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Module Introduction: Practicing Prayer 

Our next cohort meeting launches a 4-week exploration of prayer and several of the 
variety of methods our tradition offers.   

The posted reading is from Contemplation, by Nemeck and Coombs, two hermits 
(Nemeck was a hermit-priest and Coombs a female hermit) at a silent house of prayer 
in South Texas called Lebh Shomea.  In the first chapter they discuss the universal call 
to holiness or perfection (better translated as maturity or wholeness). The next 
chapters continue to describe prayer and its role in our journey.  I look forward to our 
discussion of this material as we uncover, through our conversations, nuggets of 
wisdom to guide us on our paths. 

We are not going to spend much time on academic study of prayer.  But as teachers 
in the church it is good to be able to identify and understand the way classic Christian 
spirituality defines and classifies different types of prayer. 

The two major categories are  called discursive prayer and contemplative prayer.  
Other words you may have seen to describe these two categories are cataphatic and 
apophatic prayer.  Generally speaking, discursive or cataphatic prayer is any type of 
prayer that uses words, images, and the imagination.  Whenever we are the active 
participant (asking God for something, reciting words, praying psalms, lectio divina, 
liturgy, etc.) we are practicing cataphatically.  

Apophatic or contemplative prayer, on the other hand, is when we are in a receptive 
or listening stance.  When we rest in God’s presence we are practicing contemplation. 
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The Cloud of Unknowing’s anonymous author tells us contemplation is the simplest 
thing. It might be simple, but it is still challenging! 

In the book Sacred Fire, Rolheiser offers slightly different categories: Priestly Prayer 
and Affective Prayer (see chapter 6).  Priestly prayer isn’t prayer only done by priests, 
but it is the communal, liturgical prayers offered for the world done by all of us.  
“Whenever we pray the prayer of the church, namely, the public celebration of the 
Word of God, the celebration of the Eucharist, or praying the Divine Office.  This kind 
of prayer, called liturgy, is what keeps incarnate the priestly prayer of Christ.” (P.178). 
Affective prayer, on the other hand is private, devotional prayer.  “You must try to 
pray so that, in your prayer, you open yourself in such a way that sometime - perhaps 
not today, but sometime - you are able to hear God say to you: ‘I love you!’ (P. 181). 
Rohlheiser encourages us to include both types of prayer throughout our week.   

In my mind I combine Rolheiser’s definition and the classic classifications into three: 
priestly, discursive, and contemplative.   

It’s not really imperative that we know definitions or that we spend time categorizing 
types of prayer.  I think what is important is that we know that all prayer is good.  All 
prayer helps us progress in our whole-i-ness. And our souls, if we listen, will help 
guide us toward what type of prayer we need at a given time.  It is also helpful to 
know that the mystics, the ones who have committed their lives to prayer and 
contemplation do all types of prayer, never leaving discursive prayer behind (a life-
long practice of lectio divina is recommended), but also not neglecting to undertake 
contemplation as a way of life when it is time. 

As spiritual guides in your communities people will come to you with questions 
about prayer, how to pray, when to pray, and what to do when a prayer practice 
doesn’t seem “to work” any longer.  It is good for you to have a short menu of prayer 
practices with which you have enough personal experience that you can teach to 
others.  You don’t have to be an expert in all of them! You can recommend books 
and other resources.  

Consider, for the sake of your own spiritual life — for your own whole-i-ness — to 

2

  

http://iona.ssw.edu


iona.ssw.edu Spring 2021

become very practiced in at least one prayer method beyond the Daily Office and 
liturgical prayer.  You will find yourself drawn to what you need.  And as you grow, be 
open to the Holy Spirit guiding you toward other practices.  Seek out resources and 
spiritual directors who can teach you to pray in new ways as you grow.  This will keep 
you ever-ready to guide your congregations in prayer. 

Having limited time, we are going to explore the Ignitian Examen, Practicing the 
Presence of God, and Contemplation (more chapters to read from Nemeck and 
Coombs later) in this module.   The Examen is an easy and life-giving tool for building 
gratitude and self-awareness.  Practicing the Presence of God can be done by very 
busy people (us!), and is a wonderful way to “pray without ceasing”.  Last we will take 
a new look at contemplation (which we already explored in The Cloud) through the 
eyes and experience of Nemeck and Coombs, who dedicated their lives to the 
practice.   
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