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Prayer for Beginners

By Dr. Peter Kreeft

Summary of Dr. Peter Kreeft’s Prayer for Beginners: Catholics know that they need to pray more, but many strug-
gle to pray and end up prioritizing other things rather than praying. This short, approachable, and insightful book gives
Catholics practical advice on how to pray more frequently and meritoriously. Dr. Kreeft discusses not only how one
should pray but also what specific prayers he has found helpful, as well as ways to overcome the most common obstacles
to prayer. Prayer for Beginners is for all Catholics who want to deepen their prayer life, no matter where they are in their
faith journeys.

The questions in this guide can be used as you read the book to make sure that you’re grasping the key concepts of each
chapter, and you can use them to write notes and insights during the group discussions.

Session One: Where to Begin? (Chapters 1—3)

Define Prayer
* What is prayer?

Reflect on Your Prayer Life

* How is your prayer life?

How have you been communicating with God?

What does your normal prayer life look like?

* Do you pray often?

Where do you pray?
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Session One—Participant Study Guide
Chapter 1. Necessity: Why Praying Is More Important than Eating

* Dr. Kreeft claims that prayer is more important than eating. Why does he say this?

* Do you agree with Dr. Kreeft that prayer is more important than eating? Why or why not?

e If prayer is so important, then why do we often avoid it and are so willing to do other things rather
than pray?

e Think about Dr. Kreeft’s analogy.

o What happens when we do not eat, and how is this similar to what happens to the soul when we
do not pray?

o Just as there are different types of food, there are different types of prayer. Are there any similarities between
the different foods and the different prayers?

o Some foods are less healthy than others. Are there any similarities to our prayers? Are some prayers
better than others? Why or why not?

* Why does Dr. Kreeft emphasize that it is not enough to simply read or discuss prayer?

Chapter 2. Motives: Ten Compelling Reasons to Pray

* Dr. Kreeft outlines ten reasons why we should pray. Which of the ten reasons did you find most compel-
ling? Why?

* Do you think there are any reasons that he failed to mention? What are they?

* Dr. Kreeft says that prayer is our “right response to reality”. What does he mean by this?
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Participant Study Guide—Session One

o Do you agree with him? Why or why not?

* Dr. Kreeft states that God’s purpose “is not to make us safe, but to make us saints”. What is he trying to say?
What kind of safety is Dr. Kreeft talking about?

o Can you name a time when you looked for safety and not sanctity?

o Can you think of a time that a saint searched for sanctity instead of safety? What would they have
done if they were simply searching for safety?

Chapter 3. Methods: Why We Need None
* What kind of methods do you use in prayer?

o Have you found any particularly helpful? Why?

* Does Dr. Kreeft think that we need to follow a certain method to pray? Why or why not?

o Do you agree with Dr. Kreeft? Why or why not?

Application

Dr. Kreeft emphasizes that the most important part about beginning to pray is actually starting to pray. Therefore,
until our next session, pick a time when you can pray quietly alone with God for 5 to 15 minutes. Commit to this
time every day, no matter what happens in life. If you are tempted to delay praying until later or not to pray at all,
consider some of the reasons why Dr. Kreeft said we should pray.

When you pray, spend it talking to God about whatever is on your mind. Do not read anything; do not say a bunch
of written prayers. Just talk to Him. But also make time to listen to God. If you need some aid, find a picture crucifix,
an image of Christ, or even go to Jesus, present in the Eucharist.
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Session Two—Participant Study Guide

Session Two: How to Pray? (Chapters 4—10)

* What was something that stood out to you from the last section? Has it influenced how you have
prayed since then?

* Dr. Kreeft emphasizes that it is not enough to talk about prayer; you actually need to pray. Have you been pray-
ing more, less, or the same since our last meeting?

Chapter 4. Words: Vocal Prayer as Conversation with God

¢ Dr. Kreeft claims that our conversations with God should be similar to our conversations with a loved one.

o What are some similarities that he highlights?

o Are there any differences?

o Are there any similarities and differences that he did not mention?

o What does it mean for us to have a “free and familiar’ conversation with God that is not “‘casual’?

Chapter 5. Steps: Stop, Look, and Listen

* Dr. Kreeft provides three simple steps for praying well—stop, look, and listen.

o Can you explain and illustrate these steps with an example?

o Which of these steps do you find most difficult? Why?

Chapter 6. Thoughts: Where the Action Is

* Do you agree with Dr. Kreeft and the Dhammapada that what we are depends on our thoughts? Why
or why not?
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Participant Study Guide—-Session Two

* How are the mind and the will involved in the process of sanctification?

Chapter 7. Faith: The One Prerequisite for Prayer
* What is faith?

* When have you struggled to have faith?

* If we are making a real effort in prayer, why does God hide himself? Why would he not make his
presence known to us?

Chapter 8. Themes: What Should I Say When I Pray?

* What are the four types of prayer outlined by Dr. Kreeft, and how do they correspond to the four
faces of love?

e Which type of prayer do you default to the most? Why?

* What is your least common type of prayer? Why?

Chapter 9. “Jesus”: The Shortest, Simplest, and Most Powerful Prayer in the World

* Have you ever heard about or prayed the Jesus prayer? If so, what was your experience using this
prayer?

* Why is this prayer so effective?
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Session Two—Participant Study Guide
Chapter 10. Work: Praying Always
* Do you think it is reasonable to pray always? Why or why not?

* What does Dr. Kreeft say that we must do to pray always?

* Can you give some examples of what praying always looks like?

Application

This week, try to say the Jesus prayer multiple times a day. If it helps, you can set an alarm on your phone at the top
of every hour to remind yourself to pray the Jesus prayer. Remember that it is not just about saying the name of Jesus,
but directing our minds and hearts to him with faith and love.

When you say the Jesus prayer, you can also take this moment to dedicate what you are currently doing to God so

that you can pray always.
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Participant Study Guide—Session Three

Session Three: How to Respond to Obstacles in Prayer?
(Chapters 11—18)

In the last session, we talked about how we can pray—whether or not we should use methods, the steps to praying, the
Jesus prayer, and how often we should pray.

* Were you all able to pray the Jesus prayer throughout the day? What did you think of this kind of
prayer?

* Were there any other suggestions that you found helpful in your prayer over the past week?

Obstacles in Prayer

* What are some obstacles that you have faced when praying?

* What are some unhealthy or unhelpful responses you had when struggling to pray?

Chapter 11. Distractions: Mental Obstacles to Prayer

* Do you think saints had wandering minds and faced distractions in prayer? Why or why not?

e What is the best “method” of dealing with distraction, according to Dr. Kreeft?

Chapter 12. Sins: Moral Obstacles to Prayer

* Why are our sins greater obstacles to prayer than distractions?

* To receive God’s forgiveness, what are the three fundamental things we must do, and why must we
do them?

* Have there been times when you have not prayed because you did not feel holy enough?
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Session Three—Participant Study Guide

* What are ways we can overcome this sense of unworthiness?

Chapter 13. Simplicity: Prayer as Saint-Making
* Dr. Kreeft claims that sanctity is both hard and simple. Why does he say this?

* How is sanity connected to sanctity? In other words, why does one become more rational by growing
in holiness?

Chapter 14. Renunciation: The Necessity of the Negative

* To grow in holiness, what kinds of things must we renounce?

o Can you give examples of both types of things?

o When we renounce things that do not lead us to God, does this mean that we must never enjoy the
good things of this world? If so, why? If not, why not?

Chapter 15. Sufferings: How to Transform Bitterness into Sweetness

* What is the worst suffering that you have ever experienced?

o Maybe it was a physical injury or the loss of a friend or family member. Do you believe God can transform
the bitterness of that suffering into sweetness? Why or why not?

* What is the worst thing that someone could ever do?

* How does God transform the bitterness of suffering into sweetness?
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Participant Study Guide—Session Three

* How does prayer help us through a time of suffering?

Chapter 16. Patience: Forgiving Ourselves for Failure

e Dr. Kreeft compares the growth in holiness to the baking of a cake. Please explain this analogy and
expand it to include the two different types of patience.

* When does the devil want us to feel free? When does he want us to worry about our sins?

o How is this different from when God wants us to feel free or worry about sin?

Chapter 17. Grace: What Everything Is

e Are you praying because you think your prayer will change God’s mind or because you want yourself
to change?

* When you fall short in prayer, do you tend to think that you will try harder next time and do better,
or do you ask more earnestly for God’s grace? In other words, do you think your prayer will become
better through your own effort or through God’s grace?

Chapter 18. Perseverance: The Realistic Fanaticism

* What are the three exaggerated fears that deter us from persevering in holiness?

* Which of these three fears have you faced in the past?

* What are some ways you can combat these fears?
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Session Three—Participant Study Guide
Application

This week, clear out some of the obstacles to prayer. First, receive God’s forgiveness in the Sacrament of Confession
and ask the Holy Spirit to reveal any particular past sins that hold you back from praying altogether or more fervently.
Second, identify what good things you need to be more detached from. Spend less time doing those things or give
them up entirely so that you can spend more time and energy on prayer.

A final word of encouragement:

“If you wake up tomorrow morning and say, ‘I have so little time today that I can’t afford to pray’, you
will not have time to accomplish the things you sacrificed prayer for. But if instead you say, ‘I have so
little time today that I can’t afford nof to pray’, you will find at the end of the day that somehow you
accomplished more than you could explain. God really performs the miracle of multiplying our time—
but only if we give it to him first.”

—Peter Kreeft
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