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Few women of recent memory have done more to further our understanding of the 

devotional life than Evelyn Underhill. So it is wise, seeing how the very first suggested 
discipline about which we hear each Lent is prayer, that we pay a bit of attention to Evelyn 
and listen to her practical guidance on prayer. 

Evelyn Underhill, born in 1875, was one of the great Anglican mystics. What is a 
mystic you ask? A very simplistic answer is that a mystic is a person whose relationship 
with God is primarily through contemplation and self-surrender, not through his or her 
intellect. That’s kind of a contradictory description to apply to Evelyn Underhill because 
she was a highly disciplined academic, a graduate of King’s College for Women in London, 
and a lecturer at Manchester College, Oxford. But she had a conversion experience at the 
age of 32 and that led her journey in faith in an entirely opposite direction. She became a 
popular spiritual director and retreat leader. 

Underhill’s teachings about prayer are as practical today as they were in the early 
years of the twentieth century. 

In the first place, what do we mean by prayer? Our Episcopal catechism (p. 856 
BCP) defines prayer as “responding to God, by thought and by deeds, with or without 
words.” Pay attention to the first word of that definition - - responding. God is first and 
foremost seeking relationship with us. God calls us to prayer. We respond. 

Underhill teaches that we have three faculties, or capacities - - the thinking faculty, 
the feeling faculty, and the willing or acting faculty. She teaches that we need to use all 
three in our spiritual life, especially in prayer, just as in our natural life. 

Last Sunday our sermon focused on Benedict of Nursia’s rule for a balanced life. 
Our spiritual life, also, must be balanced. 

Prayer begins with an intellectual act, with thinking of what we are going to do. We 
are going to respond to God who is wanting to be in relationship with us. 

Where thought ends, our feeling and will begin. Desire and intention take over - - 
our passionate heart reaches out, seeking God. 

But, feeling and intellect are not wholly in our control. St. Paul teaches us in 
Romans 7:19, “For the good that I would do I do not: but the evil which I would not, that I 
do.” Our desire and intention fluctuate day to day and the busy-ness of life crowds out the 
best of intentions. This is when our third faculty, our will takes over. 

The determined fixing of our will upon God, and pressing forward toward him 
steadily and without deflection; this is the very center of prayer. 

Evelyn Underhill stresses our active participation in God’s work. It is easy for us to 
fall into the unexamined assumption that either God gifts us with the spirit of prayer or he 
doesn’t. That’s the wily spirit of temptation trying to divert us from God who is seeking 
communion with us. Let us resolve to use our three faculties, our minds, our emotions, and 
our will power for enhancing our relationship with Christ through our prayer life.  
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The Episcopal Church commemorates Evelyn Underhill (1875-1941) on June 15 
each year. She is remembered as an author, retreat conductor, translator, and for her 
instruction that the mystical life is open to anyone who cares to nurture it and weave it into 
everyday experience. This Lent, as we accept the practice of prayer, let us remember 
Evelyn Underhill’s guidance and rely upon our minds, our feelings, and our wills to 
enhance our spiritual lives.   

Let us pray: 
O God, Origin, Sustainer, and End of all creatures: Grant that 
thy Church, taught by thy servant Evelyn Underhill, guarded 
evermore by thy power, and guided by thy Spirit into the light 
of truth, may continually offer to thee all glory and 
ithanksgiving, and attain with thy saints to the blessed hope of 
everlasting life, which thou hast promised us by our Savior 
Jesus Christ; who with thee and the same Holy Spirit liveth 
and reigneth, one God, now and for ever. Amen. 
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