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Dedication

For my mother, Margaret, 
who schooled me in the beauty of ritual, 

and for my father, Albert, whose quiet faith 
showed me the value of private prayer.
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1

Opening thoughts

M y family didn’t pray together. Or at least not very 
often. Nevertheless, I learned more about prayer 
through my family than I have anywhere else. As 
a cradle Catholic, I went to Mass, if you’ll pardon 

the pun, religiously with my parents and siblings. My Catholic 
schooling involved the memorization of traditional prayers and 
learning of devotions, such as the Rosary, but it was at home that 
such prayers were applied to life. My mother often reminded us 
of our many blessings and emphasized the importance of grati-
tude. When family crises hit, she sought out prayers on our be-
half from a group of nuns who lived in a cloister not far from our 
home. Both of my parents prayed privately and, through their 
example, I learned the importance of bedtime prayers. 

We also celebrated holidays and seasons with parties and 
festive meals. Our house was the central gathering place dur-
ing times of transition, such as weddings and funerals. I loved 
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Prayers and Rituals for the Home
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the different moods that each season brought, from the bright 
decorations at Christmas to the easygoing routine of summer. 
Each one took on a particular pattern as it rolled around on the 
calendar once again. Without having it explained to me, I learned 
something about who we were as a family through the rituals we 
celebrated.

While prayer seems “do-able” for most families, the practice 
of ritual may sound a bit daunting. Stated simply, a ritual is a pat-
terned way of doing something that involves words, symbols, or 
gestures. Grand rituals, such as the preparation and sharing of a 
Thanksgiving dinner, involve particular foods, colors, seasonal 
décor, and ordering of events. Who sits where at the table? How 
is the turkey brought in? What happens before and after the 
meal? Such questions point pretty clearly to the pattern involved 
in such a ritual and the other elements that surround it. These 
stem from tradition and take on greater meaning each time they 
are repeated. Each person knows his or her “role” and so the ac-
tions, words, gestures, and symbols don’t need to be explained. 
We know through the ritual what Thanksgiving is all about.

Smaller rituals are carried out in the context of daily life. 
Consider the manner in which you get up in the morning and 
how you order the first movements of the day, such as showering, 
dressing, greeting others, and eating breakfast. In many instances, 
such activities are simply routine —they are chores that have to be 
done. When our actions take on a sense of purpose, however, they 
become more ritualistic. Savoring the first sip of coffee or the feel 
of a hot shower, for example, can be celebratory actions. This is 
why the disruption of a morning ritual feels so unsettling. 

In both the grand and everyday enactment of rituals, there 
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Opening Thoughts

is often not much thought given to how or when they started. 
Domestic rituals tend to evolve. This is important to consider as 
children move through various levels of development. Prayers 
and rituals that worked when they were small may become passé 
when they enter adolescence. The different ages and stages that 
make family life so full require a variety of forms and expres-
sions of prayer. So, too, does meeting the needs, interests, and 
comprehension abilities of toddlers, young children, preteens, 
adolescents, and adults. By adapting accordingly, prayer and 
ritual can be both intentional and spontaneous. Having a basic 
knowledge and understanding of the breadth and possibility of 
prayer opens up possibilities for putting it into practice. 

Prayer and ritual are a natural fit within families. Without even 
realizing it, parents communicate a great deal about spirituality 
through their own practice and in the way they celebrate both 
special and ordinary times. My intention is that this book first 
serve as an affirmation for what families are already doing. Then, 
perhaps, some of the information and suggestions that follow 
will provide an impetus to make these practices more deliberate. 

The first chapter explores the what of prayer—in particular, 
five basic forms of prayer and ideas for bringing them into the 
natural flow of family life. From there it addresses ways to pray, 
including the intentional practice of meditation and contem-
plation as well as the spirituality folded into everyday routines. 
When to pray looks at daily prayer as well as that of seasons and 
holidays. The where of prayer takes place both in the home and 
outside of it, thus making the car as natural a site for prayer as 
the dinner table. While the benefits may seem obvious when 
all is going well, the why of prayer examines the importance of 
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maintaining rituals and practices during mundane, difficult, or 
challenging times. 

There are stories, suggestions, and, of course, prayers woven 
throughout the book. I have drawn heavily on Scripture, par-
ticularly the Psalms, for both inspiration and practical use. In 
addition, there are blessings, reflections, and quotes from saints 
and writers as well as unknown sources. I have also included 
a few non-Christian prayers that seemed particularly fitting. 
Prayers from my book, Pocket Prayers for Parents (Twenty-
Third Publications), have been adapted to make them suitable for 
families to offer together. And, most especially, I have looked to 
Jesus for both his teaching on prayer and the example he showed 
through his life. What better model could we hope for?

I hope these resources and ideas serve as a jumping-off point 
for tailoring prayers and rituals that fit your family. Space is pro-
vided at the back of the book to write down some of your favorite 
family practices. However you choose to use this book, may you 
find the grace that unfolds with just being a family, held together 
in all seasons through God’s love and grace.
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