HOMILY for the 17th. SUNDAY of ORDINARY TIME [C], July 25th., 2010
“Search and you will find”

Here is part of a prayer written in the 18th century by a certain John Ward, who was a merchant and MP for Weymouth:
“Oh Lord, Thou knowest that I have lately purchased an estate in Essex;  I beseech Thee to preserve the counties of Essex and Middlesex from fire and earthquake, and, as I also have a mortgage in Hertfordshire, I beg of Thee also to have an eye of compassion on that county, and for the rest of the counties, Thou mayest deal with them as Thou art pleased.   Oh Lord, enable the bank to answer all their bills and make all my debtors good men, give a prosperous voyage and safe return to my ship the Mermaid – because I have not insured it.   Keep my friends from sinking, preserve me from thieves and housebreakers, and make all my servants so honest and faithful that they may always attend to my interest and never cheat me out of my property night or day.”

Well, what do we think of that?   We probably smile at the way Mr. Ward asks so directly for things.   But then, that’s what we are doing so much of the time in prayer, asking for success, for a job, for health – just take a look at the book of Prayer Intentions in our church.   We may not directly ask God to smite other people, as another part of this prayer does, but in our heart of hearts we may want to.

The word “pray” suggests asking for things:  synonyms are beg, implore, request, entreat.   There’s not much in those words about God communicating with us.

Prayer is a very basic thing.   Take the word “gossip”;  that’s a basic thing, isn’t it, though sometimes with negative overtones.   Yet the word in origin has the same meaning as “god parent”, as in Baptism, someone who takes care.    Gossip, they say, originated in primitive people exchanging information so as to be able to protect themselves, and so prolong the human race.    In prayer – our holy “gossip” – we “exchange information” with God, for our self-preservation.   It’s really instinctive.

Instinctive, maybe.   But also controversial.   Rather like football or driving, everybody imagines their way of praying is the only right way.    Some people look down on others who like to pray from a book.   Others try meditating, say on a scene from the Gospel, and then say:  “I’m just not getting anything out of this”.    And as for contemplation, that can send some people to sleep.     

It’s also very easy to divorce prayer from worship, as though the two are separate things.   That then makes our Mass seem an obstacle to, rather than the summit of, our prayer.

Obviously prayer is at more than one level.   In Jesus Christ, God became man.   So prayer operates at the human and the divine level.   We bring our earthly concerns, and we seek to move towards God, to be God, in fact.
Despite being specifically asked in today’s Gospel, it must be said that Jesus doesn’t really give us much guidance on prayer.   He gives us the Lord’s Prayer – which some people think we over-use – and he tells us about seeking and finding, asking and receiving.

At this point we must note that Jesus does not say:  “Ask, and you will receive what you ask for”.   He says:  “Ask, and you will receive”.   That is quite different.    St. Luke, whom we have just heard, tries to make it clearer by saying we will receive the Holy Spirit.    Except that’s probably not what we asked for, and possibly don’t want!

Our prayer is rather like a boomerang.   It goes out to God and back to ourselves.   We pray for the hungry, the bereaved, and so on.    But it is God, in turn, who is then giving us the task of caring for them.

But how does God “answer”, or “speak”?   This is tricky.   There is the role of circumstance, and the working of our conscience.   Of course, non-religious people also have consciences, though they do not seek to shape them with reference to God.    They may be exasperated by our claims to “hear” God.     When Archbishop Rowan Williams complained about what he called the “artificial” relationships which people form with each other on the internet, somebody retorted:   “That’s rich coming from somebody who spends all day talking to a God he can’t see, and who never, ever, gives him an answer!”

Point taken.  We can’t all be like the famous fictional Italian priest Don Camillo who poured out his heart every day to the crucifix in his church, and the crucifix answered, often expressing exasperation at the priest’s short temper and trying to calm him down.

And so far we haven’t considered the fact that it is God who starts the whole process.   Remember the Old Testament story of the boy Samuel in the shrine:   God starts calling “Samuel! Samuel!” and for some time Samuel does not realise it is the voice of God.

In our prayer, we are linked to Christ, but that is not going magically to spare us from hardship or suffering, because Christ did not evade these things himself.   Moreover, because we are human, we have many preoccupations, though these themselves form part of our prayer.   I have lost count of the number of times people have said in confession:  “I have distractions at prayer”, and I reply:  “But the distractions are your prayer”.    If in the middle of the Eucharistic Prayer we are worried about how to pay the gas bill, that is our Eucharistic Prayer.    A Russian nun once looked in her tea tin and saw it was empty and called out:  “I have no tea!” and was commended by her spiritual director for the sincerity of her prayer.

So in prayer we may expect to use our emotions:  calm, delight, but also frustration – wanting to shout at God or throw the book against the wall.   Just like a domestic row, in fact.   A great Spanish writer† has said:  “Those who believe they believe in God, but without passion in the heart, without anguish of mind, without uncertainty, without doubt and ever at times without despair, believe only in the idea of God, not in God himself”.    And even more startlingly, someone§ has said:  “Every blasphemy is a participation in holiness”.   Because if we truly love people, there are times we can’t stand them.

So don’t give up!   Our thoughts are our prayers.   Even if you think you’ve stopped praying, you haven’t.   Don’t be put off by other people, don’t feel inadequate in doing it your own way.   Remember how powerful silence is, but remembering also how powerful is the gathering – which is where we are now, at Mass.    And all prayer forces us to be less isolated, even if we are a hermit (indeed, especially if we are a hermit).
It is a cooperation between God and ourselves.   Remember Saint Augustine’s words:  “Pray as if all depended on God, act as if all depended on us”.

And with that in mind, I leave you to enjoy your summer holidays with this, the dog lover’s prayer.   Even if you don’t have a dog, you may find it useful, as it can be adapted.

“Dear God, please make me the kind of person my dog thinks I am”  .....................

† Miguel de Unamuno, 1864-1936

§ Albert Camus, 1913-1960

