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The Practice of Prayer: Meditative Prayer –Starting Upstream 

Reflection. For the early church, being a Christian meant acting like Christ.  These were 

people who had known Christ, or who knew people who had known Christ. And one 

of the things they knew was that Christ never tried to accomplish his purpose and 

mission by his own strength but by his continual connection to his father, God. 

One way Christ maintained that connection was to go off by himself for periods of quiet 

prayer: 

 Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and 

went off to a solitary place, where he prayed (Mark 1:35). 

 After he had dismissed them, he went up on a mountainside by himself to pray. 

When evening came, he was there alone (Matthew 14:23). 

 One of those days Jesus went out to a mountainside to pray, and spent the night 

praying to God (Luke 6:12).  

 Then Jesus went with them to a place called Gethsemane; and he said to his 

disciples, “Sit here while I go over there and pray” (Matthew 26:36).  

Philip Yancey, in the book Prayer: Does It Make Any Difference?,1 notes that Jesus valued 

prayer enough to spend many hours at the task. “If I had to answer the question, ‘Why 

pray?’” says Yancey, “in one sentence it would be ‘because Jesus did.’” 

In writing on prayer, Yancey compares it to a quiet mountain stream.  “It occurs to me, 

thinking about prayer, that most of the time I get the direction wrong. I start 

downstream with my own concerns and bring them to God. I inform God, as if God did 

not already know. I plead with God, as if hoping to change God’s mind and overcome 

divine reluctance. Instead I should start upstream where the flow begins.” 

                                                           
1 Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2006. 



Meditative prayer is about beginning upstream.  It is about going to the source, 

stopping, sitting quietly, and waiting.  In meditative prayer we present ourselves before 

God, expecting nothing, saying nothing, simply resting in God’s presence.  

One increasingly accepted practice of meditative prayer is Centering Prayer, in which 

we choose a word or image upon which to focus during a silent period.  As thoughts 

arise and crowd into the mind, we note them and let them go, returning to the word or 

image. Practitioners caution not to berate ourselves about the interfering thoughts, 

simply note them and let them float away, returning to being in the presence of God. 

As with the other spiritual practices, the point of centering prayer or meditative prayer 

is not the practice itself but the change it brings about in us. In Strength for the Journey: A 

Guide to Spiritual Practie,2 author Renee Miller recalls Thomas Keating pointing out that 

“we are not able to determine if the practice is making a difference in our souls based 

on what happens during the actual time spent in the practice.”  Rather, we find that the 

effects of the practice show up in our daily lives. “Instead of becoming focused on what 

may seem urgent but is ultimately unimportant,” says Miller, “we find we are able to let 

it go, just as we have done during the course of the prayer practice itself” (14). 

Today’s practice: Set aside five to 15 minutes sometime during the day. Find a quiet, 

comfortable place, turn off all the electronics, and sit quietly. If you wish, use the 

practice of Centering Prayer, described above, or simply concentrate on being in the 

presence of God, which you surely are.  

                                                           
2 New York: Morehouse Publishing, 2011.  


