
P R AY E R  U S I N G  I M A G E S  A N D  S Y M B O L S

M U L T I - S E N S O R Y  P R A Y E R

Resources:

1. The leafl et Multi-sensory prayer: Prayer using images and symbols

2. A collection of diff erent pictures (you will need to fi nd these before your session)

Timings:

Refreshments  15-20 mins

Input   30 mins

Prayer exercise 30 mins

Sharing (optional) 20 mins in small groups (2-5 people) and

   10 mins for whole group

The timescale needs to be adapted to the size of the group, context and people.

The timing is fl exible but the session needs to fi nish after 1 1⁄2 hours, or 1 hour if the group 

has decided not to opt for the sharing.

1] INPUT

God communicates with us in a variety of ways, ‘Bidden or not bidden, God is present’ (Carl Jung).

God communicates with us through all lived experience. ‘God is to be found in all things, and all 

things are to be found in God. (attributed to St. Ignatius of Loyola.)

... From one single principle he not only created the whole human race so that they could 

occupy the entire earth, but he decreed the time and limits of their habitation. And he did this 

so they might seek the deity and, by feeling their way towards him, succeed in fi nding him; and 

indeed he is not far from any of us, since it is in him that we live, and move, and have our being. 

(Acts 17:26-28 NJB)

There are many diff erent ways in which God can make himself known through our experience, and 

this all happens through our senses. We experience God through smell, touch, taste, hearing and 

sight.

Ways of learning

There are diff erent ways of learning:

• Tactile – through doing and touching

• Visual – through seeing pictures etc.

• Hearing – through listening, reading
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Which one is most used in our schools?

Ponder for a moment: how do you learn?

• Ask them to: Share this with your neighbour for 5 min.

• Then feed back to the larger group. Out of the feedback affirm that there are different ways of 

learning, and, in a similar way, there are different ways in which prayer can be expressed. This 

leads into the next section.

Why Pray Using Images?

How you learn, how you take in information, will very likely be linked to the way you pray.

One way of praying is to use images, symbols and objects – eg a picture, wood, stone or clay, etc. 

It will probably appeal more to those of you who learn through visual and tactile ways. Although 

one person told me: ‘I definitely learn through the written word’, it was when it came to looking at 

a picture that he was moved to tears.

Obviously, pictures speak to each one of us in different ways. However, they are not necessarily 

everyone’s way of praying.

Praying with an image is not about worshiping the image itself but about allowing the image to 

help us to enter a conversation with God. It is a way of listening to what God is saying: a gateway 

into prayer. ‘Pray as you can, not as you cannot.’

Throughout the history of the Church, and within the different Christian traditions, images and 

symbols have always played a very important part in prayer and worship.

Think of the cross and the crucifix: the unique symbol of Christianity. It is almost impossible for 

us to realise how important that image, that symbol, has been, and still is today, for prayer and 

worship throughout the world.

Pictures and icons play a central part in the Orthodox Church. Medieval churches were covered in 

pictures and symbols, etc. They were used as the main way of teaching the faith.

2] PRAYER EXERCISE

In this session we will explore praying with images.

• Start with a stillness exercise (use your own or refer to the Silence & Stillness leaflet)

• Ask the Spirit to guide this time of prayer

Invite people to look at the pictures scattered on the floor (prepare these before the session) 

and choose two: one that you feel drawn to and maybe one that doesn’t attract you. Avoid 

being analytical about this! (Allow time for this.)

• Spend some time looking at them... and after a short pause... invite them to choose just one of 

the pictures, and let go of the other.

• Holding the picture, rest your eyes on what you see, and relax into it.

Let it still you.

Consider what is before you.

Allow your eyes to travel, then rest where your attention is most drawn. (Pause) What strikes 

you in what you see?

What do you glimpse of God through it?

What feelings are evoked?



Do you see yourself somewhere in the picture?

What happens to you as you contemplate your part in it?

Does it evoke a memory, an inner image, a piece of music, a poem, a song, or a passage of 

Scripture perhaps?

Does it somehow connect with your life – if so, in what way?

Take a moment to reflect. (Pause)

• You may find there are things you want to speak to God about, or sense that God is in some 

way speaking to you.

(This will take 10-15 mins, then invite them to continue looking at the picture(s) for 15-20 min.)

• Invite all to bring the time of prayer to an end: Speak to God about your thoughts regarding this 

particular picture – any feelings it has evoked, doubts or concerns that have arisen during your 

prayer time. Be honest. Speak from the heart, as you would with a good friend.

• And, finally, bring the prayer time to an end: When you are ready, bring your prayer to a close by 

thanking God or using words that are familiar such as the Lord’s Prayer – whatever feels right 

and comfortable.

3] REVIEW OF PRAYER

After the prayer time, take five minutes or so to reflect on the experience jotting down some 

reminders under the following headings:

1. The ‘warm spots’ – feelings, thoughts bringing some sense of God’s closeness – e.g. peace, 

trust, hope, love...

2. Any feelings or thoughts that felt negative, disturbing, etc. and may have brought a sense 

of distance from God. These are often springboards for growth if you can own them and 

pray with them.

Or use the Ways Into Prayer ‘Review of Prayer’ leaflet (A3).

4] SHARING GROUPS

Let them get into groups of 2-5 people.

Depending on timings, share for 10 mins in the small groups.

Instructions for participants

• You share only what you wish to share.

• What is said in the group remains confidential and is not taken outside the group.

• It is important that each member of the group has the opportunity to share.

5] GATHERING TIME

End the session with a short time (10 mins) of sharing and questions in plenary.

Encourage people to use this way of praying in their own prayer time over the coming week(s).


