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Generally, when we speak about prayer we think about those personal moments of encounter 

with God that occur during a retreat or an encounter.  We even think that prayer is more an 

obligation for priests and religious women than for lay Christians.  Today, for example, the time 

for prayer is not valued and we hear people say:  I do not have time to pray because I have so 

many things to do…  But I ask:  is it perhaps that we do not love God enough and so we do not 

have time for him?  Perhaps this is the primary cause of the spiritual apathy of so many women 

and men today who fall into a type of unbridled activism that leaves them with no time for 

themselves … indeed they have become like small machines. 

 

When we speak about prayer we are speaking about spirituality because prayer is the source of 

Christian and Vincentian spirituality.  When one reads the gospels, one discovers that Jesus was 

always in prayer, always in dialogue with the Father whose will he preferred above all else.  If 

prayer was a substantial part of Jesus’ life, should it not be the same for us, his disciples? 

 

Lord, teach us to pray 

 

When Vincent de Paul was teaching his Missionaries, he told them that the most experienced 

masters in the practice of prayer learned to pray at Jesus’ side, learned to pray with the help of 

Jesus’ Spirit.  Thus we see that prayer is a grace and that we have to ask for this grace in the 

same way that the disciples asked Jesus:  Lord, teach us to pray. 

 

Our Lord himself was a man of the greatest prayer; and it was pointed out that from his early 

childhood he went apart from the Blessed Virgin and Saint Joseph to pray to God his Father.  In 

the whole course of his laborious life, he was careful and very exact about praying.  People saw 

him deliberately go to Jerusalem; he went apart from his disciples to pray; and he went into the 

desert for no other purpose.  O mon Dieu!  How often did he not prostrate himself there face 

downward on the ground!  With what humility did he present himself to God his Father, 

burdened with the sins of the world!  Lastly, he prayed even when exhausted by the fasting to 

which he subjected himself.  But his chief and constant exercise was prayer.  On the night of his 

Passion, he again separated himself from his disciples to pray; and it is said that he went apart 

to the garden, where he often used to go to pray.  He prayed there with such fervor and devotion 

that, as our know, his body sweat blood and water from the efforts he made (OC, IX:380; CCD, 

IX:326)
1
. 

 

                                                 
1
 OC: Obras Completas: San Vicente de Paul, Ediciones Sigueme: Salamanca, España (Spanish edition of the 

thirteen volumen work of P. Coste). 

CCD: Correspondence, Conferences, Documents: Saint Vincent de Paul, New City Press, Hyde Park, N.Y. (English 

edition of the thirteen volume work of P. Coste). 



Pray to do the will of the Father 

 

When Jesus went apart from the crowds to pray, he did this for the sole purpose of doing the will 

of his Father, with whom he had maintained an intimate relationship.  In the same way Christian 

prayer has to be seen as a dialogue and not a monologue since in prayer besides speaking we 

have to learn how to listen in order to know what Jesus wants of us.  Saint Vincent said that 

Jesus’ love for his Father led him to fulfill the Father’s will:  You, my Savior, were animated with 

that great, incomparable desire that God’s will be done by all creatures.  That’s why you 

inserted into the Lord’s prayer, fiat voluntas tua.  That’s the prayer you taught your disciples; 

it’s what you willed everyone to ask and to do.  To do what?  The will of the Eternal Father.  

Where? On earth as in heaven.  And how?  As the angels and saints do it: promptly, totally, 

constantly, and lovingly (OC, XI:449; CCD, XII:130). 

 

Prayer and the apostolate go hand in hand 

 

In light of the experience of Paul and Vincent, we, as Christian and as young Vincentians, have 

to recognize that we cannot live a spiritual life if we are not united to Christ in prayer.  

Temptations are waiting to ambush us and prayer strengthens our will so that we do not fall into 

temptation.  At the same time, the apostolic life in our communities acquires strength and power 

through prayer; without prayer everything would lose its meaning, all our actions would be 

empty and meaningless.  Vincent de Paul was convinced that the Missionary was not free from 

temptations against his vocation because these appeared many times in his path.  He said that the 

Missionary who wanted to grow firm in his vocation had to prayer:  Give me a man of prayer, 

and he’ll be able to do anything, he can say with the holy Apostle, “I can do all things in him 

who sustains and comforts me (OC, XII:778; CCD, XI:76). 

 

Prayer and contemplation 

 

Vincent de Paul teaches us that true prayer contains two elements: an affective and effective 

element.  One cannot simply remain in an emotional state because prayer has to lead us to a most 

radical commitment.  The affective element which is rooted in our hearts has to be translated into 

concrete attitudes.  Vincent called this effective love.  Thus affective love has to lead us to 

effective love. 

 

In order to better understand this we can say that Vincentian prayer has two dimensions: a 

vertical and a horizontal dimension.  The vertical dimension is affective, the encounter with God 

in a personal way and here our feelings and emotions are involved.  The horizontal dimension is 

the encounter with our sister and brothers, especially those who are poor, whom we love and 

serve and recognize that God is in them. 

 

The method of Vincentian prayer 

 

Vincent taught the Missionaries and the Daughters of Charity a simple method of prayer which 

we know today as the “little method”.  Saint Vincent suggested that we should prepare for prayer 



by reading in the evening some points that will stimulate our mental prayer the following 

morning (OC, IX:426, X:590-591
2
, XII:64; CCD, IX:366-367, X:??, XI:130-131). 

 

The method that he proposed can be presented schematically in the following manner: 

 

Preparation: First, those who wish to pray should place themselves in the presence of God 

through means of one of multiple ways:  one might imagine that one is before Our Lord in the 

Blessed Sacrament or see God as reigning in heaven or within one’s self, one might meditate on 

God’s presence in the souls of the just … then we ask help so that we might pray well.  At the 

same time one might ask assistance from the Blessed Virgin or some saint.  Then one chooses 

the theme of mediation, for example, a mystery of the Christian faith, a moral or theological 

virtue, or some teaching of our Lord. 

 

The body of the prayer: We then begin to consider the theme in prayer.  If the theme of our 

prayer is a virtue, we reflect on the motives to love and practice said virtue.  If the theme is a 

mystery of our faith, we consider the truth contained in the mystery.  As we reflect we attempt to 

stir up acts of the will which, with the impulse of grace, express our love for God, our sorrow for  

sins or our desire for perfection.  Then we make some concrete resolutions. 

 

Conclusion: We then give thanks to God for this time of meditation and the graces that were 

given to us during prayer.  We place before God the resolutions that we have taken.  We then 

offer to God the prayer that we have just made and ask God’s assistance to carry out the 

resolutions that we taken (OC, IX:420, X;575
3
, XI:406; CCD IX:361-362,  X:??, XII:102-103). 

 

 

Two Vincentian teachings: repetition of prayer and leave God for God 

 

Saint Vincent encouraged the Missionaries and the Daughters of Charity to share their prayer.  

He recommended that they do this every two or three days (OC, IX:421-422; CCD: IX:362-363).  

The saint greatly valued this practice, so much so that he said that shared prayer, the repetition of 

prayer, was a great grace in the Congregation (OC, XII:288, CCD, XII:??).
4
 

 

Another teaching of Saint Vincent that is often found in his conferences to the Daughters of 

Charity is the practice of leaving God for God (IX:319, X:95, 226, 541-542,595, 693; 

CCD:???)
5
.  The poor will frequently come unexpectedly and will require the urgent attention of 

the Sisters.  Saint Vincent encouraged them to respond promptly, telling them that they were 

leaving God with whom they had been conversing in prayer in order to find God in the person of 

                                                 
2
 Translator’s Note: Volume X in the Spanish edition is actually the volume dedicated to the various documents of 

the Congregation, but here, however, I believe volume IXb of the Spanish edition is being cited.  The page 

numbering, however, is so different (volume IXa begins with page one and IXb begins with 591 and ends with 

1051) that I was unable to find this citation in volume X of the English edition. 
3
 See footnote #2. 

4
 Translator’s Note:  Unable to find this reference because the page numbers in the Spanish edition do not match the 

page reference in the text.  The pages start with page one in volume XI and continue on to page 951 in volume IXb, 

so there is no page 288 in volume twelve.  So I had no idea what page to look for in the English edition). 
5
 Translators Note:  Again none of these citations seem to correspond with the English text, even the first reference 

IX:319, which I was able to find makes no reference of leaving God for God. 



the poor.  At the same time Saint Vincent urged the Daughters and the Missionaries to never lay 

aside prayer (OC, VIII:368-369, IX:426; CCD, VIII:434-435, IX:368).  It is surprising that even 

though Saint Vincent was firm about rising promptly in the morning and not putting aside prayer, 

he used common sense in fulfilling the rule.  He told the Sisters:  For you see charity is above all 

Rules, and everything comes down to that.  If it’s a woman of rank, you have to do what she tells 

you.  In that case it’s leaving God for God.  God calls you to make your prayer, and at the same 

time He calls you to the poor, sick person.  That called leaving God for God (OC, IX:1125; 

CCD, X:478). 

 

Some practical advice for prayer 

 

1. Faithfulness in prayer requires discipline 

Saint Vincent alludes to this when he speaks of mortification as a necessary requirement for 

prayer.  It is necessary to set a time and a place for prayer.  At the same time it is helpful to go to 

bed at a reasonable hour if one wants to get up early in the morning to pray.  Today when there 

are so many distractions that can easily separate us from prayer (television, radio, the movies, the 

internet, etc.), it would be good to renounce these good and interesting alternatives so that one 

might be faithful to prayer. 

 

2. Mental prayer demands calmness 

Naturally an apostolic community cannot be completely isolated from contact with the poor and 

this is clearly noticeable in the conferences which Saint Vincent gave to the Daughters of 

Charity.  Nevertheless, one should choose a time for prayer when noise and interruption are least 

likely to occur, a time when the bell and the telephone will not ring.  This is one of the reasons 

that led religious communities to choose the early morning for their time of prayer.  Thus they 

could prayer before the intense rhythm of the day began.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer stated:  Silence is 

nothing more than waiting for the Word of God. 

 

3. It is important to be familiar with several methods of prayer, in other words, one 

should have a repertoire of prayer. 

Different methods correspond to different stages in life.  We may find that in later stages of life 

we return to methods that we used previously. 

 

4. Those who pray need to be nourished 

Some of the principal elements of our diet should be the reading of Sacred Scripture, good 

spiritual reading, and our apostolic spirituality which should involve a direct contact with people 

who are poor and reflection on the fact that we encounter Christ in the poor. 

 

5. Prayer should lead to a renewed self-definition 

In prayer our values ought to be redefined and thus they should take on a more evangelical 

character.  Prayer ought to lead one to continual conversion and this should be made concrete in 

acts of charity and justice.  For this reason Saint Vincent insisted on concluding prayer with 

practical resolutions. 

 

6. In prayer we should not focus so much on the words that we say 



What God is communicating to us is more important than the words we might speak.  In fact, 

prayer is a relationship.  Yes, it is true that words have a privileged place in this relationship, 

nevertheless, communication goes beyond words.  Some of the most profound ways of 

communicating are non-verbal.  People who are deeply in love with one another often pass 

significant periods of time together during which they speak little to one another.  Presence to 

one another is a sign of fidelity.  Jesus, in fact, warns us against the use of many words in prayer. 

 

7. Since we have needs our prayer will often become a prayer of petition, but it is important  

that we also embrace other biblical attitudes: praise, thanksgiving, admiration, trust, 

abandonment … Christian prayer ought to be filled with gratitude and thanksgiving for the 

blessing we receive. 

 

8. As Jesus recommends we ought to pray often to do and accept the will of God so 

that this can be made known to us 

This is what Saint Vincent wanted to say when he recommended indifference as a predisposition 

for prayer.  This is particularly important during any period of discernment. 

 

9. As human beings composed of flesh and blood, our physical condition and our 

surroundings can help or hinder our prayer 

The images, candles, incense, the beauty of the surroundings, the lighting, the music, a 

tabernacle … all of these things can help our prayer. 

 

10. Distractions are inevitable 

Distractions will occur because the mind is unable to focus on one single object for a long period 

of time.  When distractions are persistent it is often better to focus on them rather than reject 

them, and thus make our distraction the theme of our conversation with the Lord. 
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