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Teresa of Avila’s Method of Praying the Lord’s Prayer 

Teresa of Avila, one of the great Christian mystics, spent a lot of time teaching her sisters 

and others how to grow closer to God in prayer. One of the subjects of a lot of her teaching in 

this regard was the Lord’s Prayer, which she felt should never involve mere recitation of words. 

To be prayed in an authentic manner, Teresa believed the words must be joined by mental 

prayer. She refers to this as recollective prayer – reciting a set prayer in a recollected fashion. A 

hallmark of the prayer is an ongoing effort to keep God in mind, to recall God’s constant 

presence. (Teresa recognized that distractions would arise in those praying in this way. She urges 

that when such distractions arise, one gently brings the mind back to God.) 

To pray the Lord’s Prayer in this way was something she strongly urged on her sisters, teaching 

that “all contemplation and perfection” are enshrined in this one prayer”. She suggested they take 

a whole hour to pray it once, reflecting on and savoring each line.  

In The Way of Perfection, she offers extensive commentary on each line of the prayer. Just to 

give a flavor of the commentary, Teresa calls the first line of the prayer – Our Father, Who Art 

in Heaven - “a reward so large that it would easily fill the intellect and thus occupy the will in 

such a way one would be unable to speak a word.” In it, she says, Jesus humbles himself in 

joining us in prayer and making himself our brother. She marvels at Jesus’ desire that God 

consider us his children and at the result of that desire: Because Jesus word cannot fail and God 

is obliged to be true to it, God as our Father must bear with us no matter how serious our offense. 

In Teresa’s words: “If we return to God like the prodigal son, God has to pardon us. God has to 

console us in our trials. God has to sustain us in the way a parent must. For, in effect, God must 

be better than all the parents in the world because in God everything must be faultless. And after 

all this God must make us sharers and heirs with” Jesus. So in this one first line of the prayer, 

Teresa finds all of Jesus love for us as well as the humility that allows Jesus to stop at nothing to 

become one with us.  

My invitation to is for you to pray the Lord’s Prayer as Teresa instructed her sisters, 

spending some time in silent contemplation of each line. The idea is not to engage in a long 

thought process about the line, but only as much thinking as it takes to find something in the line 

– a word or an image or a feeling or sense – that connects one to God’s presence and love and to 

be in that place with God.  You may even want to spend an entire prayer period on one line of 

the prayer.  

In case you are interested in taking a look at Teresa’s commentary on the rest of the 

prayer, it is contained in Chapters 27-42 of The Way of Perfection (which you can find links to at 

http://www.ourladyswarriors.org/saints/wayperf.htm.) 

 

  



Between the Lines 

In an article in America magazine titled The Quest Space: Between the Lines of the Our 

Father, David Berry talks about a retreat he once gave in Korea.  It seemed to him that people 

were having difficulty moving out of an intellectual frame of mind and into a space of deeper 

feelings and reflections. 

To address that, he suggested to his retreatants that they try a new way of praying a 

prayer they had all recited thousands and thousands of times, the Our Father.  Here is Berry’s 

description of the instructions he gave his retreatants. 

I invited them to put themselves into a prayerful state and, when someone felt ready, to 

say slowly the first line of the Our Father in Korean. I suggested they listen to the phrase 

and rest in contemplation. Why would Christ ask us to say those words? After a few 

moments when another person felt moved to speak they should slowly say the next line 

of the prayer. Again we would remain silent for three breaths and continue the phrase. 

Speaking about the retreatants experience of the prayer, Berry notes that the pauses were 

longer than he expected and the phrases of the prayer were spoken in earnest and with focused 

attention. He also noted that he has since then prayed the Our Father many times in that fashion, 

with silent pauses between the lines and that he is “still somewhat startled by what sometimes 

happens during one heartfelt Our Father.” 

Most of the time, we simply recite the Lord’s prayer one line after the other.  My 

invitation for you today is to pray the prayers as Berry suggests.  The pauses in between the lines 

do more than let us reflect. They give God a chance to communicate with us. 

  



Putting the Focus on Our Father 

Consider the opening two words of the Lord’s Prayer: Our Father.  Those opening words 

acknowledge a particular relationship not only with God but with each other.  Jesus taught us 

that God is Father, and for many people, the image of God as Father is a powerful one.  The 

focus tends to be put on that part of the first line of the prayer, on what it says about our 

relationship with God. 

The first line of the Lord’s Prayer, however, is not simply Father, or Dear Father, or My 

Father.  Jesus taught us to say, Our Father.  And by those words we acknowledge not only a filial 

relationship with God, but a relationship with each other.  We acknowledge that we are brother 

and sister.  We acknowledge that we stand as part of a family with each other – as part of a 

loving and united community with God.   

I was so powerfully struck by this reality one morning when I was ending a prayer period 

with this prayer that I couldn’t even get past the first line.  I stopped dead in my tracks with the 

enormity of what I was praying.   

And as I was reflecting on how wonderful it would be to be able to carry that recognition 

with us in each moment of every day, I recalled a short story meditation by Anthony DeMello: 

A guru asked his disciples how they could tell when the night had ended and the day 

begun. 

One said, “When you see an animal in the distance and can tell whether it is a cow or a 

horse.” 

“No,” said the guru. 

“When you look at a tree in the distance and can tell if it is a neem tree or a mango tree.” 

”Wrong again,” said the guru. 

“Well, then, what is it?” asked his disciples. 

“When you look into the face of any man and recognize your brother in him; when you 

look into the face of any woman and recognize in her your sister.  If you cannot do this, 

no matter what time it is by the sun it is still night. 

Spend some time reflecting simply on the opening word of the prayer and what that 

means to you. 

 

  



Putting the Focus on As We Forgive Those 

 

Although the Lord’s Prayer is a simple prayer to learn, if we pray it seriously, it is a very 

challenging on. 

The line I often pause uncomfortably over is “forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive 

those who trespass against us.” As if to underscore the importance of the line, after teaching 

them the prayer, Jesus warns his disciples, “If you forgive men their transgressions, your 

heavenly Father will forgive you. But if you do not forgive men, neither will your Father forgive 

you transgressions.” 

Read literally, that is a big ouch. I sometimes worry that if God’s forgiveness of me is 

limited by my forgiveness of others, I’m in big trouble. It sometimes seems so hard to forgive 

those who have injured me, or, more so, those who injure someone I love. But equally, I have 

trouble taking the line literally – surely God’s unbounded love for us means that God’s 

forgiveness is greater than our own and that our failure to forgive others can’t mean that God 

won’t forgive us. 

One of my former spiritual directors, a Jesuit, once said something to me that was helpful 

in trying to understand what Jesus wanted to convey to his disciples. He suggested that our 

inability to forgive others makes it hard for us to accept God’s forgiveness of us (much in the 

way those who have no received unconditional love struggle to believe in God’s love of them). 

Jesus’ line, then, is not about the limits of God’s forgiveness but on the limits of our ability to 

fully embrace that forgiveness. The lines in the prayer create a disposition, an openness to 

receiving God’s forgiveness by opening ourself to forgiving others. And so when I pray the line, 

I ask for the grace to be more forgiving of others. 

As you pray the Lord’s Prayer today, reflect particularly on this one line.   

Where is the challenge for you?  Are there particular people or particular situations in 

which it is hard for you to forgive? 

 What grace do you need from God to forgive those who trespass against you? 

 

  



Putting the Focus on Thy Kingdom Come, Thy Will be Done 

“Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven."   In the words of one 

commentator, “these fourteen simple words call for a radical reordering of the world and, more 

personally, our lives and priorities.”  

In The Upper Room Devotional Guide, Mary Lou Redding writes: 

Thy kingdom come" asks that the world be transformed into a place where God reigns, 

where things are done by God's standards. Think about what that would mean for your 

life and your town. We know that our ways are not God's ways nor our thoughts, God's 

thoughts. (See Isaiah 55:8.) In Mary's song quoted in Luke 1:46-55, Mary praises God as 

one who lifts up the lowly and scatters the proud, who feeds the hungry and sends the 

rich away empty. This reverses the usual human order where those who have the gold 

make the rules; when we pray the Lord's Prayer, this reversal is what we ask for. We ask 

for all of the cosmos to bend toward God, for "the kingdoms of this world [to] become the 

kingdoms of our Lord," as John's vision proclaims (Revelation 11:15, KJV).  

But the prayer does not leave us considering a lofty ideal. Like most of Jesus' teachings, 

this one is, finally, infinitely personal. When we pray for God's will to be done "in earth 

as it is in heaven," we do well to remember that we are made of earth. When we ask for 

God's will to be done "in earth," we invite God into the earth that is us, into the matter of 

our lives. This opens the door for God to change us at the deepest levels of our being so 

that we come to will what God wills.  

 Reflect on Redding’s words.  Then ask yourself: 

 Am I hesitant to pray “thy will be done”?  Can I identify the source of that hesitation? 

 Do I spend sufficient time discerning what God’s will for me is?  (Do I want to know 

what God’s will is? 

 Do I want to be changed by God? 

  



Putting the Focus on _______________ 

 

 Slowly and prayerfully recite the Lord’s Prayer. 

 

 Then go back over your prayer for the past six days.  As you look back on your 

experiences with God, ask yourself, 

 

 Where was I particularly challenged? 

 

 Is there a line of the prayer that is especially difficult for me? 

 

 For this prayer period, focus on the line of the Lord’s Prayer that gives you the most 

difficulty.  Pray the line over and over, asking God for the grace you need to fully embrace all 

that Jesus intended for you to embrace in that prayer. 


