



(5.—Why and How Do I Pray? 
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Once a week The Times runs a cartoon strip which pokes fun at lawyers� XE "lawyers" � – poor things!  “Are you taking your family to Church this Easter?” the senior lawyer asks his junior colleague.  “No, I don’t think it is rational to believe in a supreme being who is concerned about your actions” his friend replies smugly.  Finally we see the junior lawyer tucked up in bed, his face a picture of anxiety, his hands clasped. “O God, please help me win my case tomorrow.”

<<It may be appropriate to give an example of an agnostic praying, such as the following, taken from Bonhoeffer’s Letters to a Friend.  The Course Leader should substitute a personal example if possible>>

—When really serious trouble threatens, or has struck, there is a deep impulse in all of us to pray.  Think of the packed cathedral at Dunblane, and the national minute of silence.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer� XE "Bonhoeffer, Dietrich" �, the great German pastor and theologian, was imprisoned and executed by the Nazis� XE "Nazis" �. In a letter from prison to a friend in 1944, when they were receiving frequent air-raids from the Allies, he writes:

In Psalm 50 we are told quite clearly: “Call upon me in time of trouble: so I will hear you and you will praise me”…And I must say …while the bombs are falling all around the building, I cannot help thinking of the divine judgement… As we were all lying on the floor yesterday, someone muttered “O God, O God” – he is normally a frivolous sort of chap.

—And in addition to experiencing the need to pray, I think many people will have some experience of situations where there has seemed to be a clear positive answer to prayer. 

<<It may then be appropriate to give an example of answered prayer from the Leader’s experience, or that of a close friend>>

A couple I know very well were faced with a terrible crisis.  The wife was taken seriously ill, and had to be rushed into casualty. Her metabolites were seriously imbalanced, her kidneys� XE "kidneys" � started to fail, she had to be placed on a drip, she was brought down to ITU� XE "ITU" � (which is one level below Intensive Care).  The doctors told her husband she had a 50:50 chance (and were privately much more concerned).  Her family and her church prayed continually.  She came back from the brink, and eventually she was discharged (against medical advice) from the hospital and became an out-patient.  Her consultant remained very concerned about her, and was about to prescribe some new and stronger medication when it was discovered that she was pregnant.  There was only one occasion on which this could have happened, and by all normal standards she was far too ill and weak to have conceived.  The consultant nearly fell off his chair: “it’s a miracle” he said.  During the pregnancy her body completely recovered, and she gave birth to a very healthy girl.

—Perhaps these are all coincidences, but it is remarkable how ‘coincidences’ happen when we pray.

1—What is prayer?

1.1—Loving Communication with God

Is prayer then just a question of asking God to do things?  Not at all. Asking is only part, and as we develop in our Christian lives, generally a decreasing part.  Prayer is loving communication with God.  As we have seen, loving God is the primary purpose of life. Imagine a happy couple getting married, they have a wonderful service, a wonderful reception, and then – stony silence for the rest of their lives.  It is not possible!  Because our relationship with God is ultimately the most important one in our lives, prayer, the loving communication which develops this relationship, is of tremendous importance.  It is about opening ourselves up to God.

—This is seen with great clarity when Mary� XE "Mary" � receives the momentous message from God:  

“The Holy Spirit will come upon you,�and the Power of the Most High will overshadow you;�Therefore the child to be born will be called holy, the Son of God.”�... And Mary said: “Behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word.” (Luke 1:35–38� XE "Luke 1\:35–38" �)

1.2—Abba!  Father!

When Jesus taught his friends to pray he taught them to begin with Abba� XE "Abba" � – Father – the word that small children would have used in Jesus’ day when we might say 'Daddy'�.  This was revolutionary�.  It still is.  People thought of God as an infinitely powerful ruler of the universe, a King above all Kings, a Lord above all Lords.  As we might now add, the power behind and beyond the Big Bang� XE "Big Bang" �.  And so He is: He is above and beyond and the creator and sustainer of all that immensity of energy and matter which comprises the Universe, with millions of galaxies each containing millions of stars.

Scientists are very impressed with the rational order and beauty of the physical world. "Wonder" is a natural word in their vocabulary.  It is not difficult to imagine a scientist adoring the Creator for the majesty of creation.  Indeed, all who take delight in the discoveries of elegant structure and fruitful history, revealed by scientists, are doing that, whether they realise it or not. Maxwell� XE "Maxwell" � [the greatest physicist of the 19th Century�]  had written, over the gate of the Cavendish Laboratory,� XE "Cavendish Laboratory" � the verse "The works of the Lord are great, sought out of them that have pleasure therein" (Psalm 111:2� XE "Psalm 111\:2" �), and I am glad to say that after the Laboratory moved to new buildings, that verse still greets the visitor on entering.

—He is infinitely powerful, infinitely wise, but He is also infinitely loving.  Some famous people are able to go round a room full of visitors, all anxious to meet them, and talk to each one of them as though they were the only person in the world – for about 90 seconds!  But God is the one who holds all things in life. He is the one who sustains all in His love, and His love is for each one of us as the unique persons we are.  Jesus said God’s love was of such a kind that “Even the very hairs of your head are numbered”.  Knowing that, in Christ we can approach the Almighty Creator of the Universe as our loving father.

1.3—Through the Son

The Almighty Creator of the Universe must be infinitely greater than any of His creatures.  How can we gain any real insight into Him?  We cannot possibly bridge this gap. But God can –  and does.

—God created the universe through His Word (John 1� XE "John 1" � Genesis 1, Psalm 33:6� XE "Psalm 33\:6" � (‘By the Word of the Lord the heavens were made’)�, and by His word He created us in His own image (Genesis 1:26� XE "Genesis 1\:26" �).  He revealed Himself through His Word in the scriptures and by the prophets.  Finally His Word came into the world in Jesus: God transcribed himself into the language we can really understand, the language of a living human being.

—Jesus is the ultimate bridge-builder between man and God, and in Jesus’ name we can “with confidence draw near to the throne of grace” (Hebrews 4:15� XE "Hebrews 4\:15" �)�.

1.4—By one Spirit

Someone told a wise old Christian that he had been reading a book called Difficulties in Prayer� XE "Difficulties in Prayer" �.  His friend thought for a moment, and replied: ‘it must be a very long book’.   Although we are born to love, and born to communicate, and born to pray, these are not easy!  Do babies immediately learn to walk�?

—But Jesus promised “I shall not leave you orphans” (John 14:18� XE "John 14\:18" ��)  Jesus himself was filled with the life and power of God.  He spoke and acted as one possessed by the Holy Spirit, the breath of God’s living holiness. The parting gift of the risen Jesus to his disciples was that Holy Spirit (John 20:22� XE "John 20\:22" �).  It is this Holy Spirit� XE "Holy Spirit" � who is the ultimate teacher of prayer, and ultimately the only inspiration of our praying.  As St Paul puts it: 

Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with sighs too deep for words. And he who searches the hearts of men knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of God’ (Romans 8:26–27� XE "Romans 8\:26–27" �).

2—Why pray?

2.1—Growing in Love

Why do we need to pray? Surely, God already knows what we want before we ask Him?  And He is hardly going to change the world just because of us!

—But do we know what we want?  Very often it is only in prayer that our choices about our real desires are made clear.  And God changes the world because of our choices all the time.  He allows us enormous freedoms.  Every time we communicate with another person the world is changed – if this is true when we communicate with other human beings of course it will be true in communicating with God.

—Remember also that prayer is loving communication with God.  Prayer opens us up to the love of God to shape our lives and so that we may be used, often in ways which we do not understand, as the channels of His grace.  And in offering our wills to Him in love, since all our ‘asking’ prayers must be in the context of ‘nevertheless, not my will, but yours be done’ (Luke 22:42� XE "Luke 22\:42" �), our loving relationship with Him grows the more.

—A great mystic, Lady Julian of Norwich� XE "Julian of Norwich" �, wrote that “the goodness of God is our highest prayer, and it comes down to the lowest part of our need.�” Asking is an important part, but as we grow in relationship to God our asking is transformed.  So Julian would pray: “God, of your goodness give me yourself, for if I have less than you, I am ever in want, but only in you have I all.”

—Listen to the great 20th Century teacher, Hans von Balthasar� XE "von Balthasar, Hans Urs" �:

Prayer is something more than an exterior act, performed out of a sense of duty, an act in which we tell God various things He already knows… The better we learn to pray, the more we are convinced that our halting utterance to God is but an answer to God’s speech to us, and so it is only in God’s language that we can communicate with Him.  God spoke first… is not the ‘Our Father’ by which we address Him every day, His own word?  Was it not given us by the Son of God, himself God and the Word of God?�

—It may sound odd, but this aspect of prayer, the developing of the relationship, is really by far the most important.  It really isn’t a question of “we want to ask God things, but let’s butter him up first with some praise!”  Why do you communicate with someone you love?  It’s not just, or even mainly, for practical reasons.  You communicate because you love, and your love grows as your communication grows.  It’s a wonderful virtuous circle.� XE "virtuous circle." � 

2.2—Jesus Prayed

Continually in the Gospels we read of Jesus praying.  At the beginning of his ministry he went to the desert for 40 days of prayer and fasting� (Matthew 4:1-2, Luke 4:1-2).  Before he chose the Apostles, he prayed (Luke 6:12-13).  Before he gave himself over to be crucified, he prayed all night (Matthew 26:36-46� XE "Matthew 26\:36-46" �, Mark 14:34-39� XE "Mark 14\:34-39" �, Luke 22:41� XE "Luke 22\:41" �, John 17� XE "John 17" �). (There are other instances in Matthew 14:23� XE "Matthew 14\:23" �, Mark 1:35� XE "Mark 1\:35" �, Mark 6:46� XE "Mark 6\:46" �, Luke 3:21� XE "Luke 3\:21" �, Luke 5:16� XE "Luke 5\:16" �, Luke 9:18� XE "Luke 9\:18" �, Luke 9:28-36� XE "Luke 9\:28-36" �, Luke 21:32� XE "Luke 21\:32" �, John 14:16� XE "John 14\:16" �)  Indeed it is hard to think of any great religious teacher who has not prayed extensively.  Even those who just want to follow Jesus’ example should pray.

2.3—God often grants our requests in prayer

Finally, God often grants our requests in prayer.  Prayer really changes situations.  Now some argue that the future is fixed (either determined� XE "determined, future not" � by physical causes� or fixed by God), so how can prayer alter events?  

—But as CS Lewis� XE "Lewis, CS" � points out�, this is based on a strange misconception.  Prayer is a form of human activity.  It is wonderful that God has created the Universe in such a way as to allow freewill, but then no other universe could allow beings to learn to love.  Given that we do have freewill� XE "freewill" � (a fact which some dispute but no-one can really disbelieve�) if our talking to one another can affect the future, then so can our talking to God.  There is another objection sometimes raised, which is that if there are two people dying of cancer and God heals one in answer to prayer but not the other, isn’t this ‘unfair’?  Again, this is no more ‘unfair’ than allowing one to live because they have been treated by skilful doctors and allowing the other to die without any treatment.  God allows our freewill to have serious consequences.  There is no other way that we can learn to love. He allowed our freewill to nail him to the Cross.  And on the Cross� XE "Cross" �, he took upon himself all the evil consequences of our freewill� XE "freewill" �, the sin and the suffering, and triumphed over them in perfect love. (Christ leads us through no darker rooms than He has gone through before�)

—Listen to the words of Jesus:

Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you.  For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened. What man of you, if his son asks him for a loaf, will give him a stone?  Or if he asks for a fish, will give him a serpent?  If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your father who is in heaven give good things to those who ask him? (Matthew 7:7-11� XE "Matthew 7\:7–8" �).

—It is an established scientific fact that tiny a disturbance in the air, such as a butterfly� XE "butterfly effect" �, flapping its wings in the Amazonian rain forest, can change the course of a mighty hurricane two weeks later in Miami�.  Just think how many people’s lives can be affected by the precise bouncing of one of the balls in the National Lottery� XE "Lottery, National" � draw.  So it is hardly suprising that communication with the loving Creator of the Universe can have effects as well!

—But we must always bear in mind that only God sees the full story. As John Keble � XE "Keble, John" � put it: “God never lets us know the results of our actions.  In one way this keeps us humble, and in another, hopeful�”.  Only God sees the big picture, in which the actions, choices and prayers of all of us are united with His will. And remember, we never pray alone, even when we think we are alone.  Our prayers are united with those of the Angels� XE "Angels" � and Saints� XE "Saints" � (Hebrews 12:22–23� XE "Hebrews 12\:22–23" �) in the one great symphony of prayer, praise and thanksgiving.

<<An example of prayer answered ‘yes’ is helpful here.  The one following can be used, or one can refer eg to the experience of the praying Russian prisoners: ‘the walls wore down’�>>

—In the Times recently there was an article on the former Speaker of the House of Commons, George Thomas� XE "Thomas, George" �, Viscount Tonypandy� XE "Tonypandy, Viscount" �. In 1983 he found he had throat cancer� XE "cancer" �. 

Treatment lasted several months. His weight plummeted to below 7 stone, his hair fell out and he could barely speak.  But he recovered slowly, helped he is sure by his strong religious convictions. “But I was also helped in another way because hundreds of people told me they were praying for me.  I was not worried”.  .... Then in 1988 he began to suffer stomach pains ... he was diagnosed as having lymphoma in the glands of the stomach, and admitted to St Thomas’ [Hospital] ... once again the prognosis looked dire.  Friends who visited him ... found a skeletal, almost lifeless figure.  He was later transferred to a hospice in Cardiff but discharged himself after three days to return home .... Then a newly ordained Roman Catholic priest called around to visit him.  �	“I could only whisper and he had only been ordained the day before, but he asked if he could bless me ... One and a half hours later I said to Nellie, my housekeeper, ‘could I have some thin bread and butter and a cup of tea’ and she got all excited. I never looked back”.�

3—Does God always answer yes?

When we put it like this, the answer is obvious.  God is not a cash dispenser!  Even a traffic light� XE "traffic light" � has four perfectly good answers: Go, Stop. Slow down and Wait.  We may indeed be of more value than many sparrows (Luke 12:7� XE "Luke 12\:7" �) but God is surely greater than any number of traffic lights!

—“Ask and it will be given to you” means “ask, and carry on asking, and God will give to you in His own time and in His own way what He knows to be good for you.  There is no ‘it’ in the Greek.  Think about how a wise and loving parent answers the requests: Can I have a drink? Can I have a sweetie? Can I have a pet?  Can I have a car?  Can I have £100?  Can I have a gun?

—It is often said that God does not hear certain people’s prayers.  But this does not mean that God is deaf!

A millionaire� XE "millionaire" � was called by an old friend.  “Hi, Joe, this is Bill.  I’m in real trouble.  I don’t know where to turn.  Can you please lend me $10,000?” �[Joe] “Who’s that? … Bill … O hi Bill, … look … this is a terrible line. I can’t hear a word you are saying.  Could you ring me back tomorrow, or next week?”�[Bill] “Joe, you don’t understand, this is an emergency, I’ve got to have $10,000 right away. Please can you lend it to me?” �[Joe] “What’s that?  Sorry Bill, I just can’t make it out.  It’s a dreadful line.” �[female voice]  “Excuse me sir, this is the operator, I just happen to be monitoring this line for quality.  There is nothing wrong with the line.” �[Joe] “Then you lend him $10,000.”

—God is not like that!  But the closer we get to God, the more we are able to love him, the more likely our prayers are to be answered positively.  This is partly because we are more likely to make the right prayers, and partly because we are more likely to use the gifts we receive in a beneficial way.  But also God does delight in answering the prayers of those who are close to Him: both for their sake, and because He delights in doing good, and for the sake of those who see the prayers of holy people answered and are thus encouraged to greater holiness (eg John 11:41-44� XE "John 11\:41-44" �).  As St John says:

Little children, let us not love [only] in word or speech, but in deed and truth.  By this we shall know that we are of the truth, and reassure our hearts before him … if our hearts do not condemn us, we have confidence before God and we receive from him anything we ask, because we obey his commands and do what pleases him.  And this is his commandment, that we should believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one another, just as he as commanded us.  All who keep his commandments abide in him, and he in them.  And by this we know that he abides in us, by the Spirit which he has given us. (1 John 3:21–22� XE "1 John 3\:21–22" �).

—This has always been seen both as an encouragement and as a warning – if we keep His commands and are in loving union with Him then we can speak freely and confidently before God and He will grant our requests�.  But if we do not obey His commands then we must repent and our prayers are unlikely to be fruitful.  Again, this is not some arbitrary rule that God has made to inconvenience us.  We can hide nothing from God, but if we try to then we are not trusting Him, and consequently as we have seen we are not loving Him.  And if we are not loving Him, we are not really praying, since prayer is loving communication with God.

—We must always remember though, that however close our relationship, and however good the thing that we are praying for appears, there are times when God, for reasons we do not understand at all, appears to say no. We must remember that Jesus himself prayed in great agony on the night before his passion that he might be spared the suffering, abandonment and death he saw coming to him.  But in the end his over-riding prayer was ‘nevertheless, not my will, but your will be done’ (Luke 22:42� XE "Luke 22\:42" �, also Matthew 26:39� XE "Matthew 26\:39" �, Mark 14:36� XE "Mark 14\:36" �).

4—How should we pray – The Lord’s Prayer

God wants us to speak to Him in sincere love. As Jesus says, “When you pray, do not heap up empty phrases, as the heathens [or Gentiles] do; for they think that they will be heard for their many words” (Matthew 6:7–8� XE "Matthew 6\:7–8" �). Having said that, self-discipline in our prayer life is very helpful to progress. 

—The disciples asked Jesus to teach them to pray, and he gave them the Lord's Prayer (Matthew 6:9–13 and Luke 11:2-4� XE "Luke 11\:2-4" �� XE "Matthew 6\:9–13" �).  This can be used in many ways, but let us go through it together to understand more clearly what it says to us.  

—Let’s begin by saying it together, in the version given in St Matthew’s Gospel:

Our Father in heaven

	may your name be held holy

	your kingdom come

	your will be done

	on earth as in heaven

Give us today our daily bread

And forgive us our debts

	as we have forgiven those who are in debt to us

And lead us not into temptation

	but deliver us from evil.



The Lord’s Prayer is very familiar, although not quite in this version.  But there is a great deal more to discover.  I didn’t realise until recently that the Lord’s prayer is actually a poem to God.  This is absolutely clear in the Greek (which is the language in which the New Testament is written), and scholars can make a pretty good guess at the words Jesus himself used when he taught the disciples in a language called Aramaic� XE "Aramaic" �.  This is prayer that goes above and beyond language.  Prayer so deep that the greatest saints and scholars have never exhausted it.  Prayer so simple that tiny children can learn it.

<<Depending on the group, you may or may not want to do this next bit>>

Let’s listen to what are probably the words of Jesus himself�:

	’Abba� XE "Abba" �

	yithqaddásh shemákh / tethé malkhuthákh

	lahmán delimhár / habh lán yoma dhén

	ushebhoq lán hobhaín / kedishebháqnan lehayyabháin

	wela tha‘elínnan lenisyón

If we want to get some idea of the Lord’s Prayer as a poem, we could try something like this – although of course Jesus and St Matthew were incomparably better poets!

	Abba – dearest heavenly father�	Hallowed be the name of you�	Come the kingly reign of you�	Be it done the will of you�	As in heaven, so on earth�	Bread that we need for the day�	Give to us to today�	Also Lord forgive us our debts, �	as also we’ve forgiven our debtors�	And lead us – not into temptation�	But deliver us from Evil.

4.1—Father

Abba� XE "Abba" � – dearest heavenly Father – our Father in heaven.  We have already discussed what this means.  We must never lose sight of the incredible audacity and intimacy of this. 

4.2 —His Name, Kingdom and Will

	Hallowed be the name of you�	Come the kingly reign of you�	Be it done the will of you�	As in heaven, also here.

We are praying that God’s name will be held holy, His Kingdom come and His will be done and that all these things will happen on earth as they already do in Heaven.

—The Old Catechism begins: What is your name? – Who gave you that name? — my parents and godparents in baptism� XE "baptism" �.  For the Christian, our name is firmly rooted in God.  So God’s name must be held holy, and firmly rooted in us.  We must realise as deeply as possible that this is loving communication with GOD.

—He is a God who is breaking through in love to win our hearts and minds back to Him.  God’s Kingdom is a state of being, where His will is done.  It will come on earth perfectly when His holiness is known and His will is done as perfectly on earth as it is in heaven.  Only one man has ever consistently achieved this throughout his life, and it was in Jesus that God’s kingdom came into the world.  We can help bring this nearer by offering Him our love and will to His service.  To the extent that we live in God and He lives in us, His kingdom has come in our hearts and to the extent that we love Him and do His will we are part of His kingdom breaking into the world.

4.3 Give us today our daily bread

	Bread that we need for the day�	Give to us to today

God cares about each one of us.  He cares for our basic needs, and we should ask him each day for this and give Him thanks for having cared for us.  Jesus said ‘Do not be anxious about your life, what you shall eat or what you shall drink .. Look at the birds of the air: they neither sow nor reap ... yet your heavenly Father feeds them.  Are you not of more value than they?’ (Matthew 6:25� XE "Matthew 6\:25" �).  God continually demonstrates His love and concern for us: often providing for his people quite literally on a daily basis, from the Israelites in the desert where they could collect their food only for one day (Exodus 16:17-21� XE "Exodus 16\:17-21" �) to the experience of Christians now when money or food or accommodation sometimes arrive in the nick of time.

—There is nothing that we ought to ask that we cannot ask.  It is perfectly OK to pray for finding a job, or for success in your work, provided that we do so in the love of God and in the clear understanding that at the end of the day what we really want is for God’s will to be done, however inconvenient or painful it may be for us.  “nevertheless, not my will, but your will be done” (Matthew 26:39� XE "Matthew 26\:39" �).   Indeed, we ought to bring all our important desires to God in prayer because if we find we cannot pray about them we probably should not be desiring them.  In some ways it’s a bit like introducing a potential fiancé(e) to your parents, or your close friends.

—But there is another very important level of meaning to this as well.  Jesus also referred to himself as the Living Bread� XE "Bread, Living" � (John 6:51� XE "John 6\:51" �), and it was part of the Jewish hope that, when the Day of the Lord� XE "Day of the Lord" � came, they would share in the Messiah� XE "Messiah" �’s banquet.   The words seem to mean ‘give us today our bread for tomorrow’ and this refers both to the physical tomorrow – our daily bread – and the great Tomorrow of God’s Kingdom. So we also pray, ‘the Bread that we need for The Day – The Day of the Lord – give to us today’ and for Christians the prayer is answered as we are fed with Christ the Living Bread in the Eucharist� XE "Eucharist" �.  (We discuss this more in Talks 9 & 10.)�

4.4 Forgive us, as we forgive

Also Lord forgive us our debts, �as also we’ve forgiven our debtors

Our debts to God are our sins.  We cannot repay them, we are like the man who owes his master ten thousand talents� XE "talents" � (Matthew 18:24-35� XE "Matthew 18\:24-35" �) – think about ten million pounds (and if you are a millionaire, think about ten billion pounds).  God forgives.  But we can, we must, forgive those who injure us.  Jesus rubs it in, quite clearly, immediately after teaching the Lord’s prayer.

If you forgive men their trespasses [the wrongs they do to you], your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive you your trespasses. (Matthew 6:14–15� XE "Matthew 6\:14–15" �).

What is going on here?  Are we being told that we can earn our forgiveness by forgiving others?  Not at all.  It is not forgive us because we forgive.  We must forgive because God has forgiven, as He has forgiven – we must love because He has loved us, as He has loved us.  (See also Mark 11:23-25� XE "Mark 11\:23-25" �)

4.5—Lead us – not into temptation, but deliver us from evil

	And lead us – not into temptation�	But deliver us from Evil.�

St James, the brother of Jesus, writes ‘Let no-one say when he is tempted “I am tempted by God” ; for God cannot be tempted with evil and he himself tempts no-one’ (James 1:13� XE "James 1\:13" �).

—We are asking God to lead us, so that, far from falling to temptation, we are delivered, rescued, from evil.  As Jesus says, it is inevitable that temptations will come.  We will be put to the test – even he was – and often, unlike him, we will fail.  We will fall into sin, and will need forgiveness.  But if we really ask God to lead us then, through the death and resurrection of His son, He will deliver us from evil and lead us deeper and deeper into His life of love.

5—When should we pray and with whom?

Suppose you are on holiday with someone you really love, and know well.  When should you be in loving communication with them?  Well, ‘always’. (1 Thessalonians 5:17� XE "1 Thessalonians 5\:17" �; Ephesians 6:18� XE "Ephesians 6\:18" �).  This does not mean that you are actively talking to them the whole time, often your mind may be focused on other things.

—Every Christian should make time for prayer at least once a day: there is a strong Christian tradition of praying twice a day (see eg 1 Thessalonians 3:10� XE "1 Thessalonians 3\:10" �).  Everyone should have a prayer discipline that is appropriate to them, and that is reviewed from time to time, preferably with a wise Christian adviser. 

<<The course-giver should of course substitute their own experience for the following>>

At the moment I pray and read the Bible twice a day, using simple forms of Morning and Evening Prayer� XE "Morning and Evening Prayer" ��. Others like to do their prayer and bible study at the beginning of the day, when their mind is most active. What time of day we choose will depend on our circumstances and our own particular make-up.

—Prayer is also a process of ‘getting in tune with God’.  The air is full of radio and television signals, but we cannot see or hear them unless we tune in.  And if we are out of tune with God we are likely to be out of tune in other ways as well!

—It is great to have some prayers that we carry with us, for meditation� XE "meditation" � and nurture.  Of course the Lord’s prayer should be top of the list! Another one of the simplest and most profound is the ‘Jesus Prayer� XE "Jesus Prayer" �’: “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have pity on me, a sinner”  Try saying it 12 times, meditating successively on the 8 key words�.

—Although Jesus often prayed by himself and told his disciples to do so as well (Matthew 6:6� XE "Matthew 6\:6" �) he also emphasised the importance of praying in groups:

Again, truly I say to you, if two of you agree on earth about anything they ask, it will be done for them by my father in heaven.  For where two or three are gathered together in my name, there I am in the midst of them. (Matthew 18:19-20� XE "Matthew 18\:19-20" �) 

—And from the earliest times church communities have gathered together in prayer (see eg Acts 1:14� XE "Acts 1\:14" �, 1:24� XE "Acts 1\:24" �, 2:2, � XE "Acts 2\:2" � 4:31� XE "Acts 4\:31" �, 6:6� XE "Acts 6\:6" �, 12:5� XE "Acts 12\:5" �, 20:36� XE "Acts 20\:36" �, 21:5� XE "Acts 21\:5" �).  The fact is that when we pray we are never alone: not only are we in a clear and direct way in the presence of God but our prayers are united with all other Christians (see eg Revelation 5:8� XE "Revelation 5\:8" �).  Praying with Christian friends and family can be a great encouragement.  Christian prayer is always corporate as well as personal.

—We should also grow in prayer (see Talk 10).  There is the story of an old lady of 95. When she was near to death she discovered that she still prayed “God bless Mummy and Daddy and the cat.”

6. Conclusion

Prayer is loving communication with God and loving God is the fundamental purpose of life.  In prayer we bring ourselves to God, and our neighbours.  Prayer strengthens us internally, and changes the world in ways we can only begin to guess.  Jesus tells us that we ought always to pray, and not lose heart. (Luke 18:1� XE "Luke 18\:1" �).  St Benedict� XE "St Benedict" � says:

First of all, every time you begin a good work, you must pray to him earnestly to bring it to perfection.  In his goodness, he has already counted us as his sons�.

—One of the greatest Christian teachers of prayer, St John of the Cross� XE "St John of the Cross" �, speaks of the Christian as being like a huge damp log of wood being put on the fire.  

The flames lick around it, 

it begins to burn, 

hisses and spits, 

catches light, 

sparks shoot out 

and gradually it becomes red hot

and then white hot,

pulsating with fire.

So are we transfigured by the Holy Spirit into the likeness of Christ�.�



(5.—Prayer Draft of 28/6/96	� PAGE �14�





� ‘Abba� XE "Abba" �’ has a wider range of meanings as well, but it is this meaning that Jesus and St Paul refer to.  The simplistic Abba = Daddy which some commentators still refer to has apparently been demolished in an article in Theology XCI 1988.

� Joachim Jeremias� XE "Jeremias, Joachim" � wrote The Prayers of Jesus SCM 1964: There is not a single example in the whole of Jewish literature of the use of Abba� XE "Abba" � (without a suffix) as an address to God.  No Jew ever called God Abba. (I don’t know whether recent research has found minor exceptions to this).

� James Clerk Maxwell� XE "Maxwell" � and Einstein� XE "Einstein" � were the greatest mathematical physicists since Newton. He formulated the basic equations of electro-magnetism and predicted radio waves which were discovered years later.  But Maxwell’s equations conflicted with the old ‘Galilean’ view  of relativity, and Einstein proposed his Special Relativity as a solution, which generalised Maxwell’s equations but changed the way we think about space and time.  The Cavendish is the main Physics Laboratory  at Cambridge University.  This is a quotation from John Polkinghorne’s� XE "Polkinghorne, John" � brilliant lecture Can A Scientist Pray? (RSA Journal, June 1993).

� or the Prayer Book version of Psalm 148:5� XE "Psalm 148\:5" � (‘For he spake the Word and they were made, he commanded and they were created’).  Unfortunately the RSV omits the first part of this phrase.

�  This refers to the right that free citizens had to be heard by a ruler, without having to go through an intermediary.

� Current medical research in fact shows that babies are initially unable to walk because their nerves are not sufficiently developed.  However unsuccessful attempts to program robots to walk like humans on two legs show that this is an extremely complex problem.

� the RSV has ‘desolate’ but the Greek is orphans and the NJB (for once) agrees with the AV!

� Quoted by Bp. Geoffrey, presumably from Revelations of the Divine Love

� Hans Urs von Balthasar Prayer SPCK 1973 (originally published in German in 1957).

� Actually the Gospels don’t explicitly say that Jesus was praying, but it is pretty obvious.

� John Polkinghorne’s book, Quarks, Chaos and Christianity gives a compelling demolition of this idea, as part of a magnificent survey of the relationship between science and religion.  John was a world-famous physicist before he became a priest and is in my view the greatest living writer on science and religion.

� REF CS Lewis

� Because to believe something is a matter of choice, which implies freewill, and to dispute something  rationally implies that you believe that the people you are talking to have the choice of believing it.  It is impossible to argue rationally, and impossible to live a moral life, as a true determinist.

�  Richard Baxter:  Lord it belongs not to my care (A&M R Hymn 342) The original was ‘me’.

� This is because in the weather, as in many other systems, small disturbances double over time and then double again.  An investment worth £1 that doubled every year would be worth over £1,000 in 10 years, £1m in 20 years and £130,000M in 37 years.  More relevantly, if by God’s grace every evangelised Christian were able to help on average one new person become an evangelised Christian each year, and even if only 1% of those professing to be Christians today were evangelised, then in 5 years time the Churches would be packed to overflowing and in 10 years time the whole world would be evangelised Christians.

� Quoted by Bishop Geoffrey. Exact reference unknown.

� Michael Bordeaux Risen Indeed.

� The Times May 10th 1995 (or 11th?).

� CH Dodd� XE "Dodd, CH" � in his commentary says that: “The word rendered ‘confidence’ [((((((((( – parreesian ] stood in ancient Greece for the most valued right of a citizen in a free state, the right to speak his mind; and although the meaning of the word became wider and vaguer in the course of time, there always hangs about it this special association with the thought of freedom of speech, unhampered by fear or shame.  In our relation to God such freedom of speech is not an inherent right, but it is strictly dependent on an equally frank and straightforward obedience to the divine will. The Johannine Epistles Hodder & Stoughton 1946.

�	According to Joachim Jeremias� XE "Jeremias, Joachim" � The Prayers of Jesus SCM 1964.

�  The word translated as ‘daily’ is eipousious which is a unique Greek word.  It seems to mean that which we need for the coming day.  See The Prayers of Jesus etc..  

� This is probably translating one original phrase of Jesus (which echoes an old Jewish Prayer – see Jeremias: The Prayers of Jesus.)  It sounds as if he is saying that God tempts us, but this is not so and only appears this way due to the limitations of language.  So the Greek version used by St Matthew adds, to clarify what Jesus really means, “but deliver us from evil”.

� Partly because of my association with Alton Abbey� XE "Alton Abbey" �.  I use Celebrating Common Prayer� XE "Celebrating Common Prayer" � with the short services but the full lectionary, and say the Psalms in order except for special days when there are set Psalms.

�  According to the invaluable Roots of Christian Mysticism the modern ‘Jesus Prayer� XE "Jesus Prayer" �’ did not take its final form until the 14th Century.  But the origins of the practice go back to the 3rd Century.  St Athanasius (295-373)� XE "Anthanasius" � tells us that St Anthony the Great� XE "Anthony the Great" � (251-356)  ‘called his two companions … and said to them, ‘always breathe Christ’ (Life of Anthony XCI). Diadochus of Photike� XE "Diadochus of Photike" �, a 5th Century Bishop of Photike in Epirus who is one of the principal spiritual authorities of the Christian East, is one of the first witnesses of the Jesus Prayer.

� The Rule of St Benedict, Prologue vv4&5.

� Quoted by Bp Geoffrey - a paraphrase from The Living Flame of Love. Bp Geoffrey also speaks of St Seraphim of Sarov, one of the greatest of the Russian Saints, who was so transformed by the Holy Spirit that the forest and snow shone with dazzling brightness. (L Zander Seraphim of Sarav).






