The Prayer of Examen

 A Small Group Session 

Overview
A great way to begin each day is via the so-called “prayer of examen” which is drawn from Ignatian Spirituality. This three-step process begins with gratitude, moves to awareness of God’s presence, and ends with confession. In this small group session, we will first begin with a history-giving exercise that will help us start thinking about the topic as well as getting to know one another better. Then we will explore the process of the prayer of examen followed by writing our own prayer of examen and then sharing the experience with each other. For the truly motivated there is homework consisting of an essay on Listening to God and suggestions for doing the examen during the week. 
Unison Prayer: In the silence of reflection, recall the past twenty-four hours and locate one or two experiences, feelings, encounters, etc. for which you are grateful to God. After a few minutes, your leader will conclude by leading you in a unison prayer of thanksgiving:

We thank you, O God, for your great and wonderful blessings given to us so freely. We thank you for the world in which we live, for the tasks you have given us to perform, and especially for the people with whom you have surrounded us. Give us eyes to see your manifold blessings and hearts to rejoice in these great gifts. We pray in the name of Jesus who is himself your greatest gift to us. Amen.

Open: (20/30 minutes)

Recollection

Memory is an art to be developed. Otherwise, life just passes us by unnoticed. How good are you at remembering? 

1. Share one good (brief) memory from each of the following periods in your life:

• Early childhood


• Teenage years

• First job

2. What “aids to recollection” do you use?

 a diary



 a journal



 thinking about it a lot

 telling the story to others

 I don’t forget


 I forget everything anyway

 My spouse/partner remembers letters to friends

 making it into a family story
 other _________

3. Who has the best memory in your family? Why?

Issue (35/55 minutes)

The Prayer of Examen (15 minutes)

The word “examen” has a strange but familiar ring to it. It feels like an English word but not really. It sounds like “examination” but not quite. In fact, it comes from the Latin and is related to the concept of examination. But the word actually describes the indicator on a scale which points to the true weight of something that has been placed on the scale. It means “an accurate assessment of a situation.” The prayer of examen is a way of assessing one’s life before God on a regular basis. This way of prayer was first developed by St. Ignatius, the founder of the Society of Jesus. He urged all the members of his society to use this prayer daily, especially when the necessities of travel, work, and ministry made other forms of prayer impossible.

Recollection is at the root of the prayer of examen. Recollection is an activity which the Bible urges on us. The Old Testament in particular is filled with calls to remember. Remember how God called Abraham and made a covenant with him. Remember how God rescued his people from Egypt. Remember the law that God gave his people. Remember in the bread and wine the Savior who died for your sins. Our history, both as individuals and as members of a community, is a key ingredient in our prayer. It is the context within which we approach God. 

The prayer of examen asks us to focus our recollection on a very narrow time span: the previous twenty-four hours. This is a seemingly easy task– remembering the previous day–until we encounter the fact that most of our days go by unnoticed. They just happen and we are in bed for the night before we notice. Our tendency is to glide through a day almost by rote unless something stops us and makes us notice. The prayer of examen is one way to prevent days from going by unexamined and unlived.

Gratitude is the first step in the prayer of examen. In the prayer of examen we scan the previous day looking for those events, experiences, ideas, encounters, and conversations that came as good gifts to us and which provoked (or should have provoked) gratitude. As we recall the previous twenty-four hours we keep stopping and saying “O, yea, I remember. Thank you, Jesus.” No matter how hard and troubling a day may have been, there are always moments of grace if we have eyes to see them. It may be nothing more than “Thank you for air to breath and food to eat.” This is an acknowledgment that even in the midst of struggle there exists the sustaining work of God in our lives. Regular practice of the prayer of examen can make us into grateful people and this sense of gratitude aids us greatly in living our lives.

Awareness of God is the second step in the prayer of examen. Go back over the same twenty-four-hour period except this time look for signs of God’s presence. Sometimes these are easy to see: you recall the feeling of joy as you watch a pair of hawks soar high above you and you know that you too are made to soar; you read a Psalm and there is a deep response in you that says “Yes, this is what is true about the universe;” you have lunch with a friend and offer words of comfort that surprise even you (“Where did that come from?”) and give her hope. But at other times God is hard to find. The sky is gray and empty, your heart is heavy, your mind is dull. But even then, you know God is there: in your discontent you find seeds of new life; you also know that the sheer fact you are functioning as a human being is a gift of God’s grace even though you cannot apprehend it. The prayer of examen can make us into the kind of people who live constantly with an awareness of God. As such the very texture of how we live changes because the spiritual is not distant and remote but present and sustaining.

Confession of failure is the third and final step in the prayer of examen. For one last time recall the previous twenty-four hours except now be alert to those times when you failed to live up to your calling by God, when you chose against the way the way of love, when you passed by and refused to get involved. What we are searching for are those times when we refuse the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives; when we do not allow the Spirit to work in and through us. As we find these “refusals” we hold them up to the Lord in confession and repentance. We ask for forgiveness. In this atmosphere of gratitude and presence, confession has quite a different feel to it than when it emerges out of a sense of judgment. We have far less tendency to deny and avoid issues of failure and transgression when they come in the context of God’s presence and work in our lives.

In the end, the prayer of examen is all about noticing: noticing the good gifts God gives us, noticing the presence of God in our lives, and noticing the ways we fail God. When we notice we become more conscious. When we become more conscious, we grow. The prayer of examen is a powerful way to pray.

Prayer Exercise (20/30 minutes)  
The first half of the exercise will be done on your own. Follow the instructions below and spend fifteen minutes working on and praying the prayer of examen. You may find it useful to have pen and paper: 

• Preparation: Make a rough list of your activities for the previous day up to the present time, beginning with where you were at this time 24 hours ago (e.g. 8:00-10:00 pm: watching TV; 10:00-6:00 am: sleep; 6:00-6:45: getting ready for work; etc.). This list will serve to stimulate your memory of the previous day. Pray that the Holy Spirit will enlighten you as you now go back over this list looking for points of gratitude, the presence of God, and problems of obedience.

• Step One: Gratitude Go back over the previous 24 hours and examine each time period to locate events, experiences, activities, encounters with people, etc. for which you are grateful to God. Thank God for each of these moments of grace.

• Step Two: Awareness of God Go back over the previous 24 hours a second time and examine each time period for the presence of God. While it is true that God is present at each moment in our lives, what you are seeking to notice are those events, encounters, inner experiences, activities, etc. in which the ever-present reality of God is especially real and apparent.  Thank God for this presence.

• Step Three: Confession Once more, go back over the previous 24 hours. This time look for those instances in which you failed to live up to your calling by God; in which you were a less than a faithful disciple of Jesus by what you did or by what you failed to do. Ask God for his forgiveness.

The second half of the exercise involves a discussion of your experience of the prayer of examen. Sharing and discussion following an experience of prayer enables us to grow in our understanding of the process by hearing from others. It is also a way of testing out what we are hearing from God. At times it is hard for us to know just what God is saying to us, but as we talk through our prayer with caring and sensitive others, we are able to grasp what God is calling us to.

1. Describe your experience of doing the prayer of examen.

2. What did you learn from this experience:

• about this way of prayer?

• about yourself?

• about God’s call?

Closing Prayer (5 minutes)
In brief prayer together, thank and praise God for this presence. Ask for eyes to see God clearly. End by praying together a prayer written by Eric Milner-White (1884-1964):

Enter my heart, O Holy Spirit, 

come in blessed mercy and set me free.

Throw open, O Lord, the locked doors of my mind;

cleanse the chambers of my thought for thy dwelling:

light these the fires of thine own holy brightness in new 
understandings of truth,

O Holy Spirit, very God, whose presence is liberty, 

grant me the perfect freedom

to be thy servant

today, tomorrow, nevermore. Amen.

Reflection During the Week
On Listening to God

Does God actually speak to us? We must face this question unless we are willing for prayer to be monologue only. 

Clearly, the men and women of the Bible felt God communicated with them. Abraham heard God tell him to leave his family home and journey to a new land where God said a great nation would be made of him (Ge 12:1-3). Moses heard God speak at the burning bush (Ex 3:4-14). Elijah heard the still, small voice of God in the cave on Horeb (1 Ki 19:11-15). Job had an on-going conversation with God and prophets like Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Micah heard God and then spoke that word to others (Isa 6:8; 57:15; Jer 1:4-7; Micah 6:8). At the time of Jesus’ birth Mary spoke with an angel who had been sent from God as did the shepherds and Zechariah (Lk 1:11-20, 26-38; 2:8-15). Both Saul of Tarsus and Peter had visions in which God spoke (Acts 9:4-5; 10:13-15). And it is not only people of the Bible who say God speaks to them. The same claim is made by Antony of Egypt (3rd century); Augustine (5th century); Francis of Assisi and Thomas Aquinas (13th century); Julian of Norwich (14th century); Blaise Pascal (17th century); Dag Hammarskjöld, Simone Weil, Frank Buchman, E. Stanley Jones, and Dallas Willard (20th century). This list could be extended enormously were it to include the testimonies of all the men and women down through the ages who have heard God.

Of course, it is one thing to assert that some people hear God; it is another to claim such a thing for oneself. Still, without a sense of presence, prayer becomes wishful thinking, pious reflection, or mechanical devotion. With a sense of presence, prayer is transformed into that which is life-giving and wonderful. And the problems of motivation and focus in prayer are dealt with. Nothing gets our attention nor our interest like a response from God. God speaks and we sit up and take notice. All lesser thoughts disappear like the wisps of vapor they mostly are. 

How does God speak? Various answers can be given: by inner impressions that have a sense of otherness to them (“a still, small voice”); through a passage from Scripture that resonates with us; via the intrusion of joy which has no obvious cause; through the voice of nature that sings the presence of its creator. Of course, we have to notice and listen. We have to take the time for prayer to move from monologue to dialogue. It means stopping and waiting. “Be still and know that I am God” is how the Psalmist puts it.

Still the question remains: what does God’s “voice” sound like? If we assert that God does speak to us then what is the character of that speaking? It is all well and good to cite countless people in Scripture who “heard” God and recorded what was said, but what was it that happened to them? Clearly, the voice of God is not audible and external like the words coming out of a radio (except in the most extraordinary circumstances). 

What is the sound of God’s voice? I would say that it has several characteristics. For one thing, it is spontaneous, that is, it seems to come unbidden; it is not the result of analysis. It is as if the constant inner dialogue that goes on in my mind is interrupted with an unexpected new note. It is a gentle and kind note. I suppose that some hear God in deep, demanding tones that brook no question but for me that voice is soft. It is also easily interrupted. I can intrude upon it and I know when I am doing this. The insight is also new. It does not have the sense of belonging to me. “I didn’t know that” is often my response. “Where did that come from?” I am often surprised by the quality of the insight. In my experience that which seems to be divine insight consists mostly of spontaneous thoughts or ideas that appear in my mind generally when I am being consciously open to God. 

Yet even as I write these words I hesitate. Who am I to claim this is God and not just my inner needs? And yet when I pay attention to such “impressions” there is a ring of truth about them. Still the ever-present danger of attribution lurks in the background. Clearly not all spontaneous thoughts, ideas, words, feelings or visions are of God. Such impressions arise from many sources. In the end it seems to be a matter of hesitant acceptance–operating as if this of God and then testing the insight against Scripture, the tradition of the Christian community, and common sense. Here is where the gift of discernment comes into play. Spiritual direction is all about discernment: a director helping a directee to discern what God is saying to him or her. So, if the insight fits with what I know of God via these other sources, if it leads to wholeness and love, if it moves me forward in my spiritual apprehension, then I can live with this “intuition” as having the mark of God upon it. After all, we do walk by faith and not by sight. 

What is the source of such divine impressions? I think they arise from the hidden center of our being, from our “heart” which is in constant touch with God, from where the Holy Spirit is at work uttering deep groanings that we do not apprehend. We seldom touch this true center of our beings and when we do it is only obliquely and for an instance. But is not this the task of all ways of prayer: to put us in touch with that center so that what we pray is what is being prayed already? 

All of this sounds hopelessly analytic and timid, I know, but I greatly fear attribution: calling something “of God” that is a product of my own desires, the longings of my culture, or just plain wishful thinking. But in fact, in my experience, when I pray, such musings as these make sense. I am encouraged and enlightened by them. I grow. I say “thank you” to God. I feel I am listening to God. And this is all I need. 

Weekly Exercises
Every day: Each day take one fruit of the Spirit and use it as the grid through which you examine the previous twenty-four hours. For example, on Day One use the gift of love as your focus. Go back over the day and find all the experiences of love that you have encountered. Give God thanks. Go back over these incidents a second time noticing God’s presence and activity in each encounter. Finally, notice those times when you refused love, prevented love, or drew back from giving or receiving love. Ask God for forgiveness. 

In Galatians 5:22-23 the fruit of the Spirit is listed: “… the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.” 

Day One: Love

Use love as the grid through which to examine your life.

Day Two: Joy

Use joy as the grid through which to examine your life. Where did you encounter joy? How did God bring joy? How did you respond to joy? 

Day Three: Peace

Use peace as the grid through which to examine your life. Where did you encounter peace? How did God bring peace? How did you respond to peace?

Day Four: Goodness

Use goodness as the grid through which to examine your life. Where did you encounter goodness? How did God bring goodness? How did you respond to goodness?

Day Four: Self-Control

Use self-control as the grid through which to examine your life. Where did you encounter self-control? How did God bring self-control? How did you respond to self-control?

�The Oxford Book of Prayer, p. 504.


� This small group session is an edited version of original found in Richard Peace, Meditative Prayer: Entering God’s Presence (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 1998) pp. 53-62. Now in print at Wipf and Stock Publishers.
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