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Live (Don’t Only Say) a Simple Prayer

One of the great joys in my life has been the opportunity to meet so 
many dedicated, talented, and compassionate people in my mentoring 
and therapy work. Among them was a very committed Christian who 
demonstrated her love for God and others through acts of charity, 
attendance at daily Mass, and faithfulness to her prayer life. Despite 
all of this good work and spiritual discipline, she was a gold-medal 
worrier. This was not only a problem for her, but it weighed heavily 
on her family as well. Negativity is very contagious. When someone 
who is troubled enters the room, you can immediately feel the spirits 
of those present lower a bit. When that person is someone you live 
with (or possibly you!), it is even worse.

In response to the heaviness both the woman and her family were 
feeling, my first goal was aimed at helping her to recognize and then 
challenge her dysfunctional cognitions (ways of thinking, perceiv-
ing, and understanding). To some extent, this psychological process 
lessened the amount of negativity she was carrying and inadvertently 
sharing with her family. However, it became obvious to me that her 
situation needed to be addressed on a deeper spiritual level as well.

And so the next time she came in for a session, I said to her, “You 
seem to be such a very prayerful Catholic. Yet, you seem to neglect 
the one prayer acknowledging a simple call from God that is at the 
heart of the spiritual life.” As I anticipated, she looked surprised and 
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asked eagerly (because she was very open to deepening her inner 
life), “What prayer are you talking about?”

“Well,” I responded, “maybe it is best demonstrated through a 
brief story. If you gave a little girl a present at Christmas or for her 
birthday, what would be the best way for her to thank you? Express-
ing her gratitude in words would be nice. However, how much richer 
her statement of gratitude would be if you saw her fully enjoying 
the gift and freely sharing it with her friends and siblings. The same 
can be said about the gift of life we have been given by God and our 
grateful response. Sure, we could say our thanks in words, and as the 
psalmists suggest we should do that. But how much more real and 
compelling our prayer of thanks would be if we could totally enjoy 
the gift of life God has bestowed on us and share it naturally with 
others without expecting anything (not a smile, a word of thanks, or 
their following a suggestion we might offer them) in return.”

The example of the child and the gift must have struck a chord in 
the woman. She seemed to be awakened to looking at her life differ-
ently and ready to act on this insight in ways that would make her life 
a little lighter and her compassion a bit more joyous.

The call to live in peace and joy and to share it with others is quite 
simple. Yet, for most of us at different turns in the day, week, month, 
year, or our lives in general, it is still not easy. Self-compassion and 
compassion for others go hand in hand. Just as Jesus calls us to see 
others as being made in the image and likeness of God (what is re-
ferred to as “imago Dei”), we must simultaneously remember the 
same about ourselves. When people can see that we are giving not out 
of duty, guilt, or fear that someone will think less of us, the gift they 
receive from us will be greater. The reason is that it is being given 
naturally out of our own sense of being gifted. And, in gratitude to 
God, we are enjoying these very gifts to the full rather than ignoring 
them.

Scripture scholar Walter Bruggemann called such an underappre-
ciation of the graces around us “under-living.” To live in such a man-
ner is so foolish, given how short life is. Also, “under-living” doesn’t 
set the stage for increasing our compassion toward others. Instead, it 
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simply limits our ability in the long run to share ourselves with oth-
ers. Foolish, isn’t it?

Robert Ellsberg, in his insight-filled book The Saints’ Guide to 
Happiness, pointed this out with respect to Dorothy Day, who many 
consider a modern-day saint because of her steadfast commitment to 
the poor. Ellsberg writes:

Keenly attuned to the suffering of others, [Dorothy Day] remained 
equally sensitive to the signs of beauty and ever mindful of what 
she called “the duty of delight.” She read the news in the light of 
eternity. And she had the remarkable effect, when you were with 
her, of making you feel that you could change the world, and be 
a better person, and that such an understanding would be an enor-
mous adventure. . . . No one who ever observed how she savored 
a cup of instant coffee or the rare luxury of a fresh roll, how she 
enjoyed watching the shifting tides of Raritan Bay off Staten Island 
or listened raptly to the Saturday afternoon opera broadcasts on 
the radio, could fail to detect the quality that Teilhard de Chardin 
described as a “zest for living.”

Jesus, in John 10:10, said, “I have come to bring you fullness.” 
The simple question for us is: How are we embracing that fullness in 
gratitude and freely sharing it with others? How we live in response 
to this simple, powerful question is at the heart of the spiritual life and 
our personal inner formation.


