Reflections on Prayer
By Mark Link, SJ

There is only one way to understand the gospel fully—on our knees.  In other words, we must pass beyond gospel study to gospel prayer.  We must cease being gospel spectators and become gospel participants.

People are reluctant to break away from the rhythmic pattern of daily life.  They don’t want to be different.  We must break away, however, if we are to accept Jesus’ invitation to “go off alone” with him in prayer.   We must break away and be different.


Pausing to go off alone with Jesus in prayer not only gives Jesus a chance to heal us but gives us a chance to evaluate our lives.  We need to do this regularly.

Beginning.  Two points about a meditation program.  First, don’t expect too much from it initially.  Above all, don’t expect special things to happen.  Meditation can’t be forced.  It will develop gradually in its own way.  Start with five minutes; lengthen the time later.  Second, the joy and fruit of meditation often occur outside the time of meditation.  That is, later on in the day you will do something or see something as you would never have done it or seen it were you not a meditating person.

Finding a Place.    The first requirement for a prayer place” is that if affords reasonable privacy.  But there are other considerations.


Take the Little Brothers, a religious order.  Their vocation is to live among the poor, praying for them and sharing their lot.  The first thing a Little Brother does when he moves into a poor area is to set up a place where he can pray.  Often a mat is sufficient, placed before a wall on which hangs a cross.

But not everyone can set aside a place in a busy household.  Thus, New York social worker Dorothy Day says she used to do her daily praying “in the little Italian church on Twelfth Street.”  When business made this impossible, she says she meditated “on the fly”: “not in the privacy of a study—but here, there, and everywhere—at the kitchen table, on the train, on the ferry, on the way to and from appointments.”


Regardless of where you choose to meditate, start your program with complete openness.  Don’t begin it with any preconceptions.  An example may help.  Did you ever bite into something thinking it was one thing, only to find something completely different?  The taste shock so surprised you that you almost spat it out.


Meditation is something like that.  Approach it with a preconceived expectancy and it may disappoint you.   Approach it openly and it will delight you, in time, with its own taste and its own enjoyment.

Picking a Time.  When you ask people why they don’t meditate, they frequently say with some regret: “I’d like to, but I can’t seem to find time.”  We are all slaves to the face whose 12 numbers are counted endlessly by two tireless hands.  And this can be said with reasonable certitude: If we don’t make a serious effort to schedule prayer into our day, we probably won’t pray.

Four “prayer times” are p0pular with people: after rising, during the noon lunch break, before supper, immediately before retiring.  Finding the right time takes experimentation, because people respond to time differently.


Morning time seems faster for some people, afternoon or night time for others.  Some people maintain, also, they function better in the morning than in the afternoon.  All this affects our choice of a prayer time.  A person who finds that he functions better in the morning might be advised to pray then.  Finding the prayer time that fits you best may take months, but it is worth the effort.   Prayer is that important.

The body at Prayer. Praying—spiritual nourishment—is similar to eating, physical nourishment.  It too involves the total person.  Our bodily posture, our breathing, how we hold our hands, how we focus our eyes—all of these things are important in prayer.  To ignore them is to enter into prayer with a severe handicap.  This is why spiritual directors recommend that occasionally we run a check on the comportment of our body during prayer.  Here are some key areas to check on:

Is my back straight?

Believe it or not, an erect back is a good way to cut down or eliminate distractions.  There is no scientific data to explain this, but it is a common experience of meditators.


Are my eyes at rest?


There are several ways to handle the eyes: close them, allow them to remain open and unfocused, or focus them on a cross or a restful photograph.


Are my hands at rest?


Sometimes it helps to keep the hands apart, resting them on the knees.  Sometimes it helps to cup or intertwine them, resting them in your lap.  The important thing is to still them.


Is my breathing smooth and relaxed?


Don’t strain it, but try to set up a rhythmic pattern of inhalation and exhalation.


Finally, is my body at rest?


The less a body moves in prayer, usually, the better.  At first it may be difficult to keep still, but with time this will come about naturally.

God’s Presence.  Standing consciously in God’s presence means standing before God as we are: happy, bored, angry.  We do not try to kid God or ourselves about our situation or how we feel about it.


Standing consciously in God’s presence is the starting point of all meditation.  Concretely, this means calling to mind that God is present with us.


From time to time, God makes his presence felt by us.  When God does this, we merely rest there.  We do no more than remain in his presence.  We forget about the material we were going to use for meditation.  We simply remain in God’s presence as long as he grants us this priceless gift.


On our part, any effort to make ourselves feel God’s presence is nearly always wrong.  It cannot be wished or willed into being.  It is a gift from God.

Meditating.  Meditation as prayer is an exercise for tapping the fullness of human power available to us.  Meditation as prayer is an exercise for tapping the fullness off divine power available to us.  The first does not necessarily involve faith in God; the second does.


Meditation as pre-prayer allows the body and the mind to slow down and to relax sufficiently so that we can enter God’s presence consciously.  At this point, prayer becomes possible.


Normally, prayer takes three forms: meditation—thinking about God; contemplation—resting in God’s presence; conversation—talking with God.


Often these three forms occur intertwined in one and the same prayer, like strands of wire in the same cable.


Meditation itself can assume many forms.  One popular form is to take an idea and explore it in the presence of God.  For instance, take the idea of God himself.  A good God-meditation example is Psalm 139, which explores God from three viewpoints: his knowledge, his presence, his providence.
Contemplating.  How often have we heard older persons say: “I find it impossible to pray as I used to.”  The reason for this may be quite simple: their prayer is in the contemplative stage.   They no longer need words to act as a key to open the heart.  The heart is already open.

Conversing.  One way to converse with God is to talk to him as we would talk to our best friend.  We tell him about our doubts and dreams, our difficulties and disappointments.  A “conversation guide” for talking to God that many people find helpful is to sit down with God, so to speak, and do a “mental replay” of our day.


First, we identify and share with God those events about which we feel most happy: when we helped someone or were helped; acted form principle, not from expediency; enjoyed a special time with good friends.  We conclude by thanking God for these high points in our day.


Next, we identify and share with God those events about which we feel least happy: when we turned aside from someone in need, spoke harshly to another, gave in to pettiness and jealousy.  We conclude by asking God to forgive us these low points in our day.


Finally, we speak to God about tomorrow.  We preview any scheduled activities that may need God’s special help and guidance.  We conclude by asking God to help us in these crucial moments that lie ahead.


Conversing with God involves dialogue.  It involves not only talking to God but listening as God talks to us.


God does not talk to us in a vocal way.  He communicates to us in a spiritual way, and at a level so deep within ourselves that we would never know it existed had he not declared himself to us there.

Printed Prayer.  Sometimes we find printed prayers that speak to us in a special way—almost as though they were written for us.  These are prayers that we should save or copy in a journal.  This makes them “our” prayers.  Such prayers act not as model prayers but as prayer models.

A model prayer is simply a prayer that we like as it is.  We enjoy praying it just as we enjoy listening to certain songs.  A prayer model, on the other hand, is a prayer that we follow, much as a backpacker follows a trail in the wilderness.  Like the backpacker, we don’t hug the trail but move off it occasionally to enjoy an exciting view or something beautiful along the way.  Printed prayers, like wilderness trails, act as guides to keep us from getting lost or traveling in circles.

Like good friends, printed prayers are always there when we need them, in every situation, every hour of the day.

Praying from Memory.  People sometimes refer to “memorized praying” as “praying by heart.”  This is an excellent description of what memorized praying is all about.  It is letting the words of a remembered prayer descend from the head into the  heart, where they acquire a deeper meaning and speak to us—or let us speak to God—in a deeper or more profound way.

People sometimes complain that memorized prayer is impersonal prayer, because the words are predetermined for us.  This is a misunderstanding of the situation.  It is like saying that food is impersonal because it is predetermined in taste.   The personal dimension of memorized prayer comes not from the words prayed by the person, but from the person praying the words.

No two people pray the same words in the same way.  The words, then, return to God restyled and restamped with the unique personality of the person who prayed them.

Petition.  The “prayer of petition,” which Jesus taught and practiced so naturally, is a problem for many modern Christians.  “What does it mean?” they ask.  “Does God modify his acts because we ask him to?”


The answer seems obvious.  God doesn’t need human wisdom to guide him.  Nor does he need human persuasion to lead him to what is good and right.  Why, then, did Jesus teach us to pray?


Blaise Pascal, the 17th century French mathematician, answered the question this way: “Prayer is one of the ways that God chose to share his infinite power with us.”  Just as his gift of intelligence gives us power, so his gift of prayer gives us power.

In other words, God set up the universe in such a way that we can influence it not only by the exercise of human intelligence but also by the exercise of human prayer.


God has made us more than spectators to his creative power; we also share in it.  This is part of what it means to be made in the “image and likeness of God.”

Praying the Bible.  After years of trying to help people pray, I have come to the conclusion that reading the Bible faithfully each day is the best single aid to leaning to pray.


The first thing to keep in mind is that we don’t read the Bible in the same way we read other books.  The Bible isn’t another book; it is God’s book.  This does not mean we ignore the fact that the words and expressions in the Bible are those of human authors and mirrors the authors’ backgrounds.  It does mean that we must be on our guard lest the human words and expressions distract us from God’s words.

Faith and life in Jesus are not just a matter of reading the Bible in his own time and in his own way.  Like prayer, reading the Bible fruitfully combines our effort and God’s initiative.  We cast the net, but God gives us the catch.

There are many people who say: “You can’t really read the Bible; you can only meditate or pray it.”  There is much truth in this statement.  The Bible resists the casual reader and yields only to the prayerful searcher.

Prayer a Gift.  Voyaging to God in prayer is not simply a matter of effort and perseverance.  This is only half the picture.  Prayer is also—above all—a gift from God.  And God gives according to his own wisdom.  He knows what is best for us, and he will do what is best for us.


When we pray, we are like the father of the runaway son in Jesus’ parable of the prodigal son.  The father could not force his son’s return.  He could only wait for him and trust.


Voyaging to God in prayer is like that.  All we can do is wait for God, trust in God, and persevere in our prayer discipline.  If we do this, God will certainly come.

What appears above is excerpted form Father Link’s book, Breakaway: Twenty-Eight Steps to a More Reflective Life.  Reprinted with permission of the publisher, Argus Communications, Copyright 19870, Argus Communications.  Father Link, who teaches at Chicago’s St. Ignatius High School, is also author of These Stones Will Shout and The Seventh Trumpet (Argus).
PAGE  
4
Reflections on Prayer- M. Link, sj

