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The moment he stepped out on the balcony overlook-
ing St. Peter’s Square to greet the faithful for the first 
time, Pope Francis set the theme for his message to us 
all: Prayer is the heart of what we do. Before offering 
his first papal blessing, he asked those assembled to 
pray for him.

 Throughout his history-making visit to the United 
States, he called upon every group to whom he spoke 
to be mindful of prayer and to trust in its transforma-
tive power.

It is clear from his witness that prayer informs and 
guides all that he does—and he asks that we let prayer 
do the same for us. In these short reflections, based 
on things Pope Francis has said about prayer, may we 
find a new way of opening our minds and hearts to the 
Lord who wants to be near to us.

Let us take Pope Francis’ witness to heart and 
learn to pray with faith and confidence in the Lord 
who loves us!

POPE Prayer DM MM.indd   1 1/6/16   10:15 AM

Twen
ty-

Third
 

Public
ati

ons 

Sam
ple



The quotes from Pope Francis were chosen  
by Deborah McCann, who also wrote the reflections  
and the “Ponder” and “Pray” pieces.   

Cover photo:  Stefano Spaziani 

Copyright © 2016 Twenty-Third Publications,  
a division of Bayard; One Montauk Avenue,  
New London, CT 06320. 860-437-3012 or 800-321-0411, 
www.23rdpublications.com. No part of this publication  
may be reproduced in any manner without prior written 
permission of the publisher. All rights reserved.

ISBN 978-1-62785-134-3    ◾    Printed in the U.S.A.

POPE Prayer DM MM.indd   2 1/6/16   10:15 AM

Twen
ty-

Third
 

Public
ati

ons 

Sam
ple



3

1  REAL PRAYER

Prayer is the first task of life,  
prayer not just of words,  

but of the heart. 

It is clear that Pope Francis is, above all, a man of 
prayer. As Catholics, we can sometimes be satisfied 
with voicing formula prayers—and these can be very 
gratifying. What Pope Francis is asking us to take 
up, though, is a deeper form of prayer. He is asking 
us to look beyond just words to truly engaging God 
in conversation, to have prayer rise from our hearts 
as well as from our minds.

PONDER

Do I find the comfort of traditional prayers and 
devotions sufficient? When I pray, is my heart full?

PRAY

God of life and love, help me to open my heart to 
you so that my prayer may pass the borders of my 
intellect and will—and penetrate my soul.
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2  KNOCKING AT THE DOOR

We need to have courage to knock at the door of 
God’s heart, to trust that God is listening. 

It’s not that we can take God by surprise in our 
prayer. But Pope Francis is urging us to find a deeper 
life in prayer by walking right up and talking to God 
as we would to a trusted friend. Sometimes we can 
feel that our own words would be inadequate or too 
trivial for God to consider. No, says Pope Francis, we 
need to be courageous in our prayer. God is always 
ready to listen—we have to be ready to approach!

PONDER

Have I ever pictured myself going right up and 
knocking on God’s door? What’s holding me back?

PRAY

God of life and love, help me to see you as a gra-
cious and patient listener, ready and eager to hear 
me when I call! Help me find the words to speak 
to you!
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3  SURRENDERING TO GOD

Prayer should be an experience of giving ourselves 
over to God, of truly entering into God’s presence.

And once we have knocked on the door, then what? 
Who speaks first? Our prayer life will be deepened 
if we allow ourselves to experience a true encoun-
ter with God. Pope Francis says that his own best 
times of prayer involve this trust and surrender to 
the presence of God—the times when we both lis-
ten and are listened to, where heart joins heart, and 
words can even become superfluous. 

PONDER

Can I take even five minutes today just to center 
myself in the Lord’s presence? What might I hear?

PRAY

God of life and love, give me the courage to trust in 
you, to truly surrender to my faith in you. Guide me 
into your presence.
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4  WHOM DO WE SEEK?

When we pray, we may think we’re asking 
for someTHING, but we’re really asking for 

someONE.

In prayer, people often ask for things without really 
thinking about who is being asked to respond. This 
is why Pope Francis asks us to be truly mindful in 
prayer. He points out that when we ask for grace, 
what we’re really saying is, “God, bring me your 
grace!” Sometimes it would be nice if grace just came 
out of nowhere, with no personal commitment, but 
that is not what prayer is, says the pope. We always 
have to keep in mind who is giving us the grace we 
seek—it’s all about relationship.

PONDER

Am I ready to open myself to a real encounter with 
God when I pray? Am I ready for what I might 
hear?

PRAY

God of life and love, prepare me for your presence so 
that I may rejoice in it!
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5  GOD ALWAYS HEARS US

God has a weakness— 
it’s to hear our prayers  

and listen to them!

Early in his pontificate, Pope Francis spoke at a 
general audience about the all-mighty, all-powerful 
God—the God who created us, redeemed us, and 
sanctifies us—having a real weakness. God’s weak-
ness is our prayers. How amazing to think that God 
is so available to listen to us! This is why prayer is so 
important. Even when we are too busy to listen to 
each other, God is always available to hear us. Why 
not knock at that door?

PONDER

Do I have a hard time believing that God is always 
ready to listen to me? Is this because I have a hard 
time listening to others or because other people 
don’t seem to really listen to me?

PRAY

God of life and love, open my ears so that I might 
listen more like you do. Help me to hear all the ways 
you may be speaking to me in my life.
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6  BE COURAGEOUS!

Moses didn’t shrink before the Lord, but was 
courageous in prayer. So must we be!

Pope Francis reminds us that Moses was no shrink-
ing violet in his prayer! He met the Lord in the burn-
ing bush and on Sinai. And while he was completely 
respectful of God as God, he wasn’t afraid to speak 
to  God as one person speaks with another. This is 
how we should be praying—with hearts and minds 
open to the reality that God is a person we can talk 
to.

PONDER

How many times in casual speech in a day do I 
say, “Oh my God!”? If I looked on each of those 
occasions as an actual encounter with the Divine, 
would my prayer be enriched, or would I learn to 
be more thoughtful?

PRAY

God of life and love, help me learn to approach 
you as a valued confidant in my life, and help me 
listen for your advice!

POPE Prayer DM MM.indd   8 1/6/16   10:15 AM

Twen
ty-

Third
 

Public
ati

ons 

Sam
ple



9

7  GOD IS GRACE!

God doesn’t send his grace through the mail—it is 
hand delivered! We have to be there to receive it!

Courageous prayer, Pope Francis says, is prayer that 
looks God in the eye and rejoices at the meeting! 
When God gives us grace, God gives us himself. 
God is always ready to open the door at which we 
knock and to greet and embrace us. If we were really 
aware of how eager God is to encounter us—and to 
encounter us with open arms—wouldn’t that give us 
the courage we seek?

PONDER

Does thinking of God as someone waiting to listen 
make God seem smaller in my eyes? Or does it 
help me to draw closer in prayer?

PRAY

God of life and love, I seek your grace so many times 
in a day. Help me to see that you come to me as your 
gracious self, and often through those I meet.
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8  PRAYER IS RISKY BUSINESS

Courageous prayer means speaking to God with 
honesty, candor, and faith that we’ll be heard— 

even when we’re calling God to task!

Pope Francis, again using the example of Moses’ 
forthright bargaining with the Lord, reminds us that 
it’s okay to take risks in prayer. It’s even okay to re-
monstrate with the Lord about things we’ve asked 
for that we didn’t get, or disappointments we’ve ex-
perienced. If we’re truly open to this personal en-
counter, it’s possible that we may find a greater un-
derstanding of why what we wanted didn’t happen, 
but also what we may have been granted instead.

PONDER

Have I ever found solace when bargaining with or 
scolding the Lord in prayer? Has such conversation 
deepened my relationship with God?

PRAY

God of life and love, help me come to you openly and 
without fear.
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9  GO AHEAD AND BOTHER GOD!

Sometimes prayer is like  
bothering God to make sure God 

 is listening to us!

Throughout the gospels are stories of people who 
badger other people for favors, or for healing, or 
for attention. Pope Francis uses these examples to 
assure us that we are perfectly right to be insistent 
with God, to keep after God to be sure God is listen-
ing. It’s another way of learning how to converse—
we probably don’t think twice about keeping after 
friends about promises or social engagements and the 
like. Pope Francis says this is exactly how we need to 
talk with God!

PONDER

When I pray, am I so bashful about encountering 
God that I end up keeping God at a distance?

PRAY

God of life and love, open my heart to you so that I 
may always call on you as a friend and ally, and give 
me the courage to “bother” you!
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10  HOW ABOUT PRAISE?

Praise is not our customary mode of prayer, but it’s 
not just for a chosen few—it’s for everyone.

Sometimes we just need to praise God for who God 
is and for what God is always doing in our lives, even 
when we can’t see it. Pope Francis, with his custom-
ary candor, says that everyone is called on to lift their 
voices, even if their voices aren’t that great—how is 
it, he asks, that we can all shout cheers for a favorite 
sports team but are shy or reluctant about raising 
our voices in praise of the God who made us?

PONDER

How often when I pray is it simply to praise the 
wonders God has done? How can I begin to do this 
more often?

PRAY

God of life and love, you have given us all such a 
precious world with so many wonders. I can never 
thank you enough! Help me find the words to simply 
praise you from the depth of my being!
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11  LEAD ME, GENTLE SPIRIT!

Every day, we need to ask the Holy Spirit to guide 
us, to open our hearts to the beauty of God.

Pope Francis says the first task of prayer is to ask 
for the Holy Spirit’s guidance. We sometimes tend 
to hide in our prayer—to stick to known paths and 
familiar directions. But when we trustingly and will-
ingly give ourselves over to the Spirit, we open our-
selves to a deeper and more profound experience of 
prayer. We actually can, each and every day, experi-
ence the beauty of God. And when we do that, our 
whole appreciation for God’s word and our call to 
do good is magnified a hundredfold!

PONDER

Am I open to the Spirit in my prayer? What can I 
do to be more trusting?

PRAY 

God of life and love, fill me with your Spirit so that 
I may hear you better, see you everywhere, and love 
you more!
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12  TRUST WHAT  
THE SPIRIT WILL DO

We don’t have to worry about the words we use— 
it is the Spirit who prays in us.

It can take a while to learn to speak directly to God,  
and such personal encounters can initially leave 
us tongue-tied. But Pope Francis reminds us often 
that we aren’t the ones who are praying—our words 
alone are not our prayer. It’s our reliance on the pres-
ence of the Holy Spirit’s actions in our prayer—giv-
ing us the words we need, changing our hearts, 
drawing us closer to God—that makes our prayer 
real and a force for change in the world. Jesus him-
self promised that the Spirit would be with us; let us 
trust in that gift!

PONDER

Am I ready to accept the transforming power of 
prayer in my life?

PRAY 

God of life and love, help me to trust that you are 
walking with me every minute of every day.
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13  WHAT AM I TO DO?

Prayer always leads us to ask the question,  
“What is your will for me?”

Just as conversations are give and take, prayer is 
meant to inspire a response in us. Pope Francis tells 
us that if we are praying authentically and listening 
carefully to the word of God, it is completely natural 
to ask God what we should do with the grace we are 
seeking. Then we proclaim our readiness to do what 
we are asked. In this way, the Spirit leads us out into 
the world to do God’s will.

PONDER

What do I hope to hear when I ask about God’s 
will for me?

PRAY

God of life and love, give me the courage to respond 
with conviction and purpose to whatever you ask of 
me. Help me to be a worthy disciple.
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14  GOD IS READY TO LISTEN

We should be courageous in our prayer— 
we shouldn’t be afraid to tell God what we need.

When we open ourselves to the guidance of the 
Spirit to lead us in our prayer, we may find doors 
opening that we didn’t expect. Sometimes what’s 
behind these doors is painful—we realize how needy 
we are and how helpless without God. Pope Francis 
tells us our prayer is richer when we’re not afraid 
to tell God exactly what’s bothering us, exactly 
what we need. This way, our conversation becomes 
deeper, and we may even begin to see what God is 
asking us to do.

PONDER

Am I afraid to bother God with my needs? How 
can I become more honest with God?

PRAY

God of life and love, help me always to be honest 
and forthright with you, never afraid to tell you 
what’s on my mind.
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15  TRUST IN THE TRINITY!

Jesus is our companion, given us by the Father,  
and made greater by the Spirit.

Pope Francis always emphasizes our connected-
ness as co-stewards of our planet, as people united 
in purpose, seeking the common good. We have a 
perfect model to follow: the Trinity itself. We have 
been given the Son by the Father, the pope reminds 
us, and that gift is magnified by the constant pres-
ence of the Spirit. We are in excellent hands—we 
should always be glad to bring all our concerns, joys, 
sorrows, needs, and fears to God, who hears us and 
is as close as the air we breathe! 

PONDER

Have I taken time to picture myself held securely 
in God’s hands? How would my prayer—and my 
life—be different if I did?

PRAY

God of life and love, help me to know that I am 
surrounded by your light and goodness in every mo-
ment of every day!
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16  GETTING TO KNOW JESUS—
DOOR ONE

Good theologians do theology on their knees.  
Study without prayer is useless.

If we want to get to know Jesus (which is a real ben-
efit of prayer), we have to pass through three doors, 
Pope Francis says. The first is the door of prayer. 
Studying theological treatises can tell us a lot about 
God, but they don’t let us know God. But the great 
theologians’ works are inspired and enlightened by 
deep prayer, and it is clear that the God they are dis-
cussing is someone they’ve met and conversed with 
and want to share with others—not abstract topics 
but a Person who is eager to get to know us as well!

PONDER

Am I ready to step behind the curtain and meet 
God person-to-person?

PRAY

God of life and love, you sent your Son to save us, to 
show us a better,  more perfect way to live. Help me 
open my heart to receive and share this good news!
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17  GETTING TO  KNOW JESUS—
DOOR TWO

We need the sacraments, celebrated with the whole 
Church, to get to know Jesus better.

After we pray privately for insight and wisdom, the 
next step, Pope Francis tells us, is to gather in com-
munity for celebration. Our symbols of water, oil, 
bread, wine, community, and blessing are the ways 
that Jesus comes to us, makes his covenant with us, 
and comforts and nourishes us for our mission. In 
celebrating the sacraments, we meet Jesus at a level 
we can appreciate...and marvel at! Taking our prayer 
ever outward is our call!

PONDER

Have I pondered the homeliness and humility of our 
sacramental symbols? What do they tell me of God’s 
own humility...and how I should respond?

PRAY

God of life and love, help me to see revealed in the 
sacraments the way you touch our lives each day!
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18  GETTING TO KNOW JESUS—
DOOR THREE

The third door is the most profound— 
the imitation of Christ.

Pope Francis gives us an excellent model to follow 
of how to enter more deeply into relationship with 
Christ. This third door, which awaits us after we pray 
privately and then celebrate in community, is the 
door to the true imitation of Christ’s own example. 
This, says Pope Francis, is where we take our prayer 
“to the streets,” to model this example wherever we 
are, with whomever we meet, at any time of the day. 
And if we fall short (which we will), God still wel-
comes our prayers for forgiveness and for renewed 
hope and purpose. 

PONDER

How many times a day do I act “on my own,” 
rather than in imitation of Christ?

PRAY

God of life and love, help me to remember that I act 
in your name. Help me to do this well!
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19  DO NOT FEAR ,  
BUT BELIEVE

Do we trust God enough to say, “I believe,”  
and mean it? We should pray with confidence.

Pope Francis reminds us that the blind men on the 
road asking for healing were completely confident 
that Jesus could restore their sight. It was their faith 
that saved them—Jesus says this over and over when 
he heals people. In the same way, we should pray to 
God as needy but confident people. We need God, 
and we trust God to be there. If we pray from the 
heart, this trust will begin to take root. 

PONDER

So often I pray “as if ” God is hearing me. Can I 
begin to trust completely that God does hear me?

PRAY

God of life and love, give me the confidence to 
proclaim your goodness with conviction and cer-
tainty, so that all may believe—including myself!
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20  GETTING TO THE HEART OF IT

True Christian prayer  
is based on God’s  

unfailing promise.

When we are caught up in our daily needs and wor-
ries, which can be overwhelming, it’s easy to lose 
sight of God’s promise. God sometimes feels very 
far away, and pure logic would say that we’re on our 
own. But by praying deeply in the heart and by be-
ing unafraid to confront God in our anger and pain, 
to praise God in good times, and to thank God for 
blessings both seen and unseen, we are, Pope Francis 
says, responding to God in the best possible way. 
This kind of personal encounter with God will give 
weight to our encounters with one another, and our 
witness will speak volumes!

PONDER

Can I take even five minutes each day just to talk 
with God personally and let God speak to me?

PRAY

God of life and love, keep me mindful of your prom-
ise always to hear my prayers.
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21  THE CONFIDENCE OF PRAYER

Confidence in prayer means knowing  
that God does hear and answer us— 
even if we do not know when or how.

Sometimes we’re inclined to give up on prayer be-
cause we feel that God’s not listening, or we’re not 
getting an answer. We understand that God is not 
there for our immediate gratification, but we still 
ache for some response! Pope Francis reminds us, as 
in the story of the blind men who ask for sight, that 
God can do it, and we must believe that God can. 
God’s ways are not our ways, and how and when God 
will act are not for us to know. But our confidence 
in his goodness and care for us should inspire us to 
keep praying!

PONDER

Do I get impatient waiting for God’s answers to 
my prayers?

PRAY

God of life and love, give me patience and wisdom 
to see your actions in my life!
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22  USE THAT CONFIDENCE!

Miracles and prayer are connected— 
and we have to be forthright in asking for them!

Not every issue in our life that we pray over requires a 
miracle, but Pope Francis urges us not to be afraid to 
ask when we need to. Sadly, sometimes God’s delayed 
response (or seeming lack of one) can be devastating, 
and there are no good answers from where we sit as 
to why some prayers seem to be answered and others 
are not. Even in these situations, says Pope Francis,  
we have to be as forthright as Abraham asking God 
about the inhabitants of Sodom. We need to find our 
voice and be unafraid to challenge God.

PONDER

When have I felt that my prayer went unanswered? 
What was my response?

PRAY

God of life and love, help me to be open and honest 
with you about my needs. And help me to look for 
your response! 
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23  AND WHEN THE ANSWER  
IS “NO”…?

True prayer is born in times of darkness,  
when hope seems lost.

“Why?” “Why  me?” “Why this?” “Why now?” This 
kind of prayer, so familiar to all of us, is heartbreak-
ing. And when no good answers seem to come, we 
can feel hope slipping away, and perhaps even faith 
itself. But Pope Francis tells us that our prayer “from 
the darkness” is powerful indeed, because it springs 
from the deepest part of our soul, the part that is 
closest to God. Pope Francis reminds us that even 
Jesus asked why God had abandoned him. God un-
derstands.

PONDER

When have I received an answer to prayer, but it 
was not what I expected or hoped for?

PRAY

God of life and love, shine your light on my dark-
ness so that I may praise your glory even in the 
midst of sorrow!
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24  FOLLOW ME!

We listen, we hear what God is asking of us, and we 
take up our mission—this is the fruit of prayer.

Pope Francis speaks of the three moments of prayer: 
listening to God’s word, hearing what it is that God 
needs us to leave behind, and then taking up our 
mission with a joyful heart. We may not get the an-
swer we seek about exactly what we are to do, but we 
know that if we truly pray in confidence—opening 
ourselves up to hear fully, leaving behind whatever is 
holding us back, and responding to God joyfully—
God will show us the way. And that way, time and 
time again, will lead us to our brothers and sisters.

PONDER

What do I feel I have given up to respond better 
to God’s call?

PRAY

God of life and love, renew my spirit each day with 
the confidence to go out into the world convinced 
of your Good News!
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25  WHERE DOES PRAYER LEAD?

Prayer, humility, and charity toward all  
are the way to holiness.

When we learn to pray confidently and candidly 
with God, our eyes, ears, and hearts are opened to 
embrace all of God’s creation. Indeed, Pope Francis 
reminds us that even the most inner prayer is really 
directed outward to others. Our prayer calls for hu-
mility and charity—the humility that comes from 
speaking to God one-on-one, and the charity we in 
turn are called to share as we experience God’s love 
for us.

PONDER

I have often prayed for others, but have I felt myself 
praying in solidarity with others? If so, how did that 
deepen or enrich my solitary prayer?

PRAY

God of life and love, I always need reminders that 
my own needs are not unique but are reflected in the 
needs of so many others. Help me to include others 
always in my prayers.
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26  IT’S AS EASY
AS BREATHING...

The spiritual life is nourished by prayer  
and leads to mission. 

 

Pope Francis reminds us that prayer, like breathing, 
is made up of two stages: inhaling and exhaling. 
We inhale when we call God to mind in prayer. We 
exhale when we respond to God’s call through our 
concern for others. Prayer that does not turn us out-
ward is not true prayer; but God will patiently wait 
until we learn this. Let us remember always, as Pope 
Francis asks us, to be conscious of breathing in the 
Holy Spirit in our prayer, and letting that breathing-
in transform us for the action the Spirit will guide us 
to undertake!

PONDER

How often do I hold my breath in anticipation or 
tension? Why am I afraid to let it go?

PRAY

God of life and love, let your Spirit fill me and 
send me forth in confidence and peace!
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27  OPENING OUR HEART

Prayer, charity, and humility before God lead to an 
attentive and generous heart.

The prayer that makes us truly ready to receive 
God’s call is a prayer that changes us profoundly. 
We don’t know where such acceptance, mirroring 
Mary’s, will lead us. But Pope Francis calls us to pray 
confidently to be changed, to have our conscience 
and consciousness awakened. He, through word and 
example, shows us that such prayer gives us a new 
heart, one that is always open to the cry of the poor, 
never indifferent or detached, but ever ready to act 
for justice and mercy without counting the cost. 
Discipleship is quite simple, but it isn’t easy!  

PONDER

Am I ready to take up what God asks of me?

PRAY

God of life and love, prepare me to answer your call. 
Make me ready to hear the needs of my neighbors in 
my parish, my neighborhood, my city, and my world!
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28  WE ARE ALL EQUAL

There is no hierarchy in prayer.  
No one is better than anybody else.  

We are all equal, and we are all family.

There are times in life when it seems our prayers 
go unheard and unanswered. Our hearts are break-
ing while others seem to have every single prayer 
answered lavishly. It’s easy to think that God cares 
more for some than for others. Pope Francis says no! 
In the eyes of God, we are all brothers and sisters in 
prayer. There are no first- and second-rate prayers. 
All prayers are equal to God. Even when it doesn’t 
seem that way, we must trust in God’s love and care.

PONDER

Has there been a time when I realized God had 
answered my prayer in an unexpected way? 

PRAY

God of life and love, in times when my prayer is dry 
as dust, strengthen my resolve to keep on. Help me 
to remember your blessings!
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29  WE NEED ONE ANOTHER

Praying together unites us in so many ways.  
We can hold each other up  

when we pray as brothers and sisters.

Pope Francis celebrates praying in community. 
When we pray together, he says, there is nothing 
more beautiful. When our hearts are opened in 
prayer to love and charity for all, we become aware 
of how much we need one another. When one per-
son’s prayer is weak, another’s prayer can bolster 
them up. When one mourns, another naturally com-
forts. Praying in community, united in our worship, 
makes us one. And prayer together can revive us all!

PONDER

Have I known a time when solitary prayer has 
been insufficient but prayer in community has 
been richly satisfying?

PRAY

God of life and love, open my eyes to my broth-
ers and sisters this week at Mass. Help me to pray 
with them and for them always!
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30  “PRAY FOR ME”

Let’s experience the joy of knowing  
that Jesus is in our midst!

In all his encounters during his visit to the United 
States, Pope Francis consistently asked the people 
gathered to pray for him. Sometimes he prefaced 
this with, “Please don’t forget!” His example of al-
ways asking for our prayers should be a wonderful 
example for us of asking for prayer as well. Let us 
learn the humility of asking for prayer as we some-
times need to ask for help, and let us discover the joy 
of praying with others so that we can come to know 
the presence of the Lord in each and every one of 
us, wherever we may be!

PONDER

Have I ever asked someone to pray for me? What 
would happen if I did?

PRAY

God of life and love, may my prayer always give 
you praise. May it transform me into an eager and 
effective disciple, so that the world may come to 
know you! Amen!
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