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Hindrance to Prayer 
Objective: 
To know the obstacles of prayer

Memory Verse: 

“Evening and morning and at noon I will pray, and cry aloud, and He shall hear my voice” (Psalm 55:17). 
References: 

· “Paradise of the Spirit,” Bishop Youannis
Lesson Outline: 


Certain obstacles hinder both those just beginning in prayer and those who are experienced in prayer. For beginners, these obstacles stem from the fact that they have not been accustomed to praying, so their mind is worried and troubled by matters that concern their earthly life. They always complain that they do not understand the words they read in prayers. They do not understand the Psalms or the Holy Bible. 


The basic factors that concern the advanced are: 

I. Spiritual Dryness (Psalm 22:2, 5) 
· It is not a sign for the loss of anything in our good relationship with God, but it is a necessary phase for instructing the self and preparing it for a more advanced spiritual life that does not rely on self-support or self-approval. 

· Dryness governs the soul’s calmness and peace. 

· The serious result of this stage is that man may doubt his way and believe that his relationship with God is lost, so he stops praying, withdraws spiritually and enters unnecessarily into a serious passive temptation, i.e. murmuring against God. 

· Even if man felt that grace has apparently left him, he should be content with its mystical action and rely on the previous motivational power, that’s kept in him, to get through the test; thus, his soul will settle with the Lord without resorting to any means of encouragement. 

· In this test, man depends on the advice of his spiritual guide, whose instructions should be followed strictly. 

· The commandment that benefits man in this spiritual dryness is that he should humbly receive the test and feel that he is not worthy of receiving comfort. 

· Man will profit nothing if he seeks causes or if he doubles vigilance and fasting. 

II. Dryness gives way to evil Recklessness 

· One of the serious effects of dryness is the release of the senses and thoughts to act out of the control of the soul. That occurs as a result of the lack of spiritual comfort with which grace feeds the soul’s attributes. This gives evil deeds a chance to have a bad effect on the soul’s attributes. 

· The strong wish of man to reject thoughts when he enters into temptation puts an end to it. We trust that the Lord will not count our evil thoughts against us, so long as we are not pleased with these thoughts and offer proof through continual prayer, without weariness. 

· Another source of danger stems from recklessness, which is the natural outcome of a long period of temptation. 

· After our emotions, thoughts and concepts are fused in the spiritual dryness of tribulation, we finally become worthy of the innocence and purity with which we can live with God. 

III. Spiritual Coldness (Psalm 142:3) 


The difference between dryness and coldness:
· Dryness is a feeling that man endures during prayer, but it does not hinder man from continual prayer and reading; coldness stops and suspends prayer and deprives man of his ability to practice spiritual deeds. 

· In coldness, desire for prayer exists but the volition is weak and the desire for prayer may be affected. 

· The enemy seizes the chance and directs violent blows in an attempt to convince man of failure and the loss of his effort. The result is that man is convinced that his spiritual approach is not correct. The aim of the enemy is clear; man should reject the whole spiritual life once and for all. 

· But the self is still associated with God and worships the Lord unconsciously or unwillingly. 

· The self indulges in thoughts, responding to the enemy and doing wrong to the utmost of its desires. The self cannot work by herself; however, faith which was born in the heart one day cannot be easily withdrawn, leaving man empty. 

IV. Reasons that necessitate putting the soul to the test 

A. The refinement of the ambitious self 

· When the self is deeply indulged in the act of its progress, it earnestly tries to double the speed of its procession in a way that exceeds its ability. 

· In this case, coldness secures from pride and arrogance and suspends the exaggerated self-indulgence in the wrong procession that stems from volition, delusion and self-exaltation. 

B. Adjusting the concept of our relationship with God 

· When the self is occupied in a spiritual fight, it proves that its persistence and faithfulness in prayer makes it worthy of the love of God and His Sonship. 

· As soon as the Lord draws the activity and ability of man to do the spiritual work, the self is shocked by the fact that she had rejected God for a long time, despite His fatherly love and His needlessness for our prayers or deeds. 

· Thus, spiritual coldness returns to govern those people and cause an essential adjustment to the concept of understanding God and the assessment of the spiritual relationship, which bind the human self to God. 

C. Strengthening faith in God 

· Sometimes, man feels that he enjoys happiness and peace, owing to the Lord’s great care for him. The Lord supports him, helps him and gives him material blessings. Thus man feels secure, believing that he is kept safe in the powerful hands of God. In this case, his faith in God becomes deep and strong, owing to material blessings. 

· The result is that the Lord withdraws His visible help and care from man, and anguish seizes man who becomes an easy prey for his enemies. 

· What shocks the self is not the loss but a belief that the Lord has showed hostility; “Let me know why you contend against me? Why do you hide your face and count me as your enemy. You have turned cruel toward me.” 

· The Lord revealed, through Job’s test, the fact that faith in Him confirms that man must raise himself above all these charges and trust in the existence of God and in His mercy, despite all troubles. 

· This type of spiritual dryness is the cruelest and severest type of trials. It is the same as death, as Job said, “O that I might have my request, and that God would grant my desire: that it would please God to crush me, that he would let loose His hand and cut me off.” 

· The more severe the trial is, the more purified the self becomes and the clearer the vision becomes, revealing the greatness of God Almighty and the Lord’s great love for man; the previous pains seem as if they were of no effect. 

D. When the aim is lost (Psalm 50:16-17) 

· Prayer is a spiritual action, and every spiritual action has its motives and aims; so we must always examine the causes of prayer, which must be in conformity with the will of God and be defined in the Gospel. 

· Prayer is a commandment and a Divine instruction that must be obeyed. 

· Through prayer, man lives in the presence of God and without it, the self dies. 

· Prayer protects us from falling into evil temptation; “Pray that you do not enter into temptation.” 

· Through prayer, our requests are made known to God; “Have no anxiety about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be known to God.” 

· Prayer is the mystical means by which we offer help to a man in trouble, in danger or living in error; “Pray for one another that you may be healed.” 

· Prayer is the son’s service of thanksgiving; “If I am a father where is my honor. And if I am a master, where is my fear?” 

· Prayer is an action imposed on us towards our enemies, who show hostility to us and who persecute us. 

· We notice that prayer for requests is not the aim of prayer but is its motive. I do not pray because I want the Lord to answer my requests, but I pray to make my requests known to God and He answers what He wills. 

V. The right goal 


For the way to be clear before man, we shall try to clarify the right goal in prayer, which is according to the will of God. The Lord has set an ultimate aim for the spiritual life of man in which and to which all the Divine commandments gather and end. This aim is the everlasting fellowship with God, which grows and strengthens till it becomes complete. 

· In the beginning, it is difficult to distinguish between praying for the right aim that guides to God’s way and praying for the false aim that pleases with earthly lusts. 


It is easy for man to discover the degree of his deviation if he examines the aim that attracted his heart. 



On Prayer(
 By Evagrios the Solitary

1. Prayer is communion of the intellect with God.  The intellect is the highest faculty in man, through which – provided it is purified – he knows God or the inner essences or principles of created things by means of direct apprehension or spiritual perception.  The intellect dwells in the depths of the soul; it constitutes the innermost aspect of the heart.  The intellect is the organ of contemplation, the “eye of the heart.”
2. When the demons see you truly eager to pray, they suggest an imaginary need for various things, and then stir up your remembrance of these things, inciting the intellect to go after them.  Try to make your intellect deaf and dumb during prayer; you will then be able to pray.
3. Whatever you do to avenge yourself against a brother who has done you a wrong will prove a stumbling-block to you during prayer.
4. Prayer is the fruit of joy and thankfulness.
5. Prayer is the remedy for gloom and despondency.
6. If you desire to pray as you ought, do not grieve anyone; otherwise you “run in vain.” (Phil 2:16)
7. “Leave your gift before the altar; first go away and be reconciled with your brother” (Matt 5:24), and when you return you will pray without disturbance.
8. If you arm yourself against anger, then you will never succumb to any kind of desire.  Desire provides fuel for anger, and anger disturbs spiritual vision, disrupting the state of prayer.
9. Do not pray for the fulfillment of your wishes, for they may not accord with the will of God.  But pray as you have been taught, saying: Thy will be done in me (Luke 22:42).  Always entreat him in this way – that His will be done.  For He desires what is good and profitable for you, whereas you do not always ask for this.
10. Often when I have prayed I have asked for what I thought was good, and persisted in my petition, stupidly importuning the will of God, and not leaving it to Him to arrange things as He knows is best for me.  But when I have obtained what I asked for, I have been very sorry that I did not ask for the will of God to be done; because the thing turned out not to be as I had thought.
11. Do not be distressed if you do not at one receive from God what you ask.  He wishes to give you something better – to make you persevere in your prayer.  For what is better than to enjoy the love of God and to be in communion with Him?
12. In your prayer, seek only righteousness and the kingdom of God, that is, virtue and spiritual knowledge; and everything else “will be given to you” (Matt 6:33).
13. It is right to pray not only for your own purification, but also for that of all your fellow men, and so to imitate the angels.
14. Whether you pray with brethren or alone, try to pray not simply as a routine, but with conscious awareness of your prayer.
15. Conscious awareness of prayer is concentration accompanied by reverence, compunction (deep penitence) and distress of soul as it confesses its sins with inward sorrow.
16. When you pray, keep close watch on your memory, so that is does not distract you with recollections of your past.  But make yourself aware that you are standing before God.  For by nature the intellect is apt to be carried away by memories during prayer.
17. While you are praying, the memory brings before you fantasies either of past things, or of recent concerns, or of the face of someone who has irritated you.
18. The demon is very envious of us when we pray, and uses every kind of trick to thwart our purpose.  Therefore he is always using our memory to stir up thoughts of various things and our flesh to arouse the passions, in order to obstruct our way of ascent to God.
19. Having prayed as you should, expect the demon to attack you; so stand on guard, ready to protect the fruits of your prayer.  For this from the start has been your appointed task: to cultivate and to protect (Gen 2:15).  Therefore, having cultivated, do not leave the fruits unprotected; otherwise you will gain nothing from your prayer.
20. The warfare between us and the demons is waged solely on account of spiritual prayer.  For prayer is extremely hateful and offensive to them, whereas it leads us to salvation and peace.
21. What is it that the demons wish to excite in us?  Gluttony, unchastity, avarice, anger, rancor, and the rest of the passions, so that the intellect grows coarse and cannot pray as it ought.  For when the passions are aroused in the non-rational part of our nature, they do not allow the intellect to function properly.
22. If you wish to pray, you have need of God, “Who gives prayer to him who prays” (I Sam 2:9).  Invoke Him, then, saying: “Hallowed by Thy name, Thy kingdom come” (Matt 6:9-10) – that is, the Holy Spirit and Thy only-begotten Son.  For so He taught us, saying: “Worship the Father in spirit and in truth” (John 4:24).
23. The Holy Spirit, out of compassion for our weakness, comes to us even when we are impure.  And if only He finds our intellect truly praying to Him, He enters it and puts to fight the whole array of thoughts and ideas circling within it, and He arouses it to a longing for spiritual prayer.
24. When you think that you do not need tears for your sins during prayer, reflect on this: you should always be in God, and yet you are still far from Him.  Then you will weep with greater feeling.
25. If you pray truly, you will gain great assurance; angels will come to you as they came to Daniel, and they will illuminate you with knowledge of the inner essences of created things (Dan 2:19).
26. Know that the holy angels encourage us to pray and stand beside us, rejoicing and praying for us (Tobit 12:12).  Therefore, if we are negligent and admit thoughts from the enemy, we greatly provoke the angels.  For while they struggle hard on our behalf we do not even take the trouble to pray to God for ourselves, but we despise their services to us and, abandoning their Lord and God, we consort with unclean demons.
27. Pray gently and calmly, sing with understanding and rhythm; then you will soar like a young eagle high in the heavens.
28. Psalmody calms the passions and curbs the uncontrolled impulses in the body; and prayer enables the intellect to activate its own energy.
29. If you have not yet received the gift of prayer or psalmody, persevere patiently and you will receive it.
30. “And He spoke a parable to them to this end, that men ought always to pray, and not to lose heart.” So do not lose heart and despair because you have not yet received the gift of prayer.  You will receive it later.  In the same parable we read: “Though I do not fear God, or man’s opinion, yet because this widow troubles me, I will vindicate her.”  Similarly, God will speedily vindicate those who cry to Him day and night (Luke 18:1-8).  Take heart, then, and persevere diligently in holy prayer.
31. If you cultivate prayer, be ready for the attacks of demons and endure them resolutely; for they will come at you like wild beasts and maltreat your whole body.
32. Cultivate great humility and courage, and you will escape the power of the demons; “no plague shall come near your dwelling, for He shall give His angels charge over you” (Ps 91:10-11).  And they will invisibly repel all the energy of the enemy.
33. When you are in the inner temple pray not as the Pharisee but as the publican, so that you too are set free by the Lord (Luke 18:10-14).
34. Try not to pray against anyone in your prayer, so that you do not destroy what you are building, and make your prayer loathsome.
35. Learn from the man who owed the ten thousand talents that, if you do not forgive your debtor, you yourself will not be forgiven.  For it is said, “He delivered him to the tormentors” (Matt 18:34).
36. Detach yourself from concern for the body when you pray: do not let the sting of a flea or a fly, the bite of a louse or a mosquito, deprive you of the fruits of your prayer.
37. Do not shun poverty and affliction, the fuel that gives wings to prayer.
38. Do you have a longing for prayer?  Then leave the things of this world and live your life in heaven, not just theoretically but in angelic action and godlike knowledge.
39. Just as persistent staring at the sun in its noonday brilliance will not cure a man suffering from ophthalmia, so the counterfeit practice of fearful and supernal prayer – which is properly to be performed in spirit and in truth – will in no way benefit an intellect that is passionate and impure; on the contrary, such practice will provoke the wrath of God against the intellect.
40. Do not delight in words or in glory.  Otherwise the demons will no longer work behind your back, but openly before your face; and they will laugh you to scorn during prayer, drawing you away and enticing you into strange thoughts.
41. If you seek prayer attentively you will find it; for nothing is more essential to prayer than attentiveness.  So do all you can to acquire it.
42. The value of prayer lies not in mere quantity but in its quality.  This is shown by the contrast of the two men who went up into the temple (Luke 18:10), and by the injunction: “When you pray, do not use vain repetitions” (Matt 6:7).


Supplemental Notes( on

Prayers
1. Personal prayer is built on the foundation of the corporate life of the Church – it is not a substitute for regular participation in the Liturgical worship and sacraments of the Church.
2. At the same time, corporate prayer at Church cannot take the place of personal prayer.
3. It is almost impossible to pray consistently day by day, year in and year out, for a lifetime, without a Rule of Prayer. You cannot wait to be in the mood of prayer; you have to use the spur of your Prayer Rule to force yourself to pray. 
4. The Rule you develop, with the help of your father of confession, is what you will do every day; you can always add to it, but don’t subtract from it if possible.  To be at all effective, it must be a “Rule.”
5. All the Liturgical prayers which we possess came from the hearts of the saints who composed them.  In order to be able to pray them with our minds and with our hearts, we must learn the feelings and the attitudes of those saints who composed them.
6. [St. Theophan] Prayer takes two forms. The first is strenuous, when man himself strives for it. The second is self-impelled, when prayer exists and acts on its own. First there is prayer which man himself makes; and (then) there is prayer which God Himself gives to him who prays.
7. [St. Isaac the Syrian] When the Spirit takes its dwelling-place in a man, he does not cease to pray, because the Spirit will constantly pray in him. Then neither when he sleeps nor when he is awake, will prayer be cut off from his soul; but when he eats and when he drinks, when he lies down and when he does any work, even when he is immersed in sleep, the perfumes of prayer will breathe in his heart spontaneously.
8. [St. Theophan] Degrees of Prayer: First, there is bodily prayer, prayer with the lips, consisting of reading, standing, making prostrations, etc. The second degree is prayer with attention when the mind has learned to focus completely on the words being prayed or read. The third degree is prayer of feeling when the heart now begins to be warmed by the thoughts that existed formerly in the mind. The mind has now descended into the heart. Thought and feeling are now wedded. When the prayer of feeling becomes continuous, then, spiritual prayer has begun. This is the last stage of prayer where the Holy Spirit prays in us and for us.
9. [St. Theophan] To pray is to stand before God with the mind in the heart, and to go on standing before Him unceasingly day and night until the end of life. 
10. [St. Theophan] True prayer will not be achieved by human efforts; it is a gift of God. 
11. [St. Isaac the Syrian] It is the same with all the revelations and visions which have come to the saints: they all have occurred at the time of prayer. It was at the time of prayer that the angel appeared to Zachariah, announcing to him the conception of John; and in Peter's case, it was when he was praying on the roof, at the prayer of the sixth hour, that the revelation was seen by him, indicating the ascension of the People by means of the sheet let down from heaven with wild animals on it. And what is written about Cornelius' vision happen when he was praying. Pentecost, too, occurred as the apostles were praying. 
12. [St. Nicodemos of the Holy Mountain] There’s no other virtue that is either higher or more necessary than sacred Prayer, because all of the other virtues - I mean fasting, vigils, sleeping on the ground, ascesis, chastity, almsgiving and all the rest - even though they are ways of imitating God, even though they cannot be taken away from us and constitute the immortal ornament of the soul - they do not unite man with God, but only render man fit to be united. Sacred prayer, and it alone, unites. It alone joins man with God and God with man, and makes the two one spirit. 

13. [St. Gregory of Nyssa] The effective prayer is union with God, and if someone is with God, he is separated from the enemy. Through prayer we guard our chastity, control our temper and rid ourselves of vanity. It makes us forget injuries, overcome envy, defeats injustice and makes amends for sin. Through prayer will obtain physical well-being, a happy home, and a strong, well-ordered society. It will refresh you when you are weary and comfort to you when you are sorrowful. Prayer is the delight of the joyful as well as the solace of the afflicted. 
14. The brethren asked Abba Agathon: "Amongst all our different activities, father, which is the virtue that requires the greatest effort?" He answered: "Forgive me, but I think that there is no labor greater than praying to God. For every time a man wants to pray, his enemies the demons try to prevent him; for they know that nothing obstructs them so much as prayer to God. In everything else that man undertakes, if he perseveres, he will attain rest. But in order to pray, a man must struggle to his last breath."
15. Someone once asked a monk: “Father, who taught you to pray?” He replied, "The demons!" “They tempted me so badly that I could only defend myself from them by constantly resorting to prayer."
16. A story is told of a visitor who said to a monk one day, “I was in prayer last night and I saw an angel.” The monk nodded but said nothing. He did this three times but the monk was not impressed. Finally he said, “Did you hear what I told you?” “Yes,” said the monk, “but if you had told me that you had seen your sins while you were praying, I would have been impressed.”
17. [St. Theophan] You must pray not only with words but with the mind, and not only with the mind but with the heart, so that the mind understands and sees clearly what is said in words, and the heart feels what the mind is thinking. All these together constitute real prayer. 
18. To know two languages or three gives you a depth of perception of what the words mean, of what the thoughts mean, which one language cannot do to the same extent.
19. Every nationality, every ethnic group, has something to contribute to each other group in terms of the knowledge of God, the experience of God, the way in which this experience has been expressed throughout the centuries.  So we must be able to possess our national heritage, our spirituality, and share it, because it is the sum total of the parts that make Orthodoxy.
20. [St. Isaac the Syrian] The Daughters of Prayer: Capture the mother (prayer) and you shall have the daughters. The mother is prayer. The daughters of prayer are many and beautiful. They are:
a. Union with God: Sacred prayer alone unites God and man and makes the two one spirit. [St. Nicodemos of the Holy Mountain]
b. Love: Loves comes from prayer; the person who truly loves God also always prays incessantly; and whoever prays incessantly, that person genuinely loves God. [St. Maximos the Confessor]
c. The Holy Spirit: Great is the power of prayer; most of all does it bring the Spirit of God and easiest of all is it to exercise. [St. Seraphim of Savoc]
21. [St. Nicolas Cabasilas] All sacraments are accomplished through prayer. It is the tradition of the Fathers who received this teaching from the Apostles and from their successors, that the sacraments are rendered effective through prayer; all the sacraments, as I have said, and particularly the Holy Eucharist.
22. [St. Isaac the Syrian] Do not approach the mysterious words of Scripture without prayer and without asking help from God, saying: “Lord, grant me to perceive the power that is in them.” Deem prayer as the key to the insight of truth in Scriptures.
23. [Bishop Ware] “Already among the monks of forth-century Egypt, it was a custom to use ‘arrow prayers,’ short and fervent invocations frequently repeated, as an aid in preserving the continual ‘remembrance of God.’ This practice came to be known as ‘monologic prayer,’ prayer of a single logos, a single word or phrase.”
24. The shorter prayers allow the mind to focus itself. The faithful repetition of the Jesus Prayer allows us to concentrate on the deeper reality that it conveys. After all, the purpose of all prayer is to place us in the presence of God. We must go beyond the words to the reality. Simple prayer, like the Jesus prayer, facilitates this process. It takes us a step beyond reason. We can let go. It makes it easier for us to contain the wandering of the mind. On Mount Athos, for example, the Jesus prayer is reduced to five words in Greek, "Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me."


Name: __________________________________

First                                          Last                                .
 Hindrance to Prayer 
	Evening and morning and at noon I will pray, and cry aloud, and He shall hear my voice.

Psalm 55:17


[image: image2.png]Memory Verse:
1. What is the main goal of prayer?

2. What’s the difference between spiritual dryness and spiritual coldness?

3. What’s the dangerous outcome of prolonged spiritual dryness?
4. What’s the problem with a faith that’s dependent on material blessings?

5. List 3 righteous aims of praying:

a. _____________________________

b. _____________________________

c. _____________________________

6. Why does God allow the soul to be put to the test?[image: image1.emf] 

 





































































































( Excerpts from The Philokalia, compiled by Nikodimos of the Holy Mountain & Makarios of Corinth, Faber and Faber Limited, 1979, pages 55-71


( Quotation from: 


Philokalia, the Bible of Orthodox Spirituality, by Anthony M. Coniaris, Light and Life Publishing Company, 1998


Building a Habit of Prayer, by Marc Dunaway, Conciliar Press, 1989


Practical Prayer, an interview with Metropolitan Anthony of Sourozh, Conciliar Press, 1989
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