                                 
13

 General Instruction of the Liturgy of the Hours, Chapter 1 online at 

http://www.ewtn.com/library/curia/cdwgilh.htm#Ch%20I-III accessed 1
st
 December 2007. 

http://www.ewtn.com/library/curia/cdwgilh.htm#Ch%20I-III
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states Jesus Christ continues his priestly work through His Church ‗which is ceaselessly 

engaged in praising the Lord and interceding for the salvation of the whole world.‘
14

 In 

effect Christians pray through, with and in Christ to His eternal Father. Taft quotes three 

reasons as to why the Church believes that the Liturgy of the Hours or Divine Office as it 

is also known should be the ‗daily prayer par excellence.’ First, as demonstrated above it 

is traditional in that it has stood the test of time; secondly it has its roots in the New 

Testament as illustrated previously but thirdly it is objective inasmuch as it removes us 

from our egotistical private prayer and brings us to a supernatural yet wholehearted 

‗encounter with the Father through Jesus in the Spirit.‘
15

 This encounter continues 

unceasingly today as one time zone passes the baton of prayer to the next. 

 

The New Testament provides evidence, some of which has been cited above that 

indicates that the early Christians ‗prayed very frequently‘ and that this form of worship 

was celebrated corporately or ‗liturgically‘.
16

   The fourth century pilgrim Egeria provides 

substantial details of the liturgical year in Jerusalem, including the daily and Sunday 

offices, festivals at the Epiphany, Lent, Holy Week, Easter and much more. What is clear 

from her writings is that these celebrations involved a great many of the lay faithful 

attending with their clergy at all hours of the day and night.
17

 There is also evidence to 

suggest this continued into the sixth century and still exists in the Eastern churches to this 

day. The fact that not all would be literate and able to follow the services does not appear 

                                                 
14

 Robert F. Taft, The Liturgy of the Hours in East and West, (Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, Second 

Revised Edition 1993), p. 347. 
15

 Ibid. pp. 367-369. 
16

 Paul F. Bradshaw, ‗Whatever happened to daily prayer?‘ Worship 64 (1990), pp.10-23 
17

 John Wilkinson (Translator) Egeria’s Travels (Warminster: Aris & Phillips Ltd, Third Edition, 1999) pp. 

142-161 
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to have affected the attendance. Interestingly, it is thought by some that the growth of 

monasticism in the west caused the demise the Divine Office because it was complex and 

required a greater range of material than the more popular cathedral office and so the laity 

became spectators rather than active participants.
18

  

 

The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, Sacrosanctum Concilium promulgated by Pope 

Paul VI in December 1963 intended to promote and restore the liturgy amongst the 

faithful. It explained the importance of the sacred liturgy, enabling it to be adapted to the 

‗culture and traditions of peoples‘; it revised and simplified the celebration of the 

Eucharist to promote active participation by the faithful, including the bold introduction 

of the use of the vernacular rather then the Latin text; it clarified the celebration of the 

sacraments so as ‗to adapt them to the needs of our own times‘ and relaxed the Liturgy of 

the Hours so that the morning and evening office became the ‗chief hours‘ of the day.
19

 

 

Whilst the Liturgy of the Hours has stood the test of time, the reduction in church 

attendance suggests that daily prayer may also have been in decline for some time. The 

Acts of the Apostles clearly record the Christian communities being called to regular 

communal prayer and yet today, only a small proportion of Christians attend a corporate 

service once a week. Twenty-first century life with the ever-increasing demands of the 

workplace, pressures on family life and the temptations of the expanding leisure industry 

                                                 
18

 Paul F. Bradshaw, ‗Whatever happened to daily prayer?‘ Worship 64 (1990), pp. 10-11 
19

 Sacrosanctum Concilium online at 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-

ii_const_19631204_sacrosanctum-concilium_en.html accessed 19th December 2007. 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19631204_sacrosanctum-concilium_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19631204_sacrosanctum-concilium_en.html
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leave little time for prayer for the average Christian. It may be argued then that the 

liturgical form best suited to the laity today would be a shorter version of the morning 

and evening prayer. The morning intercessions ‗consecrate the day in order to prepare for 

the work of the day; while at Evening Prayer supplications have been added following the 

pattern of the Prayer of the Faithful‘.
20

 St Benedict is credited as the first to declare 

―Orare est laborare, laborare est orare‖, that is, ―To pray is to work, to work is to pray.‖ 

In so doing he affirmed one of the great concepts of Christian spirituality—the 

inseparability of spiritual life from physical life. He also acknowledged the notion of 

―divine work.‖
21

 Therefore it can be argued that work which has been consecrated 

through the Morning Prayer fulfills the exhortation of St Paul to pray unceasingly. 

Furthermore, if each Christian is a unique part of the body of Christ, then each prays in 

communion with Christ so that even an individual praying alone is effectively praying 

liturgically. 

 

Whilst the Liturgy of the Hours is described as the summit of all Christian prayer, there 

are other forms of prayer which maybe considered suitable to fulfill a similar function. 

Based on the assertion that it is a basic instinct to think before we speak, Pope Benedict 

XVI states: ‗Normally, thought precedes word…but praying the Psalms and liturgical 

prayer is exactly the other way round: The word, the voice, goes ahead of us, and our 

                                                 
20

 Shorter Morning and Evening Prayer – Divine Office (London: Collins 2005) p. xiii.  

 
21

 Phyllis Tickle, The Divine Hours: Prayers for Summertime (Cleveland, Ohio: Doubleday 2000) accessed 

online at  http://www.explorefaith.org/prayer/fixed/history.html accessed 21st December 2007. 

http://www.explorefaith.org/prayer/fixed/history.html


Page 12 of 21 

mind must adapt to it.‘
22

 For this reason, God had to provide man with the formula for 

prayer. It seems that one of the disciples recognised this problem when he asked Jesus to 

‗teach us to pray‘. It is interesting to note that in Luke‘s account, this request occurs as 

Jesus concludes his own private prayer allowing Him to engage us in his priestly prayer 

to God.
23

 

 

 Jesus responded with the words of the Pater Noster, the Lord‘s Prayer (Luke 11:1-4). 

Just as two people are joined in marriage in a public ceremony, the relationship between 

the man and the woman is also privately intimate. So the Lord‘s Prayer is at once a 

personal, intimate prayer in which the believer addresses God as ‗Father‘ and a 

communal prayer ‗uttered in the first person plural‘.
24

 Matthew‘s version of the prayer 

adopted by the church commences with praise to the Father and contains no fewer than 

seven petitions, each of which will now be described and discussed in some detail in 

order to establish its purpose and relevance as to how Christians should pray.  

 

The opening greeting of ‗Father‘ effectively grants permission for the children of God to 

address Him as Father, making them His sons and daughters thus cementing the intimate 

relationship between God and his people, ‗You may be children of your Father in 

heaven‘, (Matthew 5:45). God offers himself as a gift to mankind, thus it is a truly 

priestly offering. The Lord‘s Prayer also commences with ‗Our‘ rather than ‗My‘ hence it 

                                                 
22

 Joseph Ratzinger, Pope Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth, trans. Adrian J. Walker (London: Bloomsbury, 

2007) p. 131. 
23

 Ibid p. 132. 
24

 Ibid. pp. 129-131. 
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becomes an ecclesial prayer prayed ‗in communion with the whole family of God‘ even 

when prayed alone or silently in the heart.
25

 

 

The first petition ‗Hallowed be thy name‘ reminds one of the second commandment, 

‗You shall not misuse the name of Yahweh your God‘, (Exodus 20:7). It allows one to 

enter into a personal relationship with God – he becomes accessible to all. As people 

have free will, so they are able to misuse the name of God. This first petition provides an 

opportunity to perform an examination of conscience and call upon God to ‗take charge 

of the sanctification of his name‘.
26

 

 

‗Where God is absent, nothing can be good‘ and so the second petition, ‗Thy kingdom 

come‘ exhorts God to become truly present in the lives of believers so that they may have 

‗a listening heart‘ that they may follow Christ and be transformed by him.
27

 

 

When Moses received the Ten Commandments on Mount Sinai, they were not intended 

as rules with which to burden mankind, but as ‗a revelation of the essence of God 

himself‘, they show man how to undertake God‘s will. They were further developed by 

Jesus Christ during his Sermon on the Mount. The third petition of the Our Father, ‗Thy 

will be done on earth as it is in heaven‘ serves to remind God‘s people of their purpose in 

life. Heaven is ‗the place where God‘s will is fulfilled‘ and Jesus came to do God‘s will 

on earth, a point he repeated on the Mount of Olives before his passion, death and 

                                                 
25

 Ibid. p. 141. 
26

 Ibid. p. 144. 
27

 Ibid.  pp. 146-147. 
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resurrection, ‗―My Father‖‘ he said, ―if it is possible, let this cup pass me by. 

Nevertheless, let it be as you, not I, would have it‖‘ (Matthew 26:39) and again ‗‖My 

Father‖, he said, ―if this cup cannot pass by, but I must drink it, your will be done!‖‘ 

(Matthew 26:42). In this petition Jesus helps his people to become closer to God by 

showing them how to conquer their own selfishness and obey the commandments.
28

  

 

The fourth petition, ‗Give us this day our daily bread‘ invites Christians to turn their 

‗cares over to God‘. The prayer for bread, for the needs of simple daily human existence 

and the use of the term ‗our‘ indicates that such prayer should also be offered for others. 

Christians must share their gifts with those brothers and sisters who are less fortunate 

than themselves. This petition also directs one towards the ‗eschatological horizon‘ where 

Christ will offer himself in the priestly sacrifice of the Eucharist and ultimately on the 

cross as the ‗bread of life‘ (John 6: 35).
29

  

 

The whole purpose of Christ‘s mission is summed up in the fifth petition: ‗Forgive us our 

trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us‘. Here Christ entreats his followers 

to forgive one another and to be reconciled with his Father in heaven. As the first man, 

Adam separated mankind from God‘s creation through his selfishness, so Jesus Christ 

separated himself from his divinity to become man incarnate and redeem man through his 

selfless sacrifice on the cross. This eschatological petition prefigures Christ‘s example on 

the cross, ‗Father, forgive them; they do not know what they are doing‘ (Luke 23:34). 

                                                 
28

 Ibid.  pp. 148-149. 
29

 Ibid.  pp. 150-153. 
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This final appeal of Christ reflects his teaching on forgiveness in the parables such as the 

Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32) and the Unforgiving Servant (Matthew 18:23-35). The 

petition is also Christological in that it serves as a reminder of God‘s great love for man 

in sacrificing his only Son that all might be reconciled with the Creator.
30

 

 

The sixth petition, ‗And lead us not into temptation‘ may seem at first to be abhorrent; 

after all an all merciful ever loving God is hardly likely to deliberately lead his own 

people into temptation. However, temptation comes neither from God, nor from man but 

from Satan who also tempted Jesus whilst he was fasting and praying in the desert 

(Matthew 4:1). When Satan tempts God‘s creatures, he does so in order to deride God 

and indeed he has done so since the beginning of creation and the fall of Adam. Thus 

Jesus was acutely aware and sympathised with mankind ‗For the suffering he himself 

passed through while being put to the test enables him to help others when they are being 

put to the test‘ (Hebrews 2:18). Man requires these trials in order to be tested and purified 

and the purpose of this petition is to ask God to consider human limitations, to restrict the 

freedom of Satan in his works and to remain in us in order to prevent us from falling into 

temptation.
31

 

 

The final petition, ‗But deliver us from evil‘ is closely linked to the penultimate section 

and refers both to an earthly request to keep man free from the evil of Satan and returns 

to the first three petitions of the prayer that one might be delivered into the heavenly 

                                                 
30

 Ibid.  pp. 157-160. 
31

 Ibid.  pp. 160-164. 
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kingdom of God. It is also a plea not to be robbed of faith when tested, and to sanctify the 

name of God ‗that we be freed from sins…and that one‘s gaze may never be averted from 

the living God‘.
32

  

  

Jesus goes on to tell the disciples through parable of the importunate friend that 

persistence in prayer will be heard, (Luke 11:5-8) and furthermore it will be answered 

(Luke 11: 9-13).  When Christians pray the Our Father they ‗are praying to God with 

words given by God‘.
33

 ‗Because the Our Father is a prayer of Jesus, it is a Trinitarian 

prayer: We pray with Christ through the Holy Spirit to the Father.‘ The prayer contains 

petitions, not just for the individual but for all mankind, it can therefore be said to be the 

priestly prayer of Christ. On a practical note the simplicity of the Our Father is appealing 

to the masses as it is short and easily memorised. In the West, whilst some were able to 

memorise the psalms, the vast majority were unable to afford to purchase books of 

prayers or even have the ability to read them. Instead, the psalms were replaced by 

reciting ‗the Lord‘s Prayer a fixed number of times‘. In order to keep track, a counting 

device consisting of beads threaded onto string with a knot separating every tenth bead 

was manufactured. It was during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries that Marian devotion 

developed in the liturgy and the Ave Maria was subsequently added to the Lord‘s Prayer 

and the prayer of the rosary was established.
34

 Whilst the Ave Maria was initially just a 

salutation often accompanied by genuflecting, the additional practice of meditating on 

certain mysteries about Christ began in the fourteenth century and by the end of the 

                                                 
32

 Ibid.  pp. 164-167. 
33

 Ibid.  p. 131. 
34

 F. Bradshaw, ‗Whatever happened to daily prayer?‘ Worship 64 (1990), p. 18. 
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fifteenth century, there were many varieties of meditation. The mysteries were 

subsequently narrowed down to three namely, the Sorrowful, the Joyful and the Glorious 

Mysteries which were designed to teach the most important doctrines of the Church.
35

 In 

2002, Pope John Paul II added a fourth set, the Mysteries of Light. 

 

The Ave Maria or Hail Mary is a prayer said in honour of the Blessed Virgin and consists 

of three parts. It starts with the salutation used by the Angel Gabriel, ‗Hail Mary Full of 

grace, the Lord is with thee, blessed art thou amongst women (Jesus)‘ (Luke 1:28). The 

second part is taken from the greeting by Mary‘s cousin Elizabeth, ‗and blessed is the 

fruit of thy womb‘ (Luke 1:42). After the two salutations, the third and final part of the 

prayer is a petition directed at, ‗Holy Mary, Mother of God‘ asking her to reconcile 

sinners with God and to ‗pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death‘.  This 

petition, added by the Catholic Church serves as a reminder to Christians that they should 

‗piously and suppliantly have recourse to her in order that by her intercession she may 

reconcile God with us sinners‘.
36

  The Hail Mary therefore follows a similar format to the 

Our Father and whereas the latter was taught by Christ himself, there are many occasions 

where the Virgin Mary has appeared to people, often children and urged them to pray the 

rosary, up to and including the twentieth century. 
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It can be argued therefore that the rosary, which developed as ‗a popular substitute for the 

Liturgy of the Hours‘ in the West,
37

 and combines the Our Father and Hail Mary to 

provide a meditational prayer is both liturgical and in communion with the church 
38

. 

However, whilst ‗this form of prayerful reflection is of great value … Christian prayer 

should go further: to the knowledge of the Lord Jesus, to union with him‘.
39

 

 

Having discussed three forms of prayer, it is worth considering at this point how such 

prayers might be expressed.  There are three classifications of prayer: vocal prayer, 

contemplative prayer and meditation.  Vocal prayer was taught to the disciples by Jesus 

himself when he gave them the words of the Our Father. Such expression involves the 

human senses and facilitates the union of the individual‘s body and soul and aids the 

faithful in communal prayer as one body in Christ. It maintains the attention and 

concentration of the person praying and adds to its intensity. It is also the first step to 

contemplative prayer which St Teresa of Avila describes as ‗nothing else than a close 

sharing between friends; it means making time frequently to be alone with him who we 

know loves us.‘ Contemplative prayer occurs in the heart, an inner prayer, a silence in 

which the prayerful hear the word of God. ‗It achieves real union with the prayer of 

Christ‘. Meditation or mental prayer involves thought and imagination linking the mind 

with the soul to consider a struggle, mystery or a passage in scripture or some other 

spiritual concern, with a view to gaining a deeper understanding of and strengthening the 
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individual‘s relationship with God.  There are many different methods of meditation such 

as the Spiritual Exercises devised by St Ignatius or the rosary as described above.
40

 

 

The Catholic Church instructs that ‗Through his word, God speaks to man‘ and St John 

Chrysostom taught ‗Whether or not our prayers is heard depends not on the number of 

words, but on the fervour of our souls‘. The prayers handed down by the early Christians, 

that is, the daily reading or reciting passages from the Old and New Testament and 

praying formal prayers such as the Our Father through the Liturgy of the Hours, help 

followers to get to know God and themselves too by. Man‘s relationship with God should 

not consist solely of those moments where a petition is offered to God or thanks given for 

good things; it has to be ‗constantly revived‘. The Catholic Church ‗invites the faithful to 

regular prayer: daily prayers, the Liturgy of the Hours, Sunday Eucharist, [and] the feasts 

of the liturgical year.‘
41

  ‗The more the depths of our souls are directed toward God, the 

better we will be able to pray…the silent presence of God at the heart of our thinking, our 

meditating, and our being, is what we mean by ―prayer without ceasing.‖‘ ‗This is what 

prayer really is – being in silent inward communion with God‘.
42

 And this is precisely 

what St Theresa had in mind when she described prayer.  
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