Two Forms of Prayer

Kataphatic prayer: 
The Kataphatic prayer, honours and reverences images and feelings and goes through them to God. This form of prayer also has an ancient and well-attested history in the world of religions. Any sort of prayer that highlights the mediation of creation can be called kataphatic. So, praying before icons or images of saints; the mediation of sacraments and sacramentals; prayer out in creation - all these are kataphatic forms of prayer. The liturgy with its prayers, ritual gestures, and ritual symbols is a very important prayer of this type.
Kataphatic forms of prayer are those that use imaging.

The use of candles could be described as a kataphatic form of prayer. The candle images the presence of God. It brings light to the darkness. It is warm and illuminating. There is something pristine and elemental about a candle. The use of candles can evoke in us a sense of the presence of God. No one is pretending that the candle, or the flame, is God, but it can help us recognize and encounter the God whose presence often goes unrecognized in our jaded world. The use of symbol is profound in the Catholic tradition in particular. It uses oil and water, fire and incense, wine and bread and in prayer that is kataphatic.
Reformed Christians have been taught to look with suspicion on the use of images in worship. This caution, however, has not always taken account of the fact that the words we use are symbolic images. The prayers which evoke the sights, the sounds and the smells of the natural world can be powerfully evocative. The Protestant tradition rely almost exclusively on verbal presentation. The language of faith and theology is typically burdened with a rich load of metaphors, symbols and models, many of which have their genesis in the Christian Scriptures. The prayer that expresses itself in liturgy, or in theologizing, accesses this storehouse of linguistic symbols.

Icons play a significant role in the worship of the Eastern Orthodox churches. They are graphic stylizations of central Christian narratives and tenets. The Orthodox appreciate the mystery of God and their worship is conducted in the context of ritual movement that is carefully choreographed. Orthodox worship engages a broader range of senses - auditory, visual, kinaesthetic. The use of icons is set in a richly sensuous worship context that helps worshippers more comprehensively, and in a more embodied way, appropriate the presence of the God whom they are worshipping. It is unambiguously recognized that the icons are not to be confused with the realities to which they point. Nevertheless, they are a potent means of helping worshippers access these realities. The use of icons is part of the kataphatic tradition of prayer.

Ignatius of Loyola's Spiritual Exercises are also part of this tradition. The exercises are a disciplined experience in meditation. The worshipper, or retreatant, is invited to enter into a selected biblical narrative and to experience the drama from the inside. Feeling their way into the responses of the characters, they are encouraged to identify with them and to follow through on the implication of their experiences.
Apophatic prayer
Thomas Keating offers an apophatic answer in Centering Prayer. That is, he counsels the person in contemplation to let go of images and feelings that do not lead directly to resting in God's presence. Apophatic prayer is an ancient and venerable kind of prayer recommended by monks worldwide, from Buddhists to the Desert Fathers and Mothers to Theresa of Avila and John of the Cross. It renounces images and feelings in order to finally come to rest in the presence of God. 

Apophatic prayer, as distinct from kataphatic prayer, avoids the use of imaging. This form of praying operates from the premise that images distract one's attention from or distort reality. God is beyond images and is to be discovered in the pregnant emptiness of an environment from which visual or other images have been removed. This may be a matter, among other things, of dismissing mental images from our minds. God is experienced as ineffable in an experience of solitude that is either pregnant with the presence of God or heavy with the sense of God's absence.
Centering Prayer is a contemporary name for the practice that Jesus describes as “prayer in secret” in the Sermon on the Mount. When you pray, he teaches, “Enter your inner room, close the door, pray to your Father in secret and your Father who sees in secret will reward you” (Matthew 6:6). In the course of time this prayer has been given other names such as “pure prayer”, “prayer of faith”, “prayer of simplicity”, “prayer of the heart”, etc.
Jesus’ teaching has roots in the Old Testament. For example, Elijah’s experience of God on Mount Horeb as “sheer silence”; the pillar of cloud by which Yahweh led his people for forty years through the desert; the cloud in the Temple built by Solomon at the time of its consecration; and the exhortation of Psalm 46:10, which reads, “Be still and know that I am God”.
In the New Testament we hear of the overshadowing of Mary at the moment of the Incarnation; the cloud that overshadowed the disciples on the Mount of Transfiguration; the silent attentiveness of Mary of Bethany at the feet of Jesus in the home of Mary, Martha and Lazarus; and the darkness that covered the earth at the crucifixion of Jesus.
Christian tradition, especially the Desert Fathers and Mothers of the fourth century interpreted this wisdom saying of Jesus as referring to the movement away from ordinary psychological awareness to the interior silence of the spiritual level of our being and beyond that, to the secrecy of union with the Divine Indwelling within us.
This tradition was continued by Hesychasts of the Eastern Orthodox tradition, and in particular by the sixth century Syrian monk known as Pseudo-Dionysius; Meister Eckhardt, Ruuysbroek and the Rhineland mystics; the anonymous author of The Cloud of Unknowing in the fourteenth century; the Carmelite tradition exemplified by Teresa of Avila, John of the Cross, Therese of Lisieux; and more recently by Thomas Merton.
This tradition became known as Apophatic contemplation.
