
A n  I n t r o d u c t i o n :  L e a r n i n g  t o  Pr a y

Prayer is talking to God. My mother whispered to me one 
night as she tucked me into bed, “Say your prayers, Billy, as 
if you meant every word.” I have tried to do that ever since, 
but over the years it has become complicated. Instead of “Our 
Father,” I want to say “Our Father and Mother.” That’s become 
commonplace these days, even in public prayers. Other new 
forms of address are common too, naming God “Holy Mystery 
of Life” or “Loving Energy” or in theologian Elizabeth Johnson’s 
words, “Relational Liveliness that Energizes the Universe!”

I put together these 365 prayers day by day over a year’s 
time. I wrote them often in the darkness of an early hour, and in 
the shadowland of doubt and mystification, as is obvious in the 
text. They appeared on a fragile Web site where spiritual seek-
ers came browsing, and hopefully, these prayer-words guided 
people to places they had never been before: to shadowland, to 
baffle-land, and even to disbelief-land. The gyroscope of honesty 
always causes trouble to flight plans of prayer. Meditation and 
prayer time that is honest can be disconcerting to those who are 
very used to conventional travel.

In learning to pray, it’s wonderful to try to follow the guid-
ance of the fourth Century mystic, St. Denis: “The truly divine 
knowledge of God is that which is known by unknowing.” 
His comment was remembered throughout the early history of 
Christian mysticism, and was famously quoted in an anony-
mous classic called “The Cloud of Unknowing,” a fourteenth 
century work which may well have been anonymous because 
the author was feminine. It sounds that way to me.
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Unknowing is a mysterious concept, but at a minimum it 
suggests that, in seeking “a truly divine knowledge of God,” 
we approach the loving energy at the heart of reality, God, with 
both humility and intimacy—with readiness for doubt and 
darkness along with faith. That is the style of these prayers—
which are only peripherally and metaphorically in the tradi-
tion of The Cloud of Unknowing itself. The metaphor of a cloud 
helps us deal with the same doubts and darkness experienced 
by Mother Teresa which only came to light in 2006 when the 
Church was first exploring the possibility of canonizing her as 
a saint. She says in private letters—in the book Mother Teresa: 
Come Be My Light (2007)— “inside it is all dark and feeling that 
I am cut off from God.” We could hypothesize that she was ex-
periencing a kind of cloud of unknowing, something many an 
ordinary human—unheroic, regular folks—has to put up with 
too.

“Hallowed be thy name” is a prayer I have said since my 
bedtime prayers of childhood. When you really hallow some-
thing or someone’s name, you start with silence: a minute of 
silence perhaps. It is the only fitting action to take at the start 
of a reflective time. Sometimes only silence is satisfying. When 
recalling a great tragedy like September 11, we often take a full 
minute for silence. Or when recalling a great wonder, perhaps 
silence would be best too—thinking about creation itself comes 
to mind. Instead of filling up the air immediately with a Grego-
rian chant Te Deum, or hymns singing “Thanks be to God,” we 
might just say nothing at all and let the awesomeness sink in.

In fact, maybe our silence in this case would last “from now 
on”: Never again uttering the words “God” or “Yahweh,” just 
say nothing and hallow the thought. That’s the Jewish way, for 
instance. In fact, that may be exactly what Jesus of Nazareth was 
referring to in his “Our Father’s” opening phrase: “Hallowed be 
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thy name.” Thus, for some at least, saying nothing about God, 
or the mystery of God, and just observing it all with awe, could 
be our prayer.

Maybe you are a person who says you cannot pray at all. If 
so, my hope is that these prayers can lead you to silence. And 
then what? As hard as it may be to believe, prayer can be as 
much a part of your life as breathing. You may doubt if you can 
ever find words to say to God, or to the Vast Silence of creation, 
or will never find a way to speak back your own words to the 
utterances of God heard among beautiful created things. Try 
this, especially when faced with great beauty: simply put your 
hand on your heart.

Is this not a kind of natural gesture of gratitude? Does it 
not express an attitude of hallowed silence, of humble appre-
ciation? Most people would see it as such: your hand or both 
hands on your heart speaks volumes to those who observe it. 
And if there is a God, God observes it. You have prayed. Use it 
daily and hourly if you like. For me it never wears out. Some-
times it “says it all,” all I can manage to say and all I want to say. 
On my deathbed—if I am conscious—I hope I have the energy 
to put my hand on my heart.

In a way, I can turn all this upside-down and admit that I am 
philosophically against most spoken prayer. The more you think 
about our world, the more silent and over-awed you become. 
Both the physics and the metaphysics of our surroundings are 
baffling. The speed of light is beyond belief, unbelievable in a 
way: six times around the world in one second? No one can 
think that thought! It’s too fast! Something sweeping around 
the earth six times in one second? You must simply take it on 
faith, even if you can’t imagine it.

Maybe too our instinctual prayers to God are patently foolish 
and childish: if God is infinitely compassionate and all-knowing, 
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then nothing we could say will improve things. Obviously we 
can’t pinch God—as much as we might like to. Then there is the 
mystery of creation’s order: if lions and dinosaurs and all animals 
are the fashioning of a merciful creator, then why do they all have 
to live by eating each other, frequently alive? I must admit that 
I am baffled by that—aren’t you? And bafflement makes you si-
lent, not prayerful. Unless your words of prayer lead you toward 
that silence! And unless it is your silence that should properly be 
considered your “prayer.”

Some people tell me they have given up on prayer. Why? 
It doesn’t work, and it doesn’t work for them. And it’s all too 
impossible to figure out: it doesn’t make sense. Perhaps, in a 
way, such folks are the wisest. On the other hand, I think it 
makes sense to pray as long as we realize that talking to God 
is like talking to your dog. We speak in English to our dog, but 
he mostly pays attention to our smell. Similarly, we may soar 
around in the cloud of unknowing trying to talk to God, but 
God of course is mostly paying attention for the aroma of com-
passion for those who are lonely and in need, those who are 
thirsty and hungry, and whom we help with water, food, and 
housing.

In my local church, there is actually a member who says he 
doesn’t believe in God, yet he comes to church, and he is the 
first one to donate to deserving causes, the most quick to come 
to the aid of anyone in need; he brought up a homeless and 
marginalized child right along with his own family. It is almost 
humorous to hear him say he is an atheist while he thinks be-
lievers are themselves funny.

The best prayers, of course, are those we find within us and 
utter in the depths of our hearts, and which may come forth 
whether we want them to or not. The words of this book are the 
prayers I found in my own heart that way. You are welcome to 
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all the “unknowing” that is in them. They reflect a world vision 
that is less profound than humble, partly ridiculous, and hu-
man: the best I can do. May they find echoes in your own heart 
as well.

William Cleary
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We Hear Your Whisper: For an aler t piety

We hear your whisper, Silent Creator, in the scent of 
moonflowers closing their blooms as the sun rises. Your being 
glows there, and everywhere that life is, sometimes stopping 

us in our tracks to pause and sense the sweet bouquet of a 
living thing thriving out of sight, but much in evidence to the 
alert. Give us ears to hear your messages in the air around us, 
irrepressible Spirit, alert to the soaring music just below the 

surface of life.
Amen.

J a n u a r y  2

You Answer: In touch with God

Ultimate Mystery, Holy God, womb and creator of all that is, 
you hear the cries of our being whenever our hearts beat. You 
hear the body language of our needs and desires in our every 
motion and action. Your answer to our communication is the 
continuance of our being, the energies of our living organs, 

and the magnetic pull of our destiny. It is an elegant two-way 
interaction, and we rejoice enthusiastically to be part of it and 

aware of it.
Amen.



J a n u a r y  3

Living Energy: Appreciating life itself

Living Energy, who knows us the way you created us as well 
as the way we have shaped ourselves, we greet you in the 

Cloud of Unknowing, reaching for mutuality with you, some 
level of real communication. Along with you we agonize for 
the earthly failures of love, and for human pain and violence, 
and with you we rejoice at the slanting morning sunrise and 

the heroism sprouting like the wildflowers surprising us 
everywhere. We give thanks for the best parts of earthly life 

and long to enhance it however we can today.
Amen.

J a n u a r y  4

Your Generosity: Finding God in the morning

Your immeasurable generosity, O Holy Mystery, fills us 
with awe whenever we are mindful of it: as our earth spins 
gigantically toward the morning sun, as uncountable leaves 

reach out to take in the lovely wild rain, as living bodies 
awaken, whisper courage to loved ones, and the music of 
human life sparks to life. Darker realities awaken too, but 
we side with the morning, with the urgent sun, with life 

Immeasurable. God of life, be near today.
Amen.



J a n u a r y  5

We Sense Your Presence: Believing in God’s graciousness

One God, ultimate in intelligence and infinite in generosity 
and goodness, while we do not begin to understand the reality 
you have created in us and around us, we instinctually sense 
your presence in the world and especially in the mystery of 
personal magnetism and attractiveness, in the pleasures of 
friend-making and love-making, in the wonders of fertility 
and childbirth, in the joys of family and community. We are 
grateful to participate, and we listen in the music of what 

exists for your voice and guidance.
Amen.

J a n u a r y  6

Be With Us: Putting faith in God

God of comfort and encouragement, be with us in times of 
tragedy and disappointment, in depression and sorrow. You 
are the all-creative love that invented the sweet dynamism of 

caringness on this earth, what some Africans name Ubuntu, the 
feeling, communal heart. The challenges of human life assault 
us on every side, still we have you to turn to. Into your hands 

we surrender our hearts, for we have chosen to believe that 
ultimately this world of yours is benevolent, and you are ever 

with us despite all appearances.
Amen.



J a n u a r y  7

Unimaginable God: Reaching out in the darkness

Holy Unimaginable God, we sometimes find it almost 
impossible to believe in you. So much in our world speaks out 

against your existence: injustice and human evil most of all, 
but also disease and sorrow, failure and pain. Almost any kind 

of a God we can imagine would never allow the worldwide 
abuse of women and children, of the poor and vulnerable. You 
are a God beyond imagining, almost beyond belief. Hear our 
voices. Are you there? We reach out to you in the silence and 

darkness.
Amen.

J a n u a r y  8

Spirit Strangely Illusive: Finding God on all sides

Knowing-us God, Spirit strangely illusive but discernable 
in what you have made, especially in things that are alive: 

we give thanks for the pleasures of human company, for the 
excitement of feeling creative and communicative, for the joys 

of our life—alongside its bewildering tragedies. Give us the 
inspiration we need to live life fully today, finding evidence 

of your mystery and intelligence in all that is, grateful for our 
part in it.

Amen.



J a n u a r y  9

We Dare to Name You: When yearning for justice

O God, loving parent and champion of all the oppressed, 
of the have-nots, and of the voiceless—we dare to name 
you thus because prophets everywhere call you a “God 

of justice,” a sublime name that celebrates the best in 
human hearts of which you have ever been the gracious 
inspiration. Share with us your spirit of compassion and 

fairness, your holy quality of justice which you wish 
for your world. We would be your servants and your 

collaborators this day.
Amen.

J a n u a r y  1 0

God Beyond Names: Communicating with God’s hear t

Holy God beyond names, evident only through your creation, 
the thought of you restores our hearts. We find wisdom 
evident in the amazing good order of the cosmos, in the 

astonishing complexities of the micro-cosmos, in the wonders 
of life, of vision, of intelligence, and especially of human love. 

We give reverence to the creator of these miracles of our world. 
As your progeny, we desire some small measure of the same 
wisdom in living our lives and dealing with the mysteries of 

good and evil that challenge us.
Amen.



J a n u a r y  1 1

We Have No Cer tainty: Relying on the divine graciousness

Much about this life you have given us, Creating Spirit, is 
difficult. We have no certainty that our daily choices are the 

best they could be. Our connections to those we love are 
tenuous and weak. Our health is always ambiguous, and our 

community connections are unpredictable. Still we rejoice 
to be alive one more day, and hope for a feeling that we’ve 

done our best when day is done—with an abundance of your 
forgiveness when we need it. We give thanks to have your 

inspiring presence at today’s every moment.
Amen.

J a n u a r y  1 2

All Shall Be Well: Trusting God ultimately

We know, Spirit Mystery, that something creative is happening 
in our lives all the time, something good going forward 

despite all we worry about. If even our worst fears came true, 
in your vast resources of artistry and invention they would 

be some ultimate splendor. All shall be well: that is certainly 
your decree and you can make it, for you are God. Out of the 
greatest horrors you can bring, perhaps not every dream, but 
every kind of ultimate and glorious consummation. May it be 

so.
Amen.


