
Becoming more attuned to the Holy Spirit during 
Personal Prayer 

 
Until now, we have spent time practicing various methods of meditation to prepare and open 
our hearts to the gift of contemplation.  It is important to keep in mind that these methods are 
only a means to an end, not an end in themselves.  The prayer method we use and our strict 
adherence to it should never override the movement of the Holy Spirit who is bringing us into a 
deeper relationship with God.  At times, we can become hyper-focused on the method.  
However, the Spirit of God operates when and how He wishes.  In the middle of our methodical 
preparation, He may decide to visit us.  In which case, we surrender to His operation and 
immediately put the prayer method aside.   
 
Personal prayer can be described as “the expression of our relationship to God under the 
influence of the Holy Spirit”1  Much is implied in this definition.  One of which being that we can 
reflect on the practical ways of improving prayer by improving our response to the Holy Spirit 
during prayer as well as our relationship with God outside of prayer.  In this discussion, we will 
be focusing on personal prayer made during times when we have withdrawn from activity.  
While it is certainly important to continue to express ourselves in relationship with God during 
activity, both must happen together as time for personal prayer fuels our activity, elevates all 
that we do, and makes it fruitful.   
 
“Some see prayer as a flight from the world in reaction against activism; but in fact, Christian 
prayer is neither an escape from reality nor a divorce from life.” (CCC 2727) 
 
Our prayer will always reflect the quality of our relationship with God.  If we desire to improve 
our prayer, we must first improve that relationship.  Many of us erroneously entertain the false 
assumption that to improve prayer we must learn the right method or technique.  Hence, we 
run after each prayer method or fad until we find the one that works or that provides an 
“experience of God”.   When that fails us, we rush hurriedly to the next thing hoping that this 
new method of prayer will fix our “prayer problem”.  Essentially, prayer is not much different 
from human friendships.  For instance, are we not wary of glowing expressions of love and 
concern that never flow into actions?  Do we not feel betrayed when we are met by someone 
who is two-faced; who says one thing but does another?  How about when we are used?  The 
same is true with the Lord.  Our words of love to Him during prayer are only as meaningful as 
our habitual relationship to Him.  There are no tricks or short cuts, and it is foolish to “expect 
some particular method to compensate for an indifferent or lukewarm relationship”2.  Jesus 
puts the matter in terms of the state of our heart, “For where your treasure is, there will your 
heart be also.” (Mt. 6:21) If our heart’s treasure is truly the Lord then all that occurs in personal 
prayer and all we do outside of it will reflect this reality.  We will then have no difficulty in 
praying. 
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However, we cannot achieve this unity of heart on our own and through our own efforts.  It 
requires that we cooperate with the work of the Holy Spirit in us.  The Holy Spirit is always 
urging and compelling us to love and serve God and others and to move beyond our selfishness 
and self-centered concerns.  This is the tension of our lives here on earth; between love and 
selfishness.  Our hearts need to yield ever more to the Holy Spirit who is always calling us to 
move beyond ourselves to God and others.  As we engage in the process of ongoing daily 
conversion, we will find that both formal and spontaneous prayer become a natural expression 
of our habitual quality of heart.  
 
Growing in self-knowledge becomes a means to discover obstacles to the Spirit 
 
“The biggest problem in improving our relationship with the Lord is discovering the many 
different ways in which our hearts are directed primarily toward our own interests and only 
secondarily, or not at all, toward the Lord’s service.”3  This requires a continual awareness of 
the motivations underlying our daily activities.  We may find upon reflection, that what we had 
thought we were doing for the Lord, we were really doing for ourselves.  Certain attitudes in 
our relationship with others stand out as obvious obstacles to the Spirit’s work, these include 
pettiness, jealousy, lust, dislike, hatred, as well as inordinate attachments to money, power, or 
prestige.  In these, it is apparent that our hearts are not seeking God’s kingdom.  These obvious 
sinful tendencies, while significant, are not the major barrier in improving our general 
relationship with God. 
 
There is a much deeper level, that we never place in the category of sin, but which is not in tune 
with the Spirit and therefore can impact prayer in a negative way.  At this level, our hearts are 
not on God but on ourselves.  Sadly, we do not even know it.  They are very subtle obstacles 
and each of us has our own particular pattern related to our personality and vocation in life.  
These may include, anxiety and feelings of incompetence which may lead us to become focused 
on task performance, ambitious thoughts in order to gain a reputation for ourselves, desire for 
prestige in order to build our own kingdom instead of the Lord’s, small infidelities to the Lord in 
an attempt to be pleasing to others, cowardice in the face of conflict, inability to develop 
and/or maintain proper boundaries, rooting our identities in things other than God, 
hypersensitivity, defensiveness, and more.  When we become aware of these tendencies and 
repent, our hearts will be converted and we will experience a profound growth in our 
relationship to God and subsequently in our prayer.  Overcoming these, however, is not in our 
power.  We must give them to God and wait for Him to root out this selfishness.  
 
It is in these areas especially that spiritual direction can be beneficial.  All of us, as Secular 
Franciscans, are encouraged to find a good spiritual director to help us uncover these hidden 
motives and obstacles.  Finally, a daily examination of conscience can assist us in becoming 
aware of our habitual motivations and is at the heart of improving our responsiveness to the 
Holy Spirit in our daily lives.   
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