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SStt..  TThhoommaass  AAqquuiinnaass  oonn  PPrraayyeerr    

11::  WWhhaatt  iiss  iitt??   
Dear Postulants and Professed members, 

What is our fundamental duty as Third Order members? It is prayer, be it offered during our daily 
Mass/meditation or recited morning and evening as stipulated by the Rule.  

Given the immense importance of prayer, I would like to dedicate a series of letters to it, following the great St. 
Thomas Aquinas. 

In his major work, the Summa Theologiae, how much importance does St. Thomas give to prayer? Quite 
simply, he devotes more space to prayer (17 articles in total) than to any other topic in the entire ‘Summa’! And 

given Christ’s observation that “out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks”, this should be no 

surprise for a canonized Saint. Thomas writes of prayer as Romeo might write of Juliet: profoundly and 

profusely. That which filled his heart, a life of prayer, spilled over and gushed out of his pen. 

When Thomas begins to examine something, in this case prayer, the very first thing he asks is ‘What is it?’ 

There is no point soaring up into the heavens of speculation without having first settled the earthier question 
of what it actually is we are talking about. We must first know the basic contours of a surface before we start 

peeling back its inner layers. 

Thus the first aspect he considers regarding prayer is its basic structure: What is it? But he frames the 
question in an initially puzzling way. He puts it like this: ‘Whether prayer is an act of the appetitive power?’ If 

the last part of that sounds like gobbledygook, that’s OK. He means ‘Is prayer something our will (our 

‘appetitive’ or ‘seeking-out’ power) does or something our mind does?’ Is prayer a ‘heart-thing’ or a ‘head-thing’?  

Immediately after posing a question, Thomas always does something very humble: he allows objections against 

his intended answer. That’s right, he first plays the Devil’s Advocate against his own position, letting his 

naysayers take the stage before he does! These objections are self-imposed hurdles Thomas sets himself to 

jump over. Imagine one of us, having found ourselves surrounded by Catholics who disapproved vehemently of 
the Latin Mass, were to first let every one of them articulate their argument against it before we utter one 

word in its favour! For us this approach would be rare and heroic. But for St. Thomas it is a given, it is 

standard practice. 
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Each objection presented (in this case there are three) argue that it seems prayer is an act of our will rather 

than our mind. We now know essentially what Thomas’ answer will be: prayer is not an act of the will. 

After having given the floor to the objections (space does not allow us to relate them here), St. Thomas gives 

the main body of his answer, the corpus (Latin for ‘body’).  

He starts by recalling a standard definition of prayer from his day: Prayer is ‘reason of the mouth’, ratio oris. 

In fact Thomas and his fellow scholars thought that the Latin word for ‘prayer’, oratio, was precisely the gluing 

together of the two words ratio and oris, ‘reason’ and ‘mouth’. Prayer was ‘mouth-reason’. 

So prayer is something originating from our reason, our mind. So far so good. 

But our reason can work in two ways. It can be purely speculative, merely bathing in the light of a particular 

truth (E.g. ‘Wow, Holy Mass is really Calvary in our sanctuary!’). Or our reason can be practical, actually 

causing and influencing things (E.g. ‘Therefore I really must go to Mass once during the week’). In sum, our 

reason can both speculate about reality and do something about it, actually cause something to happen. Now 
hold in your mind this second way our reason can work, that it can cause things to happen. 

He then notes that one thing can cause another thing to happen in two ways: perfectly or imperfectly. 
Perfectly, when the cause completely masters the other thing, like a surgical knife perfectly controlled by an 

experience surgeon’s hand; Imperfectly, when the cause merely disposes or ‘softens up’ the other thing for use, 

like the washing and anaesthetics given to the person about to be operated on.  

Now applying this to our reason, it also can cause something in one of two ways. Perfectly, by issuing 
commands leaving no room for refusal, such as when we order our own hand to make a clenched fist or a 

general orders his well-drilled soldier to stand at attention; Imperfectly, by inducement or coaxing, such as we 

might do with our equals (‘I really need help with this printer, Mike’) or our superiors (‘It’s about time I had a 

raise, boss’).  

Now both of these approaches of our reason, whether commanding or coaxing, involve an attempt to impose 

order. But our reason is precisely that part of our soul which is used for ordering things, not our will. Prayer, 
then, which is certainly not about commanding God (Heaven forbid!), belongs to this second class of how our 

reason gets things done: by inducement, coaxing and pleading with God to re-order our lives and our loves. 

In sum then, prayer is our reason operating not at the speculative level (merely thinking about God is not 
prayer) but the practical level. Furthermore, prayer gets things done not by commanding God but by pleading 

with Him. So yes prayer is from our mind, but not with its head in the clouds: it gets its hands dirty in the here 

and now. And it influences God to act not by force but by gentle persuasion. It is the humble, hardworking son 

confidently approaching his good father to so as to praise him (Adoration), thank him (Thanksgiving), ask him 

(Petition) or apologize to him (Contrition).  

St. Thomas’ answer may sound counter-intuitive for us. Why? Because we strive so much with our will to get 

our own prayers said, to concentrate during them, to get the children to pray, etc. That, and the general over-
emphasis on the heart and feelings in our culture, can have us lose sight of the key intellectual and order-

bringing nature of prayer. 

May this meditation, although a bit technical, inspire us all the more to pray more perfectly. 

In the Sacred Heart of Jesus, through the Immaculate Heart of Mary, 

Fr Jordie Stephens  

Spiritual Director of the Third Order of SSPX for Australia 

                                                                   


