The Centrality of Prayer Parts 1-7
Fr. Herman Acker
Part1
No action is more important in the believer’s life than prayer. This is because prayer involves us in a
direct relationship between God and ourselves and nothing is more necessary for our life than God.
Prayer is that which engages us in a direct communication with God. Since God is necessary for the
continuation of our lives, it is necessary for us to be in regular communication with Him.

There is never a place or time when we are not in God’s presence. God and his accessibility are always
true. It makes no difference if we are among people, in our home with family, or by ourselves; God is
always present and ready to receive our prayer.

After reading Matthew 25:31- 46, which contains a teaching about the Judgment, one could also say
that acts of charity and compassion toward our fellow human beings are just as important as prayer.
Indeed, in this passage, love is the criterion for judgment. One could say that love is a prerequisite and
extension, or consequence, of prayer to God. In 1 John 4:8 we read, “God is love”. Prayer has at its
center God-consciousness. For prayer to be true and acceptable, one must love and forgive others
(Matt.6:12, 14-15). This is an inner attitude for which we must strive. This love of neighbor is expressed
when we love them while they are present with us or we with them. If we are not present and are
unable to do anything to directly help and love them, we can still love them by praying for them.
Though we may not present with them, God is. Any particular act of love is always contingent upon
particular circumstances; prayer, on the

other hand, is never dependent on a particular situation. It is not dependent on time or place any more
than God is. Nothing is a more direct connection to the One who made us than prayer, and wherever
we are, He is. Prayer itself is our reason for being because God is so.

Part 2

Personal Prayer

Prayer is an interaction between God and the believer. It is in fact a conversation, one which is initiated
by God. Prayer proceeds from and is founded on love of God and neighbor. Remember the words of 1
John16-19: “So we have come to know and to believe the love that God has for us. God is love, and
whoever abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him. ... We love because he first loved us.” He
initiates this conversation of love and we respond. God speaks to us in creation (Psalm 19:1-6) and in
his Law (Psalm 7-14) and we speak to him as creatures through the Word He gives. We give back to him
what he has given to us. This principle is found clearly in the Divine Liturgy: “Thine own of thine own
we offer unto Thee in behalf of all and for all”. The bread and the wine come from God’s earth - which
he gave - and are offered back to God, and are then Sanctified by the Holy Spirit of God and become
for us the Body and Blood of the Christ - whom the Father gives “for the life of the world and its
salvation.” In other words, what God wants us to give to Him is given and provided by Him. This is true
of the words we offer up in prayer during the Liturgy. These words, these prayers, are given through
the Holy Spirit and we put them in our mouths and in our ears. What God gives in love we give back in
love to Him. Because God is Holy, this is a Holy gift, indeed a Holy conversation of Prayer from
beginning to end! This is perfection!



We can speak of at least three different modes or forms of prayer. 1. Individual or Personal Prayer. 2.
Canonical Prayer or recitation of Scripture, and 3. Ceaseless Prayer or Prayer of the heart. We will
describe and speak of the value of each of these in turn.

Individual/Personal Prayer
This form of prayer is the direct manifestation and expression which comes out of our individual
situation in a particular place at a particular time. This prayer is the prayer of I, Me, and My. This kind of
prayer is natural, as it is an expression of the desires, fears, hopes and yes, gratitude, thankfulness,
and praise that we have as individuals. The reason for these prayers is found in our nature as
individuals who, in the nature of things, differ from other individuals. We all have individual needs and
circumstances. Indeed, at the Liturgy the Priest prays these words:

“Therefore, O Master, do thou thyself distribute these gifts here spread forth, unto all of us for
good, according to the individual need of each: voyage with those who sail by sea; journey with
those who travel by land and air; heal the sick, thou who art the Physician of our souls and
bodies...”

Personal prayer has the benefit of not just seeking to acquire something from God but more
importantly to help purify our souls by breaking us out of a cycle of psychological confusion, allowing
God to sweep out any dust which accumulates under the veil of our conscious awareness and blowing
away unseen impediments which hinder us on our Path toward God. Here we present to God the
difficult struggles, many disappointments, and the anxieties within us. In this kind of prayer, we are
reorienting ourselves to God and moving away from self-sufficiency. Sometimes we are so
overwhelmed we are “forced” by our circumstances to recognize the fact that we have never really
had any firm ground on which to stand other than God. After the situation which pushes us in this
direction has passed, it is advisable to strive to maintain the commitment to God which was “forced”
upon us during this difficult experience. This process can be aided by the other modes of prayer
which will be dealt with later.

As has already been mentioned, all forms of prayer presuppose love, love from God to us and love
from us to God. This is One love. Our love toward God in prayer assumes that we are fostering humility
and truthfulness. What is love? Love is objectivity toward another human being. What is a human
being? A human being, whether sinner or saint, is a creature made in the “image” and “likeness” of
God (Gen.1:26). Our feelings regarding our neighbor are immaterial; only this truth about him or her
should motivate us in our interactions. Humility is objectivity toward ourselves and is based on the
truth that we too are created in the image and likeness of God. This image, as such, is not greater or
lesser in anyone. Of course, anyone of us may be out of balance and not be living up to this image
which we are. Personal prayer itself can help reestablish our balance and help us regain the peace we
may have lost in our interactions with

others while also opening us to the grace of God and the wisdom that God wants to give us (James
1:5; 3:13-15).

Before ending this section on Personal prayer here are some final thoughts regarding the idea of
thankfulness or praise which was mentioned above. Praise is not just recognizing the fact that God is
the Source of all good things but recognizing that God has power to turn the table on all evil. In the
Liturgy the priest recites the following prayer to God our Father: “Establish the good in thy goodness,



and make good the evil, by thy benevolence.” Our God is worthy to be praised in the midst of our
individual concerns and daily lives!

Part3

Transitional Thoughts: From Personal Prayer to Canonical Prayer

As has been mentioned, personal or individual prayer has its own virtue in the fact that it engages a
person in conversation with God in a particular situation unique to him or her. This strength however,
because it stresses “I,” “me,” and “my,” also simultaneously leaves one open to potential problems if
not placed within the context of open ears. Remember, God starts the conversation. Consider these
Apostolic words: “So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ” (Romans
10:17). If we have ever joined a conversation with which others were engaged before we showed up on
the scene, we know that it may take some time to catch up before we can intelligently respond to
what’s being said. This period of waiting may be short or long depending on how long the
conversation has been going on or perhaps the difficulty of the subject matter being discussed. Since
God starts the conversation it behooves us to open our ears first and our mouths last.

Of course, this does not in any way mean that we must always wait before we cry out to God in prayer.
Certainly, if one is hanging from a cliff by one finger one does not need to “hear” God say “pray.” The
situation itself is a communication from above. The point is simply this: the more we listen to God the
more we increase the chances that our prayers will be acceptable and on topic, so to say. We want to
enter the conversation initiated by God with our ears open as wide as possible. We should be willing to
listen “day and night” (Ps. 1:2) and for as long as necessary, even our whole life. What is the subject of
God’s conversation? God, creation, and the human being - in this order. Notice what is first and what is
last!

Because of the potential danger of prayer being too “individualistic,” with reference only to “me” while
ignoring the larger world and thinking and speaking wrongly about or to God, we must address the
mode of prayer which is more perfect. This mode is Canonical Prayer. Before turning to this mode of
prayer let us conclude this section by considering these words of St. John of Damascus “It is not
within our capacity to say anything about God, or even think of him, beyond the things that have been
divinely revealed to us, whether by word or by manifestation, by the divine oracles at once of the Old
Testament and of the New.” (“Exposition of the Orthodox Faith,” book 1 chapter 2). It is important to
know who God is and what he wants to converse about. Prayer is a conversation started by God and
entered into by us for the purpose of glorifying God and fashioning us into the image of the One who
is at the center of our being.

Please note that all Scripture references here and in future studies are taken from the English Standard
Version (ESV).

Part4

Canonical Prayer

We will now turn to the topic of Canonical Prayer. What is meant by “Canonical”? The word “canon”
refers to a ruler or tool of measurement. We have a canon of Scripture, for example, which is a list of
authoritative books called the Bible. There are also Church Canons which regulate the life of our
Orthodox Church. These are standards by which we measure ourselves to see if we are following the
right path. These standards give structure to our life and help us live



within the Community not simply as individuals but as members of the body of Christ.

The best kind of prayer is always the one that God prays through us. Remember “Thine Own of Thine
Own we offer unto Thee” from the Liturgy! The Psalmist says, “O Lord, open my lips, and my mouth will
declare your praise” (Psalm 51:15). The Psalmist wants the Lord to open his lips. What does this mean?
Does this mean that the Psalmist at this point in his prayer, at the end of verse 15, will cease praying
and wait patiently for God to pull the invisible puppet strings moving his mouth and miraculously
make sound come forth? No! From the time the Psalmist started praying “Have mercy on me, O God
.."in verse 1, God was already active and all that needed to be done was for him to go with the flow
and continue with verses 16-19. To put it another way, when he started reciting God’s Word, God was
simultaneously opening his mouth. The Psalmist’s opening of his mouth was God opening his mouth.
His mouth was opened by God by the Psalm itself. Canonical Prayer measures all prayer and forms and
indeed transforms the one who prays. At the beginning of Genesis, we read “And God said, ‘let there
be’ and ‘there was’ (Gen 1:3). God’s Word has the power to bring into existence what did not exist
before it was uttered. When God'’s word proceeds from our mouths, as God opens them, we are
experiencing that same creative power. Through practice and the alignment of our will to His, we
move closer to being, in practice, what we are by creation, God’s image. This is the path: from our
selves as we imagine them to be (a false image) toward God our Creator and ultimately back to the
Image of God (our true selves).

“Personal” prayers, as defined earlier, may or may not be said. That is, they can be considered
optional. On the contrary, Canonical prayer is enjoined on every believer. This is so because God
expects it and because we cannot bear spiritual fruit without it. For example, Jesus told his disciples to
turn away from “individualistic” prayer toward canonical prayer when he said: “when you pray, do not
heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do, for they think that they will be heard for their many words.
Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him. Pray then like this: ‘Our
Father in heaven .. This prayer which Jesus commands is called the Lord’s Prayer. Notice Jesus puts
specific words into the disciple’s mouths. Indeed, he opens their mouths. The Lord’s Prayer is not the
only Canonical prayer, of course, but it certainly is at the top of the list. God initiates the Conversation
of prayer; this is his Call and he also puts in our mouths the appropriate Response. The Call and
Response, both are his.

The Lord’s prayer should be a part of regular daily prayer, at the very least in the evening and morning.
In the next installment we will look at important characteristics of canonical prayer.

Part5

Characteristics of Canonical Prayer

In contrast, but not in contradiction to personal prayer, Canonical prayer has a more universal and
timeless character inasmuch as God is its author. Also, in contrast to prayer that is more personal, the
one praying is not just an individual but is praying as a human being. In other words, the one who is
praying is doing so as a member of the human race, as the image of God.

Canonical prayer has nothing in it that does not concern every human being and by nature includes all
the possible concerns found in individual prayer. This inclusion does not make individual or personal
prayer superfluous but underscores its relative importance when compared to Biblical prayers.
Remember what was said earlier in these musings on prayer. When contrasting canonical prayer with
“personal” or “individual” prayer, we do not mean that individuals are not personally praying but only



that the individual prays as a human being and not just as an isolated person with individual needs.
Ultimately, the need of every person is the same and this is encompassed in this mode of prayer. What
is the need? To offer oneself to God, not just as a “fallen” creature but as the pristine Image of God
which exists before the expulsion from Eden and after it.

Canonical prayer is often, though not exclusively, expressed in the first-person plural, “we,” “our,” as in
“Our Father.” This kind of prayer also favors sacred, liturgical, and universal language that applies to
more than just one individual. It may be instructive here to remember that God so loved the world and
Jesus is coming again to save his bride the Church. God saves the Community. Of course, it goes
without saying that communities are composed of individuals, but let us stay with the Biblical
emphasis, since we are safer there! When one prays thus, one is praying in behalf of all and for all and
not just oneself; the community is included.

Two examples of this mode of prayer, both of which have been mentioned, are the Lord’s Prayer and
the entire Book of Psalms or the Psalter. These are foundational and the backbone of all prayers in the
Church. These form the models for the many other prayers which are found in the rich prayer and
Liturgical Tradition of the Orthodox Church. These are truly standard. The Psalms are recited weekly in
monasteries. Specific Psalms are said at the beginning of Matins and Vespers in local parishes and
individuals may recite the Psalms in their daily devotions and prayer times. Their influence is
everywhere. Notice the Great Doxology; though it is not one of the Psalms, it is so Psalm-like, that
when it is recited one feels as though one is standing on the shoulders of the Prophet David himself!

Please find below a chart with the Traditional breakdown of the Book of Psalms as it has been received
in the Orthodox Tradition, along with suggestions on how one can begin to pray the Psalms daily.

Note that according to this chart, the Psalter is divided into 20 sections called Kathismata. Each
Kathisma has 3 stases. One could read 1 Kathisma each day and complete the recitation of the Psalter
in 20 days. This could be done in one sitting (Kathistimi means “to sit”), or one could recite one stasis
in the morning, one stasis in the afternoon, and one in the evening, to complete the reading in 20
days. If this is too much, one could read one stasis in the morning and one in the evening, finishing in
30 days. Or one stasis could be read each day and then one would finish the Psalter in 60 days. You
can imagine that there are different possibilities. Experiment with these and find an approach that
works for you. Quantity is not as important as consistency and regularity.

Here are some recommendations for using the Psalter in Prayer:

1. Read from the Psalter each day.

2. If you can, read at least one complete Psalm (even Psalm 119).

3. Recite the text quietly to yourself, as audibility is important (This is Biblical meditation Ps. 1:2). From
the Biblical point of view, hearing is believing (Rom. 10:17).

4. Read the Psalter as a book in order and do not jump around. It is meant to be read this way; there is
an overarching movement.

5. Go through the Psalms from beginning to end again and again. Repetition is key. It is not possible to
read it too many times.



Hebrew Numbering of Psalms Kathisma Greek Numbering of Psalms
(as found in most English translations) (as found in the Orthodox Study Bible)

Stasis 1 Stasis 2 Stasis 3 Stasis 1 Stasis 2 Stasis 3
13 4-6 7-8 I 13 4-6 7-8
9-11 12-14 15-17 1 9-10 11-13 14-16
18 19-21 2224 0 17 18-20 21-23
2527 28-30 31-32 \Y 24-26 27-29 30-31
33-34 35-36 37 v 32-33 34-35 36
38-40 41-43 44-46 VI 37-39 40-42 43-45
47-49 50-51 52-55 VI 46-48 49-50 51-54
56-58 59-61 62-64 VIII 55-57 58-60 61-63
65-67 68 69-70 X 64-66 67 68-69
T1-72 73-74 75-77 X 70-71 72-73 74-76
78 79-81 82-85 X1 77 78-80 81-84
86-88 89 90-91 XII 85-87 88 89-90
92-94 95-97 98-101 XITI 91-93 94-96 97-100
102-103 104 105 XIV 101-102 103 104
106 107 108-109 XV 105 106 107-108
110-112 113-1169 | 116:10-118 XVI 109-111 112-114 115-117
19:172 | qaps || e X XVII 118:1-72 118:73-131 | 118:132-176
120-124 125129 130-134 XVIT | 119-123 124-128 129-133
135-137 138-140  141-143 XIX 134-136 137-139 140-142
144-145 146-147  148-150 XX 143-144 145-147 148-150

Adapted from https://www.oca.org/liturgics/outlines/the-division-of-the-psalter-into-kathismas

Part 6

Canonical Prayer as Biblical Meditation

To speak about the “centrality of prayer” is to speak simultaneously of the importance of the Bible in
the Christian life. The Scriptures enjoin us to pray: “Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in
all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you” (1 Thess. 5:16-18). Also, in Scripture
we are taught how and what to pray, for example in Mathew 6:5-15 and the Book of Psalms.

We know how natural it seems to cry out to God when we are going through a difficulty in life. We
might simply cry out, “God help me!” This is personal/individual prayer, a calling out to God who is our
Helper and Savior. This is quite direct and natural. There is a “higher” - and in the long term more
satisfying - form of prayer, which is Canonical Prayer (See part 5). We can, while keeping Canonical
Prayer, in mind, begin to talk about an important corollary, which is Biblical Meditation. For example,
when one recites the Lord’s prayer audibly, one is practicing Biblical Meditation. It is Biblical because
the Lord’s Prayer comes from the text of Matthew’s Gospel, i.e. the Bible, and audible recitation, which
is Biblical meditation, is taught in Psalm 1:2, which of course is in the Bible.



This meditation/audible recitation of God’s Law/Teaching, which is the expression of God’s wisdom,
not only gives us the proper words but also teaches and challenges us to think and act differently in
our lives. Remember that judgment is based on how we love God and our neighbor. This love can be
taught. This love is not a sentimental kind of love. Biblically speaking, love is a covenant word as well
as a wisdom word. God loves us and he expects us to love him and our fellow creatures and in doing
so we are living in a way that corresponds with how things ought to be, and this is wisdom. A covenant
is an agreement between two parties. The Scriptural covenant is an agreement with two unequal
parties. God is the Master and we are his servants. He gives us his will in the divine Scriptures. As we
recite them to God, we are at the same time going to His School of wisdom to learn how to think and
act.

| would like to point out here that the Bible is not a rule book that gives us all the answers to our
questions. Its function is to challenge us to think and act differently. If one has read the Bible from
cover to cover one time one knows that the questions that arise are many. The Bible is not a checklist
of dos and don’ts but a text to be studied and wrestled with. It is like wrestling with an Angel as the
Patriarch Jacob did, who after the match was over was given a new name by the Angel: "Your name
shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God and with men, and have
prevailed" (Genesis 32:28). The Bible does not yield its bounty easily. Any skill worth having takes some
work, so why would the religious life be any different? Biblical Wisdom does not come all at once but
through experience. One must be patient with Scripture; it takes time.

There is no better time than now to renew our commitment to reading the Bible or to begin this
venerable Orthodox Tradition. If one were to go to the Icon of St. John Chrysostom that is on the
South wall at St. Andrew’s Church in Lewes, DE, one would find the following words of St. John: “I also
always entreat you ... to persevere continually in reading the divine Scriptures.”

A wonderful benefit we have in our world today is access to recordings of the Bible. Getting a
recording of the Bible and listening to it regularly while doing chores around the house is a good way
to expose oneself to the Sacred text. It is easier today than it has ever been to become familiar with
the Bible. One could purchase, for example, the English Standard Version (ESV) of the Bible with the
Apocrypha on one’s cell phone. There are free audio versions of this as well. If another good version is
already in your possession, that is wonderful! We can read Scripture aloud or have it read to us by
someone else. The word translated “meditates” in Psalm 1 means “recite” and hearing is believing.

Part7

Ceaseless Prayer or Prayer of the Heart

In this, the seventh and final segment of the Centrality of Prayer, we will turn finally to Ceaseless Prayer
or Prayer of the Heart and the invocation of God’s Name. The Psalmist prayed, “Bless the LORD, O my
soul, and all that is within me, bless his holy name!” (Ps. 103:1). Jesus taught his disciples “that they
ought always to pray and not lose heart” (Lk. 18:1). The Apostle Paul wrote, “Rejoice always, pray
without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you” (1
Thess. 5:16-18).

Consider the following quotations from the Fathers of the Church:



“It is ordained that man must put before all things the universal commandment - to remember God - of
which it is said: ‘thou shalt remember the lord thy God’ (Deut. 8:18). For, by the reverse of that which
destroys us, we may be secure. What destroys us is forgetfulness of God, which shrouds the
commandments in darkness and despoils us of all good.” - St. Gregory of Sinai (1265-1346)

“Let no one think, my brother Christians, that it is the duty only of priests and monks to pray without
ceasing, and not of laymen. No, no; it is the duty of all Christians to remain always in prayer.” - St.
Gregory Palamas (1296-1359)

“For the sake of saving your souls, do not neglect the practice of unceasing prayer. At first it may
appear difficult to you, but be assured, as it were from the Almighty God, that this very Name of Our
Lord Jesus Christ, constantly invoked by you, will help you to overcome all difficulties, and in the
course of time you will become used to this practice and will taste how sweet is the Name of the Lord.”
- St. Gregory Palamas (1296-1359)

“A mind which is not dispersed among external things, returns to itself, and from itself ascends to God
by an unerring path.” - Basil the Great (329- 379)

“We must understand, then, that even though God doesn’t always give us what we want, He gives us
what we need for our salvation.” - St. Augustine (354-430)

Please note that these Patristic quotations are taken from Ye Shall Know the Truth: Christianity and the
Perennial Philosophy, page 73.

We started off these pages on prayer with the following words: “No action is more important in the
believer’s life than prayer. This is because prayer involves us in a direct relationship between God and
ourselves and nothing is more necessary for our life than God. Prayer is that which engages us in a
direct communication with God. Since God is necessary for the continuation of our lives, it is
necessary for us to be in regular communication with Him.

“The necessity of this communication between us and God was illustrated by the Patristic quotations
above. Notice particularly the last quotation from Augustine: “We must understand, then, that even
though God doesn’t always give us what we want, He gives us what we need for our salvation.” God
wants us to have a relationship with Him, that is, to know him and most importantly to be known by
him (Ps.1:6; Matt. 7:23).

That which God gives us for our salvation lacks nothing in efficacy to bring about its desired end. It
does entail, however, without exception, a responsibility upon all who seek to know - and again most
importantly - to be known by him. This responsibility is prayer. In the preceding pages | have
mentioned Individual or Personal Prayer and Canonical Prayer or recitation/meditation of Scripture,
and now | turn to the third and final kind of prayer, which is Ceaseless Prayer or Prayer of the Heart.
Those who seek to follow this path of prayer will have to put it into practice, as the Psalmist says, “day
and night.” There is no way around the sacred responsibility to pray. Prayer is the beginning and
foundation of a truly human life. Prayer in terms of mere words, however, is not enough. Prayer as a
responsibility bears intrinsically within it another non-negotiable responsibility, which is to obey the
very words which God through the Scriptures puts in our mouths.



Personal Prayer comes from our individual unique situation and comes, we could say, naturally and
easily as we reach out to God to take away pain or help us in a particular way. Canonical prayer, the
recitation of Scripture, is God’s way for us to encounter him directly and not as an individual who only
wants something other than God Himself. This prayer does not do away with the former but is more
perfect because the words are God'’s. Ceaseless Prayer or Prayer of the Heart is the taking of God’s
words and building our lives around them. Through recitation of Scripture, we seek to unite ourselves
directly to God, not to get something, but rather to become more human. That is, we seek to be in line
with God’s will, to listen to him, to know him, and to be known as one who mirrors God in one’s
thinking, willing and doing God'’s will. Ceaseless prayer or remembrance of God is intended to prolong
our consciousness of God and is made possible by the practice of reciting short portions of Scripture.
One example of this is the “Jesus Prayer”: “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me.” This
short prayer has a larger context in the Gospels.

The more one knows and is familiar with Scripture as whole, the better one can make use of short
passages in the practice of remembering God throughout the day. For example, if one is familiar with
the Four Gospels, one can with greater profit say the Jesus prayer. The Jesus prayer is a very short
prayer based on the Scripture and in its brevity is where the power lies. It can be recited throughout
the day in any situation and brings us directly into God’s presence through Christ.
1. Wishing you all the very best | offer in conclusion the following general suggestions:
In the morning and evening devotions
a. Read Scripture in sequence
b. Say the Lord’s Prayer
c. Pray for family, friends, neighbors, etc.
2. Throughout the day, recite a short Scriptural prayer, for example the Jesus prayer or a
verse from the Book of Psalms.
3. Always seek to live a life of faithfulness to God based on God'’s teaching as presented,
for example, in the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5-7.



