
The Way of Perfection….. 

 

Before I begin I want to thank you for taking the time to respond to God’s call…..It 

is God who called you here….and brought you safely here…..and I want to thank 

you for being open to that call and to responding to it.  I think a dear friend of 

mine, St Theresa of Lisieux once said,  “All is Grace”…The gift and the call to be 

here is Grace…your response to that call is Grace……..all that we do and all that 

we have is a gift from God…including this time that we have together…..it is a gift 

to be here……and we thank Him for that gift as we start in prayer…. 

 

Our discussion today will include  

I. The Purpose of Prayer….A call to Holiness. 

II. Obstacles and Distractions in Prayer 

III. Practical Strategies on persevering in Prayer 

You know we could spend an eternity studying prayer.  Prayer is like the Divine, in 

its essence a mystery.  Why is it a mystery?  Why does God use prayer as the way 

to communicate with Him?  Why is it so difficult to pray sometimes?  What is the 

purpose of prayer?   

. 

I'm a why person…… I need to know why, what’s the purpose of what I have to 

do…  I need to know the reason why I have to do something.  For instance when 

you go to the doctor and he/she gives you a diagnosis….. And he/she says you 

need to do these things for this Diagnosis… For example ……you have take care of 

yourself …..you have to eat right, fruits and veggies, take your medicine,  Manage 

your stress, get a good nights sleep….not smoke….don’t drink……you know!  But I 

want to know why ? why do I need to do these things? When I know that if I don't 

take these measures my toes will be amputated or my kidneys could shut down or 

I could go blind that is very motivating for me do what I'm told to do.  

So what’s the purpose of prayer?…. 

St Teresa of Avila in the Way of Perfection says this…. 



“For, under the Lord, I owe it to such persons that I am not in hell; I was always 

very fond of asking them to commend me to God, and so I prevailed upon them 

to do so.” 

St Teresa credits the prayers of her friends for keeping her out of hell.  So staying 

out of hell is a great motivator for prayer.  I hear it's a horrible place and I have no 

desire to go there…… I've been to some places in Jersey …..I don't need nor do I 

want to go to hell.   It reminds me of the Act of Contrition that I learned as a child. 

  O my God, 

I am heartily sorry for 

having offended Thee, 

and I detest all my sins, 

because I dread the loss of heaven, 

and the pains of hell;…………. 

The next part is the real reason or purpose for prayer….. 

 

but most of all because 

they offend Thee, my God, 

Who are all good and 

deserving of all my love. 

I firmly resolve, 

with the help of Thy grace, 

to confess my sins, 

to do penance, 

and to amend my life. 

Amen. 

Because God is all good and deserving of all my love…..sounds like a much better 

reason to pray….. a much higher purpose for prayer…. 

There are many sources on how to pray.  Our greatest source for what a life of 

prayer looks like is Jesus Christ…..,  He is the source and the summit of our faith 

and of our very lives…Jesus’ whole life, his whole existence, the very essence of 

who Jesus is…..is prayer…. Jesus prays before every decision, He prays many times 



all night long.  Before He began His public ministry Jesus goes off to the desert to 

fast and pray for 40 days…. His last act on earth is a prayer….”Father into Thy 

Hands, I commend my Spirit”…He is the perfect example of St Paul’s admonition 

to Pray without ceasing….. So we start with Christ as our ultimate authority on 

prayer 

There are many books and resources on Prayer.  We Carmelites have libraries 

filled with books on prayer.  Our sessions here have focused on the book, “The 

Way of Perfection” by St Teresa of Avila, which is considered a masterpiece on 

prayer…..The church declared her a “Doctor of the Church and more specifically a 

“Doctor of Prayer”.  This is a great book to read and read and reread!!   There is 

another book that I think is an amazing resource for prayer and that is the 

Catechism of the Catholic Church.  The section on Prayer is amazing!!!  I am using 

that as a resource for this talk.   According to the CCC sections 2558-2865 on 

prayer…. The definition of prayer in the beginning of the section goes like 

this…”Prayer is a surge of the heart: it is a simple look toward Heaven, it is a cry of 

recognition and of love, embracing both trial and joy”  and that’s our own, St 

Therese of Lisieux…  

I also found numerous talks on You-tube by Father Mike Schmitz, Bishop Robert 

Barron and Sensus Fedelium.  Also there is a great website by Dan Burke called 

Spiritual Direction with many more resources specifically about prayer.   

In the Catechism…. it talks about some much better reasons to pray than staying 

out of Hell…..I thought I’d list them….hopefully there are some benefits of praying 

that can really encourage us to take up the practice of Prayer and  preserver….. 

Benefits of Prayer… 

1. Attentiveness of the Heart to God…. the Ultimate source of Love 

2. Hospitality, Charity /love  

3. Faith  

4. In prayer we strengthen the gifts of the Holy Spirit that we received in 

Confirmation…. Wisdom, Understanding, Council, Knowledge, Piety, 

Fortitude, and Fear of the Lord. 

5. God reveals himself through prayer, intimacy with God  

6. Growth in holiness…. becoming a Saint  

7. Determination, strength, courage and a decrease of Fear 



8. Instruction in the good and right way  

9. A joyful loving trust in God (opposite of what happened in the Garden when 

we allowed our trust in God to die) 

10.  Forgiveness of venial sins, and conversion of heart,  

11.  Indulgences, less days in Purgatory!!!!   

12.  We learn about mercy towards ourselves and others  

13.  We learn to trust God for our daily needs  

14.  We learn righteousness 

15.  We experience an increase in Joy, and Peace 

16. Prayer brings light to the “Divine Mystery”  

17.  Prayer is an encounter with Jesus, the inner self Presence of Christ. 

18. Prayers a way of participating in the great work for which we are all 

created, that is worshiping, glorifying, adoring and loving the Almighty 

Living God.   

19. Through prayer we also participate in miracles, in the great work of 

Salvation and Redemption…. thereby raising our dignity as human beings….  

“On October 7th, 1571 a fleet of ships assembled by the combined forces of 

Naples, Sardinia, Venice, the Papacy, Genoa, Savoy and the Knights 

Hospitallers fought an intense battle with the fleet of the Ottoman Empire. 

The battle took place in the Gulf of Patras located in western 

Greece.  Though outnumbered by the Ottoman forces, the so-called "Holy 

League" possessed of superior firepower would win the day. This victory 

would severely curtail attempts by the Ottoman Empire to control the 

Mediterranean, causing a seismic shift in international relations from East 

to West. In some respects, and I do not want this claim to be overstated, 

the world that we know came into being with this victory. This event is 

known to history as the "Battle of Lepanto."  

Pope Pius V, whose treasury bankrolled part of this military endeavor, ordered 

the churches of Rome opened for prayer day and night, encouraging the faithful 

to petition the intercession of the Blessed Virgin Mary through the recitation of 

the Rosary. When word reached the Pope Pius of the victory of the Holy League, 

he added a new feast day to the Roman Liturgical Calendar- October 7th would 



henceforth be the feast of Our Lady of Victory. Pope Pius' successor, Gregory XIII 

would change the name of this day to the feast of the Holy Rosary. ”   

 

20.  There are a incalculable number of benefits or reasons to pray…… you I am 

sure have your own but it is a good practice to remember these….. 

 

Truly in our essence, we were made to pray.  We were created to pray.  A life of 

prayer gives meaning to life itself. Prayer is the breath to our soul. St Padre Pio 

said, “Prayer is oxygen to our souls”.    Without prayer our souls cannot survive.    

We can never become saints without a life of prayer and WE ARE ALL CALLED TO 

BE SAINTS!!!!   You might think that this is impossible but please remember…. 

That it is impossible for you…and it is impossible for me to become a saint 

without God……without God, without prayer… it is not possible to become a 

saint….but with God…  “All things are possible” And believe me I want to become 

a saint!  We are all called to become saints, to be come Holy.  We are all called to 

Holiness.  WE ARE CALLED TO BE SAINTS!!!  Even from before Vatican II, before 

Christ there was Moses…1400 BC who when he was handed the Ten 

Commandments it came with the missive from God that Moses was to “Tell my 

people to be Holy, as I am Holy”.  You can even go back to the Garden of Eden 

where Adam and Eve would “Walk with God”.  Isn’t a life of prayers, the journey 

to sainthood about “Walking with God”? 

A story from St Teresa’S own life….. 

“One of my brothers was nearly of my own age; and he it was whom I most loved, 

though I was very fond of them all, and they of me. He and I used to read Lives 

of Saints together. When I read of martyrdom undergone by the Saints for the 

love of God, it struck me that the vision of God was very cheaply purchased; and I 

had a great desire to die a martyr's death, — not out of any love of Him of which I 

was conscious, but that I might most quickly attain to the fruition of those 

great joys of which I read that they were reserved in Heaven; and I used to discuss 

with my brother how we could become martyrs. We settled to go together to the 

country of the Moors, begging our way for the love of God, that we might be 

there beheaded; and our Lord, I believe, had given us courage enough, even at so 
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tender an age, if we could have found the means to proceed; but our greatest 

difficulty seemed to be our father and mother.”  She was 7 years old!” 

 

I remember as a young girl in Elementary School, Our Lady of Sorrows….When I 
would hear the stories of the great saints and I thought of them as my 
heroes….THAT’S what I want to be….a saint.  Later on the good nuns added to 
their stories saying, “And they were chosen by God”.  And that was it for me, 
…..for I knew as young as I was that I was not chosen by God.  I grew up a 
rebellious child even from a young age.  When I was about 3, I was put into a 
beautiful party dress, hoisted up on the table for all to admire.  It was then that I 
decided to practice my very best soccer kick and I whipped the sugar bowl off the 
table, up into the air, covering all my admiring fans.  I’m not sure if that was when 
I got my nickname….my full name is Mary Helen but after that I was known as 
Mary “Hell”-youn.  So sainthood was out…. but the nuns did mention 
martyrdom….holding out that possibility but I quickly realized that I hated pain 
and I lived in a little village so that wasn’t looking real good.  I thought that I 
would just be to consigned to a life of just being good…. or at least trying to be 
good!!  Entering into my twenties I met a little Brown nun from Alabama on 
TV….Mother Angelica who said, “We are all called to Holiness…..don’t miss the 
opportunity”  and Pope St John Paul II calling us to “Be not afraid…. "It is Jesus you 
seek when you dream of happiness; He is waiting for you when nothing else you 
find satisfies you; He is the beauty to which you are so attracted; it is He who 
provokes you with that thirst for fullness that will not let you settle for 
compromise; it is He who urges you to shed the masks of a false life; it is He who 
reads in your hearts your most genuine choices, the choices that others try to 
stifle. 
It is Jesus who stirs in you the desire to do something great with your lives, the 
will to follow an ideal, the refusal to allow yourselves to be grounded down by 
mediocrity, the courage to commit yourselves humbly and patiently to improving 
yourselves and society, making the world more human and more fraternal.” 
   And then I met one of my very best friends,  St Therese of Lisieux….and I read all 

she wrote in her Autobiography, “The Story of a Soul”…. How she loved God, and 

wanted to be a saint, but not just any saint…. she wanted to be a GREAT Saint!!  

And she is a great saint and a Doctor of the Church.  She changed my life…..I 

desired and still to this day desire to Love God as she and all the saints love 



God…..with their whole heart, their whole souls, their whole minds and their 

whole lives… 

The other person who came into my life to encourage me was St Teresa of Avila.  I 

loved her practical advice about prayer and her thoughts on Sainthood. They gave 

me hope….  her quotes, “I had many friends to help me to fall; but as to rising 

again, I was so much left to myself, that I wonder now I was not always on the 

ground. I praise God for His mercy; for it was He only Who stretched out His hand 

to me. May He be blessed forever! Amen.”  And  

“Lord save me from Gloomy saints” and “Lord if this is how you treat your friends, 

its no wonder You have so few” I related to her humor and was inspired with her 

strength, her courage and her life of prayer.   

We are all called to be saints.  ALL.OF.US!!! 

Make no mistake…. without prayer Sainthood, and Heaven is impossible…  Yes!! 

Prayer is a battle…it is a battle for the very life of your soul…. for your Eternal 

Life!!!!  God’s plan is for you to be with Him in Paradise….Heaven!!!  And it is 

because of HIS GREAT LOVE for you that He wants you with Him always………but 

that is NOT the evil one’s plan for you….He doesn’t want you to progress in 

Holiness….he certainly doesn’t want you to become a saint….he certainly doesn’t 

want you to pray!!  He hates God, he hates you and he especially hates prayers…. 

he does his best to prevent us and distract us in our prayer time….and even just 

starting a prayer life!! 

So we all encounter obstacles and distractions in our prayer life….  I call them the 

“speed bumps” on our prayer journey…. EVERYONE HAS THEM!!! 

St Teresa of Avila, a Doctor of the Church, a Doctor of Prayer…. had difficulties in 

her prayer life….. In her early years as a Carmelite nun she struggled with her 

prayer life…. she struggled with apathy, dryness, and a real sense if failure in her 

prayers….She was no stranger to obstacles and distractions in prayer.   

 

Some of the obstacles we all struggle with are 

1.  A mistaken idea of what prayer is and a lack of Formation in the prayer life 

2. “No time for prayer” …Family and work commitments… 



3. We live in a culture and a time that doesn’t value prayer 

4. Our own selfishness/self-centeredness…. our basic human nature 

5. Sin/Pride/laziness 

6. Health…something that St Teresa struggled with as well 

7. Dryness in prayer that can lead to discouragement and the temptation to 

despair. 

 

And as if that isn’t enough we also struggle with Distractions!!!  St Teresa of Avila 

stated about distractions… “There are some souls and minds so scattered, they 

are like wild horses no one can stop”.  Distractions are universal!  Welcome to the 

Human Race!! 

 

There are two types of distractions…. Voluntary and Involuntary. Voluntary 

Distractions are when thoughts come to me, during prayer that turn my attention 

away from God, but I then voluntarily focus on these thoughts.  Such as, “what’s 

going on today, or someone who hurt me, or who just texted me, or I wonder 

what I’m going to have for dinner…or when am I going to finish writing this talk?? 

Etc…. Make no mistake these voluntary distractions can do a lot of damage to our 

prayer life…. Basically what we are saying is that God is not as important as this 

thought…..and this habit can seriously weaken our Will.   

Involuntary Distractions are when the same thoughts come to us but we let them 

keep on going…we don’t focus on them…which gives GLORY TO GOD!!  We don’t 

invite these thoughts and WE DON’T FOCUS ON THEM EITHER!  We continually 

steer our thoughts back to God.  We are choosing God over these thoughts…  This 

can happen many, many times during your time of prayer…remembering always 

that prayer is a battle…make no mistake about that….but if we calmly don’t give 

into the thought we will obtain more Grace and merit than if we had never 

struggled..  Discouragement in our prayers and with our struggles never comes 

from the Holy Spirit…. Some very wise and holy person once said, “Distractions in 

prayer will leave us 72 hours after we are dead!”  So don’t give up!!!  We are 

never to despair about our prayer life… no matter what happens to us…even in 

our discouragement we can pray and make that an act of sacrifice… Prayer during 

discouragement or even dryness is such a great grace and can be such a beautiful 



gift that we give Our Lord…. We are truly united with Jesus on the Cross whe He 

said, “I thirst”. 

 

These distractions and obstacles are just speed bumps….we need to not let them 

become road blocks! 

 

Remedies and Tools to help us Pray 

1. Set up a time to pray.  Having a dedicated time of prayer that in non-

negotiable. While it is good to pray in the car…. which I highly recommend 

anyone traveling in Dallas to do…. Its not the same as giving Our Lord the 

time that you set aside for Him alone….I recommend morning prayer 

time…I like to pray in the morning before that day gets going and as 

Carmelites we pray the Morning and Evening Liturgy of the Hours.  I find my 

early morning prayer time to be less full of distractions…. I also set a 

timer….so wondering what time it is will not be one of my distractions…. I 

also put my phone on Airplane mode… that helps a lot as well. 

2. Set up a place to pray…my sister Joni, likes to call these “Perches” …she 

lives on a farm and is a daily witness to the habits of birds…they tend to 

come and just sit a spell!  Find your perch…a place in your home that will 

become your prayer corner…. Pick one that is as quiet and free from noise 

of the day… TV off. Computer off. Cell phone off… 

3. Preparation…. St Teresa of Avila in “The Way of Perfection” states “Before 

prayer endeavor to realize WHOSE presence you are approaching and with 

WHOM you are about to speak…”  She continues, “ it is also helpful to read 

a book of devotions to learn how to collect the thoughts and pray well…” 

So preparing to pray is an important step in developing a prayer life.    In 

your “perch” you may want to have some devotional books.  You could use 

the Scriptures to pray with, St. Teresa said, “The Words of the Gospel which 

came from Our Lord’s most Sacred Mouth have always been dear to me 

and arouse a more fervent devotion in me”.  Holy books would also be 

included in this list, such as St Teresa’s “The Way of Perfection”,  “Interior 

Castle” and the lives of the Saints, The Liturgy of the Hours, even the 



Catholic Catechism can be used as a excellent source of prayer and 

meditation.  

4. Using Sacred Images…. Mother Angelica called these, “Holy Reminders”.  St 

Teresa would agree.  “Do you know that….the gazing on a representation of 

Christ is a good and holy practice in which I take great pleasure.” She 

continues, “Picture this same Lord close beside you.  See how lovingly, how 

humbly He is teaching you—believe me, you should never be without so 

good a Friend”  Set up your perch/prayer corner with holy Reminders for 

especially when distractions come… Holy Reminders such as a beautiful 

picture of Christ or a Crucifix that will bring your thoughts back to the One 

who loves us. 

5. ASK FOR HELP!! Pray to the Holy Spirit for the Grace to start and preserver 

in prayer.  TAKE EVERYTHING TO PRAYER!! 

6. Surround yourself with people going your way….going God’s way!!! 

Someone once said, “He who travels fastest, travels alone but he who 

travels furthest travels with others”.  We hold each other up in prayers with 

support and encouragement.  Join a community, Bible study, or even a 3rd 

order….find others on the same journey…The Communion of Saints make a 

great prayer team and don’t forget to ask Our Blessed Mother to join you 

as well! Our son Michael was so very sick when he was in 8th grade.  No one 

seemed to know what was wrong with him.  He missed 4 months of school.  

He has asthma and whatever was attacking him made him struggle to 

breath.  It was very difficult to watch and ever harder to pray.  Until I 

thought of how Our Blessed Mother watched HER son struggle to breath on 

the Cross….and I rested in Her Prayers….. 

7. Journal-  I started a prayer journal last year and it has been a very powerful 

tool.  I follow the Ignatian formula of B.A.K.E.R.  I first journal my B for 

Blessings…this is very powerful as it actually changes your brain 

chemistry…. The A stands for ask the Holy Spirit for help and guidance, (I 

usually just compose a short little prayer for this)…K is for kill and here is 

when I review my day and put down anytime I failed to love God first, been 

hurtful to others, Failed to live as a child of God….E is for Embrace…allow 

Jesus to embrace us…R is resolutions…do I need to make amends to anyone 

I hurt?  This also helps when I go to Reconciliation. 



8. Sacraments!!  Mass, frequent Reconciliation, Adoration…Mass is the Great 

Prayer of the Church….Frequent Reconciliation allows us the Grace and the 

humility to see our true selves and receive the strength and courage to 

begin again!  The Rosary and Novenas are also powerful tools to help us in 

our prayer life… 

9. A yearly retreat….as Jesus did in the dessert and at other times in His 

Life…..getting away from everything…..We Carmelites retreat at least once 

a year in silence….I LOVE IT!!! 

10. FASTING…Christ himself recommends this one….Fasting from food, TV, 

Social media,…Advent is coming up….which is not a penitential season but 

it is a great time to look at your life and see what is keeping us from a 

deeper relationship with God….to look at what gets in the way of our 

prayer time…fasting allows us to put created things in their proper order… 

 

 

Prayer doesn’t change God…..it changes us… 

Ruth Burrows a Carmelite nun of the Carmelite Monastery in Norwich, 

England said this about prayer which I think sums up beautifully what our 

attitude about prayer should be….. 

“Anxieties, problems, doubts about our prayer can only arise when we are 

viewing prayer as essentially as what we do for  

God; and so of course what WE DO becomes very important to us and we 

are anxious to get it right.  Firmly grasping that this is not the case, but that 

prayer is always WHAT GOD DOES FOR US, IN US AND THROUGH US and 

that our part is to simply to be there, as simply and humbly as a child, for 

Him to act….we are always at peace, never discouraged.  We might think 

that we fail all the times, that we can’t pray, or that our hour of prayer 

seems perhaps a wash out from start to finish.  But we can smile at 

ourselves that it doesn’t matter:  the hour has been full of God because we 

have wanted to give God that time and receive from Him all that he has to 

give”  Ruth Burrows is the pen name for Sister Rachel O.C.D. 

 

Prayer doesn’t change God…..it changes us!! 

 

From St Teresa of Avila 



“Imagine that this Lord Himself is at your side and see how lovingly and 

humbly He is teaching you and believe me, you should stay with so good a 

friend for a long as you can before you leave Him…. If you become 

accustomed to having Him at your side, and He sees that you love Him to 

be there and are always trying to please Him, you will never ne able to send 

Him away nor will He ever fail you.  He will help you in all your trails and 

you will Him everywhere.  Do you think it is a small think to have such a 

friend as that besides you?” 

 

Prayer is a lifelong journey and you could spend several life time studying 

prayer.  I hope and I pray that this small review of prayer will bear fruit in 

your lives either as a glorious beginning or as a faithful renewal of your 

commitment to love God with your whole heart, your whole soul, your 

whole strength… and then you and all of us can love our neighbors as 

ourselves.  What a world that would be….. 

 

Let us pray….. 

 

Soul of Christ, sanctify me. 

Body of Christ, save me. 

Blood of Christ, inebriate me. 

Water from the side of Christ, wash me. 

Passion of Christ, strengthen me. 

O Good Jesus, hear me. 

Within your wounds hide me. 

Permit me not to be separated from you. 

From the wicked foe, defend me. 

At the hour of my death, call me 

and bid me come to you 

That with your saints I may praise you 

For ever and ever. Amen. 


