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“Tell me about your prayer life” often elicits descriptions of 
times of day and intercessory lists. “Tell me about your life of 
prayer” may open the description to include commentary on 
worship songs, devotional guides, and accompanying practices 
such as fasting or retreat days. But it’s not until we ask “tell me 
about your communion with God” that we start to get at the 
heart of prayer. 

That’s because prayer is a relating — face-to-face, heart-to-heart, 
mind-to-mind, soul-to-soul between God and us, through 
his Holy Spirit in us. Like any good conversation between 
two people who love and respect each other, it is not a series 
of monologues flung out in hopes that the other is paying 
attention — us, talking at God with our lists of praises and 
intercessions, God talking at us in long passages of Scripture. 
It is thoughtfully attentive and responsive, weaving back-and-
forth, each to the other. While Scripture, God’s revelation in 
creation, and our experiences and concerns of the day may all 
enter into the conversation, it’s the back-and-forth around this 
content that makes the conversation prayer.

Listening Prayer begins by stilling all competing noise. Once 
you’re mature in Listening Prayer you may find that you 
intuitively hear the voice of the Holy Spirit even in the midst of 
other conversations. But in general, a diffused attention makes 
it hard for anyone to listen well. So still the sounds around you 

— sounds of media, of machines, of others’ voices. And try to 
still the sounds within you — your own words, your own busy 
thoughts, your own analysis of the text before you. Still these 
sounds, and say, with young Samuel, “Speak, Lord, for your 
servant is listening.” 1 Samuel 1:9

And then notice what you notice. Sometimes, on occasion, you 
may hear a voice, but more often you’ll notice impressions — 

The Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what 
we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for 
us through wordless groans. And he who searches our hearts 
knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for 
God’s people in accordance with the will of God.
 — Romans 8:26–27

Additional spiritual formation resources are available online at www.spiritualformationstore.com
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thoughts appear in your mind, a feeling whispers past your 
heart, a sense glistens at the edge of your awareness. Hold what 
you notice before God, asking “Is this from you?” and let the 
conversation develop. Anytime you find yourself taking the 
conversational ball and running with it, slow down, return to 
silence, and pray again, “Speak, Lord…” What you’re trying to 
listen to is God’s Spirit, praying inside you with groans too deep 
for words. Romans 8:26–27

Discernment — learning the voice of the Holy Spirit — 
comes over time, with familiarity. But it’s helpful to ask a few 
discernment questions of what you have been noticing: Is this 
in line with what God speaks in Scripture? Is it in line with 
what I know of God? If this is of the Spirit, does it reveal the 
fruit of the Spirit? Am I willing to bring this before trusted 
spiritual friends, and seek their discernment? Am I willing to 
wait? If something is of the Holy Spirit, it will last; if not, it will 
be revealed as false or it will fall away. 

God, who loves you and calls you into communion as his 
Beloved, is very near. Be still, and listen.

We learn to listen in prayer. Then, in time, the whole of our 
lives will be marked by our capacity to listen.
 — The Voice of Jesus: Discernment, Prayer and the Witness of 
the Spirit, Gordon Smith



Come down, O Love divine, Seek out this soul of mine 
And visit it with Your own ardor glowing; 

O Comforter, draw near, Within my heart appear, 
And kindle it, Your holy flame bestowing.

O let it freely burn, Till earthly passions turn 
To dust and ashes in its heat consuming; 

And let Your glorious light Shine ever on my sight, 
And clothe me round, the while my path illuming.

And so the yearning strong, With which the soul will long 
Shall far outpass the power of human telling; 

For none can guess God’s grace, Till Love creates a place 
Wherein the Holy Spirit makes a dwelling.

• Train your senses to be more attentive by sitting outside in 
a quiet place, and notice what you notice with your eyes. 
Then close your eyes and notice with your ears. Notice with 
your scent, with your skin.

• Take five minutes to try Listening Prayer. Settle in; begin 
with the prayer “Speak, Lord, I am listening.” After 
something — anything — comes to your senses, ask the 
Lord “Is this you, Holy Spirit?” Listen.

• Jot down in your journal the things that seem to have any 
significance in your listening. At the end of the week, note 
any themes or recurring awarenesses.

• What makes for a good conversation between you and 
another person? What would it look like for this to 
characterize your prayer?

• When you’re listening attentively to another, how do you 
pay attention with your body? With your ears, your eyes, 
your other senses? What would it look like for this to 
characterize your prayer?

• Think of a time when you’ve been sure you have heard the 
Lord. What made you sure?

• How do you notice the Holy Spirit inside you? 
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SUGGESTED SPIRITUAL FORMATION RESOURCES 
Armchair Mystic: Easing into Contemplative Prayer by Mark Thibodeaux  

Beginning to Pray by Anthony Bloom  
When the Soul Listens: Finding Rest and Direction in Contemplative Prayer by Jan Johnson

SPIRITUAL PRACTICES REFLECTION QUESTIONS

A Prayer of Illumination:
I keep asking that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and 

revelation, so that you may know him better. I pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened. 
— Eph 1:17–18


