
The Examen 

A Daily Practice of Prayerful Reflection 

 

 

“Search me, God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts. See if there 
is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.”  — Psalm 139:23–24 (NIV) 

 

What Is the Examen? 

The Examen (ex-AH-men) is a short, structured prayer — typically 15–20 minutes — that invites 
you to review your day with God. Rooted in the conviction that God is present and active in every 
hour, it trains the heart to notice where He was at work, where you responded faithfully, and where 
you drifted. The goal is not guilt but awareness — and grace. 

Though popularized by Ignatius of Loyola in the sixteenth century, the practice reflects impulses 
woven throughout Scripture: the Psalmists’ habit of honest self-examination before God, Paul’s call 
to “test yourselves” (2 Cor. 13:5), and the wisdom literature’s repeated invitation to pay attention to 
the movements of the heart. 

Evangelicals can embrace the Examen fully. It does not replace Scripture, add to it, or require any 
mystical framework. It simply asks: What happened today? Where was God in it? What do I want to 
bring to Him now? 

 

The Five Movements 

The Examen unfolds in five unhurried movements — not a checklist, but a natural rhythm of prayer 
with the God who already knows your day. 

 

①  Give Thanks   (Gratia) 

Begin by quieting yourself and acknowledging that God is present. Then look back over your day 
with a grateful eye. 

Ask: What gifts did today hold — however small? A conversation, a moment of beauty, a task 
completed, someone’s kindness? 

Gratitude is the soil of honest prayer. Beginning here softens the heart and reorients your 
perspective before you examine anything else. 

 

②  Ask for Revelation   (Illuminatio) 

Before reviewing your day, pause and ask the Holy Spirit to reveal your heart. You are not doing 
self-analysis — you are inviting God into the review. 

Pray simply: “Lord, show me what You want me to see.” 

This movement keeps the Examen from becoming introspection alone. It is God’s Spirit — not 
your own willpower — who reveals truth gently and truthfully (John 16:13). 

 



③  Review Your Day   (Revisio) 

Walk back through your day slowly, as if rewinding a film. Where did you sense God’s presence? 
Where did He feel distant? 

Notice moments of consolation — times when you felt drawn toward God, toward His love and 
peace. Notice moments of desolation — times of anxiety, impatience, or spiritual flatness. 

You are not looking for dramatic events. Often the most significant moments are quiet ones: a 
choice made at a crossroads, a word spoken in haste, a quiet faithfulness no one saw. 

 

④  Respond Honestly   (Contritio) 

Where did you fall short — in word, thought, or action? Where did you miss what God was 
inviting you into? 

Name it honestly before God. This is not groveling — it is the freedom of a child who knows the 
Father’s arms are open. “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins” (1 
John 1:9). 

Receive His forgiveness. Do not linger in guilt. The cross has already spoken. 

 

⑤  Look Forward   (Renovatio) 

Close by looking ahead to tomorrow with hopeful dependence. What challenges are coming? 
Where will you need grace? 

Ask God for what you will need: courage, patience, wisdom, attentiveness. Surrender the day 
before it arrives. 

End with a brief prayer of trust — however simple. You are not closing a session; you are 
continuing a conversation that never ends. 

 

A Biblical Foundation 

The Examen is not an import from outside the biblical story — it gives form to impulses that run 
throughout Scripture: 

 

“Let us examine our ways and test them, and let us return to the Lord.”  — Lamentations 
3:40 (NIV) 

 

“I will remember the deeds of the Lord; yes, I will remember your miracles of long ago. I will 
consider all your works and meditate on all your mighty deeds.”  — Psalm 77:11–12 (NIV) 

 

“Examine yourselves to see whether you are in the faith; test yourselves.”  — 2 Corinthians 
13:5 (NIV) 

 



“The heart of the discerning acquires knowledge, for the ears of the wise seek it out.”  — 
Proverbs 18:15 (NIV) 

 

The Psalms are themselves a kind of corporate Examen — honest reviews of where God was 
found and where He seemed silent, always resolving in trust. The Examen simply gives you a 
personal form for that same ancient practice. 

 

How the Examen Relates to Other Practices 

The Examen does not replace other spiritual disciplines — it deepens them: 

The Examen Other Familiar Practices 

Looks back on the day to find God Quiet time: looks forward into Scripture for the 
day 

Conversational, unscripted review with God Journaling: reflective, narrative self-processing 

Attends to emotions as spiritual data Counseling / mentoring: relational, longer arc 

Brief and daily — built for ordinary life Retreat: extended, set-apart season of renewal 

Spirit-led awareness of God’s movements Bible study: analytical, content-focused 

 

All of these are gifts. The Examen enriches them by cultivating a habit of noticing — seeing God’s 
hand in the ordinary hours where most of life is actually lived. 

 

Practical Tips for Getting Started 

Time 15–20 minutes is enough. Many find the end of the day natural — just before 
sleep. Others prefer a midday pause. Choose consistency over perfection. 

Format No script is required. The five movements are a guide, not a liturgy. Let your 
prayer breathe. 

Posture Sit comfortably, close your eyes, and breathe slowly. Some light a candle or 
play quiet music to mark the time as intentional. 

Notebook Many find it helpful to write a few lines — a moment noticed, a prayer offered. 
Don’t overthink it; a sentence or two is enough. 

Frequency Daily is ideal — the Examen was designed for everyday life. Weekly is a rich 
starting point. Let it be a gift, not another obligation. 

Dryness Some days will feel flat. Pray anyway. Faithfulness over time matters more 
than feeling. God is present even in the silence. 

 

 



Common Questions 

Is this a Catholic practice? 

Ignatius of Loyola gave the Examen its structured form in the sixteenth century, but the impulses 
beneath it — honest review, gratitude, and surrender before God — are thoroughly biblical. 
Protestants including Dallas Willard, Richard Foster, and Mark Batterson have commended daily 
examination warmly. What you bring to the practice matters: a high view of Scripture, reliance on 
the Holy Spirit, and a heart open to the living God. 

How is this different from journaling or a quiet time? 

A quiet time typically begins the day by reading Scripture and praying forward. Journaling captures 
thoughts and feelings in narrative form. The Examen does something complementary: it closes the 
day by reviewing it with God — noticing where He was present, receiving forgiveness where you fell 
short, and surrendering tomorrow before it arrives. Together, these practices form a conversation 
that bookends your day. 

What if I can’t feel anything? 

Emotional dryness is not spiritual failure. Many of the Psalmists prayed through seasons of silence 
and still found God faithful. The Examen is not about manufacturing feeling — it is about showing 
up honestly before the One who sees. Over time, the practice builds a finer attentiveness to the 
quiet ways God moves. Trust the process, and trust the Shepherd who promises to be found by 
those who seek Him (Jeremiah 29:13). 

 

An Invitation 

You do not need a method to meet with God — only a willing heart. The Examen is simply 
one way of making room at the end of the day to ask: “Where were You, Lord?” The same 
Spirit who guided your steps today will illuminate them now. Come honestly. Come quietly. 

Come as you are. 

“Surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”  — Matthew 28:20 (NIV) 
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